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1.

INTRODUCTION

This initial study was prepared pursuant to the State of California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA)
of 1970 (as amended) (California Public Resources Code 21050 et seq.) and in accordance with the
State Guidelines for the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA Guidelines). The County of
Merced Department of Planning and Community Development (County) is the CEQA lead agency
for this document.
The project evaluated in this initial study is a proposed sand extraction operation (proposed project)
approximately five miles southwest of the community of Snelling in unincorporated Merced County.
The project site consists of approximately 42 acres located north of Youd Road, adjacent to and
south of the Merced River, and east of Highway 59. The site is accessed by turning east from
Highway 59 onto a private road located between Youd Road and the Highway 59 Merced River
bridge.
The project applicant proposes to mine a total of approximately 2.2 million cubic yards of sand for
construction aggregate uses. Mining and site reclamation would occur in two phases over
approximately 10 years. Upon completion of mining and reclamation, the site would be returned to
agricultural use.

INITIAL STUDY CONTENTS
This initial study contains the following sections:
Section 1: Introduction – This section provides an overview of the initial study, a description of the
CEQA review process and schedule, and CEQA lead agency contact information.
Section 2: Project Description – This section discusses the background of the proposed project
and describes the project elements and required entitlements for project implementation.
Section 3: Environmental Checklist – This section contains the environmental checklist. The
checklist identifies environmental issue areas that could be affected by the proposed project and lists
the determination of whether the project’s effects on those areas are significant, less than significant
with mitigation, less than significant, or are to have no impact. The checklist also contains the
rationale and support for each determination.
Section 3 presents the determination that, based on the results presented in the environmental
checklist, the Lead Agency has concluded that preparation of a project-specific Mitigated Negative
Declaration (MND) is appropriate to meet the environmental review requirements for the proposed
project under CEQA.
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1. Introduction

ENVIRONMENTAL REVIEW PROCESS
This initial study and proposed MND was circulated for public review and comment on November 2,
2009 for a period of 30 days. All comments on the initial study should be submitted in writing to
Merced County no later than 5:00PM on December 2, 2009. A public hearing to consider adoption
of the MND and approval of the amended reclamation plan will be held before the County Planning
Commission. The date of this hearing will be publicly noticed and all interested parties are
encouraged to attend. All substantive comments on the initial study and those presented during the
hearing will be considered by the County decision-makers prior to taking action on the proposed
project.
Ms. Oksana Newmen, Planner III
Merced County Department of Planning and Community Development
2222 M Street,
Merced, CA 95340
A Mitigation Monitoring and Reporting Plan (MMRP) will be prepared after receipt of comments on
the IS/MND. The MMRP will be provided to the Merced County Planning Commission for their
review and approval prior to taking action on the proposed project.
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2. PROJECT DESCRIPTION

This initial study/proposed mitigated negative declaration (IS/MND) evaluates the environmental
impacts of implementing the Robinson Ranch Sand Mine and Reclamation Project (proposed
project). The description of the project provided herein, unless otherwise noted, is taken directly
from the Robinson Ranch Sand Mine Reclamation Plan (dated December 2008) submitted by the
project applicant.

PROJECT LOCATION
The project site consists of approximately 42 acres located adjacent to the Merced River in northern
Merced County, California (see Figure 2.1). The project site is contained within a larger 321-acre
project parcel located approximately five miles southwest of the community of Snelling within the
unincorporated Merced County (see Figure 2.2). The project site is north of Youd Road, south of the
Merced River, and east of and adjacent to Highway 59 (see Figure 2.3). The site is accessed by
turning east from Highway 59 onto a private road located between Youd Road and the Highway 59
Merced River bridge.
The project site occupies the southwest corner of the larger project parcel. The Assessor’s Parcel
Number (APN) for the site is 042-230-052. The project site is bound by the Merced River to the
north, Highway 59 to the west, and dirt access roads to the south and east.

PROJECT SITE
The project site has historically supported row crops and dry land grazing.
structures currently exist on the site.

No dwellings or

The topography of the project site ranges from gently sloping terrain to steep hillside. Elevations
within the project area range from 192 feet above mean sea level (AMSL) to 254 feet AMSL.
Although there is no natural surface water within the site, the project site is immediately south of the
Merced River floodplain. The entire site is outside of the 100-year floodplain. Nine soil series are
reported as occurring in the project area 1 including: Riverwash (Rf), Terrace escarpments (Tg), Delhi
sand 8 to 15 percent slopes (DfC), Delhi sand 3 to 8 percent slopes (DfB), Delhi sand 0 to 3 percent
slopes (DfA), Delhi loam sand 0 to 3 percent slopes (DdA), Peters clay 8 to 15 percent slopes (PnC),
Whitney fine sandy loam 15 to 30 percent slopes eroded (WhD2), and Snelling sandy loam 8 to 15
percent slopes eroded (SnC2).

1

US Department of Agriculture, Natural Resources Conservation Service,
<http://websoilsurvey.nrcs.usda.gov/app/WebSoilSurvey.aspx>, accessed May 21, 2009.
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FIGURE 2.1

Robinson Ranch Mine Project: Regional Location
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FIGURE 2.2

Robinson Ranch Mine Project: Vicinity Map
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FIGURE 2.3

Robinson Ranch Mine Aerial Map
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Project Description

No portion of the project site is located within Williamson Act lands or on prime agricultural land. The
site is classified by the USDA-NRCS as “Vacant or Disturbed Land.” 2 The Merced County General
Plan designates the project site as Agricultural 3 and the site is zoned A-2 (Exclusive Agricultural). 4

SURROUNDING LAND USES
Existing uses on surrounding lands include grazing land, various types of agriculture, vacant land,
scattered residences, the Calaveras Materials Plant Site (Woolstenhulme Mine) and Highway 59
(see Figure 2.3, above). The nearest residence is approximately 500 feet to the west of the project
area across Highway 59. Very low density scattered residences are located in the vicinity of the
project site. Approximately six residences are located within one mile of the project. Surrounding
land uses to the north include vacant land, the Merced River and row crop agriculture. Lands to the
east support grazing and other agricultural use. Lands to the south support grazing, row crop
agriculture, and vineyards, as well as one residence. To the west/northwest, land uses include
Highway 59, one residence, orchards, the Merced River and the Woolstenhulme mine site.
The community of Snelling is located approximately five miles to the northeast of the project site on
Highway 59. The City of Merced is approximately 15 miles south of the project via Highway 59.

PROJECT BACKGROUND
Historically, the project site has been used for grazing land and mining. However, current use of the
site for agriculture is somewhat limited by site topography which includes various hills and
escarpments. According to the project applicant, leveling the land through mining and site
reclamation would allow for more efficient use of the property and would likely increase agricultural
production. To achieve a topography more suitable to agriculture and at the same time profit from
the sale of sand material to be removed to achieve this topography, a mining and reclamation permit
application was prepared by the project applicant and submitted to the County Planning and
Community Development Department on July 3, 2006.

PROJECT DESCRIPTION
Mining Activities
The proposed project is a sand extraction operation that would mine a total of approximately 2.2
million cubic yards of sand for construction aggregate uses. Mining and reclamation would occur in
two phases. The first phase would consist of approximately 20 acres within the eastern “half” of the
project area (see Figure 2.4). This phase is anticipated to last three years. The first phase will bring
slopes within the eastern “half” near or to final grade. The maximum cut during the first phase is
anticipated to be approximately 50 feet. The second phase would consist of approximately 22 acres
within the western “half” of the project area. This phase is anticipated to last seven years. Following
2

3
4

California Department of Conservation, Division of Land Resource Protection, Farmland Mapping and
Monitoring Program. Merced County 2006 Data,
<ftp://ftp.consrv.ca.gov/pub/dlrp/FMMP/pdf/2006/mer06_no.pdf>, accessed May 21, 2009.
Merced County, Planning and Community Development Department, General Plan Land Use Map,
<http://www.co.merced.ca.us/DocumentView.asp?DID=243>, accessed May 22, 2009.
Merced County, Planning and Community Development Department, Zoning Map,
<http://www.co.merced.ca.us/DocumentView.asp?DID=271>, accessed May 22, 2009.
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Project Description

completion of Phase 2, all slopes would be at or near final grade. Finish grading of the project floor
will create a relatively flat gradual slope toward the Merced River at a 1-2 percent gradient that will
be roughly parallel to Highway 59. Final reclamation of the site would begin after Phase 2. The
maximum cut during Phase 2 is anticipated to be about 65 feet. Figure 2.5 presents a detailed
rendering of pre- and post-mine topography of the project site.

Site Preparation and Topsoil Salvage
Prior to the start of proposed mining activities, all trash and miscellaneous debris within the site
boundaries would be collected and hauled off-site for disposal. Existing vegetation would be
removed prior to ground disturbance for each phase. Vegetation on land within Phase 2 of the
project would remain in place until after completion of Phase 1 mining operations. Vegetation would
be scraped off using a bulldozer or front end loader and placed in a stockpile. Cleared vegetation
would be chipped, stockpiled and used for erosion control purposes. Topsoil is not evenly
distributed throughout the site. Minimal amounts of topsoil are expected within the lower elevations
of the site and previously disturbed areas. The majority of topsoil is found on top of the terrace
along the eastern project boundary. Where practicable, six (6) inches of topsoil would be stripped
prior to extraction and stockpiled for use in reclamation. These stockpiles would be revegetated with
the grazing mix (see Table 2.1) during the project to maintain micro-organics and for erosion control.
Stockpiled topsoil will be signed appropriately and will stay in place until all mining is completed.
Topsoil used in Phase 1 Reclamation would be obtained from the Phase 2 Mining area. Stockpiled
topsoil would be used in Phase 2 Reclamation. If practicable, screened organics that could serve as
a viable growth medium would be stockpiled and revegetated with the grazing mix during the project
for use in reclamation.

TABLE 2.1
GRAZING MIX
Species
Paiute Orchard Grass
Tetraploid Orchard Grass
Clare Sub Clover
C316 Alfalfa
Crimson Clover
Hykon Rose Clover
Total

Pounds Per Acre
7.5
6.25
5
2.5
2.5
1.25
25

Note: The alfalfa and clovers will be coated.
Source: Central Valley Concrete Operator, Robinson Ranch Sand Mine Reclamation Plan, prepared for County of Merced,
January 2008.

There will be no waste fines as a result of this project. All material extracted from this project would
be removed from the site using over-the-road haul trucks or used for reclamation purposes.

Extraction
Extraction will occur following removal of vegetation and topsoil. Materials would be extracted using
bulldozers, front end loaders, excavators, or other loading equipment. No blasting or hammering
would be necessary to remove the sand. The stockpiled sand and raw material would be loaded by
Robinson Ranch Sand Mine
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Mining and Reclamation Activities
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FIGURE 2.5

Pre- and Post-Mining Site Topography
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Project Description

front-end loaders onto over-the-road haul trucks. As extraction progresses, the project floor elevation
will be brought to within no less than one vertical foot of the 100-year floodplain along the northwest
project boundary. During the life of the project, the pad area will be sloped away from the Merced
River toward a sedimentation basin located near the center of the project area. Finish grading will
involve sloping the project floor at 1-2 percent gradient from the base of the cut slope toward the
floodplain in a direction roughly parallel to Highway 59.
Due to the nature of the material found onsite, front end loaders are the only equipment necessary to
extract the resource. Front end loaders will load the material directly into the powerscreen. Raw
material may also be loaded onto over-the-road haul trucks for transportation offsite. Infrequently, a
bulldozer may be used to assist loader operations and also to shape and trim final slopes. In
addition, one excavator (Link Belt 460 LX Backhoe) may be used infrequently (an estimated average
of 100 hours per year) during periods of unusually high production. 5
All sand extraction activities would be required to comply with San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution
Control District Regulation VIII (Rule 8021). The purpose of the rule is to limit fugitive dust
emissions and requires preparation and submittal of a Dust Control Plan to the District prior to the
start of mining.

Processing
The only processing associated with this project will be material screening to remove organics. As
the project progresses, the portable screening equipment would be relocated if needed to remain in
proximity to extractive operations. Screening equipment would consist of an 80-horsepower, dieselfueled powerscreen, such as an Extec Turbo 5000. This type of unit is currently registered with the
San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District for emissions.
Extracted material will be loaded directly into the powerscreen with a front end loader. Screening will
remove organics from raw material resulting in a clean sand product. Organics and sand will be
stockpiled by the powerscreen or loading equipment. Sand will be loaded onto over-the-road haul
trucks using front end loaders for delivery to independent purchasers, large contractors, and
construction aggregate companies.
A fleet of approximately 15-20 trucks will haul product from the project on any given day, with the
same trucks returning to the project site throughout the day. In total, truck trips on an average sales
day are anticipated to include 43 trips in and 43 trips back out for a total average of 86 trips per sales
day. 6 Other project-related traffic will include employee vehicles (up to four [4] roundtrips per day)
and occasional delivery trucks (likely to be less than one [1] roundtrip per day) bringing materials to
the project site.
During intermittent periods of peak production over the life of the project, the number of daily truck
trips is expected to be substantially higher than the projected average of 86 trips per day. According

5

6

D. Johnston, Santa Fe Land Planning, INC., personal communication with O. Newmen, Merced County
Department of Planning and Community Development. Email dated 7/17/09 – Subject: Robinson sand mine
equipment/AQ assumptions.
Robinson Ranch Sand Mine Reclamation Plan. December 2008. p. 21.
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to the project applicant’s representative, daily truck trips could number as high as 400 (200 to and
200 from the site). These trips would occur within a 12-hour work day, for seven days a week, and
for periods not exceeding two weeks at a time. The project applicant anticipates that no more than
two (2) of these two-week periods of peak production would occur in any given year. 7

Stockpile Management
No permanent specific stockpile locations are proposed; temporary material stockpiles would exist
on the site in areas near the screening facilities. Stockpiles would be watered during operations to
reduce wind erosion. Stockpiles would be located within the active excavation area to reduce the
possibility of sediment leaving the site. As noted, it is anticipated that the majority of the material
exported from the site would be ground-loaded directly into on-road haul trucks, reducing the need
for material stockpiles.

Operational Water
Stockpiles and exposed soils would be watered periodically on a daily basis for dust suppression.
An existing well located near the project site entrance from Highway 59 will provide operational
water for the project. A water truck would water material stockpiles and other unpaved areas
periodically throughout the day for dust suppression purposes. Other water requirements include
surface watering of outgoing loads and water used during the screening process for dust
suppression. Daily average water use is estimated at 2,500 gallons/day, but may reach as high as
14,000 gallons/day during periods of peak production. Dust suppression for outgoing trucks is
estimated at 75 gallons per truck during the dry season. During the rainy season, water use will be
substantially reduced on site.

Wastes
Proposed project operations are not expected to generate waste fines. Minimal amounts of organics
may be found within extracted material. These organics would be screened from usable sand using
the powerscreen, and if practicable, stockpiled for use in reclamation. Domestic refuse would be
collected in approved trash bins and hauled to the nearest approved landfill for disposal. Equipment
would be serviced on a daily basis by a mobile service truck. No toxic or hazardous substances
would be in use at the site aside from fuels and lubricants contained in project equipment.

Stormwater and Erosion Control
As stated in the December 2008 Reclamation Plan beginning on page 22, during extraction
operations, there will be no runoff from the project area. Following successful reclamation of the site,
no runoff control will be necessary. Erosion and sedimentation will not exceed existing conditions.
Runoff from surrounding lands is controlled by two existing drainage ditches that are outside the
project area: 1) the drainage ditch running roughly north-south along the eastern edge of the Phase
1 mining area boundary and 2) the drainage ditch running southwest along the access road on the
eastern edge of the Phase 2 mining area. This ditch connects to the Caltrans ditch along the western
7

D. Johnston. Santa Fe Land Planning. Personal communication. October 27 email to O. Newmen (Merced
County Department of Planning and Community Development) and R. Hanson (PBS&J). Subject: RE.
Responses to Traffic Questions.
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project boundary which directs runoff away from the project area. The mine operator will not be
responsible for maintaining the Caltrans ditch.
Previous mining projects along the Merced River have created surface depressions and left a berm
between the mining area and the river. In some cases, this resulted in the river breaching the berm
and capturing the extraction area. Water in these captured areas is warmer than water in the
Merced River creating suitable habitat for bass. Bass is a natural predator of salmon smolts in the
Merced River. Local agencies have expressed concern over the creation of these pit areas adjacent
to the river due to the effect on river morphology and the predation of salmon smolts by bass.
The Robinson Ranch project does not propose creating a surface depression or placing a berm
between the river and the project area. During the life of the project, the area of extraction will be
sloped away from the Merced River toward a sedimentation basin located near the center of the
project area. The sedimentation basin will be needed to capture minimal amounts of runoff from
within the project area and water directed down the slope from the drainage ditch running roughly
north-south along the eastern edge of the Phase 1 mining area. Water will be directed down the
slope in a corrugated metal culvert that is directed toward the sedimentation basin. As a result,
drainage originating onsite will be contained within the project area where it percolates into the water
table leaving behind any sediment. Since there will be no permanent depression created by
extraction, this project does not propose installing a berm between the extraction area and the
Merced River. The silt fencing or straw wattles to be installed along the northwest project boundary
will be removed as part of the final reclamation process. As part of final reclamation, the
sedimentation basin will be filled and the excavated area will be sloped toward the Merced River
floodplain at a 1-2% gradient roughly parallel to Highway 59.
During extractive operations, stormwater and erosion control measures will include:

•

silt fencing will be installed along the northwest project boundary adjacent to the Merced
River floodplain;

•

a 30-foot wide revegetation strip along the northwest project boundary bordering the Merced
River floodplain will be planted with the grassland mix, oaks and cottonwoods;

•

if determined to be necessary, straw mulch or wood chippings from cleared vegetation will be
applied to cut slopes (based on Soil Surface Status: see below);

•

if determined to be necessary, straw wattles will be installed on cut slopes at 20-foot vertical
intervals (based on Soil Surface Status);

•

seeding with the erosion control mix and grassland mix at the appropriate time of year; and

•

use of settling basin to capture runoff.

Following the completion of extraction operations, erosion control measures will include:

•

maintaining erosion control measures implemented on cut slopes during the life of the
project; and

•

planting the grassland mix at the appropriate time of year.
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A 3-foot earthen berm will be constructed at the top of all cut slopes for safety purposes. Proposed
slopes within the project area will not exceed an overall slope gradient of 3H:1V. In addition, erosion
control will be in the form of slope stabilization through revegetation and the measures described
below.
The following “qualitative descriptors” of soil surface status shall apply during proposed mining and
reclamation activities. These descriptors/classes categorize the nature of potential changes in soil
conditions on the project site and identify appropriate corrective actions to be carried out by the
project operator.
Class 1: No soil loss or erosion; topsoil layer intact; well-dispersed accumulation of litter
from past year's growth plus smaller amounts of older litter.
ACTION: None necessary.
Class 2: Soil movement slight and difficult to recognize; small deposits of soil in form of
fans or cones at end of small gullies or fills, or as accumulations back of plant crowns or
behind litter; litter not well dispersed or no accumulation from past year's growth.
ACTION: Monitor to see if any further deterioration and action is required.
Class 3: Soil movement or loss more noticeable; topsoil loss evident, with some plants
on pedestals or in hummocks; rill marks evident, poorly dispersed litter and bare spots
not protected by litter.
ACTION: Any rills or gullies in excess of 8 square inches in cross sectional area
and more than 10 linear feet located on finished slopes shall be arrested using
straw mulch and hay bales.
Class 4: Soil movement and loss readily recognizable; topsoil remnants with vertical
sides and exposed plant roots; roots frequently exposed; litter in relatively small amounts
and washed into erosion protected patches.
ACTION: Replant and cover with straw mulch and install silt fences. If necessary, regrade and compact with equipment.

Hazardous Materials
A mobile fuel and lubrication truck will be used to service vehicles onsite. The fuel/lube truck could
carry a limited amount of petroleum products, would be equipped with automatic shutoff valves to
prevent spills, and also would carry appropriate absorbent materials to contain and recover spillage.
There will be no onsite storage of hazardous materials or petroleum products.
No fuel will be stored onsite. Materials needed for off-road equipment, including diesel fuel and
gasoline, would be transported to the site by trucks. Supply trucks would service onsite equipment
and then leave the site.
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Site Security and Fencing
The mine and processing areas will be located entirely on private property. Much of the site is
currently fenced and gated. Where needed to ensure security and limited access, fencing will be
extended to the portions of the site that are not currently fenced (see Figure 2.4). This fencing will
be maintained through the project. “No Trespassing” signs will be posted along Highway 59 to
ensure public awareness.

Operating Hours
Mining, processing, sales and truck transport from the site will be limited to the hours between 6:00
am and 6:00 pm Monday through Saturday. Mining, processing and sales are expected to be
intermittent. The average days of operation will be variable from year to year; however, it is
anticipated that the yearly average over time will range from 100 to 280 days per year. 8 Sales will
sometimes coincide with mining and processing, but at other times truck load out and sales will be
the only operations occurring at the site.
It is important to note that the project applicant assumes that the proposed project may be called
upon to provide materials for certain public agency projects such as Caltrans road improvement
projects which may operate during nighttime hours. In addition, the project may supply materials for
emergency road repairs made necessary by natural disasters such as flooding or other unforeseen
events.
As noted above, during intermittent periods of peak production over the life of the project, the
number of daily truck trips is expected to be substantially higher than the projected average of 86 per
day. According to the project applicant’s representative, daily trips could number as high as 400
(200 to and 200 from the site). These trips would be confined to a 12-hour work day (between 6 AM
and 6 PM) and seven-day workweek for periods not exceeding two weeks at a time. The project
applicant anticipates that no more than two of these two-week periods of peak production would
occur in any given year. 9

Phasing
The proposed mining operation would encompass approximately 42 acres and would occur over 10
years in two phases. Figure 2.4, above, shows the locations of the two phases. Both phases of the
project are proposed to be completed within 10 years as shown in Table 2.2. The first phase would
consist of approximately 20 acres within the eastern “half” of the project area. This phase is
anticipated to last three years. The first phase would bring slopes within the eastern “half” near or to
final grade. The maximum cut during the first phase is anticipated to be approximately 50 feet.

