17 PUBLIC SERVICES
This chapter provides an evaluation of the potential environmental effects of implementing the
proposed 2030 Merced County General Plan (2030 General Plan) on public services, including fire
and police protection, law enforcement, schools, libraries, and other County-operated facilities. As
established in the Notice of Preparation for the proposed 2030 General Plan (see Appendix A,
Notice of Preparation), urban development and other activities subject to the updated 2030 General
Plan may result in adverse changes to the level of public services and facilities available within
Merced County. Wildfire hazards and related fire protection services are evaluated in Chapter 12,
Hazards and Hazardous Materials, of this Draft PEIR. Water supply and distribution services are
evaluated in Chapter 13, Hydrology and Water Resources. Recreation facilities and parklands are
evaluated in Chapter 18, Recreation, and utilities and service systems are evaluated in Chapter 20,
Utilities and Service Systems.
The following environmental assessment includes a review of public services potentially affected by
the implementation of the 2030 General Plan, including a description of existing public services and
facilities within the project area. Also assessed are the effects that could result from urban
development that would be allowed under the 2030 General Plan.
This analysis also includes a review of applicable regulations, requirements, plans, and policies from
the following state and County sources:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

California Fire Code
California Uniform Fire Code
California Department of Education Standards
California Libraries Services Act
California Government Code
California Education Code
California Health and Safety Code
State of California Proposition 1A/Senate Bill 50
Mental Health Services Act
Welfare and Institutions Code
Merced County General Plan
Merced County Fire Code.

The existing conditions of public services within Merced County were determined by a review of the
County’s General Plan goals and policies, and city and state planning documents, including the
Department of Finance and Merced County Association of Governments (MCAG) population
estimates. Information provided by the Merced Local Agency Formation Commission (LAFCo),
including Municipal Service Review (MSR) documentation, was incorporated. Existing conditions
were also determined through personal communications with County staff, and by analyzing GIS
information. Potential impacts related to public services, compiled and analyzed based on California
Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) assessment criteria and relative to public service provisions,
were determined by comparing potential urban development that would likely be constructed under
the total buildout of the 2030 General Plan to the existing environment, using guidelines adopted by
Merced County.
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17.1 SETTING
The environmental and regulatory setting of Merced County with respect to public services is
described in detail in the Public Facilities and Services section of the General Plan Background
Report (Merced County 2007; updated 2012). That document is incorporated by reference into this
Draft PEIR pursuant to State CEQA Guidelines Section 15150 as though fully set forth herein. The
updated Background Report is available for download from the Merced County General Plan
website at:
http://www.co.merced.ca.us/index.aspx?NID=1926.
Copies of the Background Report may be viewed during standard business hours (8:30 a.m. to 4:30
p.m.), Monday through Friday, at the Merced County Planning and Community Development
Department, 2222 M Street, Merced, California 95340, and at the Main Branch of the Merced
County Library located at 2100 O Street, Merced California 95340.

17.1.1 ENVIRONMENTAL SETTING
The Background Report’s discussion of the public services setting describes existing Merced County
public services, including fire and police protection, school facilities, libraries, and other county
services. Public services information presented in the Background Report is summarized below.

POLICE PROTECTION
•

Overview of Law Enforcement Services. The Merced County Sheriff’s Department
(MCSD) coverage area encompasses the entire unincorporated area of the county. The
department maintains stations in Merced, Los Banos, and Delhi, and operates the John
Lotorraca Correctional Center in El Nido. MCSD also maintains a total of six Sheriff’s
Community Law Enforcement Office stations in Merced, Planada, Santa Nella, Delhi,
Hilmar, and Winton. Figure 17-1 shows the locations of the Sheriff stations in Merced
County.
The MCSD employs approximately 111 total sworn officers, and maintains 22 patrol
vehicles and four additional unmarked, non-patrol vehicles. Specialized members of the
Sheriff’s Department serve on additional units including a narcotics task force, an
investigation unit, a major-crimes unit, and a federal drug trafficking task force. Merced
County also has a 34-member Special Weapons and Tactics Unit (SWAT) and a fourmember Sheriff’s Tactical and Reconnaissance Team. According to the Department of
Finance, as of 2011 there are approximately 90,038 residents in the unincorporated portion
of Merced County. Therefore, MCSD currently maintains a ratio of approximately one
officer per 900 residents in unincorporated areas. The average response time is less than 10
minutes on emergency calls, increasing to approximately 30 minutes on non-emergency calls.
The California Highway Patrol (CHP) office handles all traffic enforcement and automobile
accident investigations for the unincorporated parts of Merced County. The office employs
37 patrol officers, four sergeants, one lieutenant, one captain, three clerks, one clerical
supervisor, 22 dispatchers, and two dispatch supervisors. Six to 10 officers patrol the
Merced CHP coverage area throughout the day, and respond to an average of 150 accidents
per month within Merced County.
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Figure 17-1
Sheriff's Office Stations in Merced County

Public Services

•

Department of Financing, Grant-Funded Programs, & Training. The Sheriff’s efforts
to obtain grant funding have enabled an increased law enforcement presence in the
unincorporated areas of the county. However, financing the operation of correctional
facilities continues to be a major funding issue for most counties. In recent years, tougher
attitudes and policies on crime, combined with mandatory sentencing laws, have left
counties struggling to keep up with the space and programs needed to keep the justice
system in balance. As a result, staffing levels at Merced County jails continue to present a
challenge, especially between 2006 and 2011, when the inmate population was at its highest
level in Merced County history. For example, according to the County’s 2009-2010 Grand
Jury Report, in 2010 both the Iris Garret Juvenile Center and the John Latorraca
Correctional Center had exceeded their combined maximum capacity of 770 inmates.
Population caps for the jails often require the early release of inmates, when they have served
only a portion of their full sentence.
Further, the “Three Strikes” initiative has resulted in a growing number of persons arrested
for felonies that elect to be tried for their crime rather than to make a plea. Since the
adoption of the “Three Strikes” initiative, the County’s inmate population has grown
significantly, resulting in a need for increased staffing and facilities to ensure officer safety
and inmate welfare.

•

County Security Services. The Superior Court of California County of Merced contracts
with the Sheriff to provide Deputy Sheriff support for the courts.

•

Correctional Services. The Corrections Division of the Merced County Sheriff's
Department is responsible for the care and welfare of adult inmates lawfully committed to
the custody of the Sheriff. Operations of these facilities are governed by the California
Penal Code, the California Government Code, and by other applicable state and federal laws.
Two facilities currently operate to meet this responsibility: the Main Jail and the John
Latorraca Correctional Center.

•

Inmate Welfare Services. The Inmate Welfare Division supports two Correctional Officer
I/II positions. One position offers canine patrol and contraband detection to the jails and
the Work Furlough program. The other position supervises inmates from the Main Jail and
the Work In Lieu program.

•

County Coroner. The Coroner, acting under the authority of the California Penal Code,
Government Code, and Health and Safety Code, provides a preliminary inquiry into any
death reported.
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FIRE PROTECTION
•

County Fire Protection. The Merced County Fire Department (MCFD) is a full service fire
department, providing emergency services to all unincorporated areas of the county through
a network of fire stations, personnel, and equipment. This network is comprised of 20
stations and a fleet of approximately 80 vehicles. Fire stations are staffed 24 hours a day by a
full-time career Fire Captain or Fire Apparatus Engineer, and emergency response is
augmented with over 227 Paid Call Firefighters (PCF) or volunteers. The PCFs are
organized into engine companies according to the station’s response area. Station response
areas vary from 16 to 325 square miles, and the service area of the Department is over 2,000
square miles. Figure 17-2 shows the locations of fire stations in Merced County. The MCFD
fire suppression personnel are provided through a contract with the California Department
of Forestry and Fire Protection (CAL FIRE). For additional information on fire protection
services provided by CAL FIRE, see Chapter 12, Hazards and Hazardous Materials.

