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1 INTRODUCTION
1.1

BACKGROUND AND PURPOSE OF THE RECIRCULATED DRAFT PROGRAM
ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT REPORT

In November 2012, Merced County (County) published the 2030 Merced County General Plan
Update Draft Program Environmental Impact Report (Draft PEIR or DPEIR) that assessed the
potential environmental impacts of implementing the proposed 2030 General Plan), which consists
of a comprehensive update of the County’s current General Plan, including the continuation of
many existing policies, the modifications of others, and the addition of new policies.
The 2030 General Plan Planning Area (Planning Area) contains all land within the county outside of
the six incorporated cities (Atwater, Dos Palos, Gustine, Livingston, Los Banos, and Merced). The
county encompasses approximately 1.2655 million acres, of which 1.2 million acres or 95 percent is
unincorporated. Approximately 24,128 acres, or 1.9 percent of the total land area, lies within one 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 General
Plan.
The purpose of the proposed 2030 General Plan is to revise and replace the existing General Plan,
including all of the elements1, the Land Use and Circulation Diagrams, and other existing goals,
policies, and implementation plans as needed to reflect current law and the changing matters of
public interest and concern. The 2030 General Plan establishes and implements new goals and
policies for regulating development projects and for balancing population growth with infrastructure
availability, agricultural preservation, and natural resource protection. Other goals and policies are
directed to resource protection, ensuring the timely availability of public infrastructure and services,
and encouraging a well-balanced economy. The plan will also integrate new planning concepts
endorsed by the County Board of Supervisors, and translate the updated goals and policies into
implementation programs (such as amendments to the County’s code, zoning ordinance, and
subdivision regulations) to assure that the County’s vision is implemented.
The DPEIR was circulated for public review and comment for a period of 60 days that ended on
January 29, 2013. At the end of the review period, comments were received on the environmental
impact report (EIR). The County reviewed those comments to identify specific environmental
concerns and determine whether any additional environmental analysis would be required to
respond to issues raised in the comments. No issues raised by the comments on the DPEIR resulted
in the addition of significant new information to the EIR. However, during review of the public
comments, the County realized that the Draft PEIR assessed a version of the 2030 General Plan that
had inadvertently excluded an alternative policy regarding the minimum allowable parcel size in the
Foothill Pasture and Agricultural land use designations as set forth in Policy AG-2.13 of the
Agricultural Element of the 2030 General Plan. As presented in the Draft 2030 General Plan
released in November 2012 and as assessed in the Draft PEIR, Policy AG-2.13 reads:

1

Except for the Housing Element, which has already been revised and adopted in 2010 as a separate project in
accordance with state requirements. On June 22, 2010, a Negative Declaration and the updated Housing Element
were adopted by the Merced County Board of Supervisors. Because the Housing Element was updated and
adopted in 2010 as a separate project, it is not part of the 2030 General Plan project being evaluated in this PEIR.
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Policy AG-2.13: Minimum Agricultural Parcel Size Requirement
Require 40 acre minimum permitted parcel size in areas designated Agricultural to
discourage land divisions for rural residential purposes and maintain parcels large
enough for efficient commercial agriculture production. Require 160 acre minimum
permitted parcel size in areas designated Foothill Pasture and in grassland areas.
As directed by the Board of Supervisors, a second, alternative Policy AG-2.13a should have been
included in the Draft 2030 General Plan and assessed in the Draft PEIR to permit the Board to
choose between the two:
Policy AG-2.13a: Minimum Agricultural Parcel Size Requirement
Require 20 acre minimum permitted parcel size in areas designated Agricultural to
discourage land divisions for rural residential purposes and maintain parcels large
enough for efficient commercial agriculture production. Require 160 acre minimum
permitted parcel size in areas designated Foothill Pasture and in grassland areas.
Section 15088.5 of the California Environmental Quality Act Guidelines (State CEQA Guidelines)
requires lead agencies to recirculate information in an EIR when significant new information is
added to the EIR after public notice is given of the availability of the DEIR for review. Significant
new information requiring recirculation includes a disclosure showing that “changes to the project
or environmental setting” would:
•
•
•

Result in “a new significant environmental impact … from the project or from a new
mitigation measure proposed to be implemented”
Result in “a substantial increase in the severity of an environmental impact … unless
mitigation measures are adopted that reduce the impact to a level of insignificance,” or,
Show that “a feasible alternative or mitigation measure considerably different from those
previously identified would clearly lessen the environmental impacts of the project, but the
project’s proponents (the County) decline to adopt it”

Section 15088.5 requires recirculation of only the significant new information, rather than the entire
Draft PEIR.
Because the addition of Policy AG-2.13a would revise the description of the project assessed in the
PEIR, implementation of the revised 2030 General Plan could result in an increase in previously
identified impacts regarding agricultural resources. Therefore, the County has decided to recirculate
the Agricultural and Forestry Resources chapter of the Draft PEIR and related sections (e.g.,
Alternatives) for public review. These revised chapters are presented in this Recirculated Draft
PEIR (RDPEIR).
Additionally, the County’s review of comments received on the Draft PEIR has resulted in minor
corrections of the environmental setting, clarification of impact statements, and modification of
mitigation measures for the environmental topics of air quality, biological resources, and hazards and
hazardous materials. In all such cases, the changes merely clarify or expand upon the setting, impact
assessments, or mitigation measures presented in the Draft PEIR, and no substantial new
information is presented.
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As required by Section 15088 of the State CEQA Guidelines, Merced County will evaluate and
respond to all comments that have been received on the DPEIR and any new comments submitted
on the RDPEIR. All comments and responses will be included in the Final PEIR (FPEIR) prepared
for the 2030 General Plan.

1.2

CONTENT OF THE RDPEIR

Consistent with the requirements of Section 15088.5(c) of the State CEQA Guidelines, this
RDPEIR contains those sections of the DPEIR in which significant new information is provided
(e.g., Agricultural and Forestry Resources, and Hazards and Hazardous Materials). This information
is considered significant new information based on Section 15088.5(a) of the State CEQA
Guidelines; therefore, the Merced County is providing this information to the public for its review as
part of this RDPEIR.
In determining the content requirements of the RDPEIR, the Merced County performed a
comprehensive review of the comments received to date on the DPEIR, and evaluated whether the
responses to any comments would result in any other significant changes to the analysis presented in
the DPEIR. This review concluded that no issues were raised in comments on the DPEIR that
raised significant new information requiring recirculation. However, as noted above, there were
several DPEIR chapters where the County’s responses resulted in minor corrections to the
environmental setting, clarification of impact statements, or modification of mitigation measures.
Though recirculation of such changes is not required by State CEQA Guidelines Section 15088.5(b),
the County has chosen to provide these changes within this RDPEIR.
Therefore, the RDEIR consists of the following chapters and sections. All chapter and section
numbering is consistent with the chapter and section numbering outline in the DPEIR (released
November 2012). Changes to the DEIR text are identified by grey shading for additions and double
strikethrough (strikethrough) for deletions. As set forth in the DPEIR, single strikethrough and
underlines in mitigation measures presented in the Draft PEIR identify changes or additions to the
proposed policies and implementation programs of the 2030 General Plan. This
strikeout/underlining scheme within mitigation measures is maintained in this RDPEIR.
Chapter 1, Introduction: Chapter 1 describes the purpose and organization of the RDEIR.
Chapter 3, Project Description: Chapter 3 describes the project location, background, proposed
actions by the applicants, lead agency, trustee and responsible agency actions, project characteristics,
and project objectives. This chapter also describes project construction and regulatory requirements.
Except for the addition of an alternative policy, AG-2.13a, no changes to the project description
have occurred since publication of the DPEIR (November 2013).
Chapter 6, Agricultural and Forestry Resources: This chapter provides an analysis of the 2030
General Plan’s potential impacts to agricultural and forestry resources. This chapter identifies an
increase in the severity of the impact of 2030 General Plan on continued agricultural viability based
on minimum parcel sizes.
Chapter 7, Air Resources: This chapter evaluates the potential effects of implementing the 2030
General Plan on criteria air emissions and hazardous air pollutants. The chapter is revised to modify
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a previously identified mitigation measure. No new significant impacts are identified, nor is the
significance of any previously identified impact modified.
Chapter 8, Biological Resources: This chapter evaluates the potential effects of implementing the
2030 General Plan on biological resources. The chapter is revised to make minor corrections to the
environmental setting, clarify impact statements, and modify mitigation measures. No new
significant impact is identified, nor is the significance of any previously identified impact modified.
Chapter 12, Hazards and Hazardous Materials: This chapter evaluates the potential effects of
implementing the 2030 General Plan on the exposure of persons or the environment to
environmental hazards. The chapter is revised to make revisions to two existing impact statements
regarding the accidental release of hazardous substances based on information submitted in a
comment on the Draft PEIR. No new significant impact is identified, nor is the significance of any
previously identified impact modified.
Chapter 21, Alternatives: This chapter evaluates whether several alternatives to the proposed 2030
General Plan would reduce or avoid the significant and unavoidable environmental impacts
identified in Chapters 5 through 20 of the Draft PEIR for the proposed 2030 General Plan. This
chapter is revised to make minor corrections to reflect the changed impacts identified in Chapter 6
in this RDPEIR. The conclusions regarding the relative effectiveness of the identified alternative
projects in mitigating the potential impacts of the 2030 General Plan as set forth in the Draft PEIR
are unchanged by these revisions.

