PART I: GENERAL PLAN OVERVIEW
OVERVIEW AND REGIONAL SETTING
Merced County is located in the heart of California’s San Joaquin Valley, the world’s
most productive agricultural region (see Figure 1-1). The County, which spans from the
coastal ranges to the foothills of the Sierra Nevada, is bordered by Stanislaus County to
the north, Fresno and Madera Counties to the south, Mariposa County to the east, and
Santa Clara and San Benito counties to the west.
The County encompasses approximately 1,980± square miles, of which 1.2 million acres
or 98 percent is unincorporated. Approximately 24,128 acres, or 1.9 percent of the total
land area, lies within one of the six incorporated cities: Atwater, Dos Palos, Gustine,
Livingston, Los Banos, and Merced.
The 2030 Merced County General Plan sets the direction for the future of the county
over the next 20 years. This introduction answers the following eight questions about
the 2030 General Plan:










What is a General Plan?
What are the guiding principles of the General Plan?
What documents make up a General Plan?
How is the General Plan organized?
How is the General Plan implemented?
How should the General Plan be used?
How was the General Plan prepared?
What is the relationship to other planning documents?

WHAT IS A GENERAL PLAN?
Purpose of this General Plan
The 2030 Merced County General Plan is a legal document that serves as Merced
County’s “blueprint” or “constitution” for all future land use, development,
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preservation, and resource conservation decisions. General Plans must be
comprehensive and long-term.


Comprehensive. General plans are comprehensive both in their geographic
coverage and in the range of subjects they cover. In the case of the 2030
Merced County General Plan, the geographic coverage is the County’s Planning
Area, which encompasses both incorporated and unincorporated territory that
may directly or indirectly affect the County’s future development. However, the
County’s general plan authority does not extend into the incorporated cities.
Each city adopts and implements a general plan that covers land within their
planning area.



Long-Term. General plans are long-term in perspective. General plan time
horizons vary, but typically range from 15 to 25 years into the future. In the
case of this General Plan, the County has established the year 2030 as the plan’s
time horizon.

Legal Authority and Requirements
State law requires each county and city to prepare and adopt a general plan for its
physical development (Government Code Section 65300). This general plan must
address the seven topics (referred to as “elements”) of land use, circulation, housing,
open space, conservation, safety, and noise as identified in state law (Government Code
Section 65302), to the extent that the topics are locally relevant. [Note: The Housing
Element was adopted in 2010 as required by State law and is not being revised as part of
the 2030 General Plan update]. In addition, the cities and counties within the jurisdiction
of the San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District must address air quality in their
general plans. Merced County has chosen to include air quality goals, policies, and
programs as a separate element.
The general plan may address other topics that the community deems relevant to its
development, such as economic development, historic preservation, and urban design.
The format and structure of the general plan is also left to local discretion, but
regardless of the format or issues addressed, all substantive parts of the plan must be
consistent with one another (i.e., internally consistent). For instance, the policies in the
land use element must be consistent with those of the housing element, and vice versa.
In addition to the mandatory elements described above, the Merced County General
Plan addresses five additional topics: economic development, agriculture, public
facilities and services, recreation and cultural resources, and water. Under state law,
once included in the General Plan, these elements carry the same weight of law as those
that are legally mandated. Correspondence between the Merced County 2030 General
Plan elements and the legally-required general plan topics are shown in the table on the
following page.
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Optional
Elements

Air Quality*

Safety

Noise

Open Space

Conservation

Housing

Circulation

Land Use

Merced County General Plan Elements

General Plan Elements Required by State Law

Economic Development
Element
Land Use Element





Agriculture Element



Circulation Element



Housing Element
Public Facilities and Services
Element



Natural Resources Element
Recreation and Cultural
Resources Element






 

 

Health and Safety Element



Air Quality Element
Water Element







*Air Quality is mandatory for cities and counties within the jurisdiction of the San Joaquin Valley Air
Pollution Control District.
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General Plan Area
State law requires counties to adopt a general plan that addresses physical development
within the County borders. Figure 1-1 shows the General Plan Planning Area, which
includes all land within the County line and outside of the six incorporated cities. All
lands outside the jurisdictional boundaries of the six incorporated cities comprise
unincorporated Merced County, and constitute the geography of the 2030 Merced
County General Plan.
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WHAT ARE THE GUIDING PRINCIPLES OF THE GENERAL PLAN?
Guiding Principles are fundamental ideas that represent the County’s philosophy about
growth, development, and sustainability. Guiding Principles represent broad ideas that
guide the County throughout its decisions about the adoption and implementation of
the General Plan. All General Plan goals, policies, and implementation programs should
be consistent with the Guiding Principles. The Guiding Principles should provide the
Planning Commission and Board of Supervisors a foundation for selecting the Preferred
Land Use Alternative and its associated goals, policies, and programs.