•

County Emergency Medical Services. The Office of Emergency Services (OES) was
established as part of the Governor’s Office in 1950 as the State Office of Civil Defense.
The OES serves as the lead state agency for emergency management in California. The
Merced County Office of Emergency Services was established in 1971, in compliance with
the California State Emergency Services Act and State OES standards. It is operated under
the direction of the Fire Department. The coverage area of the OES encompasses all of
Merced County, and involves the support of federal, state, and local law enforcement
agencies; fire departments; hospitals; ambulance services; and the Merced County Health
Department.

•

Land Use and Level of Service Categories within Merced County. The 1999 Merced
County Fire Master Plan defined Levels of Service in terms of five land use categories within
Merced County. These categories are High Urban, Urban, Rural, Outlying, and Basic Level
of Service. These categories correlate with the Land Use chapter of the 2000 Merced County
General Plan. Each land use category has its own response requirements, and the level of
service provided varies accordingly. The level of service delivered by a fire department can
be measured by fire flow delivery capability, response times of apparatus, number of
firefighters per capita, square footage of facilities per capita, staffing levels on apparatus, and
reserve capacity.
The Insurance Services Office (ISO) is a private entity that rates fire departments and assigns
public protection classifications for the establishment of fire insurance rates. The present
ISO ratings for Merced County are a Level 5 for areas with fire hydrants, and a Level 8 for
areas without hydrants but within five miles of a fire station. The remainder of the county
has a Fire Insurance Rating of 9. The higher the Insurance Rating number, the lower the
level of service and the higher the cost for a homeowner’s fire insurance. An area with no
organized fire protection services is assigned a Class 10 rating.
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Figure 17-2
Fire Stations in Merced County
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•

Existing and Future Needs. The Merced County Fire Master Plan addresses existing and
future fire protection needs in the county, in addition to establishing priorities and setting
level of service standards. According to the plan, many of the Department’s facilities are
inadequately staffed and equipped. Several stations and equipment repair facilities are 40-50
years old, and were designed when fire apparatus were smaller and much less complicated.
These facilities are in need of remodeling or replacement in order to meet current safety
standards, and to provide adequate space for routine Department activities. In addition,
response times in the county have increased due to rapid growth without a correspondent
growth in fire protection facilities and staffing.
The provision of adequate staffing for the MCFD is becoming increasingly difficult as the
number of volunteers continues to decline. Adequate staffing cannot be accomplished
without appropriate training and education for career and paid-call volunteers. Likewise,
training cannot be delivered without appropriate facilities. State and federal mandates
require in excess of two hundred hours of training per year for all career firefighters.
Although the MCFD has acquired training facilities and offices at Castle Airport, certain
training topics require the use of specialized facilities such as burn buildings and training
towers. These facilities are not presently available in Merced County.

SCHOOLS
K-12 Public Education System. Education in Merced County is provided through a total
of 20 school districts, with 90 schools, one community college, and one university. Of the
20 school districts, five are unified districts providing educational services for kindergarten
through 12th grade. The remaining 15 districts consist of 13 elementary school districts and
two high school districts. Some of the districts have only one school. Figure 17-3 depicts
the school districts, all of which comprise Merced County’s K-12 public education system.
Total enrollment in Merced County public schools has increased from 47,462 to 54,489
students during a 15-year span from 1996 to 2011. County schools anticipate a trend toward
greater annual growth in proportion to buildout of planned and proposed residential
development.
•

University of California, Merced. In 2005, the University of California, Merced, opened as
the tenth campus of the University of California system, and the first American research
university to be built in the 21st century. UC Merced offers a range of undergraduate and
graduate programs, and is projected to grow to a 25,000-student enrollment at full buildout
by 2030.

•

Merced Community College District. Merced Community College offers vocational
certificates in various programs at two campuses. The main campus is in Merced, and a
second campus is located in Los Banos. The college offers a lower division program
consisting of courses paralleling those of four-year colleges and universities, the credits for
which are transferable to all other accredited colleges and universities.
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Figure 17-3
School Districts in Merced County
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COUNTY SERVICES
Snapshot of Merced County Services. Merced County has 24 departments responsible for
County operations. The County provides public services including public assistance services,
health services, libraries, general government services, road maintenance, law enforcement,
and fire protection. All County functions and services are dependent upon federal or state
funding, bond issues, and other local revenues such as property and sales taxes, and direct
service fees.
Over the past few years, Merced County’s fiscal situation has been a challenge, with the
County trying to provide more services with less money. To achieve balanced budgets,
departments hold positions vacant or lay off staff, adhere to a modified hiring freeze,
decrease expenditures, and increase revenues where applicable to obtain a higher fund
balance to assist in mitigating the state budget impacts.
•

County Administrative and General Services. The Board of Supervisors (BOS) is the
governing body for Merced County. The County Executive Officer is appointed by the
BOS, and is exclusively responsible to the BOS for the general administration of Merced
County.

•

Auditor-Controller, County Clerk Services. The Auditor is the chief accounting officer of
the County, and has general supervision over all officers, departments, and institutions under
control of the Board of Supervisors and all districts whose funds are in the County Treasury.
The Controller’s duties include auditing the accounts and records under the control of the
Board, and those of the dependent special districts.

•

Assessor, Recorder, Elections. The Assessor’s Office prepares an annual assessment roll
showing all taxable real and personal property, excluding public utilities, in Merced County.
The Assessor oversees maintenance of the mapping service, administers an audit program as
required by the State, and provides appraisal data to LAFCo, the Planning Department, and
other County departments as needed. The Assessor is designated as the County Recorder,
responsible for recording all public documents in the county. The Assessor is also designated
as the Elections Officer, responsible for conducting all elections and maintaining all election
data.

•

Tax Collector. The duties of the Tax Collector’s Office are governed by the Revenue and
Taxation Code, and include the billing and collection of all real and personal property taxes.

•

Commerce, Aviation, and Economic Development. The Department of Commerce,
Aviation, and Economic Development was established in 1997 to develop and manage
economic enhancement initiatives. These include promoting development projects,
entrepreneurial training, business outreach, business financing programs, and an array of
other activities to stimulate overall economic progress in the county. The Department also
manages the CDBG program involving both economic development and affordable housing
grant activities.
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•

County Public Protection Services. County services and departments designated as public
protection services include the District Attorney and Public Defender offices, Probation,
Juvenile Hall, Sheriff, Fire, Emergency Services, Agricultural Commissioner, Planning and
Community Development, and Building Departments.

•

Courts. State legislation (AB 233) provided a comprehensive restructuring of the trial courts
and their funding, and in 1998 the legislation shifted responsibility for the courts from the
county to the state. Assembly Bill 233 also established a Task Force on Trial Court
Employees and Court Facilities. As a result, employees in the courts became State of
California employees. In 2002, the state finalized trial court funding reform and provided
for the transferring of the responsibilities of the trial court facilities to the state.

•

Probation. The Probation Department provides coordinated services to the courts, other
justice agencies within the county, and the community. The provided services include
screening, investigation, disposition, and treatment of juvenile status offenders and law
violators; services to victims; and legally mandated and court ordered services, in accordance
with the appropriate sections of the Penal Code, Welfare and Institutions Code, Family
Code, Civil Code, Code of Civil Procedure, Probate Code, and Government Code.

•

Juvenile Hall. The Merced County Juvenile Hall, under direction of the Chief Probation
Officer, provides temporary secure shelter, counseling, education, and care for minors who
are detained or committed to Juvenile Hall as status offenders or law violators.

•

District Attorney’s Office. The Office of District Attorney provides prosecution and
enforcement services in adult and juvenile criminal matters.

•

Public Defender’s Office. The Public Defender’s Office represents indigent people in
criminal and juvenile proceedings in all courts of the county.

•

Agricultural Commissioner’s Office. This department is committed to the protection and
promotion of agriculture, Merced County’s primary industry, as well as the enhancement and
conservation of the environment and protection of the welfare of residents and consumers.
It includes the permitting of agricultural pesticides, operating the animal control functions
and the animal shelter, and serves as the sealer of weights and measures.