1.3

RELATIONSHIP TO THE DRAFT PEIR AND REVIEW PROCESS

Consistent with the requirements of Section 15087 of the State CEQA Guidelines, this RDPEIR is
being made available on July 26, 2013 for public review for a period of 45 days. The public-review
period ends on September 10, 2013. During this period, the general public, agencies, and
organizations may submit written comments on the RDPEIR to Merced County, the lead agency.
Pursuant to the procedures set forth in Section 15088.5(f)(2) of the State CEQA Guidelines,
reviewers are requested to limit their comments to the materials contained in this RDPEIR.
As required under Sections 15087 and 15088.5(d) of the State CEQA Guidelines, Merced County
has sent a notice of availability to all those who submitted comments on the Draft PEIR, to all
organizations and members of the public who were on the County’s distribution list for the DPEIR,
and to any additional persons or organizations that have requested information about the EIR since
the publication of the Draft PEIR.
Copies of this RDPEIR are available for download from the 2030 General Plan website at:
http://www.co.merced.ca.us/index.aspx?NID=1971.
Printed copies of the RDPEIR may be obtained or viewed during standard business hours (8:30 a.m.
to 4:30 p.m.), Monday through Friday, at the Merced County Community and Economic
Development Department, 2222 M Street, Merced, California 95340.
Written and emailed comments from the public and interested and responsible agencies may be
submitted at any time during the comment period. Written and emailed comments should be
submitted to:

2030 Merced County General Plan
Recirculated Draft PEIR

1-4

Merced County
July 2013

Introduction

Bill Nicholson
Merced County
Community and Economic Development Department
2222 ‘M’ Street, Merced, CA 95340
(209) 385-7654
bnicholson@co.merced.ca.us
For emailed comments, please include the phrase, “2030 General Plan PEIR” in the subject line.
After the close of the comment period, the County will respond in writing to all comments
submitted during the comment period on the Draft PEIR and the RDPEIR. The Draft PEIR, the
RDPEIR, the comments and responses, including any revisions of the Draft PEIR or RDPEIR
contained therein, together with a Mitigation Monitoring and Reporting Program (MMRP), will
constitute the Final PEIR that the County will evaluate for certification, based on review and
consideration of the Draft PEIR and RDPEIR and other evidence presented in the public record.
County staff will make recommendations to the Planning Commission and to the Board of
Supervisors. The Board of Supervisors will review the PEIR2 for adequacy and consider it for
certification, pursuant to the requirements of Section 15090 of the State CEQA Guidelines.
Prior to certification of the PEIR, the County will prepare written findings of fact for each
significant environmental impact identified in the PEIR, which in turn must be supported by
substantial evidence in the administrative record. For each significant impact, the County must:
•
•
•

determine that changes in the project have been made to substantially reduce the magnitude
of the impact;
determine that the changes to the project are within another agency’s jurisdiction, and have
been or should be adopted; or,
find that specific economic, social, legal, technical, or other considerations make mitigation
measures or alternatives infeasible (State CEQA Guidelines Section 15091(a)).

After considering the PEIR in conjunction with making findings, if the project would result in
significant environmental impacts after imposition of feasible mitigation measures, the County may
approve the project if the benefits of the project outweigh the unavoidable environmental effects.
Under these circumstances, a Statement of Overriding Considerations would be prepared explaining
why the County is willing to accept each significant effect (State CEQA Guidelines Section
15093(c)).
CEQA requires that when a public agency makes findings based on a PEIR, the public agency must
adopt a Mitigation Monitoring and Reporting Program (MMRP) based on those measures that the
agency has adopted or made a condition of project approval in order to mitigate or avoid significant
effects on the environment (California Public Resources Code [PRC] Section 21081.6). The
reporting or monitoring plan must be designed to ensure compliance with the adopted measures
during project implementation (PRC Section 21081.6). The MMRP for this project will be prepared
and circulated under separate cover for consideration by the County in conjunction with certification
of the PEIR.
2

The PEIR to be considered by the Board for certification will consist of the Draft PEIR, Recirculated Draft PEIR,
and Final PEIR.
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2 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
2.1 PROJECT SUMMARY
The project would include all actions necessary to update the 2000 Merced County General Plan
(2000 Plan), including reorganizing and updating the existing Plan’s eight chapters, which together
address the seven mandatory General Plan elements required by state planning laws. The 2030
Merced County General Plan (2030 General Plan) project would include three additional chapters
on economic development, air quality, and water, as well as revised Land Use and Circulation
Diagrams. The 2030 General Plan Housing Element was previously updated in 2010 in compliance
with state deadlines (see Chapter 3, Project Description). The 2030 General Plan is a legal document
that serves as Merced County’s “blueprint” or “constitution” for all future land use, development,
preservation, and resource conservation decisions.

2.2 SUMMARY OF PROJECT ALTERNATIVES
Section 15126.6 of the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) Guidelines requires that an
Environmental Impact Report (EIR) describe and comparatively evaluate a range of reasonable
alternatives to a project that would feasibly attain most of the basic objectives of the project, but would
avoid or substantially lessen any of the significant effects of the project. Thus, the range of alternatives
evaluated in the following analysis is dictated by the range of significant impacts identified in this
November 2012 Draft Program EIR (PEIR), and evaluated alternatives are limited to those that would
reduce or eliminate identified environmental impacts. As discussed in this Draft PEIR (Chapter 21,
Alternatives Analysis), there are 23 secondary or indirect impacts of implementing the 2030 General Plan
project that would lead to significant adverse and unavoidable impacts. Four alternatives were selected
to illustrate potential alternatives to the 2030 General Plan project.
•
•
•
•

Alternative 1 – No Project Alternative
Alternative 2 – City-Centered Growth
Alternative 3 – No New Urban Communities
Alternative 4 – Dairy Digester Requirement

Based on the comparative evaluation contained in the Draft PEIR, Alternative 3 (No New Urban
Communities Alternative) would reduce the magnitude of the most impacts as an action alternative.
Alternative 3 would be the environmentally superior alternative.

2.3 AREAS OF CONTROVERSY/ISSUES TO BE RESOLVED
The potential areas of controversy and issues to be resolved through the Draft PEIR process were
identified in the Notice of Preparation (NOP) (See Appendix A, Notice of Preparation). These areas are
summarized as follows:
Environmental Topic
Aesthetics/Visual Resources
Agriculture/Forestry
Air Quality
Biological Resources
Cultural Resources
Geology, Soils, and Minerals
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Draft PEIR Chapter Where Evaluated
Chapter 5, Aesthetics and Visual Resources
Chapter 6, Agricultural and Forestry Resources
Chapter 7, Air Resources
Chapter 8, Biological Resources
Chapter 9, Historical and Cultural Resources
Chapter 10, Geology, Soils, and Mineral Resources
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Environmental Topic
Global Climate Change
Hazards and Hazardous Materials
Hydrology and Water Resources
Land Use/Planning
Noise
Population and Housing
Public Services
Recreation
Transportation/Circulation
Utilities and Service Systems
Cumulative Impacts
Growth Inducement and other CEQA topics

Draft PEIR Chapter Where Evaluated
Chapter 11, Global Climate Change
Chapter 12, Hazards and Hazardous Materials
Chapter 13, Hydrology and Water Resources
Chapter 14, Land Use
Chapter 15, Noise
Chapter 16, Population and Housing
Chapter 17, Public Services
Chapter 18, Recreation
Chapter 19, Transportation
Chapter 20, Utilities and Service Systems
Chapter 22, Other CEQA Considerations
Chapter 16, Population and Housing
Chapter 22, Other CEQA Considerations

In addition, responses received from public agencies and the public during circulation of the NOP (see
Appendix B, Comments on the Notice of Preparation) raised the following major concerns. Each concern is
followed by a notation of the Draft PEIR section where the topic of the comment is addressed.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Flood hazards (PEIR Chapter 13, Hydrology and Water Resources)
Stream channels and riparian lands (PEIR Chapters 8, Biological Resources, 10, Geology, Soils, and
Mineral Resources, and 13, Hydrology and Water Resources)
Erosion (PEIR Chapter 10, Geology, Soils, and Mineral Resources)
Open Space (PEIR Chapters 5, Aesthetics and Visual Resources, and 6, Agricultural and Forestry Resources)
Seismic and geologic hazards (PEIR Chapter 10, Geology, Soils, and Mineral Resources)
Emergency evacuation (PEIR Chapters 12, Hazards and Hazardous Materials, and 19,
Transportation)
Airport land use (PEIR Chapter 19, Transportation)
Wildland fire hazards (PEIR Chapter 12, Hazards and Hazardous Materials)
Archaeological and historic resources (PEIR Chapter 9, Historical and Cultural Resources)
Rail Crossings (PEIR Chapter 19, Transportation)
Land Use (PEIR Chapter 14, Land Use)
Air quality (PEIR Chapter 7, Air Resources)
Climate Change (PEIR Chapter, 11, Global Climate Change)
Agricultural land preservation (PEIR Chapter 6, Agricultural and Forestry Resources)
Agricultural/urban interface (PEIR Chapter 6, Agricultural and Forestry Resources)
Minor Subdivisions and scattered rural development (PEIR Chapter 6, Agricultural and Forestry Resources)
Hazardous materials (PEIR Chapter 12, Hazards and Hazardous Materials)
Vehicle traffic (PEIR Chapter 19, Transportation)
Wastewater treatment capacity (PEIR Chapter 20, Utilities and Service Systems)
Water supply (PEIR Chapter 20, Utilities and Service Systems)
Stormwater runoff and water quality (PEIR Chapter 13, Hydrology and Water Resources)
Biological Resources (PEIR Chapter 8, Biological Resources)

2.4 SUMMARY OF ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS AND MITIGATION MEASURES
Table 2-1 presents a summary of project impacts and proposed mitigation measures that would
avoid or minimize potential impacts. The level of significance for each environmental impact both
before and after mitigation is indicated. For a detailed discussion of the impacts and mitigation
measures of the 2030 General Plan, see Chapters 5 through 20 of the Draft PEIR.
2030 Merced County General Plan
Recirculated Draft PEIR
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Table 2-1

Summary of Impacts and Mitigation Measures
Environmental Impact

Aesthetics and Visual Resources
Impact AES-1: Substantially damage scenic
resources, including, but not limited to, trees, rock
outcroppings, and historic buildings within a state
scenic highway.
Impact AES-2: Substantially degrade the existing
visual character or quality of scenic resources or vistas.
Impact AES-3: Create a new source of substantial
light or glare which would adversely affect day or
nighttime views in the county.