8

9

Prasek, M., EnviroMine Inc., Personal communication with R. Hanson, PBS&J. Email dated 6/18/09.
Subject: Robinson Ranch Traffic Data. The upper limit of 280 days shown here is greater than the 200-day
upper limit identified in the December 2008 Robinson Ranch Reclamation Plan.
D. Johnston. Santa Fe Land Planning. Personal communication. October 27, 2009 email to O. Newmen,
Merced County Department of Planning and Community Development and R. Hanson PBS&J. Subject: RE:
Responses to Traffic questions.
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TABLE 2.2
MINING AND RECLAMATION PHASES
Phase
1
2
Total

Mining/Reclamation
Progression (years)
0 to 3
3 to 10
10

Surface Area Disturbance
(acres)
20
22
42

The second phase would consist of approximately 22 acres within the western “half” of the project
area. This phase is anticipated to last 7 years. Following completion of Phase 2, all slopes will be at
or near final grade. Finish grading will ensure the project floor slopes toward the Merced River at a
1-2 percent gradient roughly parallel to Highway 59. Final reclamation of the site will begin after
Phase 2. The maximum cut during Phase 2 is anticipated to be about 65 feet below existing ground
surface resulting from hillside excavation. The project will not create depressions or pits onsite aside
from the proposed settling basin.
The phasing plan is intended to be a guideline; the phasing boundaries and timelines could be
affected by unforeseen geologic characteristics, market conditions, and/or technological
advancements. Each of these factors would be a consideration in determining actual activities within
each phase. Phase 1 may not be 100 percent complete before entering Phase 2 because of
localized geologic conditions, sequencing, and layout logistics. However, reclamation would take
place through the life of the project, concurrently with Phase 1 and Phase 2.

Operational Traffic
Daily Trips
As noted above, the project applicant estimates that, on average, the project will generate 86 truck
trips per sales day: 43 trips in and 43 trips out of the project site. This number was derived using
18.5 average cubic yards per truck to export 220,000 cubic yards per year, assuming 280 annual
days of operation, i.e., days that materials are loaded and exported from the project site. 10 While the
project applicant estimates that mining will occur onsite anywhere from 100-280 days per year, for
purposes of this review, the applicant presents 280 days of operation per year as typical. 11
Other project-related traffic would include employee vehicles (up to four (4) roundtrips per day) and
occasional delivery trucks (averaging less than one (1) roundtrip per day) bringing necessary
supplies to the site.
As noted above, the project applicant anticipates the project will experience intermittent periods of
peak production. According to the project applicant’s representative, daily trips during these periods
could number as high as 400 (200 to and 200 from the site). These trips would be confined to a 12hour work day and seven-day workweek for periods not exceeding two weeks at a time. The project
10
11

Prasek, M., EnviroMine Inc., Personal communication with R. Hanson, PBS&J. Email dated 6/18/09.
Subject: Robinson Ranch Traffic data.
Prasek, M., EnviroMine Inc., Personal communication with R. Hanson, PBS&J. Email dated 6/18/09.
Subject: Robinson Ranch Traffic data.
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applicant anticipates that no more than two of these two-week periods of peak production would
occur in any given year. 12

Trip Distribution
Approximately 80 percent of the traffic leaving the project site would travel south on Highway 59 and
20 percent of the traffic would travel north on Highway 59. During both phases of the project, trucks
would enter and exit the site by using an existing dirt driveway on Highway 59, south of the Merced
River bridge crossing and north of Youd Road.

Reclamation Plan
According to the project applicant, the goals of the reclamation plan are to:
1. Maximize the recovery of aggregate resources in a safe and efficient manner.
2. Return extracted areas to a useful purpose following depletion of natural resources.
3. Mitigate, by design, potential environmental impacts on the land that might otherwise be
created by extraction.
Reclamation would involve returning the project area to the intended future use of grassland for
cattle grazing. A revegetation plan was developed by the project applicant to restore the site for this
purpose (see Figure 2.6). The proposed grassland mix, oak planting schedule, elderberries and
cottonwoods are designed to obtain a suitable degree of vegetation similar to surrounding grazing
land and re-blend the disturbances caused by extraction into the nearby vicinity. The resulting
grassland to be used for grazing would be similar to grazing land found on surrounding areas. In
addition, the reclamation plan seeks to enhance resource value through reduced runoff, capturing
runoff to recharge groundwater and/or reducing the “flashiness” of the current drainage. Further, by
bringing the soil matrix in more close proximity to the existing surface water level, the plantings
would be sustainable and consistent with the land owner’s plan for the property.
Reclamation would occur in two phases. The first phase of reclamation would occur following Phase
1 mining operations and would address slopes at final grade within the eastern “half” of the project
area that are not subject to further disturbance. Through the extraction process, cut slopes would be
brought near or to the final grade. If necessary, these cut slopes would be finish graded prior to
recultivation. Areas to be reclaimed would be prepared and recultivated as described below.
The second phase of reclamation would occur during and following Phase 2 extraction and can be
considered final reclamation of the site. The second phase of reclamation would address any slope
areas not previously reclaimed, the project floor, and all roads. The main haul road will be left for
access to the project floor for bee keeping, feed storage, other farming purposes and owner access.
Through the extraction process, cut slopes will be brought near or to final grade. If necessary, these
cut slopes will be finish graded prior to revegetation. The project floor will be sloped toward the
Merced River Floodplain at a 1-2% gradient roughly parallel to Highway 59 to ensure that no
ponding occurs within the project area.
12

D. Johnston. Santa Fe Land Planning. Personal communication. October 27, 2009 email to O. Newmen,
Merced County Department of Planning and Community Development and R. Hanson PBS&J. Subject: RE:
Responses to Traffic questions.
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An area approximately 30’ wide and 1600’ long (revegetation strip) along the northwest project
boundary will be planted with the grassland mix, oaks and cottonwoods (see Figure 2.6). Planting of
the revegetation strip will occur independently of Phase 1 and Phase 2 reclamation. The
revegetation strip area will be brought to final grade within the first year of operations. Planting within
the revegetation strip will occur at the next appropriate time of year once this area is at final grade.
As such, these plantings are expected to commence within the first two years of operations.
During the life of the project, areas at final grade and not subject to further disturbance will be
revegetated with the erosion control mix. Seeding requirements will be evaluated on an annual
basis. If determined to be necessary, straw wattles or other erosion control methods will be
implemented to control short-term erosion. Following completion of each extraction phase, areas at
final grade and not subject to further disturbance will be revegetated with the grassland mix
recommended by Lockwood Seed and Grain located in Chowchilla, California. Revegetation
practices such as soil preparation, application methods and timing are described below.
There are no drill holes or monitor wells onsite that require proper abandonment. The existing water
well will remain onsite for use by the property owner. All equipment will be portable and removed
from the site prior to final reclamation. This includes all mobile equipment, such as loaders, dozers,
haul trucks, storage vans and water trucks as well as the portable processing equipment such as the
screen. All surplus equipment and supplies stored onsite will be transported offsite. All trash and
miscellaneous debris will be collected and hauled to an appropriate waste disposal facility.

Revegetation
The project area is identified as G, grazing land, in Merced County’s 2002 Farmland GIS data.
Merced County’s 2002 Farmland GIS data originated from the California Department of
Conservation, Division of Land Resource Protection, Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program.
Definitions for the dataset were developed by the USDANRCS as part of their nationwide Land
Inventory and Monitoring (LIM) system. Grazing land is defined as land on which the existing
vegetation is suited to the grazing of livestock. This category is used only in California and was
developed in cooperation with the California Cattlemen's Association, University of California
Cooperative Extension, and other groups interested in the extent of grazing activities. The minimum
mapping unit for Grazing Land is 40 acres.
Where project operations result in compaction of the soil (roads and pads), scarifying of the soil will
be used to eliminate compaction and to establish a suitable root zone in preparation for planting.
The main access road to the site however will remain to provide access for bee keepers. Finished
grades will be worked to loosen top material. All soil surfaces will be left in as rough a condition as
possible. The intent is to create small cracks and crevices for the seeds to lodge and to improve
water infiltration. Topsoil will then be distributed over areas to be revegetated. If necessary, organic
compost and other available soil nutrients will be applied and mixed into the topsoil to create a
suitable planting bed for the project floor. All revegetation planting will be scheduled in the fall
between November 1 and December 15 after the first soaking rains of early winter or late fall
depending on weather patterns.
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There are two objectives for revegetation: 1) to provide vegetative cover for final slopes that controls
erosion and stabilizes slopes and 2) to create grassland for use as grazing land. Revegetation will
be sufficient to stabilize the surface against the effects of long-term erosion and is designed to meet
the post-extraction land use objectives of the site. Areas to be reclaimed will be seeded with the
grassland mix, valley oaks as well as elderberries and cottonwoods in order to meet both objectives
of revegetation. Performance standards for the grassland mix are based on percent cover
discussed below and were developed by the project applicant in coordination with the state Office of
Mine Reclamation.

Grasses
As discussed above, the plantings of grasses will be done to for the purposes of erosion control and
to serve future grazing. The proposed seed mixes for erosion control and grassland establishment
are shown in Tables 2.3 and 2.4, below, respectively. Before planting either seed mix, areas to be
revegetated will be finish graded. If determined to be necessary, soils will be treated with organic
compost and other soil nutrients to maximize the yield from the site. Seed mixes will be applied by
seeding with a whirlybird seeder, hydroseeding, drill seeding with a tractor and drill, or hand planting.
The grassland mix is expected to yield approximately two bales per acre of land revegetated with the
mix. This level of productivity is expected to be reached two years after planting.

TABLE 2.3
EROSION CONTROL MIX
Species
Hordeum vulgare

Common Name
Barley

Lbs/Acre
15

Note: California brome or blue wildrye may be substituted for Barley depending on seed availability.
Source: Robinson Ranch Sand Mine Reclamation Plan. December 2008. Page 29.

TABLE 2.4
GRASSLAND MIX
Species
Paiute Orchard Grass
Tetraploid Orchard Grass
Clare Sub Clover
C316 Alfalfa
Crimson Clover
Hykon Rose Clover

Lbs/Acre
7.5
6.25
5
2.5
2.5
1.25
25

Total

Note: The alfalfa and clovers will be coated.
Source: Robinson Ranch Sand Mine Reclamation Plan. December 2008. Page 29.

Oaks
All valley oaks found within the project site are either contained within small isolated groupings or
are isolated individuals. There is one grouping of seven oaks and two groupings of two oaks. The
remaining six oaks found within the project area are isolated individuals.
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Impacts on oak woodlands are regulated under Public Resource Code (PRC) 21083.4, also known
as the California Oak Woodlands Conservation Act (COWCA). COWCA mandates that counties
develop oak mitigation standards as described in the Act. Merced County has yet to develop these
mitigation standards; therefore, the basis for determining the need for and type of mitigation is
COWCA. COWCA requires counties to “determine whether a project within its jurisdiction may result
in a conversion of oak woodlands that will have a significant effect on the environment. If a County
determines that there may be a significant effect to oak woodlands, the county shall require
mitigation for the project.”
The California Department of Fish and Game and other state agencies define oak woodlands as an
oak stand with a greater than 10 percent canopy cover or that may have historically supported
greater than 10 percent canopy cover. The percent canopy cover of oak trees onsite falls below 10
percent, and does not meet the above stated definition of oak woodland. As such mitigation
requirements as defined by COWCA would not apply to the project.
Additionally, due to the nature of this project, the site would qualify for an exemption under COWCA
that excludes the project from COWCA mitigation requirements. PRC Section 21083.4 states:
21083.4 (d) The following are exempt from this section:
(3) Conversion of oak woodlands on agricultural land that includes land that is used to produce or
process plant and animal products for commercial purposes.

However, the project proposes to plant five valley oaks for each valley oak with a ≥5 inch diameter at
breast height (dbh) that will be removed from the project area. As identified in Attachment C, 17 oaks
meeting the dbh criterion will be removed. As such, the revegetation of oak trees will consist of hand
planting oaks at 85 separate locations within the revegetation strip along northwest project
boundary. Three acorns will be planted at each location to increase the likelihood of success. It is
expected that a typical attrition rate of 50% will occur resulting in the successful establishment of
approximately 42.5 oaks. The location of the revegetation strip was chosen due to its proximity to
the 100-year floodplain and availability of water. If necessary, oaks planted within the revegetation
strip will be irrigated until established.
Acorn planting will be staggered within the revegetation strip to prevent an artificial grid like pattern
from developing for revegetated areas. Ultimately, this pattern of planting will resemble oaks on
surrounding lands. The oak planting schedule is anticipated to experience a 50% survival rate which
is typical for this type of planting method. Acorns will be planted between November 1 and
December 15 after the first soaking rains of the season.
The reclamation plan suggests that topsoil be analyzed to determine the presence of elements
essential for oak growth. If the soils analysis shows that fertility levels or soil constituents are
inadequate to successfully implement the oak regeneration program, the appropriate fertilizer tablets
can be selected to account for these deficiencies. Typical fertilizer tablets used for oak regeneration
will be 20-10-5 (N-P-K) 9 month slow release planting tablets. One fertilizer tablet per acorn should
be used to promote greater growth.
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Prior to planting, a 4’-6’ radius around each acorn should be cleared of vegetation. A hole, 4”-6” in
diameter and 1’-2’ deep, should be created using an auger and filled with organic mulch or topsoil
salvaged from the site.
To provide for greater regeneration success, acorns should be germinated before planting. Acorns
should be planted approximately ¾” to 1” below the soil surface, with the pointed side down, where
the root emerges when fully mature and brown. The acorn should then be covered with organic
mulch or topsoil salvaged from the site.
Protective plastic tubing, 4”-6” in diameter and 4’-6’ in height, should be placed around each planted
acorn. To begin, a metal post should be driven into the ground to provide support for the tubing. The
protective tubing should be worked into the surface about 2”-6” with the post on the outside of the
tubing. This helps to help keep rodents, such as voles and gophers, from getting to the acorns. If
gophers are present, then the tubing should be worked into the ground as deep as possible (up to 6
inches). The tubing should then be secured to the stake using ties or twine. If voles or other digging
rodents are known to be a problem, black mesh plastic should be placed around the tubing and
secured (approximately 3’ square). The fertilizer tablet should be placed in the tubing and a wire
mesh secured on top of the protective container to keep birds out.
The tubing should be removed after the oak trees have grown out of the top for two years. This
exposes the trees to wind which induces girth growth. The best time of year to remove the protective
tubing is in late fall to prevent sun scald as well as having soft ground for easy removal of the metal
posts. Revegetation methods will be continually evaluated as reclamation is completed throughout
the site.
The number of proposed oaks included within the project revegetation plan is shown in Table 2.5.

TABLE 2.5
OAKS
Species
Quercus lobata

Common Name
Valley Oak

Total
85

Elderberries and Cottonwoods
Three elderberry shrubs with stems ≥ 1 inch basal diameter occur within the project site. These three
shrubs are within non-riparian habitat. None showed evidence of Valley Elderberry Longhorn Beetle
(VELB) exit holes. Mitigation for removal of the three shrubs on the project site will be provided by
transplanting the three shrubs to an area just west of the project area as well as planting additional
elderberry shrubs and cottonwoods as shown in Table 2.6 and Figure 2.6, above). As identified in
the USFWS guidelines, mitigation ratios are based on the number and size class of stems greater
than 1-inch basal diameter for shrubs in a non-riparian habitat lacking beetle exit holes. The three
bushes contain 42 stems that will require a 1:1 planting mitigation ratio. The proposed planting of 50
elderberries and 50 cottonwoods exceeds mitigation requirements.
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TABLE 2.6
ELDERBERRIES AND COTTONWOODS
Species
Sambucus mexicana
Populus fremontii

Common Name
Blue Elderberry
Fremont Cottonwood

Plantings/Cluster
10
10
Total

Clusters
5
5
100

Source: Robinson Ranch Sand Mine Reclamation Plan. December 2008. Page 32.

As defined in the USFWS Conservation Guidelines for the Valley Elderberry Longhorn Beetle, a
minimum survival rate of at least 60 percent of the elderberry plants and 60 percent of the
associated native plants must be maintained throughout the monitoring period.
Elderberries will be planted along the western project boundary during the first two years of
operations as shown in Figure 2.6. As described above, cottonwoods will be planted within the
revegetation strip as early as possible during the project. Elderberries are expected to be planted
from seed while cottonwoods are expected to be planted from cuttings obtained from mature trees in
the project vicinity. Due to the location of the plantings, the elderberries and cottonwoods are
expected to establish readily and will not require irrigation. Elderberries and cottonwoods will be
planted as agreed to by the USFWS. Plantings may occur from cuttings, seeds or other methods as
determined by consultation with the USFWS.

Performance Standards
Following seeding and before release of financial assurance, reclaimed areas must meet
performance criteria. For this site, the most meaningful performance criteria of percent cover, crop
yield, erosion control and visual mitigation are based on soil surface status and crop yield.
Reclaimed areas will be monitored once per year to compare actual success rates with the success
criteria.

TABLE 2.7
PERFORMANCE STANDARDS
Vegetative Cover
(m: meters)

Grassland Mix

Species Composition/
Species Richness
Target Goal: 4 or more of the most
prevalent species shall be from the
grassland mix
Monitoring Plot Size:
(15) 1 m by 1 m plots

Percent Cover
Target Goal:
Slopes: 70% cover
Pad: 50% cover
Monitoring Plot Size:
(15) 1 m by 1 m plots

Oaks

One (1)

N/A

Elderberries

One (1)

N/A

Cottonwoods

One (1)

N/A

Density
Production:
Pad: 2 bales per
acre
50% survival
(42.5 oaks)
60% survival
(30 elderberries)
60% survival
(30 cottonwoods)

Note: Since revegetation will occur concurrently with extraction operations, revegetation methods will be continually evaluated as revegetation is
completed throughout the site.
Source: Robinson Ranch Sand Mine Reclamation Plan. December 2008. Page 32.
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To meet performance standards for erosion control, reclaimed areas would need a soil surface
status of Class 1 or Class 2.
To insure that the revegetation plan is followed, all implementation activities will be monitored by a
competent person. Records shall be kept of soil preparation, including the addition of amendments
as determined to be necessary, seeding techniques and erosion control techniques.
Monitoring must be performed to document erosion control and revegetation success. Following
seeding operations and prior to requesting the release of financial assurances, revegetated areas
will be monitored until performance criteria are met. Performance standards must be met for two
consecutive years prior to release of financial assurances. Monitoring will be performed to document
that the revegetated areas achieve the success standards for erosion control and vegetative cover.

Test Plots
Test plots would be established on disturbed ground to compare various seeding and vegetation
methods. Specific revegetation treatments (e.g., seeding techniques, soil amendments, and weed
control) would be determined when the test plots are created.

Building, Structure, and Equipment Removal
No permanent structures are proposed for mining that would require removal. All portable
equipment would be removed prior to final reclamation. This would include all mobile equipment
such as loaders, dozers, haul trucks, storage vans and water trucks, and the portable processing
equipment such as the powerscreen and water tank. All surplus equipment and supplied used for
mining would be transported off-site. All trash and miscellaneous debris created during mining
would be collected and transported off-site for disposal. No structures or permanent equipment will
remain on the site upon completion of reclamation activities. The property owner’s groundwater well
would remain. There would be no other drill holes or wells that would require abandonment.

Topsoil Salvage, Maintenance and Redistribution
Topsoil is not evenly distributed throughout the site. The project applicant expects minimal amounts
of topsoil within the lower elevations of the site and previously disturbed areas. The majority of
topsoil is found on top of the terrace along the eastern project boundary. Where available, 6” of
topsoil will be stripped prior to extraction and stockpiled for use in reclamation. These stockpile(s)
will be revegetated with the erosion control mix (See Table 1) during the project to maintain
microorganisms and for erosion control. Alternatively, topsoil stockpiles may be covered for erosion
control purposes.
Stockpiled topsoil will be signed appropriately and will stay in place until all mining activities are
complete. Topsoil used for the revegetation strip will be obtained from the Phase 1 Mining area.
Topsoil used in Phase 1 Reclamation will be obtained from the Phase 2 Mining area. When possible,
topsoil will be applied directly to areas to be reclaimed. Stockpiled topsoil will be used in Phase 2
Reclamation.
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A small amount of organics are expected within the extracted material. These organics will be
screened out during processing, and if practicable, will be stockpiled and revegetated with the
erosion control mix or covered for erosion control purposes prior to use in reclamation.

Waste Management
Proposed operations on the site include the extraction and screening of large quantities of sand. A
small amount of organics is expected within the extracted material. If practicable, screened organics
would be stockpiled for use in reclamation activities. With the exception of the screened organics, all
extracted material would be transported offsite. There would be no waste, overburden or backfilling
associated with this project.

Weed Control
During the life of the project, invasive species shall be controlled. Non-native species found onsite
include yellow star-thistle, Italian thistle and mustard. This shall include a bi-annual inspection of the
project area to determine if any of these species or other noxious weeds are present. Eradication
measures shall be taken when these species are detected at threshold levels of one plant per less
than 100 square feet. Upon detection, the weeds shall be removed or sprayed with an appropriate
herbicide as per the manufacturers' label instructions.
Following final reclamation, the site will be monitored periodically (at least annually for two years) by
means of visual observation to identify the potential for uncontrolled weed propagation. Should weed
control be necessary, the operator/lessee will hire the services of a Pest Control Advisor to make
recommendations concerning noxious weeds that may invade the site. The operator will carry out
treatments recommended by the Pest Control Advisor to eradicate the undesired vegetation.

Proposed Reclamation End Land Use
The site will be reclaimed to simulate surrounding terrain and will be returned to an end use of
grassland for cattle grazing. The grassland mix will be planted on all lands disturbed by mining
activities. Cottonwoods and valley oaks will be planted within the revegetation strip and elderberries
will be planted as shown in the revegetation plan presented above to enhance future value of the
site for use by wildlife.

Maintenance and Monitoring of Reclaimed Areas
The County of Merced, as the lead agency under SMARA, will monitor the progress and success of
the reclamation of the site through the annual SMARA inspections. The County will monitor the
success of the reclamation of the site following the cessation of mining activities. Upon the
determination of the County and with the concurrence of the State Office of Mine Reclamation that
the site has been successfully reclaimed, the Financial Assurance will be released.

Post-Extraction Public Safety
Post-extraction public health and safety would be protected in accordance with County standards for
undeveloped land. Final slopes on-site would not exceed a 3:1 ratio, so public safety issues should
not arise from steep slopes. The project area is part of a larger ownership which is and would
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remain fenced along its entire length of Highway 59. Access would be controlled through locked
gates as well as existing fencing along the western project boundary and the southern edge of the
access road. In addition, the project area is bordered on the north by the Merced River and on the
south and east by agricultural uses which are part of the larger ownership. The berm installed at the
top of cut slopes during the project would be maintained by the property owner. Signs warning of
“No Trespassing” would be posted insure public awareness.