How Guiding Principles are Formulated and Used
Guiding Principles are based on the results of the extensive five‐year outreach effort
conducted as part of the General Plan Update. The effort included stakeholder
interviews, technical advisory committee and focus group meetings, community
workshops, and study sessions with the Commission and Board. The five principles
below represent a general consensus about the basis for General Plan goals and policies.

Merced County’s Guiding Principles
The five guiding principles below reflect a general community consensus about the key
considerations for the General Plan. While many other important considerations could
have also been included on this list, such as public health, education, and community
identity, these five principles capture the core issues facing the community in the
adoption of the General Plan:



Agriculture. Agriculture is the backbone and essential part of Merced County’s
economy. It is a way of life that must be supported, and protected to assure the
industry’s continued vitality.



Economic Development. Merced County must seek methods to expand and
diversify its local economy in order to create and sustain employment and
business opportunities that enable existing and future residents to improve
their quality of life.



Environmental Quality. The natural resources of Merced County, including air,
water, energy, wildlife, and scenery, must be protected to assure a high quality
of life for Merced County residents today and in the future.



Public Facilities and Services. New growth and development in Merced County
must be responsible for, have access to, and fully fund all essential public
facilities and services, including water, sewer, storm water drainage, roadways,
schools, government centers, and recreation.



Transportation. The Merced County transportation system, including freeways,
highways, streets, bike and pedestrian pathways, mass transit, airports, and rail,
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must be coordinated, networked, adequately constructed, and maintained to
meet the needs of residents and businesses.

WHAT DOCUMENTS MAKE UP THE GENERAL PLAN?
This General Plan formalizes a long-term vision for development and conservation of
Merced County and outlines goals, policies, standards, and programs to guide day-today decisions concerning growth in the county. Designed to meet local needs while
being consistent with State general plan requirements, the General Plan consists of two
documents: the 2030 Merced County General Plan (this document) and a 2030 Merced
County General Plan Background Report. While both of these documents together
officially comprise the General Plan, they are published under separate covers. The
following is a brief description of each document.
2030 Merced County General Plan. Also called the Policy
Document, the 2030 Merced County General Plan contains
the goals, policies, and implementation programs that
guide the County’s future land use and environmental
decisions.

2030 Merced County General Plan Background Report. The
Background Report took a “snapshot” of Merced County’s
trends and conditions as of 2006. The report was
subsequently updated several times with more current
information prior to General Plan adoption. The report
provides a detailed description for a wide range of topics
within the Planning Area, such as demographic and
economic conditions, land use, public facilities and services,
and environmental resources. The report provides decisionmakers, the public, and local agencies with context for
making policy decisions. Unlike the Policy Document, the
Background Report is policy-neutral. Its purpose is to create
a foundation or context for making policy decisions. The
Background Report also serves as the existing settings
description for the Environmental Impact Report prepared
on the General Plan.
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General Plan Update Support Documents
As part of the General Plan update program, the County also prepared several support
documents to help guide the update process. These documents served as both the
building blocks for the Policy Document and analysis of the impacts associated with
implementing the General Plan. These documents, however, are advisory in nature and
have not been adopted by the Board of Supervisors as part of the 2030 General Plan.
Issues and Opportunities Report (June 2007). This report
provides a means of focusing community attention on key
issues and opportunities that were identified in the
Background Report, Stakeholder Interviews, and
Community Workshops. The report summarized major
policy implications for Merced County to consider related to
accommodating future growth while protecting valuable
resources. The report purposely did not reach conclusions
or suggest the manner in which the County should proceed
in the development of the General Plan. Rather, it provided
a forum to facilitate discussion on important issues.
Preliminary Review Draft Alternatives Report (May 2008).
This report identified three growth alternatives and various
policy options for decision-maker and community
consideration. The report also identified the various pros
and cons of each scenario.