Agriculture and Forestry
Impact AG-1: Convert Important Farmland as
shown on the maps prepared pursuant to the
Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program of the
California Resources Agency, to non-agriculture use
– Development of Urban and Other NonAgricultural Uses..

LS=Less than Significant

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

LS

Mitigation Measure AES-1:
None required.

LS

LS

Mitigation Measure AES-2:
None required.

LS

PS

Mitigation Measure AES-3: Amend Policy NR-4.5 as follows:
The County shall develop and implement a lighting ordinance to
require good lighting practices, such as the use of specific light
fixtures that reduce light pollution, minimize light impacts, and
preserve views of the night sky. The ordinance shall contain
standards to avoid light trespass, particularly from developed uses, to
sensitive wildlife corridors and refuges.

LS

PS

Mitigation Measure AG-1a: Amend Policy AG-2.2 as follows:
Protect productive agricultural areas from conversion to non-agricultural
residential uses by establishing and implementing an agricultural
mitigation program in cooperation with the six cities in Merced County,
with consistent standards for county and city governments, that matches
acres converted with farmland acres of similar quality to those converted
preserved at a 1:1 ratio. Coordinate with the six cities in Merced County
and the Merced Local Agency Formation Commission (LAFCo),
consistent with LAFCo’s statutory mission to preserve agricultural land
and open space, to establish consistent standards and mitigation for the
loss of farmland. In addition, the Land Evaluation and Site Assessment
Model (LESA model) may be used to determine whether the conservation
land is of equal or greater value than the land being converted. The
County shall may exempt commercial, industrial, and the non-residential
portions of mixed-use projects within Urban Communities and Highway
Interchange Centers from this mitigation requirement.
PS=Potentially Significant
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Environmental Impact

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure AG-1b: Add the following program:
Implementation Program AG-J: Agricultural Conservation
Easement Program
In conjunction with the Agricultural Land Mitigation Program
(Policies AG-2.2, AG-2.4, and AG-2.8, and Program AG-B), the
County shall develop an Agricultural Conservation Easement
Program in coordination with an appropriate a qualified third-party
trustees to protect and preserve important farmlands. When the
specific parcels have been identified under the Agricultural Land
Mitigation Program to match the acres to be converted, the County
shall facilitate require the granting or sale purchase of agricultural
conservation easements to an through a program administered by the
appropriate to a qualified third-party trustee (i.e., a land trust). The
program shall require that project applicants dedicate easements or
make payments of an in-lieu fee that is are sufficient to purchase
parcels located in Merced County to be placed under an agriculture
conservation easement, farmland deed restriction, or other farmland
conservation mechanism to compensate for the loss of productive
farmland to developed uses. Consistent with Policy AG-2.2, the inlieu fee or other conservation mechanism shall recognize the
importance of land value, and shall require equivalent mitigation.
Where the payment is through in-lieu fees to purchase mitigation
land, such funds shall be collected by the County and transferred to
the appropriate third-party trustee, which shall arrange for the
purchase of conservation easements deposited into an escrow account
for the purchase and sale of the conservation easement. Where the
conservation easement is to be dedicated by the project applicant, the
easement deed shall be turned over to an granted to the appropriate
qualified third-party trustee for on-going management. In addition to
easement funding or dedication, an endowment additional fees shall
be provided to ensure that on-going management and monitoring is
performed, consistent with practices of the third-party trustee.
Prior to issuance of a building permit, or recordation of a final
subdivision map, which ever occurs first, the project proponent shall
provide written evidence to the County of completion of one or more
LS=Less than Significant

PS=Potentially Significant
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Environmental Impact

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

of the aforementioned measures to mitigate for the loss of agricultural
land at a ratio of 1:1 before conversion. Mitigation lands shall meet
the definition of Prime Farmland, Farmland of Statewide Importance,
and/or Unique Farmland, and be of similar agricultural quality or
higher, as established by the California Department of Conservation.
Mitigation Measure AG-1c: Amend Policy NR-3.13 as follows:
Require mining projects to obtain agricultural conservation easements
on farmland of similar quality to the farmland converted at a minimum
of 1:1 ratio for each acre of productive agricultural land converted as a
result of mining and not returned to agricultural production.
Mitigation Measure AG-1d: Amend Policy AG-3.11, Solar and Wind
Energy Production Facilities, as follows:
Encourage the installation of solar and wind energy production
facilities in agricultural areas so long as they do not result in a tax
burden to the County, do not result in permanent water transfers off
of productive agricultural land, or do not require cancellation of
Williamson Act contracts, and do not conflict with sensitive habitats
or other biological resources. In addition, approval of such these
facilities should include shall require dedications of agricultural land
and habitat mitigation when impacts to these resources have been
determined to be significant pursuant to CEQA, and measures to
control erosion, and assurances for financing decommissioning
activities.
Mitigation Measure AG-1e: Amend Policy NR-2.3, Biomass-to-Energy
Production, as follows:
Encourage the use of biomass facilities to capture untapped local
energy sources from dairies, farmland, and other industrial sources,
provided that such uses do not interfere with agricultural practices, or
conflict with sensitive habitats or other biological resources consistent
with Policies AG-3.11 and LU-2.7.

LS=Less than Significant

PS=Potentially Significant
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Environmental Impact

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Impact AG-2: Conflict with existing zoning for
agriculture use, or the provisions of Williamson Act
contracts.

PS

Mitigation Measure AG-2a: Amend Policy AG-2.5 as follows:
Modify the Agricultural Preserve Rules and Procedures to reduce the
Williamson Act minimum required parcel size to 10 acres, consistent
with State law. For parcels not operated as part of a larger farming
operation, eEncourage larger parcel size minimums (40 or more acres)
and/or evidence of commercial agricultural use for entering new
Williamson Act contracts.
Mitigation Measure AG-2b: Amend Policy AG-2.6 as follows:
rRemove (non-renew) current Williamson Act contracts on
small parcels not devoted to commercial agriculture and not
operated as part of a larger farming operation.
Mitigation Measure AG-2c: Delete Policy AG-2.7: Merced County
Agricultural Preserve Consolidation, and adopt the following alternative
policy as set forth in Table 6-9:
Policy AG-2.7: Modify Merced County Agricultural Preserve
Rules
Modify the Agricultural Preserve Rules and Procedures to allow
parcels smaller than 10 acres for a limited number of circumstances
authorized as exceptions in the County Zoning Code and consistent
with State law.

Impact AG-3: Involve other land use changes that
would result in conversion of farmland to nonagricultural uses from urban development.

PS

Mitigation Measure AG-3a:
Implement Mitigation Measure AG-1a, Amend Policy AG-2.2:
Agricultural Land Mitigation; Mitigation Measure AG-1b, create an
Agricultural Conservation Easement Program; and Mitigation Measure
AG-1c, Amend Policy NR-3.13: Agricultural Land Disturbance;
Mitigation Measure AG-1d, Amend Policy AG-3.11 Solar and Wind
Energy Production Facilities; and Mitigation Measure AG-1e, Amend
Policy NR-2.3, Biomass-to-Energy Production.

LS

SU

Mitigation Measure AG-3b: Amend Policy AG-3.4 as follows:
Require a minimum 200-foot buffer between new residential
development within designated urban areas and existing agricultural
operations, and establish design/maintenance guidelines for
developers and property owners.
LS=Less than Significant

PS=Potentially Significant
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Environmental Impact

Impact AG-4: Conflict with zoning for forest land
or timberland, result in the loss of forest land or
cause other changes that could convert forest land to
non-forest uses.
Impact AG-5: Involve other land use changes that
would result in conversion of farmland to nonagricultural uses due to the Minor Subdivision of
Rural Parcels.

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

LS

PS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure AG-3c: Amend Policy LU-3.4 as follows:
Prohibit the creation of any new, or the expansion of any existing,
Rural Residential Centers in the unincorporated county.
Mitigation Measure AG-4:
None required.
Mitigation Measure AG-5a: Amend Policy AG-3.1 as follows:
Continue to implement the Right-to-Farm Ordinance to define and
limit instances where agricultural operations may be considered a
nuisance to surrounding rural residential, residential or urban
development.

LS

SU

Mitigation Measure AG-5b: Amend Policy AG-3.2 as follows:
In consultation with the MCAC, rRequire buffers between proposed
non-agricultural uses and adjacent productive agricultural operations
to protect farms, dairies, and agricultural-related production facilities
from conflicts with non-agricultural uses, specifically rural residences
and urban area residential development.
Mitigation Measure AG-5c: Amend Policy AG-3.3 as follows:
In consultation with the MCAC, eEstablish agricultural buffer
standards based on the type of agricultural operation, and historic
cropping and pesticide application patterns, to be applied to rural
residences and urban area residential development proposals adjacent
to productive agricultural land and agricultural-related facilities.
Mitigation Measure AG-5d: Amend Policy LU-2.4 as follows:
Limit Except as otherwise provided by law, limit ancillary uses in
Agricultural and Foothill Pasture areas to include secondary singlefamily residences, farm worker housing, agricultural tourism related
uses, and agricultural support services, provided that such uses do not
interfere with historic agricultural practices or result in adverse health
risks, or conflict with sensitive habitats or other biological resources.