Permits and Approvals
The County of Merced Department of Planning and Community Development is the CEQA lead
agency for the proposed project. The Merced County Planning Commission shall be responsible for
adopting the Mitigated Negative Declaration and Mitigation Monitoring and Reporting Program prior
to approving the Conditional Use Permit application and Reclamation Plan for the proposed project.
Prior to the start of mining, a Dust Control Plan must be submitted to the San Joaquin Valley Air
Pollution Control District in accordance with Regulation VIII (Rule 8021).
Construction activities are regulated under the National Pollution Discharge Elimination System
(NPDES) General Permit (General Construction Permit) for Discharges of Storm Water Runoff,
provided that the total amount of ground disturbance during construction occurs on one acre or
more. These requirements would apply to the proposed project because it would involve ground
disturbance on 42 acres. Coverage under a General Construction Permit requires the preparation of
a stormwater pollution prevention plan (SWPPP) and Notice of Intent (NOI) to request coverage
under the General Permit.
Chapter 16.08 of the Merced County Code states that Conditional Use Permits are subject to any
recommended improvement requirements and/or dedications deemed necessary by the use. At this
time, there have not been any specific operating recommendations set forth by the County.
The analysis is this Initial Study assumes these requirements are part of the proposed project
description and would be conditions of approval.

SCHEDULE OF MINING AND RECLAMATION ACTIVITIES
Mining on the project site would be completed in two phases and is expected to occur over a 10-year
period, beginning in winter or spring 2010 and ending in 2020. The mined area would be reclaimed
and turned into grazing land within one to two years of mining activity completion.
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II.

ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS POTENTIALLY AFFECTED

The potential impacts of the proposed project on the environmental factors listed below were
evaluated. None was found to result in a “Potentially Significant Impact” as indicated by the
checklist on the following pages.

□
□
□
□
□
□

Aesthetics
Biological Resources
Hazards & Hazardous
Materials
Mineral Resources
Public Services
Utilities/Service Systems

□
□
□
□
□
□

Agriculture Resources
Cultural Resources
Hydrology/Water Quality
Noise
Recreation

□
□

Air Quality
Geology/Soils
Land Use/Planning
Population/Housing
Transportation/Traffic

Mandatory Findings of Significance
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SECTION III: DETERMINATION
This section presents the determination that Merced County has concluded that, based on the
results of the environmental review presented in this initial study, the adoption of a Mitigated
Negative Declaration is appropriate to meet the environmental review requirements for the
proposed project under CEQA.
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 applicant. 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.
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As the project applicant, I/we hereby understand and agree to incorporate the mitigation measures
and/or modifications identified in this initial study as part of the proposed project. I/we also
understand that it is my/our full responsibility to ensure these mitigation measures are implemented,
unless otherwise stated in the mitigation measures. The applicant, property owners, and/or all
successor-in-interest shall be bound by this agreement. Monitoring costs shall be borne by me/us
in accordance with Chapter 18.214 of the Merced County Code.
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IV.

ENVIRONMENTAL CHECKLIST

Introduction
The following Checklist contains the environmental checklist form presented in Appendix G of the
CEQA Guidelines. The checklist form is used to describe the impacts of the proposed project. A
discussion follows each environmental issue identified in the checklist. Included in each discussion
are project-specific mitigation measures recommended as appropriate as part of the proposed
project.
For this checklist, the following designations are used:
Potentially Significant Impact: An impact that could be significant, and for which no mitigation
has been identified. If any potentially significant impacts are identified, an EIR must be prepared.
Potentially Significant With Mitigation Incorporated: An impact that requires mitigation to
reduce the impact to a less-than significant level.
Less-Than-Significant Impact: Any impact that would not be considered significant under CEQA
relative to existing standards.
No Impact: The project would not have any impact.
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Potentially
Significant
Impact

Issues

1.

Less Than
Significant With
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less-ThanSignificant Impact

No Impact

AESTHETICS.
Would the project:
a.
b.

c.

d.

Have a substantial adverse effect on
a scenic vista?



Substantially damage scenic
resources, including, but not limited
to, trees, rock outcroppings, and
historic buildings within a State
scenic highway?



Substantially degrade the existing
visual character or quality of the site
and its surroundings?



Create a new source of substantial
light or glare which would adversely
affect day or nighttime views in the
area?



Discussion
a, c.

The Merced County General Plan contains several goals and policies to protect and/or preserve
aesthetic resources including Goal 3, Objective 3.B, Policy 7 which reads:
Goal 3: Open space for recreation, aesthetics, and protection from
hazards;
Objective 3.B: Lands with high aesthetic value are properly managed;
Policy 7: Stream corridors should be maintained in a natural condition and
retain the general character of natural slopes and formations;
In addition to views of the Coastal and Sierra Nevada ranges, the Merced County General Plan
recognizes the Merced, San Joaquin, and Bear Creek River corridors as major scenic vistas.
The General Plan also notes that the County’s rural area (comprising 95 percent of all County
land) has a high scenic value.
The site is located adjacent to the south bank of the Merced River immediately east of Highway
59. A band of riparian vegetation of varying density occurs between the site and the river
channel. Visually, the site can be characterized as a mix of rolling and flat terrain containing a
variety of natural and altered landscape. An escarpment 1 bisects the site: winding through the
site, roughly paralleling the river channel in a generally east/west direction (see Figure 3.1).
Above the escarpment, two areas have been graded and cultivated. A third graded area, at the
base of the escarpment and near Highway 59 has also been graded for cultivation (see
Figure 3.2).

1

An “escarpment” is defined as a long, steep slope at the base of a ridge or plateau.
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In addition to previously cultivated areas, the site supports areas of annual grassland, scattered
oak trees, and scrub including a number of large elderberry shrubs (see Figures 3.3 and 3.4).
These areas of natural vegetation primarily occur on the escarpment and hillsides within the
project site that do not readily lend themselves to cultivation. Two unpaved access roads are
visible on the site, as is evidence of previous mining activities on the eastern-most escarpment
(see Figure 3.5).
The visual character of areas surrounding the project site is varied. South of the site are scenic
vistas of the Merced River channel and adjacent areas of established and developing riparian
vegetation just (see Figure 3.5, Viewpoint 6). Views to the north of the site are dominated by
rolling hills now supporting a large orchard (see Figure 3.6, Viewpoint 7). Agricultural land also
dominates views to the west and east of the project site. Extensive expanses of flat cultivated
farmland extend to the east with the foothills and Sierra Nevada visible in the distance on clear
days (see Figure 3.6, Viewpoint 8). West of Highway 59 views are dominated by orchards on
rolling hills and the Merced River. North of the River and immediately west of Highway 59, views
are dominated by the Woolstenhulme mining site and processing facility (see Figure 3.7,
Viewpoint 9).
Views of the project site from permanent “sensitive receptors” such as residences are quite
limited. Two residences across Highway 59 from the project site do not have a direct view of the
project site because of Highway 59 and existing topography. One residence is located
immediately north of the project site but views of the site from that location are also obstructed
by terrain. Long-range views of the site may exist from distant residences, but direct views of
the project site from off-site locations will be primarily limited to motorists traveling southbound
on Highway 59, briefly, as they cross the Merced River Bridge. Once over the bridge, views of
the site are largely obscured by a small hill adjacent to the highway that will not be affected by
proposed mining operations. The project site is also visible to northbound motorists on Highway
59, but viewing the site requires motorists to look back as they cross the river.
When viewed from Highway 59, the predominant feature of the project site is the north/south
trending escarpment that bisects the site (see Figure 3.7, Viewpoint 10). This escarpment
supports natural vegetation and small number of mature oak trees which, together with the
uneven terrain add visual interest. The easternmost escarpment shown in Figure 3.7 has been
disturbed by past mining operations, though natural revegetation has covered much of the
previously disturbed area.
The westernmost escarpment shown in Figure 3.2, largely obscures views of the eastern half of
the site. This is important because mining operations under the proposed project would occur in
two phases, with the first phase occurring exclusively on the eastern side of the project site. As
such, mining and processing operations during Phase 1 will be largely obscured from view from
Highway 59. During phase 1, site reclamation activities will be ongoing as mining in specific
areas is completed. In addition, the proposed planting of a band of riparian vegetation along the
Merced River and adjacent to Highway 59 will commence early in Phase 1. These planting
activities will be clearly visible from the highway during the first phase of operations, but the early
establishment of vegetation in the proposed locations may serve to limit views of Phase 2 mining

Robinson Ranch Sand Mine and Reclamation Plan
Initial Study/Mitigated Negative Declaration
P:\Projects - WP Only\+10000\8216 Robinson Ranch\DIS\3. Checklist.doc

3-9
November 2009
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FIGURE 3.3

Viewpoint 3
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Viewpoint 9

Source: PBS&J, 2009.
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Viewpoint 4
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Viewpoint 6
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FIGURE 3.5
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Viewpoint 8
Source: PBS&J, 2009.
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FIGURE 3.6

Viewpoints 7 and 8
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Viewpoint 9

Viewpoint 10

Source: PBS&J, 2009.
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Viewpoints 9 and 10
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and processing operations. The effect of the plantings, if any, on limiting views of Phase 2
operations will depend on the extent of plant growth and development. For purposes of this
evaluation, we assume that the effect of the plantings will be negligible so as not to
underestimate the potential visual impact of Phase 2 operations.
When viewed from a distance, the project site in its current condition exhibits visual
characteristics that generally contribute to a natural-looking, relatively undisturbed landscape,
interspersed with areas of grassland, some evidence of past excavations, and access roads in a
generally rural setting. Distinct contrasts to this rural setting are presented by the extensive
Woolstenhulme mining and processing operation northwest of the project site, the new Highway
59 bridge construction area, and Highway 59 itself.
During mining, the topography of the existing site would be substantially altered with onsite
removal or reduction of onsite escarpments, the grading of areas that currently support rolling
terrain, and the removal of 17 mature oak trees. As noted in the project description, proposed
excavation of the site would occur in two phases. Excavation and processing operations during
Phase 1 of the proposed project would occur on the eastern portion of the project site (see
Figure 2.4). During Phase 1, the existing escarpment in the eastern portion of the site will be cut
back to form a more gradual slope. Material at the base of this escarpment would also be
removed: leaving a relatively flat area that at the base of the slope. As noted above, these
activities will occur largely out of view from Highway 59.
As noted in the project description, reclamation of areas disturbed during Phase 1 will occur
concurrently with mining activities. As mining in specific areas is completed, those areas will be
revegetated. It is anticipated that prior to initiation of Phase 2 mining operations, reclamation of
all areas in Phase 1 will be complete or in progress.
Phase 2 mining operations will be clearly visible from Highway 59 as the hill/escarpment in the
center of the project site is excavated down to ground level. With the removal of the
escarpment, portions of the slope created during Phase 1 will become visible from the highway.
Topographic alterations to the site will become visually apparent during Phase 2 as the site is
transformed from one supporting irregular varied topography adjacent to the river channel to one
more consistent with views of flat floodplain bordered by upland terraces that exist north of the
river. During Phase 2, the operation of two pieces of excavation equipment along with a water
truck, and a power screen could be visible to motorists on Highway 59. Materials stockpiles may
also be visible from the highway. Haul trucks will be loaded onsite and materials transported offsite. While mining occurs, there would be a substantial change in the visual quality of the project
site, particularly when viewed from close range. As stated in the permit application, the project
applicant estimates that Phase 2 will require approximately 7 years to complete.
Upon the completion of mining and reclamation on the project site, the site will appear as
roughly 50 acres of relatively flat farmland, gently sloping to the river from the base of shallow
slopes leading up to cultivated crops and vineyards to the east and south of the project site.
Views of the slopes and farmland/vineyards will dominate post-project views. The reestablishment of grasses and forbs on the project site will help soften the appearance of
constructed slopes and will provide a visual transition with surrounding farmland that is
Robinson Ranch Sand Mine and Reclamation Plan
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compatible with the surrounding landscape. Establishment of the proposed riparian strip along
the site’s northern boundary and plantings adjacent to Highway 59 will also improve the visual
compatibility with areas north of the river channel.
As shown in Figure 2.2, the northwest boundary of the project is adjacent to the Merced River.
The distance between the boundary and the channel’s southern bank is approximately 100 feet
at its closest point. The maximum distance is roughly 750 feet near the centerline of the site.
The project will not encroach upon the established riparian forest vegetation, and the proposed
“revegetation strip” to be planted in early stages of Phase 1 is intended to enhance continuity of
riparian vegetation in between the project site and the river channel. The buffer of undisturbed
land and the enhancement of the existing band of riparian forest is intended to protect the visual
integrity of the river corridor adjacent to the project site.
The proposed end land use after reclamation is grazing, which would not result in an adverse
visual change in a predominantly rural/agricultural setting.
The consistency of the proposed project with Goal 3, Objective 3.B, Policy 7 of the County
General Plan presented above is questionable given the project will substantially alter natural
terrain adjacent to the river corridor through the removal of naturally occurring escarpments and
mature oaks. The project will, however, reestablish vegetated slopes and level areas that are
generally consistent with areas north of the river. Even though the modified the post-project
topography will be consistent with the appearance and topography of surrounding areas, the
ultimate appearance of uniform expanses of constructed 3:1 slopes along the east and south
boundaries of the site will appear more artificial than the existing topography of the project site.
This may be considered to be inconsistent with County policy to maintain natural condition and
retain the general character of natural slopes and formations in stream corridors. Inconsistency
of the project with this policy supports the conclusion that the impact on the visual character of
the project site could be considered significant. This conclusion is somewhat tempered by the
fact the existing topography has been previously altered by past mining operations and therefore
the “natural condition” and “character of natural slopes” has been somewhat compromised.
With implementation of mitigation measure AES-1, the final long-term appearance of the
reclaimed project site would achieve an appearance more in keeping with the surrounding
natural terrain. In addition, implementation of AES-2 will minimize the amount of time that
Phase 2 mining and processing operations would be visible to passersby on Highway 59.
AES-2 will also allow additional time for Phase 1 reclamation revegetation and plantings within
the project’s riparian revegetation strip to mature prior to exposure of Phase 1 and 2 mining
operations to public view. More mature vegetation along the riparian strip will provide greater
screening of views from the highway, while established reclamation of areas mined during
Phase 1 will soften the impact of views of the slopes that were excavated during Phase 1.
Implementation of the measures AES-1 and AES-2 will reduce the impact of the project on
public views from Highway 59 to a level considered less than significant. Impacts 1(a) and 1(c),
therefore, are found to be less than significant with mitigation incorporated.
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Mitigation Measures
AES-1 Prior to project approval, the proposed design of the constructed slopes presented in the
project reclamation plan will be modified to create a more natural appearance. This shall
be accomplished by reducing slope uniformity and by softening the transition between
natural and constructed slopes to better reflect the surrounding topography. An example
of how this may be accomplished is illustrated in Figure 3.8 of this Initial Study. In
addition, the project revegetation plan will be revised to include planting of a minimum of
ten (10) isolated valley oak trees on and/or at the tops of constructed slopes. Measures
presented in the reclamation plan to establish and monitor oak planting will apply to
plantings required under Measure AES-1, as will the reclamation plan’s performance
criteria for such plantings.
AES-2 Phase 2 mining activities will be carried in a way to preserve the visual screen currently
provided by the hillside in the center of Phase 2 mining operations for as long as
practicable. This shall be accomplished by extracting all saleable materials east of the
hill prior to commencing operation on top or to the west of the hill. In addition,
vegetation removal on Phase 2 lands that are visible from Highway 59 will be delayed
until immediately prior to the start of mining operations on those lands.
b.

There are no designated State Scenic Highways within the viewshed of the proposed project.
The proposed project, therefore, would have no impact on scenic resources.

d.

The proposed end land use is grazing. No new buildings or other uses would be constructed
during or after reclamation that would require lighting or create glare. Proposed mining and
processing operations would generally occur during daylight hours. Onsite operations would be
restricted to hours between 6 AM and 6 PM. Depending on the time of year, some early or late
operations may occur during non-daylight hours requiring lighting for equipment operation.
While periodic non-daylight operations represent an introduction of a new light source to the
project site, this introduction would be temporary, of limited duration, would not be visible to
adjacent residences, and would not be inconsistent with ongoing agricultural and mining
operations in the area. The effect of this light source therefore would not be substantially
adverse and the impact is found to be less than significant.
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Final Cut Slope
Source: Golden Valley Engineering & Surveying.
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Potentially
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Impact

Issues

2.

Less Than
Significant With
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less-ThanSignificant Impact

No Impact

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 Dept. of
Conservation as an optional model to use in
assessing impacts on agriculture and
farmland. Would the project:
a.

b.

c.

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 in the California Resources
Agency, to non-agricultural use?



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



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



Discussion
a.

The project site contains no areas that are designated as Prime Farmland, Unique Farmland, or
Farmland of Statewide Importance. The site is, however, located within an “agricultural
preserve.” The agricultural preserve designation was established by Merced County for most
areas within agricultural zones. This designation was established to provide a prerequisite for
land owners who wish to enter into Williamson Act Contracts. The project site, however, is not
located within Williamson Act lands.
The agricultural value for the project area is identified as grazing land defined by the USDANRCS as land on which the existing vegetation is suited to the grazing of livestock. As noted in
the project description (Section 2 of this Initial Study), most of the project site is mapped as
Farmland of Local Importance. Although mining would temporarily affect the area mapped as
Farmland of Local Importance, reclamation would ultimately restore the site to grazing land.
Because the proposed project would not convert Prime Farmland, Unique Farmland, or
Farmland of Statewide Importance to non-agricultural use, there would be no impact on these
resources.

b.

The Merced County General Plan land use designation for the project site is Agricultural (A). The
site is zoned A-2 (Exclusive Agricultural). The Merced County General Plan establishes the
types of uses for the Agricultural designation as: “Certain non-agricultural uses may also be
found including mineral resource extraction and processing…” Proposed temporary mining
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operations and long-term restoration of the project site for agricultural use is consistent with the
current zoning of the project site: A-2 Exclusive Agriculture. Although the site would not support
agriculture during mining, there would be no long-term conflict in zoning. The impact, therefore,
is less than significant.
c.

The long-term reclamation of the project site for use as grazing land would be consistent with
existing use on the project site and in keeping with agricultural uses that surround the project
site. The proposed project would not preclude future use of the site for agriculture, as described
above. The topographic alteration of the site and reclamation to grazing land would not preclude
future use of the site for more intensive agricultural uses. The proposed project would not
construct any features that would foster urban growth that could, in turn, remove the land from
productive agriculture. Moreover, any such development would be subject to County approvals,
including environmental review in compliance with CEQA requirements. The potential impact,
therefore, is less than significant.

Potentially
Significant
Impact

Issues

3.

Less Than
Significant With
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less-ThanSignificant Impact

No Impact

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 nonattainment under an applicable federal
or state ambient air quality standard
(including releasing emissions which
exceed quantitative thresholds for
ozone precursors)?



d.

Expose sensitive receptors to
substantial pollutant concentrations?



e.

Create objectionable odors affecting a
substantial number of people?



Discussion
a, b, d. Mining and Reclamation
The mining operation would involve the removal of approximately 2.2 million cubic yards of sand
from 42 acres over a ten-year period. Extraction rates would depend on market demand,
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however the average annual extraction rate is anticipated to be approximately 220,000 cubic
yards. Assuming approximately 280 days of operations annually over ten years, the amount of
material extracted on a daily basis would be relatively small. For the purposes of this analysis, it
is assumed that two rubber-tired loaders, a tractor, a backhoe, a generator-powered power
screen, a diesel-powered power screen would be used at different times and for different periods
to excavate/process the materials, and a water truck would be used for dust control. Refer to
Appendix D for further clarification regarding equipment assumptions. The heavy equipment
and haul trucks would generate ozone precursors (NOx and ROG), PM10 and PM2.5, and dieselparticulate matter (DPM) emissions. Construction of the reclamation plan elements would
involve grading and compaction, revegetation including planting, and vehicle travel to and from
the site. Reclamation would only involve a dozer and a water truck operating for a few hours per
day as reclamation is implemented at the conclusion of mining.
The project site is located in the San Joaquin Valley Air Basin (SJVAB). The San Joaquin Valley
Air Pollution Control District regulates air quality in Merced County in accordance with federal
and state laws and regulations. The SJVAB’s air quality has been designated non-attainment for
ozone (federal and state) and PM10 (state). There is an approved 2007 Ozone Plan, which sets
a federal deadline of 2024 to reach air-quality standards and meets federal legal obligations. In
June 2007, a Fast-Track Action Plan designed to clean up the valley’s air sooner than the 2024
federal attainment deadline was submitted to the San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control
District Governing Board. The SJVAPCD has also adopted a 2007 PM10 Maintenance and
Request for Redesignation Plan.
The SJVAPCD has adopted various rules and regulations to implement its air quality attainment
plans, and it has established screening criteria for determining whether air emissions would
exceed numerical thresholds for NOx and ROG (Table 4-1 in the Guide for Assessing and
Mitigation Air Quality Impacts [GAMAQI]). The first screening test is the Small Project Analysis
Level (SPAL). Projects that do not exceed the SPAL criteria do not require detailed
quantification of emissions and are assumed to not exceed thresholds of significance. The
SPAL screening criteria that are relevant to the proposed mining and reclamation project are
listed in Tables 5-1, 5-2 and 5-3(d) in the GAMAQI. Table 5-1 identifies the analysis
requirements to determine whether a project can be screened under the SPAL criteria.
Table 5-2 establishes a maximum level for daily vehicle trips at which the SJVAPCD has
determined there is no possibility of exceeding the SJVAPCD thresholds in Table 4-1. Table 53(d) establishes maximum project size levels based on square footage for various types of
industrial land uses.
However, because the characteristics of the proposed project do not coincide with the fleet mix
(types and quantities of vehicles travelling to and from the project site) assumptions made by
SJVAPCD in its GAMAQI, the screening thresholds have been determined to be inapplicable to
the project. Therefore, the emissions associated with operation of the project were modeled
using URBEMIS 2007, a computer model developed for the California Air Resources Board.
The results of the URBEMIS 2007 calculations for the annual operational emissions of the
proposed project are presented in Table 3.1 (Proposed Project Annual Operational Emissions).
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TABLE 3.1
PROPOSED PROJECT ANNUAL EMISSIONS - UNMITIGATED
Emissions Source
Equipment emissionsa
Haul truck emissionsb
Employee commute emissions
Fugitive dustc
Maximum Annual Emissions
SJVAPCD Thresholds (tons/year)
Potentially Significant Impact

ROG
0.19
0.37
0.01
0.00
0.57
10
No

Emissions in Tons per Year
NOX
1.86
5.64
0.01
0.00
7.52
10
No

PM10
0.08
0.24
0.00
2.35
2.67
15
No

Notes:
a.

Assumes two rubber-tired loaders, a tractor, a backhoe, a generator-powered power screen, a diesel-powered power screen
during mining and reclamation activities.

b.

Assumes 220,000 cubic yards of material would be transported off-site annually and that haul trucks would travel an average of 40
miles, roundtrip.

c.

Fugitive dust emissions reflect 2 acres of disturbance per day and watering of the site as a component of the project a minimum of
two times per day.

Source: URBEMIS 2007; PBS&J 2009.