•

Planning and Community Development Department. The Planning and Community
Development Department provides professional and support staff to various commissions
and bodies, including the Board of Supervisors, the Planning Commission, Municipal
Advisory Councils, Local Agency Formation Commission, and the Airport Land Use
Commission. The department implements land use policy plans, and all functional elements
that bear on the physical development of unincorporated areas of the county. The
department also has the primary responsibility in processing development projects and the
administration of CEQA.

•

Public Works Department. The Public Works Department includes the Building and
Safety Division, Professional Services (Engineering), the Road Commissioner, Parks and
Recreation, Fleet, and County Surveyor.
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•

Human Services Agency. The Merced County Human Services Agency (HSA) serves the
community through 10 offices – five in Merced, three in Los Banos, one in Atwater, and one
in Livingston. The Merced County HSA provides immediate assistance in crisis situations to
protect children and vulnerable adults from abuse, neglect, and exploitation. Services
designated as County Public Assistance Services are administrated by the Human Services
Agency, and include such programs as assistance to the needy and programs for the aging.

•

County Public Health Department. Public health services include health clinics and the
flu shot program. The Public Health Department also oversees Mental Health Services and
the Environmental Health Division.
Environmental Health Division. The Environmental Health Division of the Public
Health Department issues septic and well permits, inspects small public water systems,
inspects all food preparation facilities (restaurants) countywide, and administers the
Hazardous Materials Program.
Mental Health Services Department. A variety of mental health services and programs
are available to mental health consumers in Merced County, including children, youths,
adults, and their families. Merced County also offers Drug and Alcohol Services.

•

Hospitals. Three hospitals provide medical services to county residents: Mercy Medical
Center Merced in the city of Merced, Memorial Hospital in Los Banos, and Dos Palos
Memorial Hospital in Dos Palos.
The Medical Center Community Campus provides 186 beds and 24-hour emergency
services. Memorial Hospital Los Banos is a community based, not-for-profit organization
affiliated with Sutter Health. The facility provides 48 beds and a full continuum of care. Dos
Palos Memorial Hospital is a non-profit rural health clinic that provides general medical,
skilled nursing, and residential nursing services. The facility has a total of 29 beds: 27 for
skilled nursing services and two for acute conditions.
While there are numerous health clinics in Merced County, the county does not currently
have a Level One trauma center for critically injured patients within its boundaries. Merced
County has an agreement with two Modesto hospitals, Doctors Medical Center and
Memorial North Medical Center, designated as Major Trauma Patient Receiving Centers.

•

County Education Services. County services designated as education services include the
County’s Libraries and University of California Cooperative Extension.

•

Libraries. The County’s main public library is located in Merced. The library system
operates 16 facilities throughout the county, including a law library. These facilities lend
books, records, cassettes, and magazines to county residents.

•

Cooperative Extension. The programs of the University of California Cooperative
Extension were developed to extend research-based information to rural areas through
educational means. Cooperative extension works to provide local educational programs in
the areas of agriculture, natural resources, youth development, family and consumer sciences,
and community resource development.
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The major findings of the Background Report with respect to public services are set forth below.

LAW ENFORCEMENT
•

Workloads for the Sheriff’s Department and its divisions will continue to increase with
increasing population.

•

Correctional staffing, facility, and service needs continue to grow in order to meet the
demand of an increasing inmate population, impacting officer safety.

•

Budgetary constraints are a primary barrier to improving and expanding facilities and
services.

FIRE PROTECTION
•

Many of the Fire Department’s facilities are inadequately staffed and equipped. Most existing
facilities are 40 to 50 years old, and in need of remodeling or replacement.

•

Planning and improvement efforts should focus on areas that are currently underserved.

•

The fees collected from the County’s Fire Facilities Impact Fee are inadequate to fund
needed improvements and services, and do not address staffing services.

SCHOOLS
•

Existing statutory fees are inadequate to fund existing and new school facilities.

•

Overcrowding is an issue that transcends county/city boundaries. In 2012, maintaining
student enrollment and retaining teaching staff has become a bigger challenge as a result of
the economic recession.

•

Budgetary constraints are a primary barrier to improving and expanding facilities and
services.

•

An estimated 32 percent (18,154) of the county’s students are from homes where English is
not the primary spoken language. An estimated 17.8 percent (10,066) of students do not
speak English at a level adequate to be successful in their grade level.

COUNTY SERVICES
•

Merced County faces the challenge of trying to provide more services with less money.

•

Workloads for all departments and services will continue to increase with increasing
population.

•

Providing culturally appropriate materials and services to Merced County’s ethnically diverse
populations is a challenge for all departments.

•

Budgetary constraints are a primary barrier to improving and expanding facilities and
services.
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17.1.2 REGULATORY SETTING
Discussion in the Background Report of the public services regulatory setting includes the following
state and local regulations. There are no federal regulations governing the provision of public
services in Merced County.

STATE
•

California Fire Code. In accordance with California Code of Regulations, Title 8 Section
1270 “Fire Prevention” and Section 6773 “Fire Protection and Fire Equipment,” the
California Division of Occupational Safety and Health (Cal/OSHA) has established
minimum standards for fire suppression and emergency medical services. The standards
include, but are not limited to, guidelines on the handling of highly combustible materials,
fire hosing sizing requirements, restrictions on the use of compressed air, access roads, and
the testing, maintenance, and use of all fire fighting and emergency medical equipment.

•

California Uniform Fire Code. The Uniform Fire Code contains regulations relating to
construction, maintenance, and use of buildings. Topics addressed in the code include fire
department access, fire hydrants, automatic sprinkler systems, fire alarm systems, fire and
explosion hazards, safety, hazardous materials storage and use, provisions intended to
protect and assist fire responders, industrial processes, and many other fire-safety
requirements for new and existing buildings.

•

California Department of Education Standards. The California Department of
Education has published the Guide to School Site Analysis and Development in order to
establish a valid technique for determining acreage for new school development. Rather than
assigning a strict student/acreage ratio, the guide provides flexible formulas that permit each
district to tailor its answers to accommodate its individual conditions.

•

California Libraries Services Act. California public libraries engaged in cooperative efforts
with neighboring libraries are supported through funded programs of the California Library
Services Act, designed to encourage interlibrary cooperation.

•

California Government Code. There are several sections of the California Government
Code that regulate the County’s public services, including, but not limited to: statutes that
ensure a free county library; requirements for county auditors; and duties and responsibilities
for the Board of Supervisors, District Attorney’s office, and Public Defender’s office.
Sections of the code mandate that an Office of Sheriff be established in each county in
California. Other sections of this code contain requirements for development permitting and
land use planning including the County’s Zoning Code and the General Plan Update (which
is the project evaluated in this Draft PEIR).

•

California Education Code Section Section 17620. Section 17620 authorizes any school
district to levy a fee on development projects within the district for the construction or
reconstruction of school facilities (subject to the limitations set forth in Government Code
Section 65995), provided the district can show justification for levying the fees.
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•

Government Code Section Section 65995. This section governs the consideration of
impacts and mitigation related to schools conducted pursuant to CEQA. It limits the County
to charging no more than the statutorily required impact fees authorized under Section
17620 to offset school impacts, unless the school district conducts a School Facilities Needs
Assessment and meets specific conditions. Section 65995 states that the payment of a fee,
pursuant to Education Code Section 17620 and in the amount specified in Sections 65995.5
or 65995.7 of the Government Code, will fully and adequately mitigate the provision of
school facilities related to new development. This section also prohibits the County from
disapproving a project based on the inadequacy of school facility fees, or the project
applicant’s refusal to provide school facilities mitigation.