LS=Less than Significant

PS=Potentially Significant
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Environmental Impact

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure AG-5e: Add the following policy:
Policy AG-3.12: Subdivision and Residential Uses in
Agricultural Areas
Revise the Merced County Zoning Code, Section 18.02.02, Table 4, to
allow for two classes of minor subdivisions within the A-1, A-1-40,
and A-2 zones: one that would conditionally waive the right by
recorded instrument to construct residences on the resulting parcels;
and one that would permit the construction of residences on the
resulting parcels subject to a conditional use permit.
Mitigation Measure AG-5f: Add the following program:
Program AG-K: MCAC Consultation to Establish Residential
Setbacks
Establish a process to consult with the Merced County Agricultural
Commissioner during the discretionary review of minor subdivisions
or other urban development where the right to construct residences
has not been waived within or adjacent to agriculturally zoned areas to
determine the historic cropping and pesticide application patterns on
the affected parcel and adjacent parcels. Establish residential setbacks
from onsite and adjacent farming operations sufficient to minimize
health risks and maintain historic farming practices and cropping
patterns, including the application of pesticides.
Mitigation Measure AG-5g: Add the following program:
Program AG-L: Program to Permit the Construction of
Residences on Non-Residential Minor Subdivisions
Establish a process to consider permitting the construction of
residences consistent with the requirements of Section 18.02.020 A of
the Merced County Code for parcels within subdivisions where the
right to construct residences has previously been waived. The process
shall include provisions to consult with the MCAC and establish any
required residential setbacks as set forth in Program AG-K.
Mitigation Measure AG-5h:
Implement Mitigation Measures AQ-3a and AQ-5b.

LS=Less than Significant

PS=Potentially Significant
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Environmental Impact

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

Impact AG-6: Involve other land use changes that
would result in conversion of farmland to nonagricultural uses due to the Minor Subdivision of
Rural Parcels and resultant changes in water use.

LS

Impact AG-7: Involve other land use changes that
would result in conversion of farmland to nonagricultural uses due to inadequate parcel sizes.

LS

Air Resources
Impact AQ-1: Increase in construction emissions
associated with General Plan buildout.
Impact AQ-2: Increase in operational emissions of
ROG, NOX, CO, and SOX associated with General
Plan buildout.
Impact AQ-3: Increase in operational emissions of
PM10 and PM2.5 associated with General Plan
buildout.

LS=Less than Significant

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure AG-6:
None required.

LS

Mitigation Measure AG-7:
None available required.

LS

LS

Mitigation Measure AQ-1:
None required.

LS

LS

Mitigation Measure AQ-2:
None required.

LS

PS

PS

Mitigation Measure AQ-3a: Amend Policy AQ-2.2, Development
Review Process, as follows:
Use the development review process to achieve measurable
reductions in criteria pollutant, toxic air contaminants, and
greenhouse gas emissions.
Mitigation Measure AQ-3b: Add the following policy:
Policy AQ-6.6: Prohibition on Wood Stoves
Prohibit wood stoves and wood burning heaters in all newly
constructed residences in unincorporated Merced County that have
access to natural gas. Natural gas stoves have substantially lower
PM10 and PM2.5 emissions as compared to wood stoves.

PS=Potentially Significant
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Environmental Impact

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure AQ-3c: Add the following policy:
Policy AQ-6.7: Stove Replacement
Require owners of residences with existing wood stoves, or wood
burning heaters or fireplaces to remove such wood appliances,
upgrade existing stoves to meet EPA certified Phase II emission
standards, or replace existing wood stoves with natural gas fired
stoves upon sale or major reconstruction of the residence as defined
for non-conforming structures in the Merced County Zoning Code if
the residence has access to natural gas. Merced County shall establish
a program to collect and destroy any existing wood stoves that have
been removed by residents.
Mitigation Measure AQ-3d: Add the following policy:
AQ-6.8: Voluntary Emissions Reduction Agreement
Require all project applicants, where project emissions have been
evaluated to exceed SJVAPCD significance thresholds, to consult
with the SJVAPCD regarding the establishment of a Voluntary
Emissions Reduction Agreement between the applicant and the
SJVAPCD. Support the SJVAPCD in its efforts to fund the
Emission Reduction Incentive Program.
Impact AQ-4: Increase in carbon monoxide
concentrations at congested intersections.
Impact AQ-5: Increase in health risks associated
with locating sensitive receptors near high volume
roads.

LS=Less than Significant

LS
PS

Mitigation Measure AQ-4:
None required.

LS

Mitigation Measure AQ-5a:
Implement Mitigation Measure AQ-3a.

LS

PS=Potentially Significant
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Environmental Impact

Impact AQ-6: Increase in health risks associated
with locating sensitive receptors near sources of
odors and/or toxic air contaminants emitted by
industrial, commercial, and agricultural land uses.
Biological Resources
Impact BIO-1: Adverse effects to special status
species and sensitive habitats due to the conversion
of farmlands and open space.

LS=Less than Significant

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure AQ-5b: Amend Policy AQ-5.1, Residential Buffers,
as follows:
Require effective buffers between residential and other sensitive land
uses, and non-residential land uses that generate hazardous air
emissions such as highways (e.g., I-5 and SR-99), trucking centers,
gasoline dispensing facilities, and dry cleaners. Effective buffers shall
be determined by requiring consultation with the SJVAPCD for any
project that may have a health risk impact, including those projects
that would otherwise appear to be exempt from CEQA requirements.
Mitigation Measure AQ-6:
None required.

LS

PS

Mitigation Measure BIO-1a: Add the following policy:
Policy NR-1.21: Special Status Species Surveys and Mitigation
Incorporate the survey standards and mitigation requirements of state
and federal resource management agencies for use in the County’s
review processes for both private and public projects.

PS=Potentially Significant
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Environmental Impact

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure BIO-1b: Add the following program:
Program NR-E: Biological Resources Review Requirements
County biological resources review requirements should identify state
and federal biological significance thresholds and species-specific
survey guidelines, and should include types of survey reports,
surveyor qualifications, countywide habitat classifications, foraging
crop habitat values, approved mitigation banks, and procedures to
facilitate pre-consultation with state and federal agencies. State and
federal mitigation standards should be considered as minimum
County standards.
Submit results of biological resources assessments, surveys and
proposed mitigation measures to the appropriate state and federal
agency as early in the review process as practicable, to expedite and
ensure regulatory consistency among local, regional, state, and federal
agencies with jurisdiction over such resources.
Mitigation Measure BIO-1c: Add the following program:
Program NR-F: Ongoing Inventory of Open Space Resources
The County shall maintain an open space and conservation inventory
to delineate those areas that have significant open space or
conservation value. Those areas include agricultural lands, native
pasture lands, parks and recreation areas, historic resources, scenic
highways, wetland, wildlife and vegetation habitat resources, mineral
and energy resource areas, fire hazard areas, geologic and flood
hazard areas, noise impacted areas and other resource and hazard
areas.

LS=Less than Significant
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Environmental Impact

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure BIO-1d: Add the following program:
Program NR-G: Open Space Development Review System
(OSDRS)
The Open Space Development Review System (OSDRS) is one of the
primary implementing tools of the County’s Open Space Action Plan.
Through such a review system, daily planning and permit approval
decisions should reflect and implement the adopted policies and
development standards of the 2030 General Plan.
Other federal, state and local agencies also have responsibility for the
protection, maintenance and development of Open Space resources.
The referral of projects, consultation with appropriate responsible and
trustee agencies is part of the program.
The system is intended for utilization both by developers in the
design and building of projects, and by planners and decision makers
in review of projects for conformance with County policy. The
system is basically a process for assessing the appropriateness of
proposed developments, including their compatibility with
surrounding environmental constraints and resources. The general
review system will be organized in a (4) five step process. This
process will be implemented in conformance with the Sensitive
Habitat Guidelines developed under Implementation Program NR-D
of this Element.
Whether or not a development is determined consistent with the
Open Space Action Plan (OSAP), it will be determined by the
OSDRS process. This system of review will be required of all projects
for which a building permit or other entitlement is necessary occurs
such as a land division or use permit, as well as during policy and
ordinance amendment. The Community and Economic Development
Department has developed a four five-step process consisting of:
1. Basic Land Use Category, Service Determination and Zoning
Zone Code Consistency and Community Service Availability
Determination
2. Community Services Availability Determination Open Space
Inventory Map and Data Base Review
LS=Less than Significant

PS=Potentially Significant
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Environmental Impact

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

3.