As shown in this table, unmitigated annual emissions associated with the proposed project
would not exceed SJVAPCD thresholds. The portable processing plant would be subject to the
reporting requirements of SJVAPCD’s Rule 2280 – Portable Equipment Registration. Section
5.4 of the rule lists specific emissions requirements that must be adhered to during operation of
the powerscreen. Additional permitting would not be necessary.
The proposed project is required to comply with SJVAPCD Rule 4021, which states person shall
not discharge from any source whatsoever such quantities of air contaminants or other materials
which cause injury, detriment, nuisance or annoyance to any considerable number of persons or
to the public or which endanger the comfort, repose, health or safety of any such person or the
public or which cause or have a natural tendency to cause injury or damage to business or
property.
The proposed mining and reclamation activities would also be required to comply with SJVAPCD
Regulation VIII, Rule 8021 (Construction, Demolition, Excavation, Extraction, and Other
Earthmoving Activities) Sections 5.2, 5.4, and 6.3. This rule is intended to minimize PM10
emissions. Because compliance with these rules is mandatory, no additional mitigation would
be required. The applicable requirements 2 of Rule 8021 are listed below for informational
purposes:
Rule 8021 - CONSTRUCTION, DEMOLITION, EXCAVATION, EXTRACTION, AND
OTHER EARTHMOVING ACTIVITIES (Adopted November 15, 2001; Amended
August 19, 2004)

2

Not all sections of Rule 8021 are applicable to a mining and reclamation operation. Section 5.1 addresses
demolition of structures, which would not occur with the proposed project. Section 5.3 identifies
requirements for unpaved roads. A previous condition of approval for another use at the site required a
paved road be installed, and this condition would be reimposed for the mining operation.
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No person shall perform any construction, demolition, excavation, extraction, or other
earthmoving activities unless the appropriate requirements in sections 5.1 through
5.5 are sufficiently implemented to limit VDE to 20% opacity and comply with the
conditions for a stabilized surface area when applicable. In addition to the
requirements of this rule, a person shall comply with all other applicable
requirements of Regulation VIII.
5.2

A person shall control the fugitive dust emissions to meet the requirements
in Table 8021-1.
SVJAVPD GAQAMI Table 8021-1
CONTROL MEASURE OPTIONS FOR
CONSTRUCTION, EXCAVATION, EXTRACTION, AND
OTHER EARTHMOVING ACTIVITIES

A. PRE-ACTIVITY:
A1 Pre-water site sufficient to limit VDE to 20% opacity, and
A2 Phase work to reduce the amount of disturbed surface area at any one time.
B. DURING ACTIVE OPERATIONS:
B1 Apply water or chemical/organic stabilizers/suppressants sufficient to limit VDE to
20% opacity; or
B2 Construct and maintain wind barriers sufficient to limit VDE to 20% opacity. If
utilizing wind barriers, control measure B1 above shall also be implemented.
B3 Apply water or chemical/organic stabilizers/suppressants to unpaved haul/access
roads and unpaved vehicle/equipment traffic areas sufficient to limit VDE to 20%
opacity and meet the conditions of a stabilized unpaved road surface.
C. TEMPORARY STABILIZATION DURING PERIODS OF INACTIVITY:
C1 Restrict vehicular access to the area; and
C2 Apply water or chemical/organic stabilizers/suppressants, sufficient to comply with
the conditions of a stabilized surface. If an area having 0.5 acres or more of disturbed
surface area remains unused for seven or more days, the area must comply with the
conditions for a stabilized surface area as defined in section 3.58 of Rule 8011.

5.3

5.4

Speed Limitations and Posting of Speed Limit Signs on Uncontrolled
Unpaved Access/Haul Roads on Construction Sites
5.3.1

An owner/operator shall limit the speed of vehicles traveling on
uncontrolled unpaved access/haul roads within construction sites to
a maximum of 15 miles per hour.

5.3.2

An owner/operator shall post speed limit signs that meet State and
federal Department of Transportation standards at each
construction site’s uncontrolled unpaved access/haul road entrance.
At a minimum, speed limit signs shall also be posted at least every
500 feet and shall be readable in both directions of travel along
uncontrolled unpaved access haul roads.

Wind Generated Fugitive Dust Requirements
5.4.1

Cease outdoor construction, excavation, extraction, and other
earthmoving activities that disturb the soil whenever VDE exceeds
20% opacity.

5.4.2

Continue operation of water trucks/devices when outdoor
construction excavation, extraction, and other earthmoving activities
cease, unless unsafe to do so.
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6.3

Dust Control Plan
6.3.1

An owner/operator shall submit a Dust Control Plan to the APCO
prior to the start of any construction activity on any site that will
include 10 acres or more of disturbed surface area for residential
developments, or 5 acres or more of disturbed surface area for nonresidential development, or will include moving, depositing, or
relocating more than 2,500 cubic yards per day of bulk materials on
at least three days.
Construction activities shall not commence until the APCO has
approved or conditionally approved the Dust Control Plan. An
owner/operator shall provide written notification to the APCO within
10 days prior to the commencement of earthmoving activities via
fax or mail. The requirement to submit a dust control plan shall
apply to all such activities conducted for residential and nonresidential (e.g., commercial, industrial, or institutional) purposes or
conducted by any governmental entity.

6.3.2

An owner/operator may submit one Dust Control Plan covering
multiple projects at different sites where construction will commence
within the next 12 months provided the plan includes each project
size and location, types of activities to be performed. The Dust
Control Plan shall specify the expected start and completion date of
each project.

6.3.3

The Dust Control Plan shall describe all fugitive dust control
measures to be implemented before, during, and after any dust
generating activity.

6.3.4

A Dust Control Plan shall contain all the information described in
Section 6.3.6 of this rule. The APCO shall approve, disapprove, or
conditionally approve the Dust Control Plan within 30 days of plan
submittal. A Dust Control Plan is deemed automatically approved
if, after 30 days following receipt by the District, the District does not
provide any comments to the owner/operator regarding the Dust
Control Plan.

6.3.5

An owner/operator shall retain a copy of an approved Dust Control
Plan at the project site. The approved Dust Control Plan shall
remain valid until the termination of all dust generating activities.
Failure to comply with the provisions of an approved Dust Control
Plan is deemed to be a violation of this rule. Regardless of whether
an approved Dust Control Plan is in place or not, or even when the
owner/operator responsible for the plan is complying with an
approved Dust Control Plan, the owner/operator is still subject to
comply with all requirements of the applicable rules under
Regulation VIII at all times.

6.3.6

A Dust Control Plan shall contain all of the following information:
6.3.6.1 Name(s), address(es), and phone number(s) of person(s)
and owner(s)/operator(s) responsible for the preparation, submittal,
and implementation of the Dust Control Plan and responsible for the
dust generating operation and the application of dust control
measures.
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6.3.6.2 A plot plan which shows the type and location of each
project.
6.3.6.3 The total area of land surface to be disturbed, daily
throughput volume of earthmoving in cubic yards, and total area in
acres of the entire project site.
6.3.6.4 The expected start and completion dates of dust generating
and soil disturbance activities to be performed on the site.
6.3.6.5 The actual and potential sources of fugitive dust emissions
on the site and the location of bulk material handling and storage
areas, paved and unpaved roads; entrances and exits where
carryout/trackout may occur; and traffic areas.
6.3.6.6 Dust suppressants to be applied, including: product
specifications; manufacturer’s usage instructions (method,
frequency, and intensity of application); type, number, and capacity
of application equipment; and information on environmental impacts
and approvals or certifications related to appropriate and safe use
for ground application.
6.3.6.7 Specific surface treatment(s) and/or control measures
utilized to control material carryout, trackout, and sedimentation
where unpaved and/or access points join paved public access
roads.
6.3.6.8 At least one key individual representing the owner/operator
or any person who prepares a Dust Control Plan must complete a
Dust Control Training Class conducted by the District. The District
will conduct Dust Control Training Classes on an as needed basis.

Based on the anticipated emissions shown in Table 3.1 and the requirements of current
SJVAPCD’s rules, some of which are listed above, the proposed project would have a lessthan-significant impact.
c.

The heavy equipment and haul trucks would be diesel-fueled, which would emit diesel
particulate matter (a toxic air contaminant). However, even though there are residences
(sensitive receptors) in the vicinity of the project site that could be exposed to these emissions,
the number of pieces of equipment operating at one time during mining (front loader/excavator,
water truck, and powerscreen) would not be a substantial source of DPM emissions. Based on
the average annual load anticipated under the proposed project, the number of off-site haul truck
trips generating DPM along local roadways would be minimal and would not present a
substantial health risk. 3
Because the proposed mining operations would not conflict with the screening requirements
established by the SJVAPCD for a small project, mining and reclamation would not result in any
emissions exceeding thresholds. No air quality standards would be violated, and the proposed
project would not conflict with implementation of an air quality plan. There would be no

3

The California Air Resources Board (CARB) low-volume freeway scenario for estimating DPM risk assumed
a flow of 2,000 heavy trucks per day. The proposed project off-site hauling truck volumes would be less than
approximately 1 percent of that volume.
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cumulatively considerable net increase of any criteria air pollutant, or exposure of sensitive
receptors to substantial pollutant concentrations. The impact would be less than significant.

Post-Reclamation
After final reclamation is completed, activities at the site would return to agricultural production,
and standard agricultural equipment use would continue. There would be no substantial change
in the types of equipment that could produce emissions that would differ from existing conditions
involving crop production. This would be a less-than-significant impact.
e.

The proposed project would consist primarily of excavation activities using no more than three
pieces of equipment at any one time. The only potential source of odors during mining and
reclamation would be odors from the diesel fuel exhaust from heavy equipment. Because the
operation of diesel-powered equipment during reclamation would be of short duration and
intermittent, occasional odors from diesel equipment exhaust might be experienced by people in
close proximity to the project site or along adjacent roadways. However, this effect would be
intermittent, contingent on prevailing wind conditions, and would occur only during mining and
reclamation activities. Accordingly, odors would not affect a substantial number of people.
Because the generation of odors would be sporadic, of short durations, consistent with ongoing
agricultural operations in the area, and because these emissions would not affect a substantial
amount of people, the impact is considered less than significant.

Potentially
Significant
Impact

Issues

4.

Less Than
Significant With
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less-ThanSignificant Impact

No Impact

BIOLOGICAL RESOURCES.
Would the project:
a.

b.

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



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

Issues

c.

d.

e.

f.

Less Than
Significant With
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less-ThanSignificant Impact

No Impact

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, etc.)
through direct removal, filling,
hydrological interruption, or other
means?



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 wildlife nursery sites?



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



Conflict with the provisions of an
adopted Habitat Conservation Plan,
Natural Conservation Community
Plan, or other approved local,
regional, or state habitat
conservation plan?



Background
Information on biological resources at the Robinson Ranch Sand Mine project site was drawn from the
following sources:

4
5
6
7

•

a reconnaissance-level field survey conducted by a PBS&J biologist on June 5, 2009;

•

a query of the June 2009 version of the California Natural Diversity Database [CNDDB, see
Appendix A of this Initial Study]; 4

•

a review California Native Plant Society (CNPS) 5 website for special-status plant lists [see
Appendix A];

•

a query of federally listed endangered and threatened species that may occur or could be
affected by the project, downloaded from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS website; 6 ),
[see Appendix A];

•

Robinson Ranch Sand Mine: 2008, Reclamation Plan, prepared by Santa Fe Land Planning, Inc.
for the County of Merced Planning Department, 7 [see Appendix E of this Initial Study];

California Department of Fish and Game’s Natural Diversity Database, Rarefind 3, June 2009.
<http://cnps.web.aplus.net/cgi-bin/inv/inventory.cgi>, accessed June 2009.
<http://sacramento.fws.gov/es/spp_lists/auto_list_form.cfm>, accessed June 2009.
Santa Fe Land Planning Inc., Robinson Ranch Sand Mine: Reclamation Plan, prepared for the County of
Merced Planning Department, December 2008.
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•

Robinson Ranch Mine: Biological Resources Assessment, 2007, prepared by WRA
Environmental Consultants, 8 [See Appendix E]; and

•

Robinson Ranch Sand Mine Project: 2008 Sensitive Biological Resources Report, prepared by
Vollmar Consulting. 9 [See Appendix E].

Existing Conditions
The approximately 42-acre project site is located just south of the Merced River and east of Highway 59
in northeast Merced County, California. It is located on the Yosemite Lake USGS 7.5 minute quadrangle
(Range 13E, Township 5S, Section 25) and the Winton USGS 7.5 minute quadrangle (Range 13E,
Township 5S, Section 26). A reconnaissance-level field survey was conducted on June 5, 2009 and
consisted of walking transects across the project site, focusing on areas that had the highest likelihood
of potentially supporting special-status species and other sensitive biological resources.
The topography of the project site consists of an elevated terrace, which primarily contains sandy soils.
The top of the terrace is relatively flat, and slopes steeply down to the flood plain of the Merced River,
which is located outside the northern boundary of the project site. The project site has been previously
mined and surrounding agricultural practices have reduced the quality of the habitat on site. The project
site ranges from 190 to 265 feet in elevation above mean sea level (MSL) and the majority of the project
site is ruderal/non-native annual grassland. Three blue elderberry (Sambucus mexicanus) shrubs are
located within the central portion of the project site. Several other elderberry shrubs are located outside
the project site, but within 100 feet of the project boundary, along Highway 59 and the Merced River.
Scattered valley oaks (Quercus lobata) are also present along the northwestern portion of the project
site.
Plant species observed within the ruderal/non-native annual grassland habitat type include yellow starthistle (Centaurea solstitialis), wild oat (Avena barbata), field mustard (Brassica rapa), rip-gut brome
(Bromus diandrus), soft chess (B. hordeaceus), Italian thistle (Carduus pycnocephalus), jimsonweed
(Datura wrightii), turkey mullein (Eremocarpus setigerus), filaree (Erodium sp.), California poppy
(Eschscholzia californica), cut-leafed geranium (Geranium dissectum), cudweed (Hesperevax sp.),
Italian ryegrass (Lolium multiflorum), trefoil (Lotus sp.), clover (Trifolium hirtum), lupine (Lupinus sp.),
and pennyroyal (Mentha pulegium).
Tree and shrub species are scattered throughout the project site and include blue elderberry, valley oak,
willows (Salix spp.), tree tobacco (Nicotiana glauca), Fremont cottonwood (Populus fremontii ssp.
fremontii), and coffeeberry (Rhamnus californica).
The Merced River floodplain and it’s associated riparian woodland abut the northern boundary of the
project site; the Merced River ranges approximately 200 to 800 feet from the northern project boundary.
The riparian woodland is dominated by willows, but also supports box elder (Acer negundo ssp.
californicum), alder (Alnus sp.), and cottonwood. The riparian woodland is outside the project boundary,

8
9

WRA Environmental Consultants, Robinson Ranch Mine: Biological Resources Assessment, prepared for
Central Valley Concrete, September 2007.
Vollmar Consulting, Robinson Ranch Sand Mine Project: 2008 Sensitive Biological Resources Report,
prepared for Central Valley Concrete, September 2008.
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but within100 feet of the project boundary buffer. A list of plant species observed during the June 5,
2009 survey is in Appendix C.
Special-Status Species
The potential occurrence of special-status plant and animal species within the project site and
surrounding area has been determined through habitat information collected from a review of the
CNDDB, USFWS and CNPS queries, previous biological resource documents prepared for the project
site, and the reconnaissance-level survey of the project site. For the purposes of this section, specialstatus species include:
•

listed, proposed, or candidate species for listing as threatened or endangered by the USFWS
pursuant to the Federal Endangered Species Act (FESA) of 1969, as amended;

•

listed as rare, threatened, or endangered by the California Department of Fish and Game
(CDFG) pursuant to the California Endangered Species Act (CESA) of 1970, as amended;

•

designated as Fully Protected under Sections 3511 (birds), 4700 (mammals), and 5050 (reptiles
and amphibians) of the California Fish and Game Code;

•

designated by the CDFG as California Species of Concern;

•

plant species listed as Category 1B and 2 by the CNPS; and not currently protected by statute or
regulation, but considered rare, threatened or endangered under CEQA (Section 15380). 10

The evaluation of special-status plants and wildlife, and sensitive natural habitats included a review of
occurrence records from the CNDDB within a 5-mile radius of the project site (Appendix B), which
encompasses a sufficient distance to accommodate for regional habitat diversity and to overcome the
limitation of the CNDDB. A total of 27 special-status species, including five plants, four invertebrates,
four fish, one amphibian, one reptile, five birds, and seven mammals have been recorded within five
miles of the project site. Using information gathered from the field survey and previous biological
documents prepared for the project site, the list of special-status species was then refined to focus on
those species most likely to occur on the project site. Special-status species that could potentially occur
within 5 miles of the project site are discussed below. Special-status species from all sources that were
judged to have no suitable habitat in or adjacent to the project site are not addressed further in this
section.
Regulatory Environment
Federal Endangered Species Act
The USFWS and National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) implements the FESA (16 USC’ 153 et
seq.). Projects that would result in take of any federally-listed threatened or endangered species are
required to obtain authorization from the USFWS and NMFS through either Section 7 (interagency
consultation) or Section 10(a) (incidental take permit) of FESA, depending on whether the federal
government is involved in permitting or funding the project. Projects are reviewed to determine if they
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have the potential to jeopardize the continued existence of a listed species and what mitigation
measures would be required to avoid jeopardizing the species.
Migratory Bird Treaty Act (MBTA)
The MBTA regulates or prohibits the taking, killing, possession of, or harm of migratory bird species
listed in Title 50 Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) Section 10.13. It is an international treaty for the
conservation and management of bird species that migrate through more than one country, and is
enforced in the United States by the USFWS. Hunting of specific migratory game birds is permitted
under the regulations listed in Title 50 CFR 20.
California Endangered Species Act
The CDFG derives its authority from the Fish and Game Code of California, which implements the CESA
(Fish and Game Code Section 2050 et seq.). CESA prohibits the “take“ of listed threatened or
endangered species. Take under CESA is restricted to the direct killing of a listed species and does not
prohibit indirect harm by way of habitat modification.
Discussion
a.

Special-Status Species
Plants
Based on the CNDDB, USFWS and CNPS queries, there are several special-status plants
species known to occur in the region. However, many of these plant species are associated with
vernal pools, which do not occur on the project site. The only special-status plant species with
the potential to occur on the site is the Merced monardella (Monardella leucocephala). Merced
monardella occurs in valley and foothill grasslands. However, the occurance of this species on
the project site is highly unlikely because these community types do not occur on-site. In
addition, Vollmar Consulting conducted a special-status plant survey of the project site during
April and June 2008. Special-status plant species were not observed during this survey. 11
Based on the existing plant communities present at the project site, special-status plant species
are presumed to be absent, and therefore the proposed project would have no impact on
special-status plant species.

Fisheries
There are four special-status fish species known to occur in the Merced River, delta smelt
(Hypomesus transpacificus), Central Valley steelhead (Oncorhynchus mykiss), Central Valley

10

11

Section 15380(b) of the CEQA Guidelines provides that a species not listed on the federal or State list of
protected species may be considered rare or endangered if the species can be shown to meet certain
specified criteria. These criteria have been modeled after definitions in the ESA and the section of the
California Fish and Game Code dealing with rare or endangered plants and animals.
Section 15380(b) of the CEQA Guidelines provides that a species not listed on the federal or State list of
protected species may be considered rare or endangered if the species can be shown to meet certain
specified criteria. These criteria have been modeled after definitions in the ESA and the section of the
California Fish and Game Code dealing with rare or endangered plants and animals.
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spring-run Chinook salmon (Oncorhynchus tshawytscha), and hardhead (Mylopharodon
conocephalus). The project site is located outside the 100-year floodplain of the Merced River
and best management practices (BMPs) will be employed as part of the project to prevent
erosion from the project site to the river. Therefore, the proposed project would have no effect
on regional populations of these species. This, in combination with the fact that all reclamation
activities will be limited to areas previously disturbed by mining and mining-related activities,
support the conclusion that implementation of the project will have no impact on special-status
fish species.

Terrestrial Wildlife
In 2008, Vollmar Consulting conducted focused surveys for western pond turtle (WPT;
Actinemys marmorata marmorata) and USFWS protocol surveys for California tiger salamander
(CTS; Ambystoma californiense), and San Joaquin kit fox (SJKF; Vulpes macrotis mutica). They
concluded that the project site does not provide suitable habitat for CTS, western pond turtle,
and SJKF for the following reasons. 12
1. WPT: Perennial or seasonal ponds do not occur in the project site, and therefore the
project site does not provide suitable habitat for western pond turtle.
2. CTS: The nearest CTS breeding occurrence is approximately 1.7 miles south of the
project site with the nearest breeding pond approximately 1.1 miles south of the project
site. In addition, the project site and breeding sties are separated by nearly a mile-wide
swath of actively farmed hayfields or orchards that pose a significant barrier to
movement for CTS.
3. SJKF: Given the distance of the project site from the nearest documented SJKF
occurrences, the potential impediments or barriers to SJKF movement onto the project
site from surrounding areas, and the poor suitability on the project site for SJKF foraging
or denning, SJKF are not likely to occur in the project site.
Consequently, no impact would occur to any of these species.
During the June 2009 field survey, three blue elderberry shrubs were observed in the central
portion of the project site. In addition, 33 blue elderberry shrubs were observed outside but
adjacent to project site (within 100 feet of the project boundary). 13 Blue elderberry is the host
plant for the VELB beetle, which is listed as a federally threatened species. Implementation of
the proposed project could result in damage to, or loss of the three aforementioned elderberry
shrubs through root damage, removal of the shrub or trampling resulting from excavation or
other mining related activities. This is considered to be a potentially significant impact.
Implementation of Mitigation Measures BIO-1(a) and BIO-1(b) will reduce impacts on VELB to a
12

13

Section 15380(b) of the CEQA Guidelines provides that a species not listed on the federal or State list of
protected species may be considered rare or endangered if the species can be shown to meet certain
specified criteria. These criteria have been modeled after definitions in the ESA and the section of the
California Fish and Game Code dealing with rare or endangered plants and animals.
Section 15380(b) of the CEQA Guidelines provides that a species not listed on the federal or State list of
protected species may be considered rare or endangered if the species can be shown to meet certain
specified criteria. These criteria have been modeled after definitions in the ESA and the section of the
California Fish and Game Code dealing with rare or endangered plants and animals.
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less-than-significant level through avoidance and protection of their habitat. 14 If implemented,
no further mitigation would be required. However, if these shrubs cannot be avoided by project
related activities then Mitigation Measures BIO-1(c), (d), and (e) shall apply. The impact
therefore is considered less than significant with mitigation incorporated.
Mitigation Measure
BIO-1 (a)

The project applicant shall conduct Worker Environmental Awareness Program
(WEAP) training for construction crews before construction activities begin. The
WEAP shall include a brief review of the special-status species and other sensitive
resources that could occur in the proposed project site (including their life history
and habitat requirements and what portions of the proposed project site they may be
found in) and their legal status and protection. The program shall also cover all
mitigation measures, environmental permits and proposed project plans, such as the
Stormwater Pollution Prevention Plan (SWPPP), Best Management Practices
(BMPs), erosion control and sediment plan, and any other required plans. During
WEAP training, construction personnel shall be informed of the importance of
avoiding ground-disturbing activities outside of the designated work area.