•

California Health and Safety Code. The California Health and Safety Code delineates the
responsibilities of the County Health Officer, including enforcing orders and ordinances of
the County Board of Supervisors pertaining to public health, quarantine, and other sanitary
matters. (Section 101030). The County Health Officer is also charged with protecting and
preserving public health in the case of state or local emergency (Section 101040), and
investigating health and sanitary conditions in county jails (Section 101045),

•

State of California Proposition 1A/Senate Bill 50. Proposition 1A/Senate Bill (SB) 50
(Chapter 407, Statutes of 1998) was a school construction measure that was approved by the
voters on the November 3, 1998 ballot. It authorized the expenditure of State general
obligation bonds totaling $9.2 billion through 2002, primarily for the modernization and
rehabilitation of older school facilities and the construction of new school facilities related to
new growth. Of the $9.2 billion, $2.5 billion was targeted for higher education facilities and
the remaining $6.7 billion was targeted for K-12 facilities throughout the state. Proposition
1A/SB 50 also implemented significant fee reform by amending the laws governing
developer fees and school mitigation. The fee reforms imposed restrictions on the power of
cities and counties to require mitigation for school facilities impacts as a condition of
approving new development. It allowed school districts to levy fees according to three
different statutory fee structures.

•

Mental Health Services Act. In November 2004, the voters approved Proposition 63, the
Mental Health Services Act (MHSA). The goals of the MHSA are to: 1) reduce long-term
adverse impact on individuals, families, and state and local budgets due to untreated mental
illness, 2) expand innovative service programs for children, adults, and seniors, 3) reduce
stigma associated with being diagnosed with a mental illness, 4) impose a one percent
income tax on personal income in excess of $1 million, and 5) generate approximately $254
million in fiscal year 2004-05, $683 million in 2005-06, and increasing amounts
thereafter. Much of the funding will be provided to County mental health programs to fund
programs consistent with their local plans.

•

Welfare and Institutions Code. Sections of this code provide the Department of Mental
Health with increased funding, personnel, and other resources to support County mental
health programs and monitor progress toward statewide goals for children, transition age
youth, adults, older adults, and families.
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COUNTY
•

Merced County General Plan. As shown in Tables 17-1, 17-2, and 17-3, the General Plan
contains numerous goals and policies related to the provision of public services and facilities.

•

Merced County Fire Code. Section 10.301(c) requires developers to provide approved
water supplies capable of delivering adequate fire flow for fire protection to all premises
upon which buildings or portions of buildings are constructed.

17.2 ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS
The public services analysis evaluates whether implementation of potential urban development and
construction of infrastructure that would occur from total buildout under the 2030 General Plan
project could result in adverse effects to the provision of public services provided in the County,
such that the construction of new and expanded facilities would cause environmental impacts.

17.2.1 SIGNIFICANCE CRITERIA
The following criteria have been established to quantify the level of significance of an adverse effect
being evaluated pursuant to State CEQA Guidelines Appendix G: Environmental Checklist Form,
Section XIV. Public Services. Implementation of the 2030 General Plan would result in a significant
public services impact if the Plan would:
•

Result in substantial adverse physical impacts associated with the provision of new or
physically altered governmental facilities, or the 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:
√ fire protection,
√ police protection,
√ public schools,
√ parks,
√ other public facilities. (XIV.a)

For discussion and analysis of the potential impacts to parks as a result of implementing the 2030
General Plan, please refer to Chapter 18, Recreation, of this Draft PEIR.

17.2.2 ANALYSIS METHODOLOGY
The following evaluation includes a review of the existing public services within Merced County that
would potentially be affected by the implementation of the 2030 General Plan project, and the total
buildout envisioned under the Plan. To determine impacts, the evaluation relies on comparing
existing public service conditions, including service capacity and facilities, staffing levels, equipment
availability, and service ratios, to future demand anticipated under total buildout conditions by 2030.
Merced County’s public services were identified and evaluated according to County documentation
on existing facilities, inventories of equipment, and staffing levels. Given the programmatic level of
the proposed 2030 General Plan, specific project-level impacts are not identified or discussed
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because the exact locations and features of future development projects are not known. Instead, the
impact analysis evaluates at a programmatic level the potential that new and expanded public
facilities may be required to serve development that would occur with implementation of the 2030
General Plan. The analysis considers unincorporated area population increases by 2030 according to
MCAG projections, and the expected population distribution based on where growth would be
directed by the 2030 General Plan. Impacts are assessed based on whether the 2030 General Plan
goals and policies would reduce impacts related to the need to expand or construct new public
facilities. The adequacy of proposed General Plan measures and provisions are considered with
respect to their ability to reduce or avoid impacts to public services.

17.2.3 ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS
The following discussion examines the potential public service impacts of the proposed project
based on the impact threshold criteria described above. The potential environmental effects of
actually constructing and operating public service facilities to support development identified in the
2030 General Plan within designated urban areas, new towns, and from the development of
scattered residential uses, agriculturally related industries, and surface mines are evaluated in
Chapters 5 through 22 of this Draft PEIR. There would be no additional programmatic impacts
beyond those identified for unincorporated area development, and no need for additional mitigation
measures.
Impact PS-1:

Result in substantial adverse physical impacts associated with the provision
of new or physically altered fire protection and emergency response facilities,
or the need for new or physically altered fire protection and emergency
response facilities, the construction of which could cause significant
environmental impacts, in order to maintain acceptable service ratios,
response times or other performance objectives.

Implementation of the proposed 2030 General Plan would result in urban development and the
construction of infrastructure that could increase the demand for fire protection and emergency
response services within the unincorporated county. Because of proposed 2030 General Plan
policies, and the requirement for the project-level environmental review for any individual facility,
this would be a less-than-significant impact.
Currently, the MCFD provides full fire and emergency response services to the unincorporated
county through a network of fire stations, personnel, and equipment. This network is comprised of
20 stations and a fleet of approximately 80 vehicles. Under the direction of the MCFD, the County
administers the Office of Emergency Services (OES) Department, which deals with all levels of
emergencies relating to the preparation and implementation of the State Emergency Plan. The
County also administers the Emergency Medical Services Agency, which delivers emergency medical
services throughout the county. These County departments provide emergency medical staff at a
ratio of approximately 0.3 emergency medical technicians per 1,000 residents. County emergency
response capabilities also include ambulance service provided by Riggs Ambulance Service, which
has a fleet of 17 ambulances, six support vehicles, and 85 to 90 staff. Approximately 60 to 65 staff
members are certified Emergency Medical Technicians and paramedics. Mutual aid agreements
among neighboring jurisdictions are also in place as a way to allow fire agencies to assist each other
during situations when a single agency cannot assemble sufficient resources to respond to an
incident.
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Implementation of the proposed 2030 General Plan would involve future population growth and
urban development within the unincorporated county that could result in substantial changes to
existing fire protection services, including service ratios, response times, and emergency response
services. Increasing demands would result in the need to provide additional fire protection and
emergency response services and facilities. The proposed 2030 General Plan contains goals and
policies to address the provision of adequate funding for new, expanded, and upgraded fire
protection facilities necessary to maintain adequate levels of fire protection services and response
times, and to improve the effectiveness of emergency response services. The provision of new or
adequate sources of funding could result in the construction of new or physically altered fire
facilities, or the modification of existing facilities to serve growth. This construction could result in
environmental impacts.
Merced County has consistently outpaced much of the state in its population growth rate. According
to the Department of Finance, as of 2011 the population in the unincorporated portion of the
county was approximately 90,038 residents. According to MCAG projections, by 2030 population
within the unincorporated county is expected to increase to approximately 166,600 residents.
Population increases translate directly to work load increases for fire stations and emergency
response capabilities, particularly in new growth areas. The areas in the county where the MCFD’s
workload would show the greatest increase correspond with the areas with the greatest population
increases. For example, in 2005, the County’s fire protection level of service was one fire station per
9,100 residents in most service areas. At that time reports called for the construction of 25 new fire
stations by 2010. Although only one of these fire stations was constructed, the recommendations
indicate that underserved county areas may still not have adequate levels of service. Further, many of
the MCFD’s existing facilities are inadequately staffed and equipped, most existing facilities are 40 to
50 years old and in need of remodeling or replacement, and the County’s Fire Facilities Impact Fees
are inadequate to fund needed improvements and services. Therefore, as additional development
occurs in the county, specifically in areas designated as urban communities, increases in service
demands for fire protection and emergency response services would be placed on the MCFD.
Without corresponding improvements in fire protection facilities and staffing, there would be an
increase in response times, and a decrease in the MCFD’s level of fire protection services.
Additionally, buildout of the 2030 General Plan would increase the demand for fire protection and
emergency response services in rural locations. Rural locations have limited accessibility for
emergency vehicles, resulting in slow response times. Rural areas often lack sufficient emergency
water supplies, suggesting that these areas may require the construction of new fire protection and
emergency response facilities such as fire stations and other fire facilities to meet level of service
standards. Additionally, several of these rural communities are situated in areas prone to higher risk
of wildfires due to their proximity to the foothills near the eastern and western edges of the county
(e.g., Santa Nella, Villages at Laguna San Luis, UC-Merced Community). Because these communities
have limited water supplies and are located further from standard services, slower response times
could increase fire risks and result in the need to expand facilities at these locations. The
construction of additional fire protection facilities in rural areas could have adverse effects on the
physical environment.
During the development of the 2030 General Plan, the County drafted goals and policies intended
to adequately fund and provide fire protection and emergency response services within the county
relative to the increasing population. Table 17-1 lists goals and policies that support the funding and
development of fire protection and emergency response services. Goals and policies specific to
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preventing wildland fires, such as providing adequate water supplies, installing sprinkler systems and
smoke detectors, clearing vegetation around residential structures, enforcing uniform building code
requirements, encouraging road buffers, and clustering residential development, are listed in Chapter
12, Hazards, in Table 12-7.
Table 17-1

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to Fire
Protection and Emergency Response Services

Goal or Policy

Goal or Policy Text

Public Facilities and Services Element
Goal PFS-1
Ensure adequate funding for new, expanded,
and upgraded public facilities and services.

Policy PFS-1.1:
Funding Essential Services

Determine the acceptable minimum level for
the efficient delivery and funding of essential
County services.

Policy PFS-1.2:
Facilities Funding
Mechanisms

Use a wide range of funding mechanisms to
adequately fund capital improvements,
maintenance, and on-going operations of
publicly-owned and/or operated facilities,
including:
a) Establishing appropriate development
impact fees;
b) Establishing assessment districts; and
c) Pursuing grant funding.
Require new infrastructure facilities to be fully
funded and that development contributes its
proportionate share of costs by:
a) Increasing public-private partnership
opportunities for capital improvements
as well as ongoing operations and service
delivery costs;
b) Requiring developers to fully fund their
proportionate share of public
infrastructure through a combination of
impact fees, community facility districts,
or through private funding sources; and
c) Identifying and using existing financing
mechanisms to fund capital facility
expansion and ongoing maintenance
costs.
Support efforts to coordinate with regional
and local agencies to
a) Identify potential funding mechanisms;
b) Pursue regional grant opportunities;
c) Encourage consolidation of services;
d) Create efficiencies between service
districts; and
e) Promote joint use facilities.

Policy PFS-1.3:
Funding for Required
Infrastructure Facilities

Policy PFS-1.4:
Regional Coordination
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How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Could result in the construction of
new and expanded fire protection
facilities by ensuring that adequate
funding for such facilities is provided.
Could result in the construction of
new and expanded fire protection
facilities by determining the
acceptable level of service delivery.
Could result in the construction of
new and expanded fire protection
facilities by applying a range of
funding mechanisms to adequately
fund capital improvements.

Could result in the construction of
new and expanded fire protection
and emergency response facilities by
requiring such facilities be funded by
a fair-share of costs through publicprivate partnerships and by requiring
developers to fully fund necessary
portions of costs through impact
fees, community facility districts, and
private funding sources.

Reduces impacts of new or expanded
facilities by encouraging coordination
with other agencies to consolidate
services and create efficiencies to
minimize the need to construct new
facilities.
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Table 17-1

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to Fire
Protection and Emergency Response Services

Goal or Policy

Goal or Policy Text

Policy PFS-1.5:
Public Facility Master Plans

Require regular updates of County Facility
Master Plans to:
a) Ensure that future public facilities are
designed to meet projected long-term
capacity needs in order to avoid
unplanned expansion costs;
b) Support and pioneer infrastructure
master plans and facilities that further
sustainable practices, including the
following: pursue water reuse (i.e.,
greywater), encourage joint drainage and
park facilities, and change drainage
standards to allow for joint use;
c) Coordinate with local service districts to
ensure that sufficient water/wastewater
treatment is available for unincorporated
communities prior to directing additional
growth to them;
d) Evaluate levels of service on roadway
maintenance;
e) Consider establishment of a County
water and wastewater system to serve
unincorporated community development
projects; and
f) Encourage joint use facilities between the
County and the cities, special districts,
and other public agencies.
Require infrastructure investments to be
prioritized based on the following
characteristics:
a) Communities with the greatest need
based on future growth or deficiencies in
existing services; and/or
b) Communities with the greatest economic
potential.
Require new development to provide
adequate financing, where a nexus can be
shown, that meets all identified public facility
costs.

Policy PFS-1.7:
Infrastructure Investment
Prioritization

Policy PFS-1.8:
New Development
Financing

Policy PFS-1.9:
Public Safety Services
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Coordinate with cities and special districts to
ensure adequate public safety services are
provided countywide, and develop
mechanisms to ensure financial resources are
allocated for fire protection and sheriff patrol.
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How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Avoids or reduces impacts related to
construction of needed facilities
because it would ensure that facilities
are built only as needed, and that they
would be designed to incorporate
sustainable features, thereby
minimizing environmental impacts.
Encourages the coordination and
joint use of infrastructure to reduce
new facility needs.

Reduces impacts of new or expanded
facilties by prioritizing service
delivery to ensure that the most
needed services are provided to those
communities that lack such services.

Could result in the construction of
fire protection and emergency
response facilities by requiring new
development to provide adequate
financing for such facilities.
Reduces impacts of new or expanded
facilties by ensuring that coordination
occurs among cities and special
districts to share in the provision of
public safety services, so that
duplicative facilities are minimized.
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Table 17-1

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to Fire
Protection and Emergency Response Services

Goal or Policy

Goal or Policy Text

How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Could result in the construction of
fire protection and emergency
response facilities by ensuring such
services are provided to all County
residents to protect the loss of life
and property from fire incidents.
Could result in the construction of
fire protection and emergency
response facilities by expanding
needed services in underserved areas
in order to maintain adequate levels
of service.
Minimizes impacts related to the
need to construct new and expanded
fire and emergency response related
facilities by promoting cooperative
fire protection agreements with other
agencies to enable to the County to
rely on other sources of aid and
added fire protection.

Goal PFS-7

Provide adequate fire and emergency medical
facilities and services to protect County
residents from injury and loss of life, and to
protect property from fire.

Policy PFS-7.2:
Fire Protection Service
Expansion

Strive to expand fire protection service in
areas that are currently underserved or areas
that experience growth in order to maintain
adequate levels of service.

Policy PFS-7.5:
Cooperative Service
Agreements

Promote cooperative fire protection
agreements with municipal and State and
Federal forest agencies, and adjacent County
fire departments to provide added fire
protection on a year-round basis.

Policy PFS-7.6:
Emergency Medical Service
Staffing and Response Time
Standards

Strive to achieve and maintain optimum
staffing levels and appropriate response times
to provide adequate emergency medical
services for all County residents.

Could result in the construction of
emergency response facilities to
achieve optimum staffing levels and
response times for emergency
medical services.

Policy PFS-7.7:
Fire Facility Fees

Require new development to pay its fair share
of public facility fees for new fire station
facilities, equipment, and staffing necessary to
maintain the County’s service standards in
that area. New development may also be
required to create or join a special assessment
district or other funding mechanism, to pay
the costs associated with the operation of a
fire station.
Strive to locate new fire stations in areas that
ensure the minimum response times to
service calls.

Could result in the construction of
fire protection and emergency
response facilities by requiring that
new development pay its fair share
for public facilities associated with
new stations and equipment
necessary to maintain levels of
service.

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

Minimizes the need for new public
services, such as fire protection and
emergency response, by focusing
growth to urban areas and suitably
located new communities to increase
the efficiency and delivery of public
services.