Demonstration by the permit applicant of consultation with the
California Department of Fish and Wildlife, the Central Valley
Regional Water Quality Control Board, the State Water
Resources Control Board, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service,
National Marine Fisheries Service, and/or the Army Corps of
Engineers, and any water purveyor serving the project area, as
appropriate, to evaluate resources that could be affected by the
proposed action; and proof of issuance of permits by these
agencies, as required
4. Environmental Determination
5. Land Use and Sensitive Resource Compatibility Determination
Mitigation Measure BIO-1e: Add the following program:
Program NR-H: Open Space Acquisition Consideration as Part
of the County Annual Capital Improvement Program
The County annually prepares a Capital Improvement Program (CIP)
as part of the budgetary process. Under the Government Code, the
Planning Commission is required to determine if the CIP is consistent
with the County General Plan, including the Open Space related
policies. As a component of this process, acquisition of open space
lands and resources will be considered.
The final approval of the CIP is by the Board of Supervisors.
Mitigation Measure BIO-1f: Add the following policy:
Policy NR-3.14: Residual Mercury Survey and Mitigation
Requirement
Require the evaluation of existing mercury deposits within dredge
tailings for mining, urban development, and infrastructure projects
located in the historic dredger tailings along the Merced River or
elsewhere in the county, and identify adequate mitigation necessary to
prevent the migration of mercury-containing sediments or fines to the
Merced River or its tributary waterways, or result in the
contamination of adjacent properties as a result of the construction
process by severing all exposure pathways that could result in the
release of mercury into the aquatic environment.
LS=Less than Significant
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Environmental Impact

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure BIO-1g: Add the following program:
Program NR-I: Agricultural Education Program
In a coordinated effort between the County Community and
Economic Development Department and the County Agricultural
Commissioner, the County shall produce a brochure or publication
outlining the responsibilities of landowners in managing and
preserving sensitive environmental resources on their properties. The
brochure shall set forth state and federal regulatory requirements and
permitting procedures, state and federal agency contact information,
and statutory penalties for noncompliance, including the loss of
commodity support and other assistance offered through the USDA.
The brochures will be made available at the offices of the County
departments cited above, the County Building Division counter,
posted on the County’s website, and provided to the various Resource
Conservation Districts throughout the county for additional
distribution.
Mitigation Measure BIO-1h: Amend Policy LU-2.7, Rural Energy
Production, as follows:
Allow the development of ethanol production, co-generation, solar,
and wind facilities in Agricultural and Foothill Pasture areas that
produce renewable energy, support agricultural-related industries,
and/or use agricultural waste, provided that such uses do not interfere
with agricultural practices or conflict with sensitive habitats or other
biological resources.
Mitigation Measure BIO-1i: Amend Policy NR-2.4, Solar Power, as
follows:
Encourage on-site solar power use in residential, commercial, and
industrial buildings, and utility-scale solar power projects in rural
locations that do not harm long-term agricultural productivity and
habitat values consistent with Policies AG-3.11 and LU-2.7.

LS=Less than Significant
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Environmental Impact

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
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Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
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SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure BIO-1j: Amend Program NR-C, GIS Mapping, as
follows:
Update the existing Geographical Information System to include
current protected or designated habitat spatial information, including
wildlife refuges, Grasslands Focus Area (GFA) and Grasslands
Ecological Area (GEA) boundaries, mitigation banks, Williamson Act
parcels, Habitat Connectivity Corridors, priority riparian corridors,
and habitat preserves.
Mitigation Measure BIO-1k: Amend Program NR-D, Sensitive Habitat
Guidelines, as follows:
Prepare and adopt guidelines and thresholds of significance pursuant
to State CEQA Guidelines Section 15064.7 for evaluating project
impacts to identified sensitive habitat, including a significance
criterion for potential effects to habitat values within Grasslands
Ecological Area (GEA) boundaries. The guidelines shall be made
available for public comment prior to final adoption.
For discretionary projects within the boundaries of the GEA, the
guidelines shall require the preparation of an appropriate project-level
CEQA document with a review and evaluation of biological
resources impacts at a level of detail commensurate with the
proposed project’s effects to such resources in addition to
implementation of the Open Space Development Review System.
For non-discretionary or ministerial projects within the GEA or GFA
boundaries, the Guidelines shall require the County to implement the
Open Space Development Review System, including referral to
GRRWG as appropriate. The guidelines shall recommend measures
such as buffers, clustered development, project design alterations,
and transferable development rights, sufficient to protect sensitive
habitats from encroachment.
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Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure BIO-1l: Amend Policy LU-4.7, Wildlife Refuge
Wetland Habitat Area Separation, as follows:
Do not allow rural commercial and industrial uses, secondary
residences, and ancillary agricultural uses within a half mile of either
State or Federal wildlife refuges, or managed wetlands with the
Grasslands Ecological Area when it is determined by the County that
there could be an unmitigated impact to natural resources or habitat.
Mitigation Measure BIO-1m: Add the following policy:
Policy LU-1.13, Wetland Habitat Area Separation
Do not allow rural commercial and industrial uses, secondary
residences, and ancillary agricultural uses within a half mile of either
State or Federal wildlife refuges, or managed wetlands with the
Grasslands Ecological Area when it is determined by the County that
there could be an unmitigated impact to natural resources or habitat.
Mitigation Measure BIO-1n: Add the following policy:
Policy LU-10.14: Consultation with Grassland Resources
Regional Working Group
Consult with the Grasslands Resources Regional Working Group
during project review and conservation planning efforts for projects
within the boundaries of the Grasslands Focus Area.
Mitigation Measure BIO-1o: Amend Policy NR-1.7, Agricultural
Practices, as follows:
Encourage agricultural, commercial, and industrial uses and other
related activities to coordinate consult with environmental groups in
order to minimize adverse effects to important or sensitive biological
resources.
Mitigation Measure BIO-1p: Amend Policy NR-1.17, Agency
Coordination Consultation, as follows:
Coordinate Consult with private, local, State, and Federal agencies to
assist in the protection of biological resources and prevention of
degradation, encroachment, or loss of resources managed by these
agencies.
LS=Less than Significant
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Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure BIO-1q: Amend Policy NR-3.9, Riparian and
Critical Habitat Protection, as follows:
Protect or mitigate, in compliance with local, State, and Federal
requirements, areas of riparian vegetation along rivers, streams, and
other habitats that support threatened, endangered, or otherwise
sensitive species. This shall include:

a) Requiring mining operators that propose mining operations
that will have a significant adverse impact on these resources
to mitigate to the fullest extent that the California
Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) requires for such
impacts and obtain the necessary State and Federal permits
prior to operation.

b) Encouraging mining operators that impact natural resources
to propose an end use that will result in minimal loss of
resources.

c) Referring all surface mining applications to the appropriate
local, State, and Federal agencies to coordinate consult with
the agencies regarding project design, mitigation, and
reclamation efforts.
Mitigation Measure BIO-1r: Amend Policy LU-10.12, Coordination
Consultation with State and Federal Agencies, as follows:
Continue to coordinate consult with applicable State and Federal
regulatory agencies during project review and permitting activities
with applicable State and Federal regulatory agencies.
Impact BIO-2: Adverse effect on wetlands,
riparian habitat, and other sensitive natural
communities.

PS

Mitigation Measure BIO-2:
Implement Mitigation Measures BIO-1a through BIO-1r f.

Impact BIO-3: Substantial loss and/or
modification of federally protected wetlands.

PS

Mitigation Measure BIO-3:
Implement Mitigation Measures BIO-1a through BIO-1r f.

LS

Impact BIO-4: Potential interference with animal
movement/migration patterns.

PS

Mitigation Measure BIO-4a:
Implement Mitigation Measure BIO-1a through BIO-1r f.

LS

LS=Less than Significant

PS=Potentially Significant
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Environmental Impact

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure BIO-4b: Amend Policy NR-1.1 as follows:
Identify areas that have significant long-term habitat and wetland
values including riparian corridors, wetlands, grasslands, rivers and
waterways, oak woodlands, and vernal pools, and wildlife movement
and migration corridors, and provide information to landowners.
Mitigation Measure BIO-4c: Amend Policy NR-1.2 as follows:
Identify and support methods to increase the acreage of
protected natural lands and special habitats, including but
not limited to, wetlands, grasslands, and vernal pools, and
wildlife movement and migration corridors, potentially
through the use of conservation easements.
Mitigation Measure BIO-4d: Amend Policy NR-1.6 as follows:
Encourage property owners within or adjacent to designated habitat
connectivity corridors that have been mapped or otherwise identified
by the California Department of Fish and Game or U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service to manage their lands in accordance with such
mapping programs. In the planning and development of public
works projects that could physically interfere with wildlife mobility,
the County shall consult with the California Department of Fish and
Game or U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to determine the potential for
such effects and implement any feasible mitigation measures.
Impact BIO-5: Conflict with any local policies or
ordinances protecting biological resources, such as a
tree preservation policy or ordinance.

LS

Mitigation Measure BIO-5:
None required.

LS

Impact BIO-6: Conflict with the provisions of an
adopted Habitat Conservation Plan, Natural
Community Conservation Plan, or other approved
local, regional, or state habitat conservation plan.

LS

Mitigation Measure BIO-6:
None required.

LS

LS=Less than Significant

PS=Potentially Significant
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Environmental Impact

Historical and Cultural Resources
Impact CUL-1: Cause a substantial adverse change
in the significance of a historical resource.

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS
PS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure CUL-1a: Add the following policy:
Policy RCR-2.9: Historical and Cultural Resources
Investigation, Assessment, and Mitigation Guidelines
Establish and adopt mandatory guidelines for use during the
environmental review processes for private and public projects to
identify and protect historical, cultural, archaeological, and
paleontological resources, and unique geological features.

LS

Mitigation Measure CUL-1b: Add the following program:
Program RCR-B: Historic and Cultural Resources
Investigation, Assessment and Mitigation Guidelines
Prepare and formally adopt guidelines and standards for the preparation
of assessments of historical, cultural, archaeological, and paleontological
resources, and unique geological features prepared pursuant to Policy
RCR-2.9. At a minimum, the guidelines shall include resource survey
guidelines covering personnel qualifications, research and field
techniques, investigation and documentation, data collection and
recordation, and resource preservation, avoidance, minimization, and
mitigation strategies. The guidelines shall specify broad categories of
acceptable mitigation consistent with Public Resources Code Section
21083.2 and State CEQA Guidelines Section 15126.4(b), as they may be
amended for any identified adverse effects to historic and cultural
resources, paleontological resources, or unique geological features.

LS=Less than Significant

PS=Potentially Significant
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Environmental Impact

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

Impact CUL-2: Cause a substantial adverse change
in the significance of archaeological resources,
paleontological resources, unique geological features,
or disturbances to human remains.
Impact CUL-3: Result in the degradation or loss of
traditional cultural properties where Native
American customs and traditions are practiced.

Geology, Soils, and Mineral Resources
Impact GEO-1: Expose people or structures to
potential substantial adverse effects, including the
risk of loss, injury or death involving: (1) rupture of
a known earthquake fault as delineated on the most
recent Alquist-Priolo Earthquake Fault Zoning Map,
(2) strong seismic ground shaking or seismic-related
ground failure including liquefaction, (3) landslides
or dam failure.

LS=Less than Significant

PS

PS

LS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure CUL-1c: Amend Policy RCR-2.6 as follows:
Identify and preserve buildings and areas with special and recognized
historic, architectural, or aesthetic value to be preserved and
rehabilitated during the Community Plan update process. New
development should respect architecturally and historically significant
buildings and areas, and conform to the current Secretary of the
Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties and
Guidelines for Preserving, Rehabilitating, Restoring, and
Reconstructing Historic Buildings, and incorporate adaptive reuse
practices, where feasible, to preserve the County’s historical heritage
and rural character.
Mitigation Measure CUL-2:
Implement Mitigation Measures CUL-1a and CUL-1b.

LS

Mitigation Measure CUL-3: Add the following policy:
Policy RCR-2.10: Tribal Consultation
Consult with Native American tribes regarding proposed
development projects and land use policy changes consistent with
Planning and Zoning Law at Government Code Section 65351, and
the OPR Tribal Consultation Guidelines (2005).

LS

Mitigation Measure GEO-1:
None required.

LS

PS=Potentially Significant
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Environmental Impact

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Impact GEO-2: Result in substantial soil erosion
or topsoil loss from heightened exposure to wind or
water erosion, or result in a substantial loss of
valuable mineral resources within the county.

LS

Mitigation Measure GEO-2:
None required.

LS

Impact GEO-3: Locate development or structures
on unstable soils or expansive soils (as defined in
Table 18-1-B of the 1994 Uniform Building Code)
that may result in excessive damage to building
structure or foundation or significant hazard to
persons or property due to on- or off-site landslide,
lateral spreading, subsidence, liquefaction, or
collapse.
Impact GEO-4: Allow the use of septic tanks or
alternative wastewater disposal systems in unfit soils
that may result in increased nutrients or other
pollutants reaching and damaging groundwater
resources.

LS

Mitigation Measure GEO-3:
None required.

LS

Mitigation Measure GEO-4a: Amend Policy PFS-2.5 as follows:
Prohibit wastewater disposal facilities, including private residential
facilities, that are determined to have the potential to contaminate the
groundwater or surface water, on either a site-specific or cumulative
basis.
Mitigation Measure GEO-4b: Add the following policy:
Policy PFS-2.10: Consistency with SWRCB OWTS
Requirements
Revise the County’s on-site sewage disposal standards to conform to
the SWRCB’s Water Quality Control Policy for Siting, Design,
Operation, and Maintenance of Onsite Wastewater Treatment
Systems, and submit the revised standards for approval as a Local
Agency Management Program to maintain local oversight and
approval of OWTS.

LS

LS=Less than Significant

PS

PS=Potentially Significant
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Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure GEO-4c: Add the following program:
Program PFS-H: Regional OWTS Suitability Evaluation
Conduct an evaluation of the general suitability of OWTS within areas
known or suspected to contain contaminated groundwater or surface
water from such systems based on groundwater and surface water
sampling, soil capabilities, depth to groundwater, and the intensity of
existing and future development. Develop standards for such areas to
avoid continued or future contamination, which could include a
prohibition on new OWTS, a requirement that new development
install an alternative system that would reduce the potential for
contamination over that provided by a standard OWTS, or mandatory
connection to a community wastewater treatment plant.
Global Climate Change
Impact GHG-1: Increase in GHG emissions
associated with 2030 General Plan buildout.

LS=Less than Significant

PS

Mitigation Measure GHG-1a:
Implement Mitigation Measure AQ-3b: Add Policy AQ-6.6: Prohibition
on Wood Stoves.
Mitigation Measure GHG-1b:
Implement Mitigation Measure AQ-3c: Add Policy AQ-6-7: Stove
Replacement.
Mitigation Measure GHG-1c: Add the following policy:
Policy AG-5.5: Fertilizer Application:
Work with agricultural organizations to provide an outreach program
to inform Merced County farmers about ways to reduce nitrogen
fertilizer while minimizing effects on crop yield.
Mitigation Measure GHG-1d: Add the following policy:
Policy AG-5.6: Agricultural Pump Energy Use
Work with Merced County agricultural organizations to develop an
outreach program to encourage farmers to improve the efficiency of
their irrigation pumps.

PS=Potentially Significant
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Environmental Impact

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure GHG-1e: Add the following policy:
Policy AQ-1.12: Dairy Digester Permit Streamlining
For existing dairy operations that are consistent with all permit
requirements, including those issued by Merced County, the Central
Valley Regional Water Quality Control Board, and the San Joaquin
Valley Air Pollution Control District, amend the Zoning Ordinance
and Animal Confinement Ordinance to permit digesters using onfarm feedstocks via Plot Plan Review. Proponents of digester
projects using this process shall demonstrate that the digester is
consistent with the RWQCB General Order for On-Farm Digesters
(or any successor regulation) process, and that all needed SJVAPCD
approvals necessary to construct and operate the digester have been
obtained. No feature of this policy shall permit the expansion of any
dairy herd or construction of other dairy facilities without compliance
with all Zoning Code and Animal Confinement Ordinance
requirements governing such uses.
Mitigation Measure GHG-1f: Add the following policy:
Policy AQ-1.13: Methane Digester Policy
Cooperate with federal, state, and regional agencies to establish
programs to encourage and provide incentives for the installation and
operation of methane digesters.
Mitigation Measure GHG-1g: Add the following policy:
Policy AQ-1.14: Methane Digester Funding
Use a wide range of funding mechanisms to establish a revolving lowinterest loan program to provide funding for the construction of
methane digesters, including obtaining available state and federal
energy efficiency grants.
Impact GHG-2: Increase in GHG emissions that
would conflict with an applicable plan, policy, or
regulation adopted for the purpose of reducing
GHG emissions.

LS=Less than Significant

PS

Mitigation Measure GHG-2:
Implement Mitigation Measures GHG-1a through GHG-1g.

PS=Potentially Significant
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Hazards and Hazardous Materials
Impact HAZ-1: Create a significant hazard to the
public or the environment through the routine
transport, use, or disposal of hazardous materials or
through accident conditions involving the release of
hazardous materials into the environment.
Impact HAZ-2: Emit hazardous emissions or
handle hazardous materials, substances, or waste
within one-quarter mile of an existing or proposed
school.

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

Mitigation Measure HAZ-1:
None required.

LS

LS

Mitigation Measure HAZ-2:
None required.

LS

Mitigation Measure HAZ-3: Amend Policy HS-5.4, Contamination
Prevention, as follows:
Require new development and redevelopment proposals that have
suspected or historic contamination to address hazards concerns and
protect soils, surface water, and groundwater from hazardous
materials contamination by conducting Phase I Environmental Site
Assessments (ESA) according to the American Society for Testing
and Materials (ASTM) standards and applicable Department of Toxic
Substances Control (DTSC) remediation guidelines. Also, complete
additional Phase II Environmental Site Assessments and soil
investigations, and any identified or needed remediation when
preliminary studies determine such studies are recommended.
Mitigation Measure HAZ-4: Amend Policy HS-4.1, Airport Land Use
Compatibility Plan, as follows:
Require that development around public use airports be consistent
with the safety policies and land use compatibility guidelines
contained in the Merced County Airport Land Use Commission’s
adopted Airport Land Use Compatibility Plan, and ensure that
development near private airstrips addresses land use compatibility
issues and complies with Federal Aviation Administration regulations.
Mitigation Measure HAZ-5:
None required.

LS

PS

Impact HAZ-4: Be located within an airport land
use plan or, where such a plan has not been adopted,
within the vicinity of a public or private airport, and
thereby result in a safety hazard for people residing
or working in the project area.

PS

LS=Less than Significant

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

LS

Impact HAZ-3: Be located on a site which is
included on a list of hazardous materials sites
compiled pursuant to Government Code Section
65962.5 and, as a result, create a significant hazard to
the public or the environment.

Impact HAZ-5: Expose people or structures to a
significant risk of loss, injury, or death involving
wildland fires.

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

LS

PS=Potentially Significant
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Hydrology and Water Use
Impact HYD-1: Violate water quality standards or
waste discharge requirements, or otherwise
substantially degrade water quality.
Impact HYD-2: Substantially deplete groundwater
supplies or interfere with groundwater recharge to
the degree there would be continued aggravation of
groundwater overdraft or a net reduction in aquifer
volume that would negatively impact existing users
or habitat needs.

LS=Less than Significant

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS
LS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure HYD-1:
None required.
PS

LS

Mitigation Measure HYD-2a: Amend Policy W-4.1 as follows:
Encourage the protection of Protect watersheds, aquifer recharge
areas, and areas susceptible to ground and surface water
contamination by identifying such areas, and implementing
requirements for their protection such as:
a) Consider the implementation of Implement zoning and
development regulations to protect water resources, including
aquifer recharge areas and areas susceptible to ground and surface
water contamination;
b) Encourage For new development, and when adopting new
Community Plans, require community drainage systems that
incorporate on-site infiltration and contaminant control measures
that are compatible with the County SWMP and NPDES
regulations for post-construction runoff conditions; and
c) Coordinate with other agencies and entities with responsibilities
for water quality and watershed protection.