(b) Pursuant to the July 9, 1999 USFWS Conservation Guidelines for the Valley
Elderberry Longhorn Beetle, the project applicant shall establish a 20 foot buffer
zone around each of the potentially affected elderberry shrubs within which, no
mining or excavation or other activities that could result in the damage to or loss of
the elderberry shrubs shall occur. This buffer shall be marked with high visibility
fencing during excavation so excavation crews can easily avoid them during the
excavation of the site. This buffer zone shall remain in place throughout the life of
the project.
OR
(c) Prior to any ground disturbing activities within 20 feet of the dripline of any
elderberry shrub, the applicant or their representative shall initiate consultation
pursuant to the Federal Endangered Species Act with the USFWS. Section 10
Consultation will be required if there is no ACOE involvement with this project.
Specific mitigation measures for project related impacts on VELB will be developed
during this process, but will generally include the following mitigation measures.
(d) If the elderberry shrubs cannot be avoided then those elderberry shrubs shall be
transplanted to a USFWS approved location following the guidelines set forth in the
July 9, 1999 USFWS Conservation Guidelines for the Valley Elderberry Longhorn
Beetle. This location may be established on site, or at an approved mitigation bank.
(e) In addition to transplanting the three affected shrubs, the project applicant shall plant
42 additional seedlings or cuttings in the established mitigation area following the
guidelines set forth in the July 9, 1999 USFWS Conservation Guidelines for the
Valley Elderberry Longhorn Beetle (Table 3.2). The project applicant can adhere to
14

United States Fish and Wildlife Service, Conservation Guidelines for the Valley Elderberry Longhorn
Beetle, 1999.
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the revegetation plan outlined in the Reclamation Plan, which proposes
transplanting the three affected elderberry shrubs, planting 50 elderberry shrubs and
50 cottonwood trees in an area west of the project area in accordance with the
USFWS Conservation Guidelines. The revegetation plan describes the survival
rates and performance stands for revegetation success. 15
TABLE 3.2
ELDERBERRY MITIGATION 16
Stems 1-3 Stems 3 Stems 5
Number of
inches
5 inches
inches or
Elderberry
diameter diameter
greater
Elderberry Associated Seedlings
Elderberry at ground at ground diameter at Seedling Native Plant
to be
Shrub
level
level
ground level
Ratio
Ratio
Planted
ES-01
17
0
0
1:1
1:1
17
ES-02
7
0
0
1:1
1:1
7
ES-03
18
0
0
1:1
1:1
18
42
Total

Number of
Associated
Native Plants
to be Planted
17
7
18
42

Suitable nesting habitat occurs in the project site for nesting raptors. A pair of red-tailed hawks
were observed nesting in a valley oak along the Merced River, adjacent to the project site (within
100 feet of the project boundary). Due to the presence of suitable nesting and adjacent foraging
habitat, and the length of time over which this project will take place, it is very possible that
Swainson’s hawk or other raptor species could establish nest sites adjacent to the project site
prior to the excavation activities. If nests are established adjacent to areas where there are
ongoing mining activities, it is unlikely that the continued activity will cause the birds to abandon
the nest site as they would already be acclimated to the disturbance prior to nesting.
Migratory birds and their active nests are protected under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act, and
nesting raptors are further protected under Section 3503.5 of the Fish and Game Code of
California. Construction noise and other activities can disturb nesting birds and/or nestlings.
However, if Swainson’s hawk or other raptors are nesting in trees adjacent to an area where
excavation has yet to begin, the disturbance created by heavy equipment during the initiation of
mining activities may cause them to abandon the nest. Disruption of nesting birds, resulting in
the abandonment of active nests, or the loss of active nests through mining activities would be a
potentially significant impact, but could be reduced to a less-than-significant level with
implementation of Mitigation Measure BIO-2 by identifying if any Swainson’s hawk, other raptors,
or migratory birds are nesting in or adjacent to the project site. The impact therefore is
considered less than significant with mitigation incorporated.

15
16

Santa Fe Land Planning Inc., Robinson Ranch Sand Mine: Reclamation Plan, prepared for the County of
Merced Planning Department, December 2008.
Vollmar Consulting, Robinson Ranch Sand Mine Project: 2008 Sensitive Biological Resources Report,
prepared for Central Valley Concrete, September 2008.
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Mitigation Measure
BIO-2 (a)

If mining activities are planned to occur during the nesting season for nesting
migratory birds (February 1 - September 15), including Swainson’s hawk, and other
raptors, pre-construction surveys for active nests shall be conducted with 250 feet of
the project site. If an active nest is located, CDFG shall be consulted to determine if
mining activities may proceed during the nesting season. Surveys must be
conducted within two weeks of the start of mining activities. Survey results must be
provided to Merced County and CDFG.

(b) If the above survey does not identify any nesting species within 250 feet of the
project site, no additional mitigation would be required to offset impacts on nesting
birds. However, should any active bird nests be located within 250 feet of the
project site, the following mitigation measures shall be implemented.
If bird nests occur on the adjacent properties and mining is scheduled to occur
during the breeding season (approximately February 1 through September 15,
avoidance shall include the establishment of a non-disturbance buffer zone around
the nest site. The size of the buffer zone will be determined in consultation with
CDFG, but will likely be 200 feet. The buffer zone shall be delineated by highly
visible temporary construction fencing.
If mining related activities cause nest abandonment or forced fledging is necessary
within the buffer zone, monitoring of the nest site (funded by the project proponent)
by a qualified biologist will be required to determine if the nest is abandoned. If the
nest is abandoned and if the nestlings are still alive, the project proponent shall fund
the recovery and hacking (controlled release of captive reared young) of the
nestling(s).
Routine disturbances, such as routine maintenance activities within 200 feet of an
active nest, shall not be prohibited.
A Swainson’s hawk nest site has been identified 0.75 miles northeast of the project site (CNDDB
Occurrence No. 1106). CDFG has determined that most successful Swainson’s hawk nests are
those that have ample foraging habitat within a 10-mile radius of the nest site. Therefore, they
require mitigation for loss of any suitable foraging habitat within 10 miles of any nest site that
has been active within the last 5 years. With proposed reclamation of the project site to
grassland, long-term loss of foraging habitat on the project site would be avoided under the
proposed project. Short-term losses would occur through excavation and processing activities
as well as road maintenance. The extent of this impact would be relatively limited and localized
to areas of active excavation, processing, and transport. These areas at any given time would
represent a relatively small fraction of the overall project site due the phasing of project activities
and ongoing revegetation of areas in which excavation is complete. For these reasons, the
impact of the proposed project on Swainson’s hawk foraging habitat is considered less than
significant.
Vollmar Consulting also conducted surveys in accordance with California Department of Fish
and Game (CDFG) protocol for western burrowing owl (Athene cunicularia). Burrowing owls
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were not observed during the protocol surveys, however, it was determined that potential
foraging and nesting habitat does occur within the lower terrace portion of the project site. The
project could potentially affect burrowing owls during the nesting season. Disturbance of nesting
burrowing owls during their nesting season could be considered a potentially significant impact
that would be reduced to less-than-significant with implementation of Mitigation Measures BIO-4.
This mitigation measures would reduce this impact to a less-than-significant impact by
identifying any owls in the project site according to CDFG survey protocol guidelines and
avoiding any nesting owls if found in the Project Site. The impact therefore is considered less
than significant with mitigation incorporated.
Mitigation Measure
BIO-3 (a)

Pre-construction surveys for burrowing owls shall be conducted by an experienced
biologist within 30-days prior to the start of work activities where mining is planned in
known or suitable habitat areas. If construction activities are delayed for more than
30 days after the pre-construction surveys, then a new preconstruction survey shall
be required. All surveys shall be conducted in accordance with the CDFG/California
Burrowing Owl Consortium survey protocols. 17

(b) If burrowing owls are discovered in the project site, CDFG shall be notified. Where
construction activities could directly affect burrowing owl survival or reproductive
behavior, or where maintenance of a minimum 250-foot buffer zone around active
burrowing owls nests (160 feet when owls are not nesting) is not practical, the
applicant shall retain an experienced burrowing owl biologist to recommend
project/site–specific mitigation measures to avoid violating California Fish and Game
Codes Section 3503 and Section 3503.5 and the MBTA, which could include the
following or equally effective measures:
•

A site-specific plan to complete sand extraction and reclamation when adult
owls are in burrows attending to young nestlings (and thus not disturbed by
the presence of construction equipment);

•

Modification of construction procedures so construction tasks could be
completed in as short a time as possible; and

•

Close monitoring of the owls’ behavior before, during and after construction
so any significant changes in the owls’ behavior would be apparent.

Vegetation communities on the project site provide potential habitat for the American badger
(Taxidea taxus), a California species of concern. The badger occupies underground burrows
during periods of inactivity, which may be for a few hours to days. Also, burrows are used during
the breeding season. While badgers were not directly observed during field investigations on
the project site, several large burrows were observed in the eastern portion of the project site,
along the steep slopes of the terraces during previous site visits including the June 5, 2009 site
reconnaissance by PBS&J’s biologist. The burrow openings were approximately three feet wide,
17

California Burrowing Owl Consortium, “Burrowing Owl Survey Protocol and Mitigation Guidelines”, Raptor
Research Report No. 9, The Burrowing Owl, Its Biology and Management, including the Proceedings of the
First International Burrowing Owl Symposium, 1997.
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oval in shape, and had claw markings at the burrow entrance. There conditions are consistent
with an active badger burrow. If badger are present on the project site, mining operations could
result in the direct loss of active burrows and/or harm to individual badgers. This is considered a
potentially significant impact. Implementation of Mitigation Measure BIO-5 would reduce this
impact to a less-than-significant level. The impact therefore is considered less than significant
with mitigation incorporated.
Mitigation Measure
BIO-4 To avoid substantial adverse effects on badgers, a qualified biologist shall conduct preconstruction surveys for active burrows within 30 days of ground disturbance activities
associated with mining activities to confirm presence or absence of badger in the project
vicinity (at least 300 feet around the development area). If no individual badgers or
evidence of badger are encountered, no further mitigation would be required.
However, if badger or evidence of badger use is encountered, site-specific measures
(e.g., exclusionary fencing, burrow monitoring) shall be prepared by the qualified
biologist in coordination with the CDFG and other appropriate agencies and
implemented to prevent direct loss of active burrows and/or individuals. If vacated dens
are identified during the pre-construction survey, the vacated dens shall be collapsed to
discourage badgers from returning to the project site during construction.
Mining activities will occur in two phases. If more than two months of inactivity occurring
between the two phases, then additional pre-construction surveys shall be conducted for
American badger within 30 days of ground disturbance activities associated with mining
activities. A pre-construction survey report verifying the absence of active burrows in
the development area shall be prepared and provided to the County of Merced for
review and approval prior to the initiation of mining activities. The survey report shall
also be provided to the CDFG, if requested.
b.

The project site does not contain any sensitive natural communities (e.g., Northern Hardpan
Vernal Pool). The proposed mining and reclamation activities would result in no impact on
listed sensitive natural communities.

c.

Wetlands or “other waters” include lakes, rivers, streams (including intermittent streams), mud
flats, sand flats, wetlands, sloughs, prairie potholes, wet meadows, playa lakes, or natural ponds
fall under the jurisdiction of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers pursuant to Section 404 of the
Clean Water Act. The Merced River is ranges approximately 100 to 800 feet north of the project
site. The entire project site is outside the 100-year floodplain of the Merced River and does not
contain areas that would be considered wetlands or other waters. To eliminate potential indirect
impacts on water quality of the river, the northern limit of the mined area will have a silt fence to
retain sediments on site from the mining activity, if found to be necessary. Consequently, the
extraction of sand from the project site will result in no impact on the Merced River.

d.

The project site is located in an open space area surrounded by agriculture to the east and
south, the Merced River to the north, and Highway 59 to the west. The project site could be
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used as a wildlife movement corridor because natural wildlife barriers do not exist. Localized
species can use the project site during mining activities. Mortality of less mobile species,
temporary alteration of habitat, and localized displacement of mobile species could result from
the mining activities at the project site. However, the mining activities would temporarily affect
wildlife species movement in the area and mobile species would be able to use the surrounding
area as movement corridors. Therefore, there would be less than significant impact on such
resources resulting from the mining of the project site.
e.

There are no local biological resource protection policies or ordinances that would apply to the
proposed project. While the California Oak Woodland Act 18 does address the loss of oak
woodland statewide, the scattered valley oaks in the project site do not meet the definition of oak
woodland as presented in the Act. Oak woodland is defined by the Act 19 as an oak stand with a
greater than 10% canopy cover or that may have historically supported greater than 10% canopy
cover. According to the Reclamation Plan, the 17 valley oaks present on the project site occur in
one group of 6 oaks and two groups of two oaks, with six other individual trees occurring in
various other locations onsite. Under the project, the proposed loss of the17 oaks would be
mitigated by planting 85 oaks within the proposed revegetation strip along the northwest project
boundary. 20 By definition, the removal of the 17 trees found in small groups and as isolated
trees would not result in a significant loss of oak woodland. In combination with the project’s
proposed planting of 85 oaks within the proposed revegetation strip, the project’s short- and
long-term impact on oak woodland is considered to be less than significant.

f.

There are no approved habitat conservation plans, natural community conservation plans, or
other adopted plans in the vicinity of the project site that would conflict with the goals and
objectives of the proposed project. Therefore, no impact would occur.

Potentially
Significant
Impact

Issues

5.

Less Than
Significant With
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less-ThanSignificant Impact

No Impact

CULTURAL RESOURCES.
Would the project:
a.

b.

18
19
20

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



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



State of California Resources Agency, California Wildlife Conservation Board. 2001. The Oak Woodlands
Conservation Act of 2001.
State of California Resources Agency, California Wildlife Conservation Board. 2001. The Oak Woodlands
Conservation Act of 2001.
County of Merced Planning Department, Robinson Ranch Sand Mine Reclamation Plan, prepared for
Central Valley Concrete Operator, December 2008.

Robinson Ranch Sand Mine and Reclamation Plan
Initial Study/Mitigated Negative Declaration
P:\Projects - WP Only\+10000\8216 Robinson Ranch\DIS\3. Checklist.doc

3-37
November 2009

Environmental Checklist

Potentially
Significant
Impact

Issues

c.

d.

Less Than
Significant With
Mitigation
Incorporated

Directly or indirectly destroy a unique
paleontological resource or unique
geologic feature?



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



Less-ThanSignificant Impact

No Impact

Discussion
a.

The recognition and management of significant archaeological and cultural resources is an
objective contained within the Open Space/Conservation Element of the Merced County General
Plan. Policies adopted to ensure that objective include the careful management of projects
which affect archaeological sites and artifacts to avoid damage, the original architectural
character of significant historic structures should be maintained wherever possible, and to
discourage looting and vandalism, significant historical and archaeological resources should be
subject to limited or controlled public access. In accordance with this policy, a PBS&J
archaeologist performed an archaeological/historical properties reconnaissance survey of the
project site; State of California recording requirements were employed. During this survey, no
historic-age structures or features were identified within the project boundary. A records search
for the project was undertaken on May 26, 2009 at the Central California Information Center of
the California Historical Resources Information System. 21 The records search did not identify
any previously recorded historic resources within the project boundary. Four historical resources
have been recorded within ¼-mile of the project site, including the Yosemite Valley Railroad
Piers at the Merced River, the Yosemite Valley Railroad line or grade, and bridge #39-71
crossing the Merced River at SR 59. None have been recommended for listing on the National
Register of Historic Places, the bridge has since been replaced, and all were outside the project
boundary. The records search also included a review of historic maps of the project area.
These maps did not indicate any structures inside the project boundary. The potential for
proposed mining activities to cause a substantial adverse change in the significance of an
historical resource as defined in Section 15064.5 of the CEQA Guidelines is minimal. Therefore,
there would be no impact.

b, d.

The records search conducted for the project indicated that three previous archaeological and
historical investigations have been performed immediately adjacent or within a ¼-mile of the
project site. No prehistoric cultural resources were identified by the records search either within
the project site or a ¼-mile radius. The archaeological survey conducted for the proposed
project did not identify any cultural resources within the project site. Despite the low likelihood of
encountering intact archaeological resources on the project site, the possibility remains that
previously unidentified archaeological resources could be adversely affected by mining activities.
Therefore, the potential impact of the project archeological resources as defined in Section
15064.5 of the CEQA Guidelines is considered a potentially significant impact if no mitigation is
required. The impact would be less than significant with mitigation incorporated.

21

CCIC File #: 7405 I, May 2009.
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Mitigation Measure
Implementation of the following mitigation measure would reduce mining-related impacts on
archaeological resources to a less-than-significant level: The impact therefore is considered
less than significant with mitigation incorporated.
CUL-1 If any cultural resources, such as unusual amounts of bone or shell, artifacts, or human
remains, are encountered during any mining and/or reclamation activities, work shall be
suspended within 100 feet of the find. The County of Merced shall be notified
immediately of the discovery, and the project proponent shall retain the services of an
archaeologist who meets the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Archaeology to
evaluate the find and provide recommendations for treatment of any significant
archaeological resources. The archaeologist’s recommendations shall be submitted for
approval to the County of Merced. The project proponent shall implement approved
mitigation, to be verified by the County of Merced.
If human remains are discovered during any reclamation activities, work within 100 feet
of the remains shall be suspended immediately and the Merced County Coroner shall be
immediately notified. If the remains are determined by the county coroner to be Native
American, the Native American Heritage Commission (NAHC) shall be notified within 24
hours. The project proponent shall also retain a professional archaeologist with Native
American burial experience to conduct a field investigation of the specific site and
consult with the Most Likely Descendant, if any, identified by the NAHC. As necessary,
the archaeologist may provide professional assistance to the Most Likely Descendant,
including the excavation and removal of the human remains. The County of Merced will
be responsible for the approval of recommended mitigation, taking account of the
provisions of state law, as set forth in CEQA Guidelines Section 15064.5(e) and Public
Resources Code Section 5097.98. The project proponent shall implement the approved
mitigation, to be verified by the County of Merced, before the resumption of activities at
the site where the remains were discovered.
c.

The site is mapped as Dune sand (Qs) that underlain by the Modesto Formation: a sand, gravel,
silt, and clay deposit that formed during the Pliestocene. 22 Fossil specimens from the Modesto
Formation have been reported near the type locality in the City of Modesto, and fossil specimens
from sediments referable to the Modesto Formation have been reported at numerous other
locations throughout the San Joaquin Valley (UCMP 2007), including Lathrop, Modesto,
Stockton, Tracy (along the Delta-Mendota Canal), Manteca, and Merced. The Tranquility site in
Fresno County (UCMP V-4401) has yielded more than 130 Rancholabrean-age fossils of fish,
turtles, snakes, birds, moles, gophers, mice, wood rats, voles, jack rabbits, coyote, red fox, grey
fox, badger, horse, camel, pronghorn antelope, elk, deer, and bison from sediments referable to
the Modesto Formation. The Fairmead Landfill near Chowchilla is an active paleontological dig

22

EnvironMINE, Reclamation Plan for the Delhi Sand Mine, March 2009, p. 12.
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site in sediments of the Riverbank Formation. To date, more than 13,000 fossil specimens have
been uncovered, including 35 different species of mammals. 23
The occurrence of Pleistocene vertebrate fossil remains in sediments referable to the Modesto
Formation from locations throughout the San Joaquin Valley suggests there is a potential for
uncovering additional similar fossil remains during mining that removes up to 15 feet of material
at the project site.
Implementation of Mitigation Measure CUL-2 would ensure that mining personnel are trained to
recognize fossil specimens, and that if fossils are discovered, they are managed in accordance
with professional guidelines. The impact is considered less than significant with mitigation
incorporated.
Mitigation Measure
CUL-2 To minimize potential adverse impacts on unique, scientifically important paleontological
resources, the project applicant shall implement the following:
Before the start of mining/excavation activities, the project applicant shall retain a
qualified paleontologist or archaeologist to train all mining personnel involved with
earthmoving activities, including the site superintendent, regarding the possibility of
encountering fossils, the appearance and types of fossils likely to be seen during
construction, and proper notification procedures should fossils be encountered.
If paleontological resources are discovered during mining, the construction crew shall
immediately cease work in the vicinity of the find and notify the Merced County
Department of Planning and Community Development. The project applicant shall retain
a qualified paleontologist to evaluate the resource and prepare a recovery plan in
accordance with Society of Vertebrate Paleontologists (SVP) guidelines (1996). The
recovery plan may include a field survey, construction monitoring, sampling and data
recovery procedures, museum storage coordination for any specimen recovered, and a
report of findings. Recommendations determined by the county to be necessary and
feasible shall be implemented before mining activities can resume at the site where the
paleontological resources were discovered.

23

Sutter County, Sutter Pointe Specific Plan Draft EIR (SCH #2007032157), December 2008, Section 3.6.
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Potentially
Significant
Impact

Issues

6.

Less Than
Significant With
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less-ThanSignificant Impact

No Impact

GEOLOGY AND SOILS.
Would the project:
a.

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 on-or off-site
landslide, lateral spreading,
subsidence, liquefaction or collapse?



d.

Be located on expansive soils, as
defined in Table 18-1-13 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?





Discussion
a.i.

There is no evidence of active or potentially active faults within the boundaries of the project site.
As such, the proposed project would not be subject to fault rupture or any special development
standards associated with Alquist-Priolo Earthquake Fault Zoning Act (formerly Alquist-Priolo
Special Studies Zone) requirements. 24 There would be no impact.

24

California Department of Conservation, Division of Mines and Geology, Fault-Rupture Hazard Zones in
California, Special Publication 42, Revised 1997, Supplements 1 and 2, 1999.
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a.ii.