Alternatives Report Policy Options (July 2008). This report
provided a summary of the results from a survey of the
Board of Supervisors and Planning Commission on each
policy option described in the Preliminary Review Draft
Alternatives Report.
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Final Alternatives Report (August 2008). The County
published a revised version of the Preliminary Review Draft
Alternatives Report. It includes a detailed outline of policy
options and four growth alternatives for the County. The
four growth alternatives include: Alternative A: Citycentered growth, Alternative B1: UnincorporatedCommunity growth (existing communities), Alternative B2:
Unincorporated Community Growth (existing + new
communities), and Alternative C: Resource Protection/
Infrastructure Availability. The Alternatives Report provides
an overview of each alternative, population growth
assumptions for each alternative, and the strengths and
weakness of each alternative.
Revised Alternatives Report (October 2008). The County
released a Revised Alternatives Report to reflect issues,
discussions, and the direction received from the Board of
Supervisors. The report compares two new growth
alternatives, referred to as Alternatives D and E, which are
both refinements of the original four alternatives.
Alternative D represents a refinement of Alternative B2 with
a focus on new town and city-centered growth intended to
increase the protection of productive farmland. Alternative
E represents a combination of Alternatives A and C, with a
focus on city-centered growth and growth in SUDPs that
have adequate infrastructure, but residential densities
between Alternatives A and C (e.g., average of four dwelling
units per gross acre vs. eight dwelling units per gross acre).
The revised report also provided a comparative analysis for
the refined alternatives.
Environmental Impact Report. This report was prepared to
fulfill the requirements of the California Environmental
Quality Act (CEQA) as set forth in Sections 15126, 15175,
and 15176 of the CEQA Guidelines Act. The Planning
Commission and Board of Supervisors will use this
document during the General Plan Update process in order
to understand the potential environmental implications
associated with implementing the General Plan.
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HOW IS THE GENERAL PLAN ORGANIZED?
The 2030 Merced County General Plan is divided into the following four parts:

Part I – General Plan Overview
Part I includes an introduction to Merced County; explains what the General Plan is, how
it is organized, and how it is used; and reviews the process that was used to develop the
General Plan.

Part II – Countywide Goals, Policies, and Implementation Programs
Part II includes all of the Countywide goals, policies, and implementation programs that
are the heart of the 2030 Merced County General Plan. These goals, policies, and
programs address a broad range of topics required by State law and those that address
unique local concerns. The Countywide goals, policies, and programs are divided into
the following eleven topical chapters, or “elements”, for easy reference:












Economic Development Element
Land Use and Community Character Element
Agricultural Element
Transportation and Circulation Element
Housing Element (adopted in 2010)
Public Facilities and Services Element
Natural Resources Element
Recreation and Cultural Resources Element
Health and Safety Element
Air Quality Element
Water Element

Sections (Elements)
Each section in Part II contains the goals and policies that the County will use to guide
future land use, development, and environmental protection decisions.
Goals
A goal is a statement that describes in general terms a desired future condition or end
state. A goal serves as a general direction‐setter.
Policies
A policy is a statement that guides a specific course of action for decision‐makers to
achieve a desired goal. A policy must be clear and unambiguous.
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Standards
General Plan land use designations and, in some cases, policies set out standards, even
though they are not specifically labeled as such. Standards generally establish a level of
quantity or quality that must be complied with or satisfied. For example, the land use
designations in the Land Use Element specify a maximum or range for dwelling units per
gross acre and a maximum floor area ratio for non‐residential uses.
Implementation Programs
To help ensure that appropriate actions are taken to implement the goals and policies,
the General Plan provides a set of implementation measures. An implementation
measure is a specific program, procedure, or technique that carries out Plan policies.
Following the goals and policies for each topic area are a list of implementation
measures that identifies the County department(s) responsible for implementation and
provides a timeline for action. Implementation programs should describe actions that
are concrete and measurable, so completion can be easily monitored in annual reports.

Part III – Community Plans
Part III of the 2030 Merced County General Plan provides additional geographicallyspecific policy direction for community plan areas. Each Urban Community is required to
have an adopted community plan that will describe goals and policies specific to each
community. The goals and policies in this part supplement the Countywide goals and
policies contained in Part II of the General Plan.

HOW IS THE GENERAL PLAN IMPLEMENTED?
If the 2030 Merced County General Plan is to serve its purpose effectively, it must be
reviewed, maintained, and implemented in a systematic and consistent manner. This
section includes an outline of the process for reviewing and updating the General Plan.
This part also outlines requirements for implementing the General Plan consistent with
its goals, policies, standards, and programs and provides an overview of the types of
actions or tools the County will use to implement the Plan’s policies.

Implementing the General Plan
Carrying out the General Plan following its adoption requires a multitude of separate
actions and ongoing programs involving virtually every County department and many
other public agencies and private organizations. The legal authority for these actions
and programs rests on two essential powers of local government: corporate and police
powers. Local governments rely on corporate power to collect money through bonds,
fees, assessments, and taxes, and spend money to provide services and facilities. Local
governments use police power to, among other things, regulate the use of property
(e.g., zoning) and building construction (e.g., building codes) in order to promote public
health, safety, and welfare. The General Plan provides the formal and legal framework
for the exercise of these powers by the County.
10
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Decisions, as well as projects approved by the County, are not required to be consistent
with every goal and policy in this General Plan.1 The plan accommodates a wide range of
interests and includes a clear and comprehensive set of principles to help guide land use
and development decisions. In doing so, the General Plan sets forth many goals and
policies addressing a broad range of topics. The Planning Commission and Board of
Supervisors rely on the General Plan to determine whether a proposed project is in
harmony or agreement with the County’s goals and policies. No project or decision is
expected to satisfy every General Plan policy, nor does State law impose such a
requirement.

Revising and Amending the General Plan
The General Plan is intended to be a living document. As conditions and needs change,
the County will need to revise and amend the General Plan to eliminate or modify
policies and programs or update diagrams. The General Plan must be flexible to respond
to changing conditions and at the same time specific in guiding day-to-day land use and
development decisions. To ensure that the policies and proposals of the general plan
are systematically implemented, State law since the early 1970s has increasingly insisted
that the actions and decisions of each local government concerning both its own
projects and the private projects it approves are consistent with its adopted General
Plan. The courts have supported and furthered this trend through their interpretations
of State law.
Amendments to the General Plan may also be necessary to conform to State and
Federal laws passed after adoption of the General Plan. The County will initiate some of
these proposals itself; others will be initiated by property owners and developers. State
law limits general plan amendments to four times per year, but each amendment can
include multiple changes. Similar to the adoption of the general plan, general plan
amendments are subject to environmental review, public notice, and hearing
requirements, and must not result in inconsistencies with the rest of the plan.
Exceptions to this rule include amendments that allow development of affordable
housing or comply with a court decision.

General Plan Maintenance and Monitoring
Annual General Plan Implementation Review
The Planning and Community Development Department will annually review and report
to the Planning Commission on the progress in implementing the goals and policies of
the General Plan. This annual report will help ensure the County is moving forward to
achieve the goals of the Plan. The report will describe the status of each implementation
program and take into account the availability of new implementation tools, changes in
funding sources, and feedback from plan monitoring activities.

1

The General Plan does not contain fundamental, mandatory, and specific land use policies, standards,
objectives of implementation standards similar in character to policies which form the basis of the holding in
Families Unafraid to Uphold Rural Etc. County v. Bd. of Supervisors (1988) 62 Cal. App. 4th 1332.
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Five-Year General Plan Review and Update
Every five years the County will thoroughly review the General Plan and revise and
update it as necessary. This review and update process will encompass the entire
General Plan including the goals, policies, and implementation programs.

Categories of Implementation Actions/Tools
The County will implement the policies and programs of the General Plan through many
actions and tools that can be grouped according to the following eight categories:










Regulation and Development Review (RDR)
Infrastructure and Service Master Plans, Strategies, and Programs (MPSP)
Financing and Budgeting (FB)
Planning Studies and Reports (PSR)
County Services and Operations (SO)
Inter-Governmental Coordination (IGC)
Joint Partnerships with the Private Sector (JP)
Public Information (PI)

Regulation and Development Review (RDR)
Many General Plan policies are implemented through regulations based on the County’s
“police power” to protect public health, safety, and welfare. County ordinances also
create a development review process that provides for County review of individual
project proposals and authorizes the County to approve, conditionally approve, or deny
projects based on their consistency with the General Plan. The following is a list of plans,
ordinances, and procedures commonly used to implement the General Plan:











Community Plans
Specific Plans
Zoning Code
Subdivision Code
Building and other codes
California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA)
Right-to-Farm Ordinance
Antiquated Subdivision Environmental Review Ordinance
Development review process

Infrastructure and Service Master Plans, Strategies, and Programs (MPSP)
The County has adopted master plans, strategies, and programs for various County
services and facilities, types of development, or geographic areas. These are prepared to
provide more specific direction for County decision-makers, staff, and the public about
how the General Plan will be implemented. They are not elements or components of the
12
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General Plan. The following is a list of master plans, strategies, and programs that the
County has adopted or plans to adopt. Specific implementation programs of the General
Plan call for the annual or periodic review of many of these master plans, strategies, and
programs in addition to adoption of some new master plans and strategies:





Local Five-Year Strategic Plan
Capital Improvement Plan
Wellhead Protection Program

Financing and Budgeting (FB)
The development, maintenance, and operation of public facilities such as parks and
drainage facilities and the provision of County services require financial resources
derived from various sources. Programming of County capital projects and their funding
over time is outlined in the County’s Capital Improvement Program, which is updated
annually. The following is a list of revenue sources used by or available to the County to
support development, maintenance, or operation of public facilities and services:










Property tax revenue
Sales tax revenue
User fees
Development impact fees
Community facilities and special assessment districts
Municipal bonds
Special taxes
State and Federal grants



Other State and Federal funding

Planning Studies and Reports (PSR)
The County conducts studies and produces reports to collect and evaluate information
related to specific issues. These studies and reports are undertaken at the direction of
the Board of Supervisors as needed or are prepared annually to report on the status and
implementation of the General Plan or a master plan.

County Services and Operations (SO)
The County provides a broad range of services to its residents, businesses, and visitors
and manages and operates its facilities to meet community needs. How the County
provides services and carries out its operations influences the effectiveness of General
Plan implementation.
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Inter-governmental Coordination (IGC)
The County must coordinate with numerous local, regional, State, and Federal agencies
to implement the General Plan. These agencies provide services, facilities, or funding
and administer regulations that directly or indirectly affect many issues addressed in the
General Plan. The following is a partial list of public agencies that may play a role in
implementing the General Plan:



Local agencies such as the cities of Atwater, Dos Palos, Gustine, Livingston, Los
Banos, and Merced;



Local urban water and wastewater districts, each of which serve urban
development and prepare their own water and sewer facility master plans (such
as Delhi County Water District);



Local agricultural or natural resource irrigation districts (such as Merced
Irrigation District);



Regional agencies such as the Merced County Association of Governments, San
Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District, and Transit Joint Powers Authority
for Merced County;



State agencies such as Caltrans, General Services, California Department of Fish
and Game, Central Valley Regional Water Quality Control Board, and the
California Environmental Protection Agency;



Federal agencies such as U.S. Fish and Wildlife Services, U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers, and Federal Emergency Management Agency.

Joint Partnerships with the Private Sector (JP)
The County may coordinate its activities with private sector efforts to improve public
service delivery, manage public sector assets, or leverage private sector investment. By
exploring new partnerships with the private sector, the County can use its technical,
management, and financial resources in creative ways to achieve the goals of the
General Plan.
Public Information (PI)
The County can use a wide range of tools to keep residents informed of County services
or other issues of current interest. Public information can be distributed through media
such as brochures, pamphlets, the County’s website, workshops, seminars, public access
television, radio, newspapers, public hearings, neighborhood and community meetings,
and customer service hotlines.

14
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HOW SHOULD THE GENERAL PLAN BE USED?
The County General Plan is intended for use by all members of the community including
residents, businesses, developers, County staff, and decision-makers. The organization
of the General Plan allows users to find topics or sections that interest them and to
quickly review county policies. All of the policies are interrelated and should be
considered together when making planning decisions.

Residents
For Merced County residents the General Plan indicates the general types of uses that
are permitted around housing, the long-range plans and changes that may affect
neighborhoods, and the policies the County will use to evaluate development
applications. The General Plan indicates how the County will attract businesses that
provide goods and services to meet daily needs and new jobs that are closely matched
to educational skills and that lessen the need to commute. The General Plan informs
residents how the County plans to improve transportation infrastructure, continue to
provide adequate public services, and protect valued open spaces and natural
resources.

Businesses
For Merced County businesses the General Plan outlines the measures the County will
take to protect investments and encourage future success. Expectations for county
business areas are spelled out, while policies ensure that business operations will be
compatible with other businesses and nearby residential areas.

Developers
For developers within the county the General Plan introduces the community, provides
background information, and outlines development policies. It is important to review all
maps and policies throughout the General Plan. In addition, developers should also
review the Background Report and the Merced County Code to get a complete
perspective on how and where development may take place.

County Staff
The General Plan is used by County staff to determine if proposed development and
public facilities projects are consistent with County policies. The General Plan
establishes standards for internal County plans (e.g., infrastructure master plans) and
operations. The General Plan is used by County staff as the basis for making
recommendations to decision-makers. The General Plan also provides short- and longterm implementation programs for which staff are responsible.

Draft 2030 Merced County General Plan | November 30, 2012

15

2030 Merced County General Plan

Part I – General Plan Overview

Decision-Makers
The General Plan is a tool to help the Board of Supervisors, the Planning Commission,
and other boards and commissions make land use, environmental, and other decisions.
All development decisions must be consistent with the General Plan. The General Plan is
also intended to help other public agencies, such as the cities in the County, ALUC,
MCAG, Caltrans, and local school districts, as they contemplate future actions in the
unincorporated areas of Merced County.

16
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Goals and Policies Readers’ Guide
The General Plan contains goals and policies that will be used by the County to guide
future land use, economic development, and environmental protection decisions. A goal
is a statement that describes in general terms a desired future condition or “end” state.
Goals describe ideal future conditions for a particular topic and tend to be very general
and broad. A policy is a clear statement that guides a specific course of action for
decision-makers to achieve a desired goal.
SECTION INTRODUCTION

SECTION TITLE

Provides an overview and
discussion of the section and the
goals and policies addressed.

Identifies the section
of the element.

ELEMENT TITLE
Identifies the element
of the General Plan.

GOAL NUMBERING
Each goal starts with the element
acronym and is followed by the letter
identifier of the goal.

GOALS
Each goal has one or more policies
associated with the goal. A goal states
the ultimate purpose of an effort in a
way that is general in nature and
immeasurable. Each section (topic
area) of the plan has one goal.

POLICY NUMBERING
Continuing from the goal letter, the
policy number is shown as the last
number, supporting the goal it
follows.

POLICY TITLE
Each policy contains a leading title in
bold for a quick reference to the policy
topic. Policy titles are not part of the
policy direction.

POLICIES
Each policy is associated with a specific
goal. A policy is a specific statement
guiding action and implying clear
commitment.

IMPLEMENTATION PROGRAM TAG
Each policy is followed by a set of
letters in italics/parenthesis that
identifies the type of tool or action the
County will use to implement the
policy.

PAGE NUMBER

SOURCE

Shows the element’s
reference by initial and the
page number

Shows the origin of the
policy language.

Draft 2030 Merced County General Plan | November 30, 2012

17

2030 Merced County General Plan

Part I – General Plan Overview

Implementation Programs Readers’ Guide
To help ensure that appropriate actions are taken to implement the General Plan, Part II
of the General Plan includes a set of implementation programs. Implementation
programs identify the specific steps to be taken by the County to implement the goals
and policies of the plan. They may include revisions of current codes and ordinances,
capital improvements, programs, financing, and other measures that are assigned to
different County departments after the General Plan is adopted. The types of tools or
actions the County can use to carry out its policies and implementation programs
generally fall into eight categories. These are explained in detail in Part IV,
Administration and Implementation, along with the specific implementation programs.

TIMELINE
IMPLEMENTATION PROGRAM TAG
TABLE NAME
Each section begins with
a new table name.

Each implementation program is
followed by a set of letters in
italics/parenthesis that identifies the
type of tool or action the County will
use to implement the program.