PS=Potentially Significant
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Impact HYD-3: Substantially alter existing
drainage patterns within the county, including
alteration of a stream course or river, in a manner
which would result in detrimental flooding to
property or infrastructure or substantial erosion or
siltation that may be carried to a receiving water
body.

LS=Less than Significant

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

PS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure HYD-2b: Amend Policy LU-5.F.1 as follows:
Only accept applications for the establishment of additional new
Urban Communities if they encompass a minimum area of 320 acres
in order to achieve efficiencies in urban service delivery and provide
for long-range growth needs. In addition, require that proposed new
Urban Communities be located only in areas that:
a. Are off the valley floor unless the project area is clearly located
on non-productive soil;
b. Contain few wetlands or significant natural resources;
c. For proposals off the valley floor, do not contain more than 50
percent productive farmland (as defined in the General Plan
Glossary) or 10 percent Prime Farmland (as classified on the
Statewide Important Farmland Map), and for projects on the valley
floor, do not contain more than 10 percent productive farmland;
d. Are not located within two miles of an existing city or Urban
Community; and
e. Are not delineated as a 200-year floodplain or are able to clearly
demonstrate that they have adequate protection from a 200-year
event;
f. Are near major transportation routes; and
g. Are not located within areas that recharge to already
compromised source water aquifers (i.e., in overdraft condition)
or areas highly susceptible to groundwater contamination.
Mitigation Measure HYD-3a:
Implement Mitigation Measure HYD-2a: Amend Policy W-4.1: Water
Resource Protection and Replenishment.

PS=Potentially Significant
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Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure HYD-3b: Add the following policy:
Policy NR-3.14: Drainage Course Setbacks
Within all areas designated for urban land uses by the 2030 General
Plan, all structures, paving, or grading shall be set back from rivers,
creeks, channels or other major waterways at least twenty feet from
the top of bank or twenty feet plus twice the channel depth measured
from the toe of the near embankment, whichever is greater, unless a
greater setback is required by state or federal regulation.
Mitigation Measure HYD-3c: Amend Policy NR-3.7 as follows:
Encourage Require surface mining operations in dredge tailing areas
along the Merced River corridor to design riparian vegetation buffers
consistent with the Merced River Corridor Restoration Plan.
Impact HYD-4: Significantly increase the rate or
amount of storm water runoff which would exceed
the capacity of existing or planned storm water
drainage systems or facilities resulting in increased
sources of polluted runoff or detrimental flooding to
property or infrastructure.

LS

Mitigation Measure HYD-4:
None required.

LS

Impact HYD-5: Allow new development to
proceed within a 100-year flood hazard area as
mapped on the FEMA Flood Insurance Rate Map
without adequate protection measures or which
might impede or redirect flood flows resulting in
hazards elsewhere.
Impact HYD-6: Diverge from current state flood
legislation or allow new development to proceed
within a 200-year flood hazard as identified by DWR
Best Available Maps without adequate planning or
protection measures in place.
Impact HYD-7: Expose people or structures to a
significant risk of loss, injury, or death involving
flooding, including flooding as a result of the failure
of a levee or dam.

LS

Mitigation Measure HYD-5:
None required.

LS

LS

Mitigation Measure HYD-6:
None required.

LS

LS

Mitigation Measure HYD-7:
None required.

LS

LS=Less than Significant

PS=Potentially Significant
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Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

Land Use Compatibility
Impact LU-1: Physically divide an established
community.

Impact LU-2: Conflict with any applicable plan,
policy, or regulation of a government agency with
jurisdiction over land in unincorporated Merced
County that has been adopted for the purpose of
avoiding or mitigating an environmental effect.
Noise
Impact NSE-1: Exposure of persons to, or
generation or, noise levels in excess of standards
established in the local General Plan, noise
ordinance, or applicable standards of other agencies.
Impact NSE-2: A substantial permanent,
temporary, or periodic increase in ambient noise
levels in the project vicinity above levels without the
project - Development of new noise-sensitive land
uses within areas subject to noise impacts, including
within noise impacted areas adjacent to public and
private airports.

LS=Less than Significant

PS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure LU-1a: Amend Policy CIR-1.2 as follows:
Encourage land use patterns that promote shorter travel distances
between residences and employment centers within Merced County,
allow for non-auto travel, plan for multi-modal access for
communities near I-5 and other major roadways, provide trafficcalming on local roadways, and promote the efficient expansion and
maintenance of transportation-related infrastructure to avoid
constructing new roadways that would cause the physical division of
existing communities.
Mitigation Measure LU-1b: Amend Policy PFS-5.3 as follows:
Encourage new transmission and distribution lines to be sited within
existing utility easements and right-of-ways or utilize joint-use of
easements among different utilities to avoid impacting existing
communities.

LS

LS

Mitigation Measure LU-2:
None required.

LS

LS

Mitigation Measure NSE-1:
None required.

LS

LS

Mitigation Measure NSE-2:
None required.

LS

PS=Potentially Significant
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Impact NSE-3: A substantial permanent,
temporary, or periodic increase in ambient noise
levels in the project vicinity above levels without the
project - Development of noise-producing uses near
existing sensitive land uses.
Impact NSE-4: A substantial permanent increase in
ambient noise levels in the project vicinity above
levels without the project - Traffic noise level
increases at existing sensitive uses caused by
development consistent with the 2030 General Plan.

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS
LS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure NSE-3:
None required.

PS

LS

Mitigation Measure NSE-4a: Add the following policy:
Policy HS-7.14: Transportation Noise Mitigation Program
Adopt a countywide transportation noise mitigation program to
reduce transportation noise levels at existing sensitive land uses.

SU

Mitigation Measure NSE-4b: Add the following program:
Program HS-L: Noise Sensitive Land Uses Near Major
Transportation Noise Sources
For roadways, railways, and other sources of transportation noise
estimated to produce noise levels in excess of General Plan standards,
document the locations of all existing noise sensitive land uses,
including but not limited to hospitals, schools, and residential
dwellings. Predict noise levels at the noise sensitive land uses. If noise
levels exceed General Plan standards, identify feasible mitigation
measures, including a funding source for implementation of the
measures. The mitigation program could include, but should not be
limited to, the following specific elements for noise abatement
consideration where reasonable and feasible: noise barrier retrofits;
truck usage restrictions; reduction of speed limits; use of quieter
paving materials; building façade sound insulation; traffic calming;
additional enforcement of speed limits and exhaust noise laws; and
signal timing.

LS=Less than Significant

PS=Potentially Significant
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Impact NSE-5: Expose people to, or generate
excessive groundborne vibration or groundborne
noise levels.

LS=Less than Significant

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS
PS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure NSE-5a: Amend Policy HS-7.2 as follows:
Acoustical and Groundborne Vibration Analysis Requirements
Require development project applicants to prepare an acoustical
analysis as part of the environmental review process when noisesensitive land uses are proposed in areas exposed to existing or
projected exterior noise levels exceeding the levels shown in Tables
HS-1 and HS-2. Require an analysis of groundborne vibration for
proposed residential and other sensitive projects (including but not
limited to hospitals and schools) located within 1,000 feet of a rail line
with at least 30 operations per day or an existing industrial
groundborne vibration source. The acoustical and groundborne
vibration analyses shall:
a) Be the responsibility of the applicant;
b) Be prepared by qualified persons experienced in the
fields of environmental noise and groundborne vibration
assessment and architectural acoustics;
c) Include representative noise level measurements with
sufficient sampling periods and locations to adequately
describe local conditions;
d) Estimate projected future (20 year) noise levels relative to
the standards shown in Tables HS-1 and HS-2 at the
property line of the proposed use, and, as applicable,
estimate project future groundborne vibration levels
using a maximum vibration standard of 70 VdB;
e) Recommend appropriate mitigation to achieve
compliance with the adopted policies and standards in
this element, including setbacks from groundborne
vibration sources causing adverse levels of vibration; and
f) Estimate interior and exterior noise, and groundborne vibration
exposure after the prescribed mitigation measures have been
implemented at the property line.

PS=Potentially Significant
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Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS
PS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure NSE-5b: Amend Policy HS-7.4 as follows:
New Noise or Groundborne Vibration Generating Uses
Require new commercial and industrial uses to minimize
encroachment on incompatible noise or groundborne
vibration sensitive land uses. Also consider the potential
for encroachment by residential and other noise or
groundborne vibration sensitive land uses on adjacent
lands that which could significantly impact the viability
of the commercial or industrial areas.
Mitigation Measure NSE-5c: Amend Policy HS-7.7 as follows:
Noise or Vibration Impacted Residential Area Monitoring
Consider any existing residential area “noise or vibration impacted” if
the exposure to exterior noise exceeds the standards shown in Table
HS-2 or if groundborne vibration levels exceed 70VdB. Identify and
evaluate potential noise or groundborne vibration impacted areas and
identify possible means to correct the identified noise/land use
incompatibilities.
Mitigation Measure NSE-5d: Amend Policy HS-7.8 as follows:
Require land use projects to comply with adopted noise and vibration
standards through proper site and building design, such as building
orientation, setbacks, natural barriers (e.g., earthen berms, vegetation),
and building construction practices. Only consider the use of
soundwalls after all design-related noise mitigation measures have
been evaluated or integrated into the project or found infeasible.

LS=Less than Significant

PS=Potentially Significant
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Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure NSE-5e: Amend Policy HS-7.9 as follows:
Require transportation project proponents to prepare all acoustical
analysis for all roadway and railway construction projects in
accordance with Policy HS-7.2; additionally, rail projects shall require
the preparation of a groundborne vibration analysis in accordance
with Policy HS-7.2. Consider noise mitigation measures to reduce
traffic and/or rail noise levels to comply with Table HS-1 standards if
pre-project noise levels already exceed the noise standards of Table
HS-1 and the increase is significant. The County defines a significant
increase as follows:
Pre‐Project
Noise Environment Ldn
Less than 60 dB
60 ‐ 65 dB
Greater than 65 dB

Significant Increase
5+ dB
3+ dB
1.5+ dB

Mitigation Measure NSE-5f: Add the following policy:
Policy HS-7.15: New Project Groundborne Vibration Mitigation
Requirements
For residential projects within 1,000 feet of a rail line with at least 30
operations per day, or an existing industrial or commercial
groundborne vibration source, require new residential projects to
include appropriate groundborne vibration mitigation measures to
reduce groundborne vibration levels to less than 70 VdB within
structures. However, if a groundborne vibration-generating use is
proposed adjacent to lands zoned for residential uses, then the
groundborne vibration-generating use shall be responsible for
mitigating its groundborne vibration generation to a state of
compliance with the 70 VdB standard at the property line of the
generating use in anticipation of the future residential development.

LS=Less than Significant

PS=Potentially Significant
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Population and Housing
Impact POP-1: Induce substantial population
growth, either directly or indirectly.

LS=Less than Significant

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS
PS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure POP-1: Amend Policy LU-5.F.2 as follows:
Require all applicants for new Urban Community to provide:
a) A complete Guidance Package submitted for review by the Board
of Supervisors. The Guidance Package shall include the following
components: project description and history; statement of
understanding of the basic facts including a summary of
compliance with items a through e listed under Policy LU-5.F.1;
the roles of the applicant and County in preparation of the
Community Plan and Environmental Impact Report; identification
of the anticipated planning issues that will need to be addressed
through the application process; and a project schedule. The
Guidance Package will be valid two years upon submittal to the
County. If two years pass before action is taken on the project, the
project applicant shall submit a new/updated Guidance Package
for Board consideration;
b) A General Plan Amendment and Zone Change Application;
c) A Community Plan consistent with State specific plan
requirements, including the location and intensity of planned
land uses and circulation system. The plan shall provide a mix
of land uses and densities, including residential, commercial,
mixed-use, employment-generating, and public facilities;
d) An infrastructure Master Plan that identifies public and private
infrastructure needs; service district or assessment area
formation details; a development phasing plan; and a strategy
for the installation, operations, and ongoing maintenance of
infrastructure required to support growth. This plan shall be
consistent with all applicable private, local, regional, State, and
Federal infrastructure, regulations, and programs related to
transportation, sewage and wastewater treatment, water quality
and quantity, drainage, parks and open space, and any other
public facilities, infrastructure, and services;

PS=Potentially Significant
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Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

e) A Fiscal Impact Analysis that includes an assessment of projected
tax revenues compared to projected County service costs in order
to demonstrate that the project will have a fiscally neutral or
positive impact on the County and any special districts that
provide services to the project;
f) A Market Demand Study that demonstrates how the proposed
Urban Community will affect existing unincorporated
communities in the County. This shall include an analysis of how
and where new residents will shop/work and how that their
economic characteristics/trends will affect the overall economic
characteristics of the County. The analysis will additionally include
a demonstration of the need for the expansion of the community
taking into consideration the land available for urban uses within
other Urban Communities in unincorporated areas of the county;
g) A program to ensure that the project will provide a full range of
needed public services, including fire protection, law enforcement,
parks, library, community center, and other necessary public
services;
h) A public outreach program to adjacent property owners and
applicable community groups/organizations;
i) A plan for coordination with other local, regional, State, and
Federal agencies that have regulation authority over the project;
j) Funding for the preparation of a project-specific Environmental
Impact Report;
k) Commitment to enter into a Reimbursement Agreement requiring
deposits into a Planning Trust Fund with Merced County for all, or
an agreed upon portion, of the estimated cost of the General Plan
Amendment, Environmental Impact Report preparation,
Infrastructure Master Plan, and peer review.
Mitigation Measure POP-1b:
Implement Mitigation Measure AG-3c, which would prohibit the
expansion of existing Rural Residential Centers or the creation of new
Centers.
LS=Less than Significant

PS=Potentially Significant
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Environmental Impact

Impact POP-2: Displace substantial amounts of
population and housing units, necessitating the
construction of replacement housing elsewhere.
Public Services
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.
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.

LS=Less than Significant

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

LS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure POP-1c:
Implement Mitigation Measures AG-5a through AG-5h, which would
limit future residential development within agricultural areas of Merced
County.
Mitigation Measure POP-2:
None required.

LS

LS

Mitigation Measure PS-1:
None required.

LS

LS

Mitigation Measure PS-2:
None required.

LS

PS=Potentially Significant
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Environmental Impact

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.
Recreation
Impact REC-1: Increase the use of existing
neighborhood and regional parks or other
recreational facilities such that substantial physical
deterioration of the facility would occur or be
accelerated.
Impact REC-2: Include recreational facilities or
require the construction or expansion of recreational
facilities which might have an adverse physical effect
on the environment.
Transportation
Impact TRF-1: Conflict with an applicable plan,
ordinance, or policy establishing measures of
effectiveness of Merced County roads.

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

LS

Mitigation Measure PS-3:
None required.

LS

LS

Mitigation Measure REC-1:
None required.

LS

LS

Mitigation Measure REC-2:
None required.

LS

PS

Mitigation Measure TRF-1a:
Amend the 2030 General Plan Circulation Diagram to incorporate the
regional roadway improvements listed in Table 19-6 of this Draft PEIR to
reduce adverse operational traffic impacts under both 2030 and buildout
conditions.

SU

Mitigation Measure TRF-1b:
Amend the 2030 General Plan Circulation Diagram to incorporate the
local roadway improvements listed in Table 19-8 of this Draft PEIR to
reduce adverse operational traffic impacts under 2030 conditions.

LS=Less than Significant

PS=Potentially Significant
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Environmental Impact

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure TRF-1c: Add the following program:
Implementation Program CIR-J: Modify Regional
Transportation Improvement Fees
Work with MCAG, cities within the county and Caltrans to create a
regional approach to addressing the costs of improvements needed to
roads and highways as described in Tables 19-6, 19-8, 19-13, and 1918 of this General Plan Program EIR through implementation of an
expanded regional fee program.
Mitigation Measure TRF-1d: Modify Implementation Program CIR-A,
Traffic Impact Study, to add the following language:
Develop and adopt Traffic Impact Study Guidelines that identify the
significance of traffic impacts when background traffic conditions,
existing or in the future, exceed the County’s minimum Level of
Service goals.
Mitigation Measure TRF-1e: Add the following program:
Implementation Program CIR-K, Buildout Right of Way
Reservation and Fee Program
Work with MCAG, cities within the county and Caltrans to create a
regional approach to address the preservation of right of way, and the
funding for such rights of way, needed to improve roads and
highways under buildout conditions as described in Tables 19-9, 1914, and 19-19 of this EIR through implementation of an expanded
regional fee program.
Impact TRF-2: Conflict with an applicable plan,
ordinance, or policy establishing measures of
effectiveness of State Highways.

PS

Mitigation Measure TRF-2a:
Implement Mitigation Measure TRF-1a.

SU

Mitigation Measure TRF-2b:
Amend the 2030 General Plan Circulation Diagram to incorporate the
state highway improvements listed in Table 19-13 of this Draft PEIR to
reduce adverse operational traffic impacts under 2030 conditions.
Mitigation Measure TRF-2c:
Implement Mitigation Measure TRF-1c.
LS=Less than Significant

PS=Potentially Significant
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SU=Significant and Unavoidable
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Environmental Impact

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

Impact TRF-3: Conflict with an applicable plan,
ordinance, or policy establishing measures of
effectiveness of streets within incorporated cities in
Merced County.

Impact TRF-4: Conflict with an applicable
congestion management program, including but not
limited to level of service standards and travel
demand measures, or other standards established by
the county congestion management agency for
designated roads or highways.
Impact TRF-5: Result in change to air traffic
patterns, including either an increase in traffic levels
or a change in locations that results in substantial
safety risks.
Impact TRF-6: Substantially increase hazards due
to a design feature (e.g., sharp curves or dangerous
intersections) or incompatible uses.

LS=Less than Significant

PS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure TRF-2d:
Implement Mitigation Measure TRF-1e.
Mitigation Measure TRF-3a:
Implement Mitigation Measure TRF-1c.

SU

Mitigation Measure TRF-3b:
Implement Mitigation Measure TRF-1e.
Mitigation Measure TRF-4:
None required.

LS

LS

PS

LS

Mitigation Measure TRF-5:
None required.

LS

Mitigation Measure TRF-6a: Add the following policy:
CIR-1.23: At-Grade Railroad Crossing Guidelines
Work with California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC) and the
affected railroads to monitor the effects of development, and
implement necessary and applicable design improvements at railroad
crossings.

LS

PS=Potentially Significant
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Environmental Impact

Impact TRF-7: Result in inadequate emergency
access.

LS=Less than Significant

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

PS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure TRF-6b: Add the following program:
Implementation Program CIR-L: Rail Crossing Safety Program
Develop a rail crossing safety program consisting of monitoring,
safety standards, CPUC consultation, and facility funding as set forth
below:
1. For development projects adding substantial traffic to existing atgrