APPENDIX B
COMMENTS ON THE NOTICE OF PREPARATION

NOP COMMENT LETTER LOG
Commenter

Date

Federal Agencies
None received
State Agencies
California Emergency Management Agency
Governor’s Office of Planning & Research
Governor’s Office of Planning & Research
Native American Heritage Commission
Public Utilities Commission

May 5, 2011
April 21, 2011
May 10, 2011
May 3, 2011
July 25, 2011

Local and Regional Agencies
City of Los Banos
San Joaquin Valley APCD
Stanislaus County Environmental Review Committee

May 16, 2011
May 19, 2011
May 19, 2011

Public Utility and Service Providers
None received
Citizen / Non-Governmental Organizations
American Farmland Trust
George Jercich
Merced County Farm Bureau
Donald B. Mooney
(San Joaquin Raptor Rescue Center/Protect Our Water)
Jean Okuye (Valley Land Alliance)

October 7, 2011
May 13, 2011
October 7, 2011
July 29, 2011
October 7, 2011

California Office
Box 73856  Davis, CA 95617
October 7, 2011
Bill Nicholson
Assistant Development Services Director
2222 M Street
Merced, CA 95340
Re: 2030 Merced County General Plan Update
Dear Mr. Nicholson:
American Farmland Trust (AFT) appreciates this opportunity to comment on the Notice of
Preparation (NOP) for Merced County General Plan Update Programmatic Environmental
Impact Report (PEIR) with regard to impacts on farmland and agriculture. Our interest is as a
private, nonprofit organization committed to the conservation of agricultural resources and to
promoting environmentally beneficial farming practices. We have had an office in California
since 1983 and have several thousand members in the state.
Our comments are based on the County’s preliminary analysis of probable environmental
impacts associated with the implementation of the proposed 2030 General Plan.
According to the NOP, based on the County’s preliminary analysis of the project, the PEIR will
evaluate the potential impact on agriculture of proposed 2030 General Plan implementation
by: 1) identifying all prime agricultural lands and productive farmlands in the unincorporated
County; 2) evaluating the potential of implementing the proposed 2030 General Plan to convert
agricultural land to other uses; 3) identifying direct or indirect impacts on agricultural lands
and/or conflicts with existing zoning for agricultural use or Williamson Act contract lands; and
4) evaluating proposed policies to reduce the size of Williamson Act Agricultural Preserve or to
modify the land uses and parcel sizes consistent with the Agricultural Preserve.
We appreciate the attentiveness of evaluation and agree that the above mentioned evaluation
is a necessary component of the PEIR process. The criteria you propose, however, would result
in an incomplete picture of the impact of development under the proposed General Plan on
agriculture, and would not allow a thorough comparison of the alternatives. We therefore
suggest additional evaluation criteria for further weighing the impacts on agricultural resources
under existing conditions, the proposed 2030 general plan, and alternatives thereto. The table
below organizes these criteria by objectives that we consider essential to the long-term
conservation of agricultural resources and maintenance of the region’s food production
capacity.
Objectives
Minimize conversion of farmland to
non-agricultural uses by developing land

Evaluation Metrics
Marginal efficiency of new urban development
(people and/or jobs per acre developed) under

as efficiently as feasible
Avoid development of best farmland by
guiding development to existing
communities and to least productive
farmland outside existing urban areas

Stable urban edges to minimize land
speculation and agricultural
destabilization

Avoid rural residential development that
compromises the viability of agriculture

Maintain the economic viability of
agriculture

the general plan and alternatives.
Efficiency of the use of land in existing urban
communities available for infill or adaptive reuse
for residential, commercial, and industrial.
Amount of each classification of farmland (per
FMMP) that would be converted under the
general plan and alternatives.
Reasonableness of the number of years of future
development that could be accommodated
within existing spheres of influence and in
unincorporated areas compared with anticipated
demand.
Ease of changing urban limit lines, spheres of
influence, etc.
Number of rural residential lots permitted in
agricultural areas and percentage of population
to be housed on these lots.
Total acreage of rural residential lots permitted
and percentage this represents of all land to be
developed for residential use.
Sufficiency of irrigation water supplies for
efficient agricultural use.
Projected loss in economic activity (direct,
indirect, induced) due to the projected loss of
farmland and diversion of water from agricultural
purposes for urban use.
Reasonableness of local regulation of agricultural
uses and practices.

These recommendations are offered in a spirit of cooperation. American Farmland Trust is
willing and eager to work with the County in any way that we can to identify, evaluate, and
minimize the impact on agriculture of the proposed 2030 General Plan and alternatives. Please
contact Serena Unger, AFT California Policy Consultant (sunger@farmland.org) if you have any
questions regarding this letter.