RESPONSIBLE DEPARTMENT(S)/
SUPPORTING DEPARTMENT(S)

SUPPORTING POLICY(IES)

Identifies which County department(s)
are responsible to see the specific
implementation is completed and which
County department(s), if necessary, will
support the responsible department.

18

Identifies an estimated time
frame for when the
implementation program will be
completed. Implementation
programs may not be completed
as indicated due to budget or
resource constraints.

Identifies which policy(ies)
the implementation
program supports.

IMPLEMENTATION
PROGRAM TEXT
Specific action(s) the
County will take to
implement the General
Plan.
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HOW WAS THE GENERAL PLAN PREPARED?
Merced County initiated a comprehensive update of its 1990 General Plan in September
2005. The update program focused on developing a revised plan that reflects the
County’s changing economic and demographic conditions while retaining the
community’s values and desires.

Public Outreach
When a general plan is written or amended, State law requires that the planning agency
provide opportunities for public involvement through public hearings or other methods.
Since public input is vital to the successful implementation of any general plan, Merced
County made a considerable effort to involve the public throughout the process. The
public provided County staff and the General Plan consultants with direction at key
points throughout the General Plan Update effort. Public input, especially in terms of
community values, served as the foundation from which County staff and the
Consultants developed goals, policies, and programs.
The General Plan outreach program included three series of community workshops,
stakeholder interviews, focus group meetings, a General Plan website, and printed and
electronic newsletters. The details of these outreach efforts are described below.
Stakeholder Interviews
On June 8 and 9, 2006, the County conducted 25 interviews with several key
stakeholders. These interviews helped the County gain perspectives and insights into
the issues to be addressed during the General Plan Update process.
Community Workshops
Merced County held three series of community
workshops during the General Plan Update process.
Each series included a set of 15 workshops at
different locations throughout the county.
The first workshop series, held between July 2006 and
February 2007, helped kick off the General Plan
Update process. Over 350 people attended these
workshops in Hilmar, McSwain, Delhi, Snelling, Le
Grand, Santa Nella, Franklin/Beachwood, Winton, Planada, Dos Palos “Y”, South Dos
Palos/Midway, Los Banos, UC Merced, South Merced, and Ballico. The workshops
provided an opportunity for the public to offer their thoughts on what they like and
don't like about their communities and the County, and what important issues should be
addressed during the general plan update.
In September 2007 Merced County held the second set of General Plan workshops. Over
240 people attended these workshops. The County presented the contents of the Issues
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and Opportunities Report and asked participants to provide feedback on the report’s
findings. Participants also reviewed, discussed, and ranked four growth options: 1)
Unincorporated Communities; 2) New Towns; 3) Rural Residential; and 4) Incorporated
Cities.
The third and final workshop series was held in
November 2008. Approximately 200 people attended
these workshops. This series focused on the
Alternatives Report, which included four growth
alternatives. Participants were asked to rank the four
growth alternatives in order of preference and list
three reasons for selecting the top ranked alternative.
Participants were then asked to list any concerns they
had regarding the preferred alternative and list the
top three changes they would make to it.
The input gathered at the community workshops was
essential to the General Plan Update process.
Residents, business owners, and other community
members provided invaluable feedback that helped
shape the vision and direction of the County General
Plan.
Focus Groups
In May 2007, November 2007, and March 2011 the County hosted a series of Focus
Group meetings designed to provide policymakers, County Staff, and the General Plan
Consultants with feedback and direction on six key policy areas:







Open Space/Habitat
Agriculture
Water Resources
Circulation
Economic Development
Public Infrastructure

The Focus Groups were made up of members of the community and agency
representatives with expertise, background, or interest in the six policy areas. Members
were asked to comment on the accuracy of the Administrative Draft Background Report
and identify initial policy issues that need to be addressed during the General Plan
Update. The last set of Focus Group meetings involved a detailed review of the Public
Review Draft General Plan policies.
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Project Webpage
The County posted General Plan Update information, meetings schedules, and
documents on a webpage located on the County’s main website. This webpage provided
a one-stop location to get the latest information on the progress of the process. The
webpage provided up-to-date information on upcoming events and allowed residents to
download copies of meeting minutes/agendas and documents/reports.
Newsletters
During the General Plan Update, the County published three newsletters that provided
an overview of the progress being made and the direction being pursued. The
newsletters were posted on the General Plan Update webpage and distributed
throughout the community and at the community workshops.
Planning Commission and Board of Supervisors Joint Study Sessions
The County hosted eight joint study sessions with the Planning Commission and Board
of Supervisors throughout the Update process. These study sessions allowed the
Planning Commission and Board of Supervisors an opportunity to provide direction to
County staff and the General Plan Update consultants at key points in the process. They
also provided an opportunity for members of the public to provide direction verbal
comments to the County decision-makers in open public sessions.
Public Hearings
The County will hold formal public hearings with the Planning Commission and Board of
Supervisors to consider the General Plan and Environmental Impact Report (EIR).

WHAT IS THE RELATIONSHIP TO OTHER PLANNING
REGULATIONS AND DOCUMENTS?
There are several other local and regional plans that influence land use and other policy
decisions in Merced County.

California Assembly Bill 32
The General Plan has been designed to meet the requirements of AB 32, in particular
the requirement for local jurisdictions to address sustainability, greenhouse gas
emissions reduction, and climate change adaptation. These are addressed by policies
and programs throughout the General Plan, rather than in a single section. Each policy
and program in the General Plan that promotes sustainability or addresses climate
change is indicated with the  icon.
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County Community Plans
The County currently (2011) has 10 adopted community plans and the County is in the
process of updating several of them over the next four years. Community plans serve as
a bridge between the countywide goals, policies, and implementation programs in the
General Plan and the specific needs of each unincorporated community. Community
plans supplement the General plan to specifically address a community’s needs based
on its unique physical, demographic, and economic characteristics. Development within
Urban Communities must be consistent with both the General Plan and the Community
Plan. The Community plans are incorporated as Part III of the General Plan.

MCAG Blueprint Process
The Merced County Association of Governments (MCAG) participated in the San Joaquin
Valley Blueprint Planning Process, a joint effort of the Councils of Governments (COGs)
representing seven valley counties of Fresno, Kern, Kings, Merced, San Joaquin,
Stanislaus, and Tulare and the Madera County Transportation Commission (MTC). The
Blueprint process started in 2006 as a commitment from the Governor to support
efforts to protect and revitalize the San Joaquin Valley with the California Partnership
for the San Joaquin Valley. This was followed by regional cooperation by the seven COGs
and MTC to participate in an effort to plan for the future of the region through
2050. The goal of the Blueprint process was to develop a preferred future growth vision
for each county and the San Joaquin Valley.
MCAG carried out the local Blueprint planning effort, which included workshops and
analysis to develop a vision statement, values, and guiding principles and a preferred
growth scenario. The Merced County Blueprint is not part of the 2030 Merced County
General Plan; rather it is an advisory document that was used to help develop the plan.
MCAG does not have authority to develop a regional land use plan that is binding on the
actions of Merced County. However, the principles, tools, and implementation
strategies from the Blueprint have been used in this update process. Specifically, the
County’s policy to achieve an average residential density of 7.1 dwelling units per acre
was based on the effort to increase densities stressed in the Blueprint planning process.

MCAG Regional Transportation Impact Fee Study
Prepared in 2008 by MCAG, with assistance from member jurisdictions and
stakeholders, the Regional Transportation Impact Fee Study developed a comprehensive
plan for countywide improvements to the regional road network through the year 2030.
The objective of the study is to ensure that adequate transportation facilities will be
available to meet the projected needs of Merced County as it grows, and that the
facilities planned are consistent with the Regional Transportation Plan. The study
proposed a Regional Transportation Impact Fee (RTIF) that would be assessed on new
development throughout the county. The RTIF does not exist in a vacuum; however, a
variety of financing mechanisms will be needed to generate the funds to accomplish the
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required improvements. MCAG projects in 25 years, the RTIF would collect $206 million
of the $972 million necessary to construct thirteen improvement projects. Merced
County will coordinate road improvements needed to implement the 2030 General Plan
with MCAG and the RTIF.

City General Plans
Each city in Merced County has control over the land use and development decisions
within its city limits. In turn, each city has its own adopted general plan to guide these
decisions. The County is committed to coordinating and cooperating with the Cities in
those fringe areas which the Cities proposed for future annexations, but which are
located within the unincorporated territory under County jurisdiction.
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