Groundshaking motions from seismic activity are estimated by probabilistic methods at specified
hazard levels. The intensity of the groundshaking depends on the distance from an earthquake
epicenter, the magnitude of the earthquake, soils types and conditions, and the characteristics of
the source. California has active and potentially active faults; as a result, all areas within the
state are exposed to some degree of seismic groundshaking and associated seismic hazards.
Although this area of the central valley is generally considered less seismically active than other
areas of California, the project site could be susceptible to seismic groundshaking due to
earthquakes. Because of the seismic history of California, there is always a possibility for an
area to be affected by seismic activity on this fault. Eastern Merced County including the project
site is located in Seismic Zone 3.
The proposed project would excavate sand material to a maximum depth of up to 65 feet below
the existing ground elevation. Final side slopes of the excavated area would be approximately
3:1 (horizontal:vertical). As noted, the proposed project would not build structures or residential
housing that could subject humans to seismic hazards. The finished side slopes would be
stable, and because no structures are proposed, the potential impacts from exposure to hazards
associated with strong seismic groundshaking are considered less than significant.

a.iii

The duration and strength of an earthquake along with soil density, particle size and
groundwater elevation determines the potential for liquefaction effects. Areas at risk of
liquefaction are characterized by a high groundwater table, and loose to medium-dense,
granular sediments occurring in younger alluvium and artificial fill. The proposed project would
not build permanent structures or construct facilities with foundations that could fail as a result of
liquefaction during an earthquake. This impact is considered less than significant.

a.iv, c. The proposed project would involve excavation to depths no greater than approximately 65 feet
below the existing ground elevation. In addition, the side slopes of the excavated area would not
be steeper than 3:1 (H:V), and material would not be removed near the dedicated Highway 59
right-of-way. Therefore, the project site would not be exposed to landslide hazard, or adversely
affect the structural integrity of adjacent county roadways, and this impact would be less than
significant.
b.

The project site is currently fallow, so there is a potential for wind and water erosion under
existing conditions. Following completion of mining, the excavation side slopes would be finishgraded 3:1 (see Figure 2.5) and an interim seed mix would be applied to control erosion per the
Reclamation Plan. While some wind-generated erosion of exposed soils without vegetative
cover could occur during the interim period between the end of mining and re-establishment of
grazing land, the erosion effects would be temporary. Because the project site has very well
drained soils, there is low potential for water erosion. Stormwater would be entirely contained
onsite during construction. After construction is completed, stormwater runoff would be directed
to two existing drainage ditches which ultimately direct runoff to the natural discharge point near
the northwest corner of the project site and directed toward the Merced River. Stormwater runoff
is not expected to be greater than under existing conditions. Following successful revegetation,
which would reduce erosion potential, the site would be used as active grazing land, which
would also reduce erosion potential. Minimal amounts of topsoil are expected within the lower
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elevations of the site and previously disturbed areas. The majority of topsoil is found on top of
the terrace along the eastern project boundary. Where practicable, six inches of topsoil would
be stripped prior to extraction and stockpiled for use in reclamation. Therefore, the proposed
project would not result in substantial erosion or loss of topsoil, and impacts are considered less
than significant.
d.

The project site is located on an area containing Riverwash (Rf), Terrace escarpments (Tg),
Delhi sand 8 to 15 percent slopes (DfC), Delhi sand 3 to 8 percent slopes (DfB), Delhi sand 0 to
3 percent slopes (DfA), Delhi loam sand 0 to 3 percent slopes (DdA), Peters clay 8 to 15 percent
slopes (PnC), Whitney fine sandy loam 15 to 30 percent slopes eroded (WhD2), and Snelling
sandy loam 8 to 15 percent slopes eroded (SnC2). No structure subject to expansive soil
hazards would be constructed or occupied. Therefore, no impact would occur through
implementation of the proposed project.

e.

The proposed project would not generate wastewater. Therefore, no impact would occur.

Potentially
Significant
Impact

Issues

7.

Less Than
Significant With
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less-ThanSignificant Impact

No Impact

GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS.
Would the project result in:
a.

b.

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



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



Discussion
a, b.

Analyzed under CEQA, a project’s global climate change contribution would be considered
significant if due to its size and nature the project would generate, during and after construction,
a substantial increase in greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, over existing conditions.
During mining, the proposed project would produce GHG emissions generated from heavy
equipment during excavation, haul trucks, and worker trips. The level of daily emissions would
be very low, because mining would occur over a period of approximately five years on the
approximately 42-acre site and would involve only a few pieces of equipment on a daily basis, as
explained in Item 3, Air Quality. Reclamation activities, which would occur during mining
activities and continue over a one- to two-year period after mining has been completed, would
require the use of even fewer pieces of heavy equipment and worker trips during the period
post-extraction.
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The estimated annual maximum CO2 emissions for the proposed project are 984.31 metric tons
of CO2. 25,26 This estimate includes emissions associated with haul trucks, heavy diesel
equipment, and employee commutes. It should be noted that once mining activities have
completed, reclamation activities would continue for a period of one to two years. CO2
Emissions associated with reclamation activities only would be approximately 146 metric tons
per year. 27 Total lifecycle emissions of the proposed project would be approximately 10,135
metric tons of CO2.
As stated earlier, there is no regulatory standard or guideline by a federal, state, or regional
agency against which to measure greenhouse gases to determine where the project’s emissions
would directly or cumulatively result in a significant global climate change impact. In the absence
of quantitative emissions thresholds, consistency with adopted programs and policies can be
used to examine the significance of a project’s impact from a cumulative perspective. The
California Climate Action Team (CAT), established by Executive Order S-3-05, has
recommended strategies to reduce GHG emissions at a statewide level to meet the goals of the
executive order.
Implementation of the proposed project would temporarily increase GHG emissions associated
with operation of the project over its lifecycle. Despite these additional GHG, the State CEQA
Guidelines recognize that there may be a point where a project’s contribution, although above
zero, would not be a considerable contribution to the cumulative impact. Even if it were
assumed that the proposed project would be entirely new, i.e., not taking into account the
current operations of the existing facility, the project’s maximum annual emissions represent
0.00023% of California’s 2004 inventory (the latest year for which data is available) of 484
million tons of GHG (CARB 2007).
Therefore, due to the limited size and duration of the project and low use of emissionsgenerating vehicles and equipment, the short-term impact of project operations on air quality is
not expected to create a substantial increase in GHG emissions over existing conditions.
Further, SJVAPCD mitigation measures for air quality impacts would serve to reduce GHG
emissions generated during the mining and reclamation phases of the proposed project.
Following reclamation, the resumption of agricultural activities – which would be substantially the
same as the existing condition – would not involve new GHG-producing sources, nor would the
project induce growth that would, in turn, generate GHG emissions through mobile or stationary
sources. Therefore, the proposed project’s contribution would not be cumulatively considerable,
and climate change impacts would be less than significant.

25
26
27

URBEMIS 2007 model run, as completed by PBS&J on July 24, 2009.
1 short (U.S.) ton = 0.908 metric tons.
Assumes 1 backhoe/loader and 1 water truck
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Potentially
Significant
Impact

Issues

8.

Less Than
Significant With
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less-ThanSignificant Impact

No Impact

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.

e.

f.



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?



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



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?
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Discussion
a, b.

Mining and reclamation activities for the proposed project would involve the use of heavy
equipment and vehicles containing fuel, oil, and grease. These fluids could leak from
construction vehicles or be inadvertently released in the event of an accident, potentially
releasing petroleum compounds and metals. Unless properly managed, such releases
could result in adverse health effects, present an increased risk of fire or explosion or
contaminate exposed soil.
A mobile fuel and lubrication truck would be used to fuel and service vehicles on-site. The
trucks would be equipped with automatic shutoff valves to prevent spills, and would have
cleanup materials to contain and recover any spillage. Occasionally, if breakdowns occur
there could be a larger service truck on the site, but this would only be for repairs and
maintenance. The trucks would carry enough oil and grease for normal maintenance and
upkeep of each piece of equipment. This would be limited to approximately one gallon of oil
and a tube of grease. The Reclamation Plan indicates a Spill Prevention, Control and
Countermeasures (SPCC) Plan would be implemented to control and clean up spills. No
fuel would be stored on-site. Materials needed for the off-road equipment (diesel fuel and
gasoline) would be transported to the site by trucks.
This analysis assumes the routine use, storage, and disposal of hazardous materials during
mining and reclamation would be in compliance with applicable regulations and codes,
including, but not limited to, Titles 8, 19, 22, and 26 of the Code of California Regulations,
Uniform Fire Code, Chapter 6.95 of the California Health and Safety Code, and the Merced
County Department of Public Health: Division of Environmental Health regulations, as
compliance with these regulations are mandatory. This requirement would be stipulated in
the construction contract(s). Because the use of hazardous materials would be strictly
controlled and regulated by existing regulations and codes, impacts would be less than
significant.

c.

There are no existing schools located within one-quarter mile of the project site. The
closest school is the Hopeton Elementary School on Turlock Road in the community of
Hopeton. 28 Haul vehicles would travel along Highway 59, with approximately 80 percent of
the trips travelling south and approximately 20 percent of the trips traveling north toward
Turlock Road. None of the haul routes pass directly by any schools. Hopeton Elementary
School at 2241 West Turlock Road is approximately 1.3 miles west of Highway 59. It is
anticipated that no haul trucks would travel past the school, and, as described in Item 3c,
with an average of up to approximately 43 inbound and 43 outbound trips per sales day on
average. Off-site haul truck trips generating diesel particulate matter (DPM, a toxic air
contaminant) along local roadways would be minimal and would not present a substantial

28

Merced County Office of Education website, Merced River Union Elementary School District,
<www.mcoe.org/districts/mercedriver>, accessed June 15, 2009.
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health risk to sensitive receptors, such as the school. 29 Impacts would be less than
significant.
d.

The project site is not included on the list of hazardous materials sites compiled pursuant to
Government Code Section 65962.5. 30 There are no deed restrictions or environmental
protection liens recorded for the property that indicate the site had been subject to any
cleanup orders imposed by a federal, state, or local agency. Implementation of the
proposed project would have no impact.

e, f.

The project site is not within two miles of an active airport or private airstrip. There would be
no occupied land uses or new structures built at the project site that would be subject to air
safety hazards. Proposed mining and reclamation activities would not conflict with any
airport land use plan in a manner that would create safety hazards for people. Therefore,
there would be no impact.

g.

The proposed project would not temporarily or permanently alter the design or geometrics of
any public roadways. Staging for mining and reclamation activities would be on-site.
According to the permit application, the applicant expects the project to generate
approximately 43 inbound and 43 outbound truck trips per 12-hour day during active mining
operations. Additionally, a small number of vehicle trips to and from the site would occur to
accommodate the transport of mining/reclamation equipment, materials, and/or personnel to
and from the site.
Access to the site would be from Highway 59 just south of the Merced River crossing.
Emergency vehicles would continue to be able to provide emergency response to the
project site and properties in the project area. No traffic or vehicle obstructions would occur
due to mining or reclamation activities aside from possible minor delays associated with
typical ingress and egress to the project site. Therefore, implementation of the proposed
project would not interfere with an adopted emergency response plan or emergency
evacuation plan. This impact is less than significant.

h.

The project site is approximately 42 acres in a predominantly agricultural area supporting
crops, orchards, pastures, and other agricultural uses. Short-term mining activities on the
project site and long-term use of the project site after reclamation as grazing land would not
increase the risk of wildfire in the project vicinity. The impact, therefore, is considered less
than significant.

29

The California Air Resources Board (CARB) low-volume freeway scenario for estimating DPM risk assumed
a flow of 2,000 heavy trucks per day. The proposed project off-site hauling truck volumes would be less than
approximately 3 percent of that volume.
California Department of Toxic Substances Control, <www.envirostor.dtsc.ca.gov>, accessed June 15, 2009.

30
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Potentially
Significant
Impact

Issues

9.

Less Than
Significant With
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less-ThanSignificant Impact

No Impact

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 (i.e., the production rate of
pre-existing nearby wells would drop to
a level which would not support existing
land uses or planned uses for which
permits have been granted)?

c.

d.

e.



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 on- or off-site?



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 which would result in
flooding on- or off-site?



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 floodplain
structures which 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 the failure of a levee or dam?

j.












Inundation by seiche, tsunami, or
mudflow?
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Discussion
a, c, f Mining has the potential to generate erosion-derived sediment and dust from excavation
activities, and heavy equipment use could result in leaks or spills of fuels or oil. If transported to
local drainages, water quality in the Merced River, adjacent to the project site could be adversely
affected, which could conflict with water quality standards and substantially degrade water
quality.
The potential for existing site runoff to reach the river and result in substantial degradation water
quality, is somewhat limited due to climate, onsite soil conditions and the topography of the
project site.
The climate in the vicinity of the project area is described as dry sub-humid with hot dry
summers and cool moist winters. Rainfall in the area of the project site is typically about 13
inches per year. Rainfall patterns vary from year to year, but in general, the rainy season in the
region is November through April where rainfall averages between 1 and 2 inches per month.
The warmer months (May through October) experience minimal rainfall. 31 Limited rainfall in
combination with highly permeable onsite soil conditions (see Section IV.6 of this Initial Study)
result in little evidence of direct runoff from the site to the river. While the steep slopes of the
existing escarpments on the project site show evidence of storm erosion in the form of several
small incised channels, these channels terminate at the base of the slopes. An inspection of the
project site found no evidence of incised channels leading offsite to the river, indicating that
runoff from upland slopes onsite percolates into soil prior to reaching the river.
As discussed in the Reclamation Plan and in the Section 2 of this Initial Study (see pages 2-11
through 2-13, above, under Stormwater and Erosion Control), runoff from surrounding lands is
directed around the project area by two existing drainage ditches: 1) the drainage ditch running
southwest along the access road along the southern project boundary which connects to 2) the
Caltrans ditch along the western project boundary. The Caltrans ditch directs runoff to the
natural discharge point near the northwest corner of the project area. The mine operator will not
be responsible for maintaining the Caltrans ditch.
During mining activities under the proposed project, existing vegetation in active mining areas
will be removed and slopes excavated, thus increasing the potential for erosion and potential
violations of water quality standards or requirements. To minimize the potential for water quality
violations, the owner/operator would be required to implement a Stormwater Pollution Prevention
Plan (SWPPP) in accordance with Clean Water Act Section 402 National Pollutant Discharge
Elimination System (NPDES) requirements for industrial activities. The SWPPP identifies Best
Management Practices (BMPs) to be used during mining. These BMPs are presented in the
stormwater and erosion control plan included in the Robinson Ranch Reclamation Plan. 32
As stated in the control plan, during mining and reclamation activities, the “pad” area (i.e., the
area at the base of the upland slopes) will be will be sloped away from the Merced River toward
a sedimentation basin located near the center of the project area. As a result, drainage
31
32

Santa Fe Land Planning, Robinson Ranch Sand Mine Reclamation Plan, January 2008, p. 9.
Santa Fe Land Planning, Robinson Ranch Sand Mine Reclamation Plan, January 2008, p. 21.
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originating onsite will be contained within the project area where it percolates into the water table
leaving behind any sediment. Since there will be no depression created by extraction, this
project does not propose leaving a berm between the extraction area and the Merced River
following successful reclamation of the site. If installed, the silt fencing or straw wattles along the
northwest project boundary will be removed as part of the final reclamation process. Following
successful reclamation of the site, the pad area will be sloped toward the Merced River
Floodplain at a 1-2% gradient and roughly parallel to Highway 59.
During extractive operations, stormwater and erosion control measures will include:
•

Installation of silt fencing or straw wattles along the northwest project boundary adjacent
to the Merced River Floodplain, if determined to be necessary;

•

Application of straw mulch or wood chippings from cleared vegetation to cut slopes, if
determined to be necessary;

•

Installation of straw wattles or silt fencing on cut slopes at 20-foot vertical intervals;

•

Seeding with the grazing mix at the appropriate time of year; and

•

Use of settling basin(s) to capture runoff.

Following the completion of extraction operations, erosion control measures will include:
•

Maintaining erosion control measures implemented on cut slopes during the life of the
project; and

•

Planting the grazing mix and Valley Oaks at the appropriate time of year.

The Robinson Ranch Reclamation Plan stormwater and erosion control plan further states that
proposed slopes within the project area will not exceed an overall slope gradient of 3H:1V.
Erosion control will be in the form of slope stabilization through revegetation and recultivation,
and the measures described above.
The project applicant’s stormwater and erosion control plan contains measures to monitor the
site for evidence of erosion during the life of the project and means to mitigate evidence of
erosion. As stated in the plan, the following Qualitative Descriptors of Soil Surface Status shall
apply:
Class 1: No soil loss or erosion; topsoil layer intact; well-dispersed accumulation of litter from
past year's growth plus smaller amounts of older litter.
ACTION: None necessary.
Class 2: Soil movement slight and difficult to recognize; small deposits of soil in form of fans
or cones at end of small gullies or fills, or as accumulations back of plant crowns or behind
litter; litter not well dispersed or no accumulation from past year's growth.
ACTION: Monitor to see if any further deterioration and action is required.
Class 3: Soil movement or loss more noticeable; topsoil loss evident, with some plants on
pedestals or in hummocks; rill marks evident, poorly dispersed litter and bare spots not
protected by litter.
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ACTION: Any rills or gullies in excess of 8 square inches in cross sectional area and
more than 10 linear feet located on finished slopes shall be arrested using straw
mulch and hay bales.
Class 4: Soil movement and loss readily recognizable; topsoil remnants with vertical sides
and exposed plant roots; roots frequently exposed; litter in relatively small amounts and
washed into erosion protected patches.
ACTION: Replant and cover with straw mulch and install silt fences. If necessary, regrade and compact with equipment.

Regarding the potential for heavy equipment use on the project to result in leaks or spills of fuels
or oil, the reclamation plan states that a mobile fuel and lubrication truck will be used to service
vehicles onsite. The fuel/lube truck can carry a limited amount of petroleum products, is
equipped with automatic shutoff valves to prevent spills, and also carries appropriate absorbent
materials to contain and recover spillage. A Spill Prevention, Control and Countermeasures
(SPCC) Plan will guide reporting, control and cleanup activities in the event of a spill in the mine
or other operating areas. No fuel will be stored onsite. Materials needed for off-road equipment,
including diesel fuel and gasoline, will be transported to the site by trucks. Supply trucks will
service onsite equipment and then leave the site.
With approval of the proposed project and inclusion of the measures presented above, there will
be no runoff from the project area during active mining. After reclamation, the maintenance of
pasture on the project site presents little potential to exceed runoff potential that currently exists.
Therefore, the potential for runoff containing sediment or mining-related fuels or oil to leave the
project site are minimal. For these reasons, the potential of the project to result in water quality
degradation or the violation of water quality standards is, therefore, considered a less-thansignificant impact.
b.

The project area lies within the Merced Subbasin of the San Joaquin Valley Groundwater Basin.
The San Joaquin Valley Groundwater Basin contains 491,000 acres. 33 The Merced subbasin
includes lands south of the Merced River between the San Joaquin River on the west and the
crystalline basement rock of the Sierra Nevada foothills on the east. The subbasin boundary on
the south stretches westerly along the Madera-Merced County line (Chowchilla River) and then
generally west along the boundaries of various water districts to the San Joaquin River.
On average, the subbasin water level has declined nearly 30 feet from 1970 through 2000.
Water level declines have been more severe in the eastern portion of the subbasin which
includes the project area. Groundwater is not expected to be encountered during this project.
Drainage from the property is a source of natural recharge that flows toward the Merced River to
the north of the project area. There are no known springs in the project area. 34
During active mining and reclamation activities under the proposed project, water will be
required to supply a water truck to be used to water material stockpiles and other unpaved areas
periodically throughout the day for dust suppression purposes. Other water requirements

33
34

Santa Fe Land Planning, Robinson Ranch Sand Mine Reclamation Plan, January 2008, p. 10.
Santa Fe Land Planning, Robinson Ranch Sand Mine Reclamation Plan, January 2008, p. 10.
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include surface watering of outgoing loads and water used during the screening process.
Though water use on the project site will vary daily, the project applicant anticipates that, on an
average, water use during active mining operations will be approximately 2,500 gallons per day.
During peak production periods, this usage could increase to 12,000-14,000 gallons per day.
As noted in the project description, peak production periods would be limited to a maximum to
two weeks and will occur no more than two times annually. As noted above, water for the
project would be supplied by an existing well located approximately 100 feet east of Highway 59,
at the project site entrance.
Because the project involves the mining of the upper layer of sand deposits on the proposed
project site, and reclamation of the site to grassland, the surface permeability of the site will not
be substantially altered by the proposed operations. Therefore potential for the site to contribute
to groundwater recharge will not be degraded. Proposed water use in support of mining and
processing operations will be temporary and limited. Irrigation of grassland to be created as a
result of site reclamation is not proposed, therefore, the long-term impact of the project on
groundwater use will be negligible. The impact of the project on groundwater supplies is
therefore, considered less than significant.
d, e

The project site is located within the Fahr Creek Hydrologic Area within the San Joaquin Valley
Floor Hydrologic Unit of the San Joaquin Hydrologic Region. 35 The operational area is located
south of the Merced River near the Highway 59 Bridge and is outside of the 100-year floodplain
(See Figure 1.7-1 on page 11 of the Robinson Ranch Reclamation Plan). 100-year floodplain
elevations adjacent to the project area range from 187 to 191 feet mean sea level. The Merced
River flows out of the Sierra Nevada Mountains to the east of the site, runs east/southeast
through the San Joaquin Valley until its confluence with the San Joaquin River.
As noted previously, no streams or drainages occur on the project site. While the relatively
steep slopes of various onsite escarpments show signs of small incised channels, no channels
leading offsite to the Merced River currently exist. The proposed project would substantially
alter onsite topography through leveling onsite hilling and cutting back escarpments to form
more shallow slopes. Final grading during site reclamation would create a gradual slope to the
river. This, however, would not substantially alter any existing drainages or result in a substantial
increase in offsite runoff. Therefore the resulting impact on on- or off-site flooding is considered
less than significant.

g,h,i

The proposed mining and reclamation areas occur outside of the designated 100-year floodplain
for the Merced River. In addition, no permanent structures are proposed as part of the project.
Therefore, the potential for impact related to onsite flooding is less than significant.

j.

A tsunami is a series of large ocean waves caused by earthquakes on the seafloor or in coastal
areas. The project site is not located in an area subject to such hazards. Seiches are standing
waves created by seismically-induced groundshaking that occur in large, freestanding bodies of
water. There are no large, permanent surface water impoundments near the site. There would
be no impact.

35

Santa Fe Land Planning, Robinson Ranch Sand Mine Reclamation Plan, January 2008, p. 10.
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Potentially
Significant
Impact

Issues

10.

Less Than
Significant With
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less-ThanSignificant Impact

No Impact

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 on environmental effect?

c.

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






Discussion
a.

The project site is private property, historically used for agricultural purposes. Implementation of
proposed mining and reclamation activities would occur only within the boundaries of the project
site. Because the proposed project would not encroach onto existing or planned development
outside the boundaries, and because project activities would not obstruct any established public
rights-of-way or access, the proposed project would in no way physically divide an established
community. Therefore, there would be no impact.

b.