Policy PFS-7.8:
Fire Station Locations

Land Use Element
Goal LU-1
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Could result in the construction of
fire protection and emergency
response facilities by ensuring that
new fire stations are strategically
located to minimize response times.
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Table 17-1

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to Fire
Protection and Emergency Response Services

Goal or Policy

Goal or Policy Text

Policy LU-1.4:
Urban Communities

Continue to support compact Urban
Communities through the efficient use of
land to reduce conflicts with agricultural and
open space areas, and minimize public service
costs.

Policy LU-1.7:
Compact Development

Promote compact development in urban
communities that supports pedestrian activity
and transit ridership.

Policy LU-1.11:
Infrastructure Equity

Ensure that new development does not erode
current levels of County service and that
demands on public facilities and services from
new development do not result in an
unreasonable and inequitable burden on
existing residents and property owners.
Source: Merced County, 2011; Planning Partners, 2012.

How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Reduces impacts related to the need
to provide additional fire protection
facilities by directing growth to urban
communities where existing facilities
are already in place, thereby
minimizing the need to construct
new facilities.
Minimizes the need to construct fire
and emergency response facilities by
promoting compact development
that will direct growth to more urban
locations with higher residential
densities, allowing the provision of
more efficient levels of service.
Could result in the construction of
fire protection and emergency
response facilities to ensure that
current levels of service do not
deteriorate.

The Public Facilities and Services Element contains Goal PFS-1 and its supporting policies designed
to ensure that adequate funding is in place for new, expanded, and upgraded public facilities.
Implementation of this Goal and its supporting policies could result in impacts related to the
construction of new and expanded fire protection facilities induced by the provision of adequate
funding. Public Facilities and Services Element Goal PFS-7 and its policies support the provision of
adequate fire and emergency medical services to protect County residents from injury and loss of
life, and to protect property from fire; this could also lead to the construction of new facilities.
However, Land Use Element Goal LU-1 directs future urban growth to existing or suitably located
new communities, which would increase the efficiency and delivery of public services, thereby
reducing the need to construct new facilities.
The 2030 General Plan would result in future residential and commercial development leading to
increased demands for fire protection and emergency response services. This increased demand
would likely result in the construction of new or expanded facilities at unknown locations generally
within cities’ spheres of influence or designated urban communities. The 2030 General Plan also
contains policies to avoid or reduce many adverse environmental effects that could occur with the
construction of infrastructure necessary to serve planned growth. Additionally, future facility plans
for new fire station facilities would be evaluated on a case-by-case basis, and undergo project-level
environmental review, which would ensure that the potential environmental effects of each new fire
facility would be identified. Mitigation measures would also be identified.
Although it is reasonably foreseeable that new fire and emergency facilities would be constructed,
because it cannot be known where such facilities would be located, it is not possible to determine
the potential effects at any one location. For fire and emergency facilities within cities’ spheres of
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influence, and designated unincorporated urban communities, the potential effects of constructing
such facilities would be as described in Chapters 5-22 of this EIR. For facilities outside these areas,
potential effects would be similar to those described in Chapters 5-22.
2030 General Plan policies to minimize the number of new or expanded facilities necessary to
maintain adequate levels of service, as well as policies to reduce or avoid environmental effects,
coupled with the required subsequent site-specific environmental review of new facilities, would
ensure that the construction of new fire stations and other facilities would not result in reasonably
foreseeable, substantial adverse physical effects at a programmatic level, thereby resulting in a lessthan-significant impact.
Significance of Impact: Less than significant.
Mitigation Measure: None required.
Impact PS-2:

Result in substantial adverse physical impacts associated with the provision
of new or physically altered police protection and law enforcement facilities,
or the need for new or physically altered police protection and law
enforcement facilities, the construction of which could cause significant
environmental impacts, in order to maintain acceptable service ratios,
response times or other performance objectives.

Implementation of the proposed 2030 General Plan would generate increases in population and
employment, and urban development in unincorporated Merced County, thereby resulting in the
potential need to construct new facilities to provide police protection services. Because of proposed
2030 General Plan policies, and the requirement for the project-level environmental review for any
individual facility, this would be a less-than-significant impact.
The coverage area of Merced County Sheriff’s Department (MCSD) encompasses the entire
unincorporated area of the county and currently serves approximately 90,038 residents. The
department maintains stations in Merced, Los Banos, and Delhi, and operates the John Lotorraca
Correctional Center in El Nido. MCSD maintains a total of six Sheriff’s Community Law
Enforcement Office stations throughout the county, in Merced, Planada, Santa Nella, Delhi, Hilmar,
and Winton. Also, according to the 2009-2010 Grand Jury Report, the MCSD employs
approximately 111 total sworn officers and maintains 22 patrol vehicles and four additional
unmarked non-patrol vehicles. Specialized members of the Sheriff’s Department also serve on
specialized units including a narcotics task force, an investigation unit, a major-crimes unit, a federal
drug trafficking task force, a 34-member Special Weapons and Tactics Unit (SWAT), and a fourmember Sheriff’s Tactical and Reconnaissance Team. Currently, MCSD maintains a ratio of
approximately one officer per 900 residents in unincorporated areas, and the average response time
is below 10 minutes on emergency calls, increasing to approximately 30 minutes for non-emergency
calls.
Land uses and urban development that would be accommodated under the proposed 2030 General
Plan would continue to be served by existing MCSD facilities, particularly if most growth occurs
within cities’ spheres of influence and designated unincorporated urban communities, where in
many cases facilities exist or are planned. However, buildout of the 2030 General Plan would likely
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require the construction of new police and law enforcement facilities. The Merced County Sherriff’s
Department workload would continue to increase within a growing population, as would new
correctional staffing, facilities, and services requirements to meet the demand of an increasing
inmate population. The proposed 2030 General Plan contains goals and policies to address the
provision of adequate funding for new, expanded, and upgraded police protection facilities; to
maintain adequate levels of police protection services and response times; and to improve the
effectiveness of law enforcement response services. These sources of funding could result in the
construction of new or physically altered police facilities, or the modification of existing facilities to
serve growth. This construction could result in environmental impacts.
During the development of the 2030 General Plan, the County developed goals to address the
provision of adequate funding for new, expanded, and upgraded law enforcement facilities, to
provide timely and adequate law enforcement, and to reduce the demands on police protection and
law enforcement services by directing urban growth to existing or new communities. Table 17-2 lists
the goals and policies that support police protection and law enforcement services.
Table 17-2

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to Police
Protection and Law Enforcement

Goal or Policy

Goal or Policy Text

Public Facilities and Services Element
Goal PFS-1
Ensure adequate funding for new, expanded,
and upgraded public facilities and services.

Policy PFS-1.1:
Funding Essential Services

Determine the acceptable minimum level for
the efficient delivery and funding of essential
County services.

Policy PFS-1.2:
Facilities Funding
Mechanisms

Use a wide range of funding mechanisms to
adequately fund capital improvements,
maintenance, and on-going operations of
publicly-owned and/or operated facilities,
including:
a) Establishing appropriate development
impact fees;
b) Establishing assessment districts; and
c) Pursuing grant funding.
Require new infrastructure facilities to be
fully funded and that development
contributes its proportionate share of costs
by:
a) Increasing public-private partnership
opportunities for capital improvements
as well as ongoing operations and
service delivery costs;
b) Requiring developers to fully fund their
proportionate share of public
infrastructure through a combination of
impact fees, community facility districts,
or through private funding sources; and

Policy PFS-1.3:
Funding for Required
Infrastructure Facilities
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How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Could result in the construction of new
and expanded law enforcement facilities
by ensuring that adequate funding for
such facilities is provided.
Could result in the construction of new
and expanded law enforcement facilities
by determining the acceptable level of
service delivery.
Could result in the construction of new
or expanded law enforcement facilities
by applying a range of funding
mechanisms to adequately fund capital
improvements.

Could result in the construction of new
or expanded law enforcement facilities
by requiring such facilities be funded by
a fair-share of costs through publicprivate partnerships, and by requiring
developers to fully fund necessary
portions of costs through impact fees,
community facility districts, and private
funding sources.
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Table 17-2

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to Police
Protection and Law Enforcement

Goal or Policy

Goal or Policy Text
c)

Policy PFS-1.4:
Regional Coordination

Policy PFS-1.5:
Public Facility Master
Plans

Policy PFS-1.7:
Infrastructure Investment
Prioritization

Policy PFS-1.8:
New Development
Financing
Policy PFS-1.9:
Public Safety Services

Goal PFS-6

Policy PFS-6.2:
Sheriff Department
Response Time Standards

2030 Merced County General Plan
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Identifying and using existing financing
mechanisms to fund capital facility
expansion and ongoing maintenance
costs.
Support efforts to coordinate with regional
and local agencies to
a) Identify potential funding mechanisms;
b) Pursue regional grant opportunities;
c) Encourage consolidation of services;
d) Create efficiencies between service
districts; and
e) Promote joint use facilities.
Require regular updates of County Facility
Master Plans to:
a) Ensure that future public facilities are
designed to meet projected long-term
capacity needs in order to avoid
unplanned expansion costs;
f) Encourage joint use facilities between
the County and the cities, special
districts, and other public agencies.

How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact

Require infrastructure investments to be
prioritized based on the following
characteristics:
a) Communities with the greatest need
based on future growth or deficiencies
in existing services; and/or
b) Communities with the greatest
economic potential.
Require new development to provide
adequate financing, where a nexus can be
shown, that meets all identified public facility
costs.
Coordinate with cities and special districts to
ensure adequate public safety services are
provided countywide, and develop
mechanisms to ensure financial resources are
allocated for fire protection and sheriff
patrol.
Ensure the provision of timely and adequate
law enforcement through proper
management and staffing of the Sheriff
Department in Merced County.
Strive to achieve and maintain appropriate
Sheriff Department response times for all
call priority levels to provide adequate law
enforcement services for all County
residents.
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Reduces impacts of new or expanded
facilities by encouraging coordination
with other agencies to consolidate
services and create efficiencies in order
to minimize the need to construct new
facilities.
Avoids or reduces impacts related to
construction of needed facilities
because it would ensure that facilities
are built only as needed, and that they
would be designed to incorporate
sustainable features, thereby minimizing
environmental impacts. It would
encourage the coordination and joint
use of infrastructure to reduce new
facility needs.
Reduces impacts of new or expanded
facilities by prioritizing service delivery
to ensure that the most needed services
are provided to those communities that
lack such services.

Could result in the construction of new
or expanded facilities by requiring new
development to provide adequate
financing for such facilities.
Reduces impacts of new or expanded
facilities by ensuring that coordination
occurs among cities and special districts
to share in the provision of public
safety services, so that duplicative
facilities are minimized.
Could result in the construction of new
or expanded facilities to ensure the
timely and adequate provision of law
enforcement services.
Could result in the construction of new
law enforcement facilities to maintain
appropriate response times.
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Table 17-2

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to Police
Protection and Law Enforcement

Goal or Policy

Goal or Policy Text

Policy PFS-6.4:
Fair Share

Require new development to pay its fair
share of the costs for providing law
enforcement service facilities and equipment
to new residents.

Policy PFS-6.5:
Crime Prevention through
Environmental Design

Include the Sheriff Department in the review
of development projects, specifically for
residential subdivision and commercial
development, to adequately address crime
and safety, and promote implementation of
Crime Prevention through Environmental
Design principles.

Land Use Element
Goal LU-1

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

Policy LU-1.4:
Urban Communities

Continue to support compact Urban
Communities through the efficient use of
land to reduce conflicts with agricultural and
open space areas, and minimize public
service costs.

Policy LU-1.7:
Compact Development

Promote compact development in urban
communities that supports pedestrian
activity and transit ridership.

Policy LU-1.11:
Infrastructure Equity

Ensure that new development does not
erode current levels of County service and
that demands on public facilities and services
from new development do not result in an
unreasonable and inequitable burden on
existing residents and property owners.
Encourage open space areas, bicycle and
pedestrian systems, and housing projects to
incorporate crime prevention site design
elements.

Policy LU-5.B.6:
Crime Prevention through
Design

How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Could result in the construction of new
law enforcement stations and facilities
by requiring new development to pay its
fair share for the cost to provide law
enforcement services to new residents.
Reduces impacts related to the need for
new law enforcement stations and
facilities by incorporating crime
prevention design principles, and by
including the Sheriff’s Department in
the review of all development projects.
Minimizes the need for public services
such as Sheriff’s Office protection,
including new or expanded law
enforcement facilities, by focusing
growth to urban areas and suitably
located new communities in order to
increase the efficiency and delivery of
public services.
Reduces the need to construct
additional law enforcement stations and
facilities by directing growth to urban
communities where existing facilities
are already in place, thereby minimizing
the need to construct new facilities.
Minimizes the need to construct new
law enforcement stations and facilities
by promoting compact development
that will direct growth to more urban
locations with higher residential
densities, allowing existing law
enforcement facilities to consolidate
services and provide more efficient
levels of service to a larger population.
Could result in the construction of fire
protection and emergency response
facilities to ensure that current levels of
service do not deteriorate.
Reduces impacts related to the need for
new law enforcement stations and
facilities by incorporating crime
prevention design principles.

Source: Merced County, 2011; Planning Partners, 2012.
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Public Facilities and Services Element Goal PFS-1 and its supporting policies address the provision
of adequate funding for new, expanded, and upgraded law enforcement facilities. Goal PFS-6 and its
supporting policies would ensure the provision of timely and adequate law enforcement through the
provision of proper facilities for the Merced County Sheriff Department. In the Land Use Element,
Goal LU-1 and its supporting policies would increase the efficiency and delivery of public services
by directing new urban growth to existing and new communities. Lastly, Policy LU-5.B.6 encourages
open space areas, bicycle and pedestrian systems, and housing projects to incorporate crime
prevention site design elements, which would reduce the impact of new development on existing law
enforcement and police protection services. Land Use Element Goal LU-1 directs future urban
growth to existing or suitably located new communities, which would increase the efficiency and
delivery of public services, thereby reducing the need to construct new facilities.
The 2030 General Plan would result in future residential and commercial development leading to
increased demands for police protection and law enforcement services. This increased demand
would likely result in the construction of new or expanded facilities at unknown locations generally
within cities’ spheres of influence or designated urban communities. The 2030 General Plan also
contains policies to avoid or reduce many adverse environmental effects that could occur with the
construction of infrastructure necessary to serve planned growth. Additionally, future plans for new
law enforcement facilities would be evaluated on a case-by-case basis, and undergo project-level
environmental review, which would ensure that the potential environmental effects of each new
facility would be identified and mitigation measures identified.
Although it is reasonably foreseeable that new police and law enforcement facilities would be
constructed, because it cannot be known where such facilities would be located, it is not possible to
determine the potential effects at any one location. For police and law enforcement facilities within
cities’ spheres of influence and designated unincorporated urban communities, the potential effects
of constructing such facilities would be as described in Chapters 5-22 of this EIR. For facilities
outside these areas, potential effects would be similar to those described in Chapters 5-22.
2030 General Plan policies to minimize the number of new or expanded facilities necessary to
maintain adequate levels of service, as well as policies to reduce or avoid environmental effects,
coupled with the required subsequent site-specific environmental review of new facilities, would
ensure that the construction of new police and law enforcement facilities would not result in
reasonably foreseeable, substantial adverse physical effects at a programmatic level, thereby resulting
in a less-than-significant impact.
Significance of Impact: Less than significant.
Mitigation Measure: None required.
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Impact PS-3:

Result in substantial adverse physical impacts associated with the provision
of new or physically altered school and library facilities, or the need for new
or physically altered school and library facilities, the construction of which
could cause significant environmental impacts, in order to maintain
acceptable service ratios, response times or other performance objectives.

Implementation of the proposed 2030 General Plan would lead to population increases in the
unincorporated areas of Merced County. This would increase the number of school-aged children
requiring educational services, as well as the number of people using libraries. The increased demand
for public educational services could result in the need to construct new and expanded school
facilities and libraries, the construction of which may cause environmental impacts. Because of
proposed 2030 General Plan policies, and the requirement for the project-level environmental
review for any individual facility, this would be a less-than-significant impact.
Public education in Merced County in overseen by the Merced County Office of Education
(MCOE). The MCOE is a regional agency that provides educational resources and services to assist
school districts in providing effective learning facilities. Merced County is served by 20 school
districts with 90 schools, one community college, and one university. Of the 20 school districts, five
are unified districts providing educational services for kindergarten through 12th grade. The
remaining 15 districts consist of 13 elementary school districts and two high school districts. Total
enrollment in Merced County public schools has increased from about 47,462 to 54,489 students
during a 15-year span from 1996 to 2011. School districts that serve designated unincorporated
urban communities expected to grow by 2030 include: Delhi Unified School District, Hilmar
Unified School District, Le Grand Union Elementary and High School Districts, Planada
Elementary School District, and Winton Elementary School District. County school facility
conditions vary from adequate to excellent, but most classrooms are overcrowded and lack adequate
support facilities. Historically, the overcrowding at schools has been most severe in rapidly
developing areas of the county, including the Los Banos, Gustine, Weaver, Livingston Elementary,
and Merced Union High School Districts.
Merced County also provides other educational resources such as libraries, including one main
library branch in Merced and regional branches in Atwater, Cressey, Delhi, Dos Palos, Gustine,
Hilmar, LeGrand, Livingston, Los Banos, Santa Nella, Snelling, South Dos Palos, Stevinson, and
Winton. Like school facilities, many of the regional library branches are beginning to lack adequate
amenities such as new books and computers.
Implementation of the proposed 2030 General Plan would involve future population growth and
urban development within the unincorporated county that could result in substantial changes to
existing school and library services. Increasing demands would result in the need to provide
additional school and library facilities. The proposed 2030 General Plan contains goals and policies
to coordinate the provision of adequate schools with school districts within the county. Likewise,
without needed improvements to libraries commensurate with the growing population and changes
in information technology, these facilities could also become overused and outdated. This could
result in the construction of new or physically altered school or library facilities, or the modification
of existing facilities to serve growth. This construction could result in environmental impacts.
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During the development of the 2030 General Plan, the County proposed goals and policies intended
to provide quality school facilities within the county. Although the 2030 General Plan does not
specify what types of school facilities would be needed, nor where new school sites or libraries
would be located, there are proposed goals and policies in the Public Services and Facilities Element
that serve to minimize potential impacts to educational facilities. Table 17-3 lists the goal and
supporting policies that address the demand for educational facilities and the need to develop and
improve school and library facilities.
Table 17-3

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to School
and Library Facilities

Goal or Policy

Goal or Policy Text

How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact

Public Facilities and Services Element
Goal PFS-8

Coordinate with school districts, colleges,
and universities to provide for the
educational and literary needs of Merced
County residents.

Reduces impacts of new or expanded
school facilities by encouraging
coordination to consolidate services and
create efficiencies to minimize the need
to construct new facilities.

Policy PFS-8.1:
Coordination with School
Districts

Collaborate with school districts related to
school facility planning issues by:
a) Identifying trends in school enrollment
and development to identify future
changes in enrollment and ensure that
school locations and attendance
boundaries enhance communities;
b) Encouraging policies to promote logical
school district boundaries within a
community; and
c) Working with school districts during
local planning processes and review of
development proposals in regards to
alternative funding needed for school
facilities.
Work with local school districts to develop
solutions for overcrowded schools and
financial constraints of constructing new
facilities.

Minimizes impacts of new or expanded
school facilities by collaborating with
school districts regarding school facility
planning issues by identifying trends in
enrollment, promoting logical school
district boundaries, and working with
districts during local planning processes.

Encourage multiple-use school facilities,
including opportunities for civic and cultural
uses, recreation facilities, and service
programs to efficiently provide for
education, recreation, and community
meeting space.
Support the efforts of school districts to
obtain appropriate funding methods,
including school impact fees.

Avoids impacts related to new or
expanded school facilities by
encouraging multiple-use school facilities
that provide education, recreation, and
community meeting spaces.

Policy PFS-8.4:
School Overcrowding
Solutions
Policy PFS-8.5:
Multiple-Use School
Facilities

Policy PFS-8.6:
School Impact Fees

Policy PFS-8.8:
Library Facilities and
Services

Encourage expansion of library facilities and
services as necessary to meet the needs of
future growth.
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Reduces impacts of new or expanded
school facilities by working with local
school districts to develop solutions to
reduce overcrowding in schools.

Could result in the construction of new
or expanded school and other
educational facilities if funding became
available.
Could result in the construction of new
or expanded library facilities to meet the
needs of a growing population.
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Table 17-3

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to School
and Library Facilities

Goal or Policy

Goal or Policy Text

Policy PFS-8.9:
University and College
Expansions

Work cooperatively with the University of
California, Merced Community College, and
Merced Community College Westside
Campus to support the expansion of
curriculum, enrollment, and facilities at the
University of California, Merced.
Source: Merced County, 2011; Planning Partners, 2012.

How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Could result in the construction of new
or expanded college facilities by
supporting the expansion of curriculums
and facilities at the UC-Merced campus.

Public Facilities and Services Element Goal PFS-8 requires the County to coordinate with school
districts, colleges, and universities to provide for the educational and literary needs of Merced
County residents. In addition to the foregoing 2030 General Plan goal and policies, the state has
instituted school financing mechanisms. Education Code Section 17620 and Government Code
Section 65995 authorize school districts to levy a fee on any development project in order to fund
the construction of new or expanded school facilities, provided the district can show justification for
levying the fees. School districts then collect the fees at the time of building permit approval for any
residential and commercial development project. In 1998, additional funding was made available to
school districts under Proposition 1A/Senate Bill 50 (SB 50). This bill authorized the expenditure of
additional State bonds for the modernization and rehabilitation of existing school facilities and the
construction of new facilities. Although SB 50 implemented significant fee reforms that limit the
County and its school districts to collect only the statutorily authorized school mitigation fees unless
each school district conducts a School Facility Needs Assessment, the fees help offset new school
construction and capital improvement costs associated with school facilities and staff. In adopting
SB 50, the State legislature declared that payment of the statutorily authorized school impact fees
constitute full and complete mitigation of any impacts to school resources and facilities. Thus, for
purposes of CEQA, a shortfall between the amount of fees collected and the actual cost of
providing school facilities would not constitute a potentially significant impact. Therefore, as set
forth by the legislature, compliance with the requirements of state law would reduce impacts related
to schools below a level of significance.
The 2030 General Plan would result in future residential and commercial development leading to
increased demands for school and library services. This increased demand would likely result in the
construction of new or expanded facilities at unknown locations generally within cities’ spheres of
influence or designated urban communities. The 2030 General Plan also contains policies to avoid
or reduce many adverse environmental effects that could occur with the construction of
infrastructure necessary to serve planned growth. Additionally, future plans for new school or
library facilities would be evaluated on a case-by-case basis, and undergo project-level environmental
review, which would ensure that the potential environmental effects of each new facility would be
identified. Mitigation measures would also be identified.
Although it is reasonably foreseeable that new school and library facilities would be constructed,
because it cannot be known where such facilities would be located, it is not possible to determine
the potential effects at any one location. For school and library facilities within cities’ spheres of
influence and designated unincorporated urban communities, the potential effects of constructing

Merced County
November 2012

17-29

2030 Merced County General Plan
Draft PEIR

Public Services

such facilities would be as described in Chapters 5-22 of this EIR. For facilities outside these areas,
potential effects would be similar to those described in Chapters 5-22.
2030 General Plan policies to minimize the number of new or expanded facilities necessary to
maintain adequate levels of service, as well as policies to reduce or avoid environmental effects,
coupled with the required subsequent site-specific environmental review of new facilities, would
ensure that the construction of new school and library facilities would not result in reasonably
foreseeable, substantial adverse physical effects at a programmatic level, thereby resulting in a lessthan-significant impact.
Significance of Impact: Less than significant.
Mitigation Measure: None required.
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