Respectfully,

Edward Thompson, Jr.
California Director
ethompson@farmland.org

cc:
Merced County Farm Bureau, Amanda Carvajal, Executive Director
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October 7, 2011

Merced County Planning Department
2222 M Street
Merced, CA 95340
RE:

MCFB’s comments on the Notice of Preparation for the General Plan Update

Mr. Fillebrown,
Merced County Farm Bureau (MCFB) has been substantially involved in the public process of
the General Plan Update. We have attended focus group meetings and public hearings, submitted numerous comments, and vocalized our support and concerns with each of the Supervisors
dating back to 2007. As the largest agricultural organization and advocacy group in Merced
County we have found it vital and necessary to continue to advocate protecting our county’s
most precious resource. Especially when we’ve watched over the last decade as our communities have expanded beyond the needed housing thresholds for the actual population growth and
now we are faced with unparalleled economic hardships. All the while, agriculture continues to
be the economic foundation and the most consistent industry countywide and regionally.
As our mission statement implies, “MCFB supports policies and legislation that promote and
protect our County's number one industry.” The preservation of ag land is a common theme used
throughout the Central Valley and the focus of statewide projects like the San Joaquin Valley
Blueprint. As population projections in the early 2000 stated, rapid growth in the Central Valley
was inevitable, the Blueprint was subsequently created as means to direct counties and local
government to smart growth planning. Since the population expectations of the early 2000s, the
economics of California have dramatically changed, locally all industries outside of farming and
ranching where dramatically impacted or in some cases eliminated. Experts foresee dismal
growth in the near future, but how can we continue to predict this rapid population growth, when
there is a lack of research validating those old population projections. Since the General Plan
Update (GPU) will provide guidance to county officials, planners, developers and city officials it
is important that they have an accurate read on the current status of our county. MCFB is requested a review of current population projects as well evaluating the possibility of a new more
accurate projection of growth for the county.
High-Speed Rail is a major variable in the growth expectance and the HSR acknowledges in its
own environmental reporting that sprawl will inevitably occur in locations where stations are
placed. We would like the GPU to evaluate the revised business plan that is to be released in
November 2011 to be included in its review of the report. Also, as you evaluate their business
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plan include the expectations included in the HSR Draft EIR/EIS where they speculate the automatic growth option of higher densities.
Currently the Williamson Act is our only preservation tool in Merced County, we are requesting
the review of mitigation of ag land at a 1:1 level as well as a 2:1 level to show the difference in
preservation of land, which in prior years was easily gobbled up for residential development.
With regards to the Williamson Act and the countywide Ag Preserve, we agree with the County’s decision to include evaluation of the proposed policies to reduce the size of the Williamson
Act Agricultural Preserve. However we would like it to go a step further and evaluate the likelihood of increased parcelization for ranchette style homes (20 acres or less) with the proposed
changes to the Ag Preserve.
In certain regions of the county, groundwater levels have dramatically declined, the Board of Supervisors formed a consensus that would move forward the “New Communities” concept. The
GPU environmental report needs to review our water concerns and how the proposal of new
communities will impact surrounding farmers and land owners with access to water as well as
subsidence concerns.
Ultimately, MCFB is concerned with the welfare of Farmers and Ranchers in Merced County.
As the 5th most productive in California and 5th in the United States, it is vital that we keep the
pulse of the valley strong. We would also like to submit a letter from MCFB dating March 11,
2008.
Thank you for allowing MCFB to continually provide input in this process and we look forward
to further dialogue on this subject.
Sincerely,

Jeff Marchini
President

March 11, 2008
Merced County Board of Supervisors and Planning Commissioners
2222 M Street
Merced, CA 95340
Re:

Merced County General Plan Update Study Session #2

Board Members and Commissioners:
The Merced County Farm Bureau submits the following comments on the Merced County General Plan Update:
Merced County ranks 5th in the state and 6th in the nation in agricultural production. It is
our number 1 industry and generates billions of dollars into our economy each year. The
agriculture element should be the foundation of our general plan and the goals and policies must support and protect our agricultural resources. Planning for agriculture while
accommodating growth should be the focus for this General Plan. In your role as commissioners and supervisors as you make decisions on projects and policies, you must
consider first how it will impact agriculture and the men and women who put the food on
our tables. We look forward to working to increase the effectiveness of our Right to
Farm policy and pledge our efforts to work with the consultants and staff. It is important
as a county, region and state.
The unique microclimates and soils in our watersheds and productive farming regions
must be protected for future generations and their food system needs. 4:1 mitigation is
needed to address the loss of this irreplaceable resource. According to the American
Farmland Trust’s Paving Paradise: A New Perspective on California Farmland Conversion, 63% of all land urbanized in Merced County between 1990-2004 was of high
quality farmland. That high quality farmland cannot be duplicated. Because the pressure
to develop is on the rich soil of our valley floors ag is being pushed to the hills which requires more inputs and costs to produce our crops. No net farmland loss should be studied through this general plan.
In the Merced County General Plan Issues & Opportunities Report it sites the impacts of
the proliferation of rural ranchettes is a detriment to existing agricultural operations. We
ask that the county commit to evaluating the cumulative impacts of parcelization in our
agriculture zones. The serial use of the General Rule Exemption in minor subdivision
applications cannot continue. Neither the Planning Department staff nor the Hearing Officer can continue to look at each application in isolation. There are impacts to be considered: water supply, trucking routes, ag-urban conflicts, increased housing opportunities
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on newly created parcels, and increasing land values that negatively affect those that
want to continue farming. Analyzing all approved minor subdivisions, growth of our unincorporated communities, and the approval of new towns since 1990 is needed. This
information could be useful in considering an increase in the minimum parcel size or the
use of transitional zones. The information is there, why isn’t it being evaluated?
The county should not be in the business of increasing urban development in their unincorporated communities. You cannot supply adequate services in the form of fire or
sheriff protection. Our schools are not well served with urban sprawl either. Higher densities in our urban cores must be a priority. The county could support development in
our six cities and create a win-win situation for our citizens with a cooperative and fair
revenue sharing agreement with those cities. Stop creating for perceived dollars through
development. Development does not pay for itself and is evident with the ever increasing school bonds, sales tax measures, and lack of adequate infrastructure or services.
The disconnect between land use approvals at the county level and the ability to supply
sewer and water by community districts makes no sense in planning for the future. How
can you plan on increasing our rural communities when you have no evidence that there
will be an adequate supply of water? There are no studies that address the health and
supply of our underground aquifers. The County must join the City of Merced and
Merced Irrigation District on the east side to fund a study. Active participation with attendance and funding in MAGPI (Merced Area Groundwater Pool Interests) is long overdue. How can you even have a relevant general plan with the needed EIR without addressing the water supply for our whole county with our diverse groundwater basins?
Creating Farmland Security Zones should be studied. Where does it make sense to
grow food? Where does it make sense to grow people? These are the questions that
should be addressed. As a governing body your task is not easy. Step out of the box. Be
creative. Leave behind a growth model that is not working. Do not continue to put your
eggs in the cookie cutter box homes that have created a financial crisis throughout the
world. Vertical growth not horizontal should be your focus. Leave the existing boundaries in place and demand higher densities in our communities that do not require a car
trip for every need. Leave our rural lands rural. Allow our farmers and ranchers to stay
on the land and manage our working landscapes. Plan for agriculture.
We look forward to working with you, your staff, the consultants and the many dedicated
members of the public who offer their time, energy and ideas for the betterment of
Merced County in crafting our greenprint for the future.
Merced County Farm Bureau
Board of Directors

Merced County Supervisors and Planners
2222 M Street
Merced, California 95340
Re: General Plan Update NOP ending October 7, 2011
To All This Concerns,
As citizens of Merced County concerned about having food, water, shelter and air that are
safe and healthy, Valley Land Alliance is responding to this Notice Of Preparation for the
General Plan.
This letter is in response to the suggested Land Banking to be considered. We believe
each development should be a case by case study to ensure there are no cumulative
effects.
Land Banking is a concern as this could possibly weaken our ability to produce our own
food. With more than 110 crops grown in our county we must protect our agriculture
land. A study must be done to determine how much land is already designated or
reserved for specialized business or industrial uses. How much land in the cities does this
include? With new towns already approved such as Fox Hills and Villages of Laguna,
these must also be included in the study.
A recent study Minor Subdivisions of Agricultural Land in Merced County: A Study of
the Agricultural Resources and Potential Cumulative Impacts of Minor Subdivisions in
Merced County 1998-2008 reveals:
“40% of Merced County land is defined by Merced County land use codes as
‘recreational’ or foothill pasture, not viable for intensive agriculture. However, Merced
County Planning Department’s Qualitative Analysis claimed 93% of its land is “suitable
and viable for production.
According to Merced County land use codes, only .55 million acres are available for
production agriculture. However, Merced County Planning Department’s Qualitative
Analysis claimed that 1.18 million acres are “suitable and viable for production”.
Only 17% (218,000 acres) of the total land in Merced County sustains 100% of our
edible fruits, vegetables, nuts and grains.
83% of groundwater pumping in Merced County is by private, unregulated wells,
Groundwater levels dropped 15 feet on average over the last two years 2008-2010.”
According to the Merced County Department of Agriculture, Merced County agriculture
commodities grossed $2,733,492,000. Merced County is fifth in the State and FIFTH in
the Nation. This figure does not include the income to the county in way of jobs,
reportedly 30-35% of the jobs in Merced County. Some areas where jobs are created and
economic benefits are possible for the county because of the agriculture industry are:
harvest, process, cooling, cut & wrap, storage, transport, manage, distribute, market,
wholesale, retail, tourism, service, support, research loaning/banking institutions, taxes,
housing. Agriculture is the economic engine in this county.

Climate change will undoubtedly bring changes in our temperature, water, air. This
must be studied. The benefits to plants in purifying the air and water must be studied.
63% of the voters in Merced County voted to save farmland in November 2010. In the
General Plan Update process people have expressed concern of agriculture land being
lost.
An inventory and mapping of what is available for industries other than agriculture and
related businesses in Merced County including all cities should be done to determine the
need. This information could be helpful in promoting Merced.
Sincerely,
Jean Okuye
Valley Land Alliance
PO Box 102, Cressey
Calif. 95312