The applicable local planning document for the project site is the Merced County General Plan.
As stated in the Robinson Ranch Mine Project Conditional Use Permit, the entire project area is
designated as Agricultural (A) under the General Plan. The “A” designation allows surface
mining with a CUP and RP. The entire project property is zoned Exclusive Agricultural (A-2)
under the Merced County Zoning Ordinance. Mining is allowed in the A-2 zone with a CUP and
RP. The A-2 zone also allows accessory industrial uses in conformance with Chapter 18.47.010
of the Merced County Zoning Ordinance.
All surrounding lands have the same general plan designation and zoning classification. The
project area is not located within Williamson Act lands, prime agricultural land or the FEMA 100year floodplain. The agricultural value for the project area is identified as grazing land defined by
the USDA-NRCS as land on which the existing vegetation is suited to the grazing of livestock. A
portion of the project area is located within the Merced County Foothills designation.
The slopes within the project area have been historically prone to erosion due to grazing. Since
the project area cannot be used for grazing, the land is vacant with varying degrees of
disturbance at this time. The remainder of the property is used for grazing, various types of
agriculture or is left as vacant land.
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Existing uses of surrounding lands include grazing land, various types of agriculture, vacant
land, scattered residences, the Calaveras Materials Plant Site and Highway 59. The nearest
residence is approximately 500 feet to the west of the project area across Highway 59. Very low
density scattered residences are located in the vicinity of the project of this agricultural area.
Approximately six residences are located within one mile of the project.
Surrounding land uses to the north include vacant land, the Merced River and agriculture. To the
east, land uses include grazing land and agriculture. Surrounding land uses to the south include
grazing land, agriculture, Highway 59 and a house. To the west, land uses include Highway 59,
one residence, agriculture, the Merced River and the Woolstenhulme mine site.
The reclamation plan for the Robinson Ranch Mine Project was prepared in accordance with the
requirements of the California Surface Mining and Reclamation Act (SMARA, or the statute)
found in California Public Resources Code (PRC) Section 2710 et seq., Title 14 of the California
Code of Regulations (CCR) Section 3500 et seq. The plan addressed each of the reclamation
plan requirements found in the statute (primarily PRC §2772), and the standards that must be
met in reclamation implementation as specified in CCR §3503 and reclamation performance
standards in CCR §3700 through CCR §3713. The checklist items in this IS/MND address in
detail the project’s consistency with specific technical issues related to air emissions to ensure
consistency with San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District air quality plans (Item 3a, Air
Quality), slope stability (Item 6c, Geology and Soils), revegetation (Item 4, Biological
Resources), and drainage, erosion control, stream protection and water quality (Item 8,
Hydrology and Water Quality). Where required to reduce an impact, project-specific mitigation
measures to ensure consistency with applicable environmental regulations have been identified
in this Initial Study.
There would be no land use or zoning inconsistencies. Impacts, therefore would be less than
significant.
c.

The proposed project site is not located within any areas addressed in an approved or pending
habitat conservation plan or natural community conservation plan. Therefore, there would be no
impact.

Potentially
Significant
Impact

Issues

11.

Less Than
Significant With
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less-ThanSignificant Impact

No Impact

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?
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Potentially
Significant
Impact

Issues

b.

c.

Less Than
Significant With
Mitigation
Incorporated

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?

Less-ThanSignificant Impact

No Impact



Exceed energy demands significantly
more than the current use or conflict
with energy conservation plans?



Discussion
a, b.

The proposed project would allow utilization of onsite mineral resources. Proposed post-mining
site reclamation would not preclude future additional mining of onsite mineral resources.
Therefore the impact on minerals availability is considered less than significant.

c.

Long-term post-reclamation use of the project site would be as pasture: therefore, the project
would not result in any substantial increases in long-term energy use. The impact on energy use
would be less than significant.

Potentially
Significant
Impact

Issues

12.

Less Than
Significant With
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less-ThanSignificant Impact

No Impact

NOISE.
Would the project result in:
a.

b.

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



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?
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Potentially
Significant
Impact

Issues

e.

f.

Less Than
Significant With
Mitigation
Incorporated

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

Less-ThanSignificant Impact

No Impact



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?



Discussion
a,c,d. Fundamentals of Environmental Sound and Noise
Noise is typically defined as unwanted sound. Typically, noise in any environment consists of a
base of steady “background” noise made up of many distant and indistinguishable noise
sources. Superimposed on this background noise is the sound from individual local sources.
These sources can vary from an occasional aircraft or train passing by to virtually continuous
noise from traffic on a major highway.
Sound can be described in terms of amplitude (loudness) and frequency (pitch). The standard
unit of sound amplitude measurement is the decibel (dB). The decibel scale is a logarithmic
scale that describes the intensity of the pressure vibrations that make up a sound. The pitch of
the sound is correlated to the frequency of the sound’s pressure vibration. Because humans are
not equally sensitive to a given sound level at all frequencies, a special scale has been devised
that specifically relates noise to human sensitivity. The A-weighted decibel scale (dBA) does
this by placing more importance on frequencies that are more noticeable to the human ear.
Several rating scales have been developed to analyze the adverse effect of noise on people.
Since environmental noise fluctuates over time, these scales consider that the effect of noise
upon people is largely dependent upon the volume of the noise, as well as the time of day when
the noise occurs. Although the A-weighted sound level may adequately indicate the level of
environmental noise at any instant in time, community noise levels vary continuously. Most
environmental noise includes a conglomeration of noise from distant sources that creates a
relatively steady background noise in which no particular source is identifiable. A single
descriptor called the Leq (equivalent sound level) is used as the unit of measurement. The Leq is
the average acoustic energy content of noise for a stated period of time. Thus, the Leq of a timevarying noise and that of a steady noise are the same if they deliver the same acoustic energy to
the ear during exposure. For evaluating community impacts, this rating scale does not vary,
regardless of whether the noise occurs during the day or the night.
Environmental noise levels are generally considered low when the Leq is below 60 dBA,
moderate in the 60 to 70 dBA range, and high above 70 dBA. Examples of settings with low
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daytime background noise levels are isolated, natural settings that can provide noise levels as
low as 20 dBA and quiet, suburban, residential streets that can provide noise levels around
40 dBA. Noise levels above 45 dBA at night can potentially disrupt sleep. People may consider
louder environments adverse, but most people living or working in urban residential or
residential-commercial areas (60 to 75 dBA) or dense urban or industrial areas (65 to 80 dBA)
accept the higher noise levels commonly associated with these land uses.
With regard to A-weighted noise levels, the following relationships exist:
•

Under controlled conditions in an acoustics laboratory, a trained health human ear is
able to discern changes in sound levels of 1 dBA;

•

Outside of such controlled conditions, the trained ear can detect changes of 2 dBA in
normal environmental noise;

•

It is widely accepted that the average healthy ear, however, can barely perceive noise
level changes of 3 dBA;

•

A change in a level of 5 dBA is a readily perceptible increase in noise level; and

•

A 10 dBA change is recognized as twice as loud as the original source.

Sound from a point source generally decays at a rate of 6 dBA per doubling of distance from the
source. The rule applies to the propagation of sound waves with no ground interaction. For
example, a noise source generating 80 dBA at 200 feet would be experienced as 74 dBA at
400 feet.

Existing Noise Conditions and Applicable Standards
Chapter 18.41 of the Merced County Zoning Ordinance identifies noise level performance
standards for different land use zones. According to Section 18.41.07, the maximum noise level
at the boundary line of the parcel receiving noise shall be 75 dBA Lmax 36 for residential uses.
The ordinance exempts construction activities from noise limits and limits construction activities
to the daytime hours between 7 AM and 6 PM.
The primary noise source in the vicinity of the project site is vehicular traffic on Highway 59,
periodic use of agricultural equipment on and adjacent to the project site, and processing
operations at the Woolstenhulme mine and processing plant, approximately 1,000 feet northwest
of the project site. As stated above, the closest residential dwelling is approximately 500 feet
west of the project site, west and below grade of Highway 59. Approximately six other
residences are located within one-mile of the project site.

Noise Generated by Existing Agricultural Operations
As noted above, the project site has historically supported agricultural operations. These
operations employ a wide variety of equipment. Noise generated by this equipment varies
substantially. Maximum noise levels generated by farm-related tractors typically range from 77 to
36

Lmax is the maximum noise level recorded during a single event.
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85 dB at a distance of 50 feet from the tractor, depending on the horsepower of the tractor and
the operating conditions. Noise generated by crop-dusting activities similarly varies, depending
on the type of aircraft used and the proximity of the receiver to the operating aircraft.
Due to the seasonal nature of the agricultural industry, there are often extended periods of time
when no noise is generated on properties that are actively being farmed, followed by short-term
periods of intensive mechanical equipment usage and corresponding noise generation. Due to
this high degree of variability of agricultural activities, it is not feasible to reliably quantify the
noise generation of agricultural uses on the proposed project site. However, in general, these
uses generate short-term periods of elevated noise during all hours of the day and night.

Proposed Mining Operations
On-Site Mining Operations
Materials would be extracted using front-end wheel loaders or similar heavy equipment. No
blasting or hammering would be necessary to remove the sand. The only processing associated
with this project would be screening of raw material to create products with uniform particle
sizes.
A portable processing plant for screening the material would consist of a diesel-fueled
powerscreen. The extracted material would be loaded directly into the powerscreen with a frontend loader. Processed material may be stockpiled using conveyors contained within the
powerscreen. The stockpiles may remain as the powerscreen is relocated to different areas of
the site. The stockpiled sand and raw material would then be loaded by front-end loaders onto
over-the-road haul trucks, which would exit the site via Highway 59.
The types of equipment that could be used for extraction and processing and associated Leq and
sound levels in decibels (dBA) are listed below in Table 3.3. The dBA values are based on
actual measured values at 50 feet from the source for a similar project and are the highest
measured values. Noise levels for trucks typically range from 82-95 dBA Leq at 50 feet.
TABLE 3.3
TYPICAL NOISE LEVELS FOR EQUIPMENT SIMILAR TO
PROPOSED PROJECT OPERATIONS
Noise Source
Cat 980G or 966F loader
Powerscreen and loader operating simultaneously
Cat loader loading a haul truck

Leq
77-78 dBA
87-89 dBA
72 dBA

Notes: Sound levels in dBA at 50 feet, for 2-minute period with equipment operating under load.
Source: Measured noise level data provided by EnviroMine.

Using these data, acoustical calculations were performed to conservatively estimate worst-case
sound levels at the nearest residential property line from the screening, stockpiling and material
handling process. The calculations assume a direct line-of-sight between the noise source and
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receptor. It should be noted that in the case of the proposed project, a direct line of sight would
not occur, and as a result, noise levels associated with project operations at the closest sensitive
receptors would be lower than what is presented below. However, for the purposes of presenting
a conservative analysis, a direct line of sight to the nearest sensitive receptor is assumed. Noise
from the equipment was considered a point source. The sound of the powerscreen and loader
operating simultaneously would represent the maximum noise level at 89 dBA at a distance of
50 feet, which is assumed in the analysis.
The noise levels that would be experienced at 500 feet by the nearest off-site receptors from onsite mining operations (excavation, loading, processing) would be 58.0 dBA. Therefore, the
estimated noise levels associated with the proposed project would not temporarily or periodically
increase ambient noise levels above levels existing without the project and would also not
exceed the County’s 75 Lmax dBA noise threshold, this impact is considered less than
significant.

Off-Site Hauling
Based on the average annual operations (extraction of 220,000 cubic yards of material), the
addition of haul trips associated with the proposed project to traffic volumes on local roadways
represents a small percentage of existing traffic on these roadways. 37 Additionally, proposed
haul routes were selected to minimize the number of sensitive receptors along those routes. In
general, haul trucks entering and leaving the site on Highway 59 could generate noise ranging
from 82-95 dBA. 38 It should be noted that the ingress/egress point to the project site is located
more than 500 feet to the south of the nearest sensitive receptor. Further, the majority of truck
traffic to and from the site would travel south along Highway 59, away from those sensitive
receptors located close to the existing roadway. In addition, the level of noise generated by the
proposed project would be consistent with noise generated by periodic agricultural operations.
However, as discussed in the Project Description, the project applicant anticipates temporary
periods of peak production would occur during which time daily truck trips generated by the
project would increase substantially to accommodate transient increases in demand. These
periods would be limited to two-weeks at a time and occur no more than 2 times a year. During
these periods, the number of daily truck trips would increase by up to approximately 400 trips
per day (Refer to Section 16 below for further clarification). However, even with the temporary
increase in daily production, noise levels are not anticipated to substantially increase. According
to the EPA, a difference of 3 dBA Ldn is a barely perceptible increase to most people when
evaluating changes in 24-hour community noise levels. The maximum increase in noise levels
attributed to the project during the peak period would occur along Highway 59 between Oakdale
and Youd and would be approximately 0.5 dBA Ldn, which is a measure of daily noise levels 39 .

37
38

Enviromine, Inc. Memorandum Re: Merced County Conditional Use Permit #06-008. November 6, 2008.
United States Environmental Protection Agency. 1971. Noise from Construction Equipment and Operations,
Building Equipment and Home Appliances.

39

Roadway noise levels were calculated based on the data provided in Tables 3.7 (Road Segment LOS –
Existing Conditions) and 3.11 (Trip Generation for Periods of Peak Production) and using the FHWA
Highway Noise Prediction Model (FHWA-RD-77-108) with California Vehicle (CALVENO) Emission Levels.
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Therefore, the increase in roadway noise levels associated with peak production periods would
not result in an increase in daily noise levels that would be considered perceptible.
As such, the proposed project, even during periods of peak production, is not anticipated to
expose existing residential structures in the area and other sensitive receptors along haul roads
more remote from the project site to elevated ambient noise levels as a result of project
operations. This impact would be less than significant.

Reclamation Activities
During reclamation, noise sources would be limited to grading. Following reclamation, the only
other on- or off-site project-generated noise sources would be vehicles and equipment
associated with planting and harvesting new crops. This would be similar to ambient conditions
in the project area and would not represent a new or substantial increase in noise levels over the
long-term. Impacts would be less than significant.
b.

Ground-borne vibration can cause structural damage to existing buildings or disturb sleep.
Mining is not anticipated to occur during the evening. Mining would not involve the use of impact
equipment or blasting, which can produce ground-borne vibration. The process for extracting
sand would involve grading, loading, and screening, which do not create excessive vibration, so
off-site residences adjacent to the site would not be exposed to high vibration levels. Haul
trucks traveling to and from the project site are another source of vibration, but the number of
trucks passing by off-site sensitive receptors on a daily basis would be minimal, as described
above. The impact, therefore, would be less than significant.

e-f.

The project site is not within an adopted airport land use plan or within two miles of an active
public use airport. There would be no occupied land uses or new structures built at the project
site. The proposed project would not expose people working in the project area to excessive
aircraft noise levels; therefore, there would be no impact.

Potentially
Significant Impact

Issues

13.

Less Than
Significant With
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less-ThanSignificant Impact

No
Impact

POPULATION AND HOUSING.
Would the project:
a.

b.

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



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

Robinson Ranch Sand Mine and Reclamation Plan
Initial Study/Mitigated Negative Declaration
P:\Projects - WP Only\+10000\8216 Robinson Ranch\DIS\3. Checklist.doc



3-60
November 2009

Environmental Checklist

Potentially
Significant Impact

Issues

c.

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

Less Than
Significant With
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less-ThanSignificant Impact

No
Impact



Discussion
a.

The proposed project is a sand mining and reclamation project. It would not induce substantial
population growth in an area because the project does not propose any physical or regulatory
change that would remove a restriction to or encourage population growth in an area including,
but limited to, the following: new or extended infrastructure or public facilities; new commercial or
industrial facilities; large-scale residential development; accelerated conversion of homes to
commercial or multi-family use; or regulatory changes including General Plan amendments,
specific plan amendments, zone reclassifications, sewer or water annexations, or LAFCO
annexation actions.
Reclamation of the project site would return the site to agricultural uses. There would be no
conflict with adopted General Plan land use designations and zoning. No homes, businesses,
roads, or infrastructure would be constructed as part of the reclamation process. Intensification
of land use beyond that allowed by the General Plan or zoning, if any, would be subject to
County approvals and would require separate CEQA documentation.
Workers who would carry out proposed mining and reclamation activities would likely be
residents of Merced County. No new permanent jobs would be created as a result of
reclamation.
For the above reasons, the project would have no impact on population-related growth
inducement.

b, c.

The area proposed for excavation is vacant land historically used for agriculture. The proposed
project would not displace existing people or housing on- or off-site, or require the construction
of replacement housing elsewhere. Therefore, no impact would occur.
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Potentially
Significant
Impact

Issues

14.

Less Than
Significant With
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less-ThanSignificant Impact

No Impact

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
public services:



a.

Fire protection?

b.

Police protection?



c.

Schools?



d.

Parks?

e.

Other public facilities?




Discussion
a.

The proposed project would involve excavation and grading of agricultural property containing
sand. The project site is surrounded by agricultural properties. Proposed reclamation of the site
would accommodate the establishment of grazing land. The portable diesel-fueled powerscreen
would not present a substantial fire risk, and no permanent features requiring fire protection
would be constructed. None of the proposed activities would present an elevated fire risk
relative to typical agricultural activities in the project vicinity. The impact of the project on
demand for fire services, therefore, is considered less than significant.

b.

As noted above, the proposed project would involve operation of sand mining activities on the
project site for up to ten years. Upon completing of mining, the site would be reclaimed as
grazing land. Neither mining/reclamation activities nor the long-term operation of agricultural
use at the project site would result in demand for additional police protection. Therefore there
would be no impact.

c-e.

End use of the project site would consist of grazing land. Reclamation of the project site
would not result in the development of housing, roads, or businesses, or otherwise increase
population. Therefore, there would be no effect on the demand for schools, parks, or other
public facilities. Therefore, there would be no impact.
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Potentially
Significant
Impact

Issues

15.

Less Than
Significant With
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less-ThanSignificant Impact

No Impact

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?





Discussion
a, b.

The proposed project would not cause an increase in population, and, therefore, would not
generate an increase in demand for neighborhood or regional parks or other recreation facilities.
The site is private property. The proposed project would not include structural enhancements or
other means to facilitate recreation upon completion of reclamation, and the property would
remain privately owned with no public access. There would be no impact.

Potentially
Significant
Impact

Issues

16.

Less Than
Significant With
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less-ThanSignificant Impact

No Impact

TRANSPORTATION/TRAFFIC.
Would the project:
a.

b.

c.

Cause an increase in traffic which 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)?



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



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?
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Less Than
Significant With
Mitigation
Incorporated

Potentially
Significant
Impact

Issues

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)?

Less-ThanSignificant Impact

No Impact







Discussion
a-b.

Merced County has established criteria for assessing whether project related traffic results in
significant impacts on the operating conditions of intersections and roadway segments. Tables
3.4 and 3.5 summarize the significance criteria.
Existing traffic conditions for the roadway segments and intersections located to the north and
south of the entrance to the Robinson Ranch are shown in Tables 3.6 and 3.7.
The proposed project would involve the extraction of approximately 2.2 million cubic yards of
sand and gravel from the project site, over a ten year period. There will be 2 to 3 employees
located on site to operate the mining equipment, and approximately 60 round trip truck trips per
day, to haul the sand and gravel away. Table 3.8 shows the estimated number of trips entering
and exiting the site during the AM and PM peak hours, as well as over an entire weekday.
TABLE 3.4
LEVEL OF SERVICE FOR UNSIGNALIZED INTERSECTIONS
Level of Service
A
B
C
D
E
F

Description
Little or no delay
Short traffic delays
Average traffic delays
Long traffic delays
Very long traffic delays
Stop-and-go conditions

Average Vehicle Delay (seconds)
0 - 10
>10 - 15
>15 - 25
>25 - 35
>35 - 50
>50

Source: Transportation Research Board, Highway Capacity Manual, 2000.
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TABLE 3.5
LEVEL OF SERVICE FOR ROADWAYS
Level of Service
A
B
C
D
E
F

Description
Primarily free flow operations
Reasonably unimpeded operations, ability to maneuver only slightly restricted
Stable operations, ability to maneuver and select operating speed affected
Unstable flow, speeds and ability to maneuver restricted
Significant delays, flow quite unstable
Extremely slow speeds

Source: Transportation Research Board, Highway Capacity Manual, 2000.

TABLE 3.6
INTERSECTION LOS – EXISTING CONDITIONS
AM Peak Hour
Intersection
Highway 59 / Snelling Road
Highway 59 / Oakdale Road

Control Type
OWS
OWY

Delay (sec)
9.7
8.9

PM Peak Hour

LOS
A
A

Delay (sec)
9.9
8.8

LOS
A
A

Notes:
OWS = One-way stop sign
OWY = One-way yield sign
LOS = Level of Service
Delay measured in seconds per vehicle
Delay reported for worst-case approach
Sources:

Traffic count data for Hwy 59/Oakdale Road from PBS&J, collected June 2, 2009
Traffic count data for Hwy 59/Snelling Road from National Data & Surveying (NDS), collected October 16, 2007

TABLE 3.7
ROAD SEGMENT LOS – EXISTING CONDITIONS
Segment
Highway 59
Between Oakdale and Youd
Between Youd and Turlock
Between Turlock and Snelling

Lanes

Peak Hour Volume

LOS

2
2
2

260
270
270

B
B
B

Source: Traffic count data from Caltrans, <www.dot.ca.gov/hq/traffops/saferesr/trafdata/2006all/r051-59i.htm>.

TABLE 3.8
PROJECT TRIP GENERATION
Truck Trips
Time Period
AM Peak Hour
PM Peak Hour
Daily

Inbound
5
5
60

Outbound
5
5
60

Other Vehicle Trips
Inbound
3
3

Outbound
3
3

Total Trips
Inbound
8
5
63

Outbound
5
8
63

Note:
Other vehicle trips = trips made by employees to and from the site.
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Most of the truck traffic will travel south along Highway 59 to construction sites and processing
plants throughout Merced County. Figure 3.9 shows the trip distribution patterns for truck traffic
to and from the site.
Based on the estimated trip generation and distribution for the project, Existing plus Project
conditions for the roadway segments and intersections located to the north and south of the
entrance to the Robinson Ranch are shown in Tables 3.9 and 3.10. The LOS for the two study
area intersections would remain at LOS A, and the LOS for the three study area roadway
segments would remain at LOS B.
TABLE 3.9
INTERSECTION LOS – EXISTING PLUS PROJECT CONDITIONS
AM Peak Hour
Intersection
Highway 59 / Snelling Road
Highway 59 / Oakdale Road

Control Type
OWS
OWY

Delay (sec)
9.7
8.9

LOS
A
A

PM Peak Hour
Delay (sec)
9.9
8.9

LOS
A
A

Notes:
OWS = One-way stop sign
OWY = One-way yield sign
LOS = Level of Service
Delay measured in seconds per vehicle
Delay reported for worst-case approach

TABLE 3.10
ROAD SEGMENT LOS – EXISTING PLUS PROJECT CONDITIONS
Segment
Highway 59
Between Oakdale and Youd
Between Youd and Turlock
Between Turlock and Snelling

Lanes

Peak Hour Volume

LOS

2
2
2

270
273
273

B
B
B

From the Circulation chapter of the current Merced County General Plan, 40 the acceptable levelof-service for roadways and intersections located within rural areas of the County shall be LOS
"C" or better. A significant impact would occur if the additional traffic generated by the project
would result in an intersection or roadway segment that is currently operating at an acceptable
LOS (A, B, or C) to degrade to an unacceptable LOS (D, E, or F).

40

Merced County General Plan, <www.co.merced.ca.us/index.asp?nid=436>
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Based on the above analysis, the project is anticipated to have a negligible impact on the traffic
operations of roadway segments and intersections in the immediate vicinity of the project site,
during the AM and PM peak hours. Therefore, the project would not cause an increase in traffic
that is substantial in relation to the existing traffic load and capacity of the street system or
exceed, either individually or cumulatively, a level of service standard. Impacts would be less
than significant.

Temporary Periods of Peak Production
As discussed in the Project Description, the project applicant anticipates temporary periods of
peak production would occur during which time daily truck trips generated by the project would
increase substantially to accommodate transient increases in demand. These periods would be
limited to two-weeks at a time and occur no more than 2 times a year. During these periods, the
number of daily truck trips could be as high as 400 trips per day (200 entering, 200 exiting).
There would also be 4 employee trips to and from the site each day, and 1 service trip per day.
The total number of daily and peak hour trips traveling to and from the project site during these
brief peak time periods each year is shown in Table 3.11.
TABLE 3.11
TRIP GENERATION FOR PERIODS OF PEAK PRODUCTION
Truck Trips
Time Period
AM Peak Hour
PM Peak Hour
Daily

Inbound
17
17
200

Outbound
17
17
200

Other Vehicle Trips
Inbound
4
5

Outbound
4
5

Total Trips
Inbound
21
17
205

Outbound
17
21
205

Note:
Other vehicle trips = trips made by employees to and from the site plus site deliveries.

Even at this temporary heightened level of activity, the project is still anticipated to have a
negligible impact on the traffic operations of roadway segments and intersections in the
immediate vicinity of the project site, during the AM and PM peak hours. Therefore, the project
would not cause an increase in traffic that is substantial in relation to the existing traffic load and
capacity of the street system or exceed, either individually or cumulatively, a level of service
standard. The impact, therefore, is considered less than significant.
c.

Castle Airport is a County run facility located approximately 8 miles southwest of the project site.
It was an air force base until 1995. Castle provides both passenger and cargo service. The
runways at Castle are oriented in a northwest to southeast direction, and the project is not in the
direct flight path of planes taking off from, or landing at Castle.
There is also a small public use airport in Turlock, located approximately 11 miles directly west
of the project site.

Robinson Ranch Sand Mine and Reclamation Plan
Initial Study/Mitigated Negative Declaration
P:\Projects - WP Only\+10000\8216 Robinson Ranch\DIS\3. Checklist.doc

3-68
November 2009

Environmental Checklist

There would be no occupied land uses or new structures built at the project site that would
create air safety hazards. No aircraft operations would occur at the project site. Mining and
reclamation activities would not result in a change in air traffic patterns. Therefore, there would
be no impact.
d.

The project site is surrounded by cattle grazing pastures, and almond orchards. Slow-moving
agricultural equipment occasionally use the same local roadways (Highway 59, Oakdale Road)
that would be used by trucks hauling sand and gravel from the Robinson Ranch mine. But the
farm equipment only ventures out on to surrounding roads during off-peak/mid-day time periods,
when traffic levels are at their lowest and visibility (daylight) is relatively good.
Acceleration and deceleration tapers will be provided on the east side of Highway 59 to make it
safer for trucks to enter and exit the project site. This will enable trucks leaving the project site
more room to get up to speed before merging with other northbound traffic on Highway 59.
Likewise, it will provide room for trucks entering the site from the south to safely pull over and
slow down before turning into the site, without unduly slowing down any following traffic. Site
distances from the project entrance to the northeast and southwest on Highway 59 are 1,275 ft
and 1,125 ft, respectively. 41
As indicated in the Project Description, the applicant is required to enter into a fee-based
Roadway Impact Agreement with the Merced County Road Division to mitigate possible damage
to County roads resulting from hauling material from the site.
The project would not result in any off-site hazards to the public, and the site would remain
privately controlled. Impacts would be less than significant.

e.

The proposed project would not temporarily or permanently alter the design or geometrics of any
public roadways. Staging for mining and reclamation activities would be on-site. Emergency
vehicles would continue to be able to provide emergency response to the project site from
Highway 59. No traffic or vehicle obstructions would occur due to mining or reclamation
activities. Therefore, implementation of the proposed project would not interfere with an adopted
emergency response plan or emergency evacuation plan. This impact is less than significant,
and no further analysis is required.

f.

Parking for project workers would be readily available on the project site. There would be no
impact.

g.

The project is located in a very rural/agricultural area, where the primary means of transportation
is by automobile. Although public transit currently serves some of the urban parts of Merced
County, it does not extend to the more remote parts of the county such as where the project is
located. 42 Nor is any public transit service planned for this part of the county in the foreseeable
future. 43 There are no existing bike facilities along the stretch of Highway 59 that provides

41

Prasek, M., EnviroMine Inc. Letter to J. Gedney, California Department of Transportation. 11/6/2008.
Subject: Merced County Conditional Use Permit #06-008.
Transit Joint Powers Authority for Merced County, < www.mercedthebus.com/rt6.html>.
MCAG Regional Transportation Plan, 2007, <www.mcagov.org/publications/2007/RTP/RTP.pdf>.

42
43
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access to the project site. Although, a Class II bike lane is proposed in the future, 44 the project
would probably be completed before any proposed bike facilities are constructed.
All project activities, aside from the transport of sand and gravel, would occur on the project site
and would not result in any disruptions to transit services, bicycle lanes, or other forms of
alternate transportation. The proposed project would not result in any population or permanent
employment growth that would affect the need for alternative transportation. Therefore, the
impact is considered less than significant, and no further analysis is required.

Potentially
Significant
Impact

Issues

17.

Less Than
Significant With
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less-ThanSignificant Impact

No Impact

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.

44



Require or result in the construction
of new storm water 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
which serves or may serve the
project that it has adequate capacity
to serve the project’s projected
demand in addition to the provider’s
existing commitments?

f.









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



Merced County Bikeway Map, <www.mercedrides.com/BIKE/pdfs/2008/maps/REG2.pdf>.
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Potentially
Significant
Impact

Issues

g.

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

Less Than
Significant With
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less-ThanSignificant Impact

No Impact



Discussion
a,b,e. The proposed project would not generate wastewater, and no wastewater discharges subject to
Regional Water Quality Control Board requirements would be generated as a result of mining or
reclamation. There would be no impact.
c.

During the life of the project, the pad area would be sloped away from the Merced River toward
a sedimentation basin located near the center of the project area. As a result, drainage
originating onsite would be contained within the project area where it would percolate into the
water table leaving behind any sediment. During extraction operations, there would be no runoff
from the project area. Following successful reclamation of the site, no runoff control would be
necessary. Erosion and sedimentation would not exceed existing conditions. Runoff from
surrounding lands would be directed around the project area by two existing drainage ditches: 1)
the drainage ditch running southwest along the access road along the southern project boundary
which connects to 2) the Caltrans ditch along the western project boundary. The Caltrans ditch
directs runoff to the natural discharge point near the northwest corner of the project area. The
mine operator would not be responsible for maintaining the Caltrans ditch.
Because stormwater runoff would not increase over existing conditions and would not require
additional stormwater facilities, the impact would be less than significant.
Please see Issue 8.c-e (Hydrology and Water Quality) of this document regarding effects on
drainage systems.

d.

A new on-site groundwater well would provide water for dust control during mining, and for
establishing vegetative cover during reclamation. No new or expanded water entitlements would
be needed. Impacts would be less than significant.

f, g.

The proposed project would involve excavation of sand resources, and reclamation that would
eventually support grazing. The proposed project would not generate solid waste other than
occasional trash generated by operator personnel. This would not impact local landfills or result
in any disposals that would violate solid waste statutes and regulations. The impact, therefore,
is considered less than significant.
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Potentially
Significant
Impact

Issues

18.

Less Than
Significant With
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less-ThanSignificant Impact

No Impact

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 a rare or
endangered plant or animal 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 which will cause substantial
adverse effects on human beings, either
directly or indirectly?







Discussion
a.

Implementation of the proposed project would involve the excavation of sand deposits from
approximately 42 acres of land within a larger 321-acre project parcel. The project would
transport sand off-site for processing and/or sale. Mining activities on the project site could
occur in two phases over a period of approximately ten years. Upon completion of the mining
plan, the site would be reclaimed to support continued agricultural use: specifically, pastureland.
This initial study concluded that the project would result in potentially significant impacts on
biological resources that would require mitigation. All potentially significant impacts would be
avoided with implementation of proposed mitigation measures BIO-1 through BIO-5.
This Initial Study also determined that no prehistoric or historic resources of significance have
been identified on the project site. Based on site inspections and the results of a database
search by the Central California Information Center, such resources are unlikely to be present on
the project site. Nevertheless, the potential exists for previously undiscovered cultural or
paleontological resources of significance to be uncovered in the course of proposed excavation
of the project site. Therefore, measures are presented in this Initial Study to adequately mitigate
any potential impact on such resources in the event that they are discovered during project
implementation (CUL-1 and CUL-2).
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Biological resources and cultural resources impacts would be less than significant with
mitigation incorporated.
b. There are several active, County-permitted aggregate/tailings/sand mining operations in the
vicinity of the project. These are shown in Figure 3.10. In addition, three additional permit
applications are currently pending including the George Reed Mine and Reclamation Project,
Snelling Tailings Project, Bernie Wade Tailings Project, and Reeves Mine and Reclamation
Project. The George Reed mine and processing plant site currently supports active processing
operations, but a conditional use permit to continue excavation activities on the site is pending.
The proposed project’s contribution to cumulative impact conditions is addressed in each of this
checklists technical sections, as appropriate. None of the proposed mining, processing,
materials transport, reclamation or post-reclamation activities associated with the proposed
project would substantially contribute to any cumulatively significant impact on the evaluated
resources for the following reasons. The proposed project would not result in any unmitigated
adverse project effects on air quality, biological resources, drainage, or water quality, and there
would be no contribution to any cumulatively considerable impacts in these issue areas. There
would be no long-term loss of agricultural resources or loss of availability of a mineral resource
of value to the state, region, or locally, so there would be no cumulative effect. The project
would involve reclamation of the project site for continued agricultural use. There would not be
an adverse change in scenic value or visual quality or noise levels that could contribute to a
cumulative impact. No impacts on services or utility systems would occur as a result of project
implementation that could combine with cumulative effects elsewhere. Impacts would, therefore,
be less than significant.

Climate Change
Analyzed under CEQA, a project’s global climate change contribution would be considered
significant if due to its size and nature the project would generate, during and after construction,
a substantial increase in greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, over existing conditions. Potential
project impact on GHG emissions is addressed in Item 7 (Greenhouse Gas Emissions) of this
Checklist (see above).
As discussed under Item 7, implementation of the proposed project would temporarily increase
GHG emissions associated with operation of the project over its lifecycle. Despite these
additional GHG, the State CEQA Guidelines recognize that there may be a point where a
project’s contribution, although above zero, would not be a considerable
contribution to the cumulative impact. The project’s maximum annual emissions represent
0.0000023% of California’s 2004 inventory (the latest year for which data is available) of 484
million tons of GHG (CARB 2007).
Therefore, due to the limited size and duration of the project and low use of emissionsgenerating vehicles and equipment, the short-term impact of project operations on air quality is
not expected to create a substantial increase in GHG emissions over existing conditions.
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Further, SJVAPCD mitigation measures for air quality impacts would serve to reduce GHG
emissions generated during the mining and reclamation phases of the proposed project.
Following reclamation, the resumption of agricultural activities – which would be substantially the
same as the existing condition – would not involve new GHG-producing sources, nor would the
project induce growth that would, in turn, generate GHG emissions through mobile or stationary
sources. Therefore, the proposed project’s contribution would not be cumulatively considerable,
and climate change impacts would be less than significant.
c.

This initial study concludes that potential direct and indirect impacts of the proposed project on
human beings related to issues such as land use, population and housing, public services,
recreation, transportation, and public utilities and services would not be significant, and no
mitigation is required. Implementation of the project, however, could potentially significantly
affect the visual character of the project site by altering the site’s topography and its visual
relationship to the adjacent riparian corridor of the Merced River. County General Plan Policy
Goal 3 – Objective 3.8 – Policy 7 states: Stream corridors should be maintained in a natural
condition and retain the general character of natural slopes and formations.
Implementation of Mitigation Measure AES-1 in this initial study is recommended to improve the
final appearance of the reclaimed mine site to more closely reflect the “natural slopes and
formations of pre-mining conditions. While this measure does not maintain the natural slopes
and formations currently present on the site, it would present a more natural, variable alignment
for the proposed finished slopes instead of the more uniform design presented in the reclamation
plan. The resulting final configuration of constructed slopes and planted oak trees created with
mitigation measure AES-1, while not fully replicating pre-project site conditions, would result in a
site that more closely resembles the natural topography of the Merced River corridor in the
project’s vicinity. With implementation of measure AES-1, therefore, would not cause substantial
adverse effects on humans either directly or indirectly.
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California Department of Fish and Game
Natural Diversity Database
Selected Elements by Scientific Name - Winton

Scientific Name/Common Name

Element Code

Federal Status

State Status

GRank

SRank

G5

S3

G3

S2S3

Threatened

G5

S2

Endangered

G4?T2

S2.2

CDFG or
CNPS

1 Antrozous pallidus
pallid bat

AMACC10010

2 Branchinecta lynchi
vernal pool fairy shrimp

ICBRA03030

3 Buteo swainsoni
Swainson's hawk

ABNKC19070

4 Castilleja campestris ssp. succulenta
succulent owl's-clover

PDSCR0D3Z1

5 Eumops perotis californicus
western mastiff bat

AMACD02011

G5T4

S3?

SC

6 Lasiurus blossevillii
western red bat

AMACC05060

G5

S3?

SC

7 Lasiurus cinereus
hoary bat

AMACC05030

G5

S4?

8 Linderiella occidentalis
California linderiella

ICBRA06010

G3

S2S3

9 Lytta molesta
molestan blister beetle

IICOL4C030

G2

S2

10 Mylopharodon conocephalus
hardhead

AFCJB25010

G3

S3

11 Myotis yumanensis
Yuma myotis

AMACC01020

G5

S4?

12 Northern Hardpan Vernal Pool

CTT44110CA

G3

S3.1

Commercial Version -- Dated May 30, 2009 -- Biogeographic Data Branch
Report Printed on Thursday, June 18, 2009

Threatened

Threatened

SC

1B.2

SC

Page 1
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California Department of Fish and Game
Natural Diversity Database
Selected Elements by Scientific Name - Yosemite Lake

Scientific Name/Common Name

Element Code

Federal Status

State Status

GRank

SRank

CDFG or
CNPS

1 Actinemys marmorata
western pond turtle

ARAAD02030

G3G4

S3

SC

2 Agelaius tricolor
tricolored blackbird

ABPBXB0020

G2G3

S2

SC

3 Agrostis hendersonii
Henderson's bent grass

PMPOA040K0

G1Q

S1.1

4 Ambystoma californiense
California tiger salamander

AAAAA01180

5 Antrozous pallidus
pallid bat

AMACC10010

6 Athene cunicularia
burrowing owl

ABNSB10010

7 Branchinecta lynchi
vernal pool fairy shrimp

ICBRA03030

8 Branchinecta mesovallensis
midvalley fairy shrimp

ICBRA03150

9 Buteo swainsoni
Swainson's hawk

ABNKC19070

Threatened

unknown code... G2G3

S2S3

SC

G5

S3

SC

G4

S2

SC

G3

S2S3

G2

S2

Threatened

G5

S2

Endangered

G4?T2

S2.2

1B.2
1B.3

Threatened

10 Castilleja campestris ssp. succulenta
succulent owl's-clover

PDSCR0D3Z1

11 Clarkia rostrata
beaked clarkia

PDONA050Y0

G2

S2.1

12 Dipodomys heermanni dixoni
Merced kangaroo rat

AMAFD03062

G3G4T2T3

S2S3

13 Downingia pusilla
dwarf downingia

PDCAM060C0

G3

S3.1

14 Eumops perotis californicus
western mastiff bat

AMACD02011

G5T4

S3?

15 Falco columbarius
merlin

ABNKD06030

G5

S3

16 Haliaeetus leucocephalus
bald eagle

ABNKC10010

G5

S2

17 Lasiurus blossevillii
western red bat

AMACC05060

G5

S3?

18 Lasiurus cinereus
hoary bat

AMACC05030

G5

S4?

19 Linderiella occidentalis
California linderiella

ICBRA06010

G3

S2S3

20 Lytta molesta
molestan blister beetle

IICOL4C030

G2

S2

21 Mylopharodon conocephalus
hardhead

AFCJB25010

G3

S3

22 Myotis yumanensis
Yuma myotis

AMACC01020

G5

S4?

23 Navarretia nigelliformis ssp. radians
shining navarretia

PDPLM0C0J2

G4T2T3

S2S3.2

Commercial Version -- Dated May 30, 2009 -- Biogeographic Data Branch
Report Printed on Thursday, June 18, 2009

Threatened

Delisted

3.2

Endangered

2.2
SC

SC

SC

1B.2

Page 1
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California Department of Fish and Game
Natural Diversity Database
Selected Elements by Scientific Name - Yosemite Lake

Element Code

Federal Status

State Status

GRank

SRank

CDFG or
CNPS

24 Neostapfia colusana
Colusa grass

PMPOA4C010

Threatened

Endangered

G3

S3.1

1B.1

25 Northern Hardpan Vernal Pool

CTT44110CA

G3

S3.1

26 Orcuttia inaequalis
San Joaquin Valley orcutt grass

PMPOA4G060

Threatened

Endangered

G2

S2.1

1B.1

27 Orcuttia pilosa
hairy orcutt grass

PMPOA4G040

Endangered

Endangered

G2

S2.1

1B.1

28 Perognathus inornatus inornatus
San Joaquin pocket mouse

AMAFD01061

G4T2T3

S2S3

29 Sidalcea keckii
Keck's checkerbloom

PDMAL110D0

G1

S1.1

Scientific Name/Common Name
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CNPS Inventory: search results for "+"Winton (422A) 3712045""

Page 1 of 1

Inventory of Rare and
Endangered Plants
v7-09b 4-10-09

Status: search results for "+"Winton (422A) 3712045"" - Fri, Jun. 19, 2009 08:29 c
Search
+"Winton (422A) 3712045"
Tip: Word fragments must be completed with a wildcard, e.g., esch* hyp* for Eschscholzia
hypecoides.[all tips and help.][search history]
Hits 1 to 1 of 1
Requests that specify topo quads will return only Lists 1-3.
To save selected records for later study, click the ADD button.
ADD checked items to Plant Press
check all
Selections will appear in a new window.
open save hits scientific
Castilleja campestris ssp.
1
succulenta

check none

common
succulent owl'sclover

family
Scrophulariaceae

CNPS
List
1B.2

No more hits.
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CNPS Inventory: search results for "+"Yosemite Lake (421B) 3712044""

Page 1 of 1

Inventory of Rare and
Endangered Plants
v7-09b 4-10-09

Status: search results for "+"Yosemite Lake (421B) 3712044"" - Fri, Jun. 19, 2009 08:29 c
Search
+"Yosemite Lake (421B) 3712044"
Tip: Want to search by habitat? Try the Checkbox and Preset search page.[all tips and help.]
[search history]
Hits 1 to 8 of 8
Requests that specify topo quads will return only Lists 1-3.
To save selected records for later study, click the ADD button.
ADD checked items to Plant Press
check all
Selections will appear in a new window.
open save hits scientific

check none

common
Henderson's bent
grass

family
Poaceae

1

Agrostis hendersonii

1

Castilleja campestris ssp.
succulenta

succulent owl's-clover

Scrophulariaceae

1

Clarkia rostrata

beaked clarkia

Onagraceae

1

Downingia pusilla

dwarf downingia

Campanulaceae

1

Navarretia nigelliformis
ssp. radians

shining navarretia

Polemoniaceae

1

Neostapfia colusana

Colusa grass

Poaceae

1

Orcuttia inaequalis

San Joaquin Valley
Orcutt grass

Poaceae

1

Sidalcea keckii

Keck's checkerbloom

Malvaceae

CNPS
List
3.2
List
1B.2
List
1B.3
List
2.2
List
1B.2
List
1B.1
List
1B.1
List
1B.1

No more hits.

mhtml:file://P:\Projects - All Employees\+10000\8216 Robinson Ranch Sand Mine\Bio\CNPS-Yos... 8/6/2009

APPENDIX B
CNDDB Sensitive Species Occurrences
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APPENDIX C
Plant and Wildlife Species Observed

APPENDIX C
PLANT AND WILDLIFE SPECIES OBSERVED
ROBINSON RANCH SAND MINE
Plants
Scientific Name
Amsinckia menziesii var. intermedia
Avena barbata
Brassica rapa
Bromus diandrus
Bromus hordeaceus
Carduus pycnocephalus
Datura wrightii
Erodium botrys
Eschscholzia californica
Geranium dissectum
Hesperevax sp.
Lolium multiflorum
Mentha pulegium
Nicotiana glauca
Populus fremontii ssp. fremontii
Quercus lobata
Raphanus sativus
Rhamnus californica
Rumex crispus
Salix sp.
Sambucus mexicanus
Vicia sativa ssp. sativa
Wildlife
Aphelocoma californica
Buteo jamaicensis
Cathartes aura
Corvus brachyrhynchos
Hirundo rustica
Icterus bullockii
Passer domesticus
Sceloporus occidentalis
Tyrannus verticalis

Common Name
Fiddleneck
Wild oats
Field mustard
Rip-gut brome
Soft chess
Italian thistle
Jimsonweed
Filaree
California poppy
Cut-leafed geranium
Cudweed
Italian rye grass
Pennyroyal
Tree tobacco
Fremont cottonwood
Valley oak
Wild radish
California coffeeberry
Curly dock
Willow
Blue elderberry
Common vetch
Western scrub jay
Red-tailed hawk
Turkey vulture
American crow
Barn swallow
Bullock’s oriole
House finch
Western fence lizard
Western kingbird
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APPENDIX E

Robinson Ranch Sand Mine Reclamation Plan (December 2008)
With Attachments:
A. Legal Description
B. Biological Resources Assessment
C. Assessment of Potential Sensitive Biological Resources
D. DWR Floodplain Elevations
E. Mine Plan Exhibits
[included on CD at the back of this document]

The Reclamation Plan for this project, CUP06-008, is posted
as a separate document on the Planning Department Website:
http://www.co.merced.ca.us/index.aspx?nid=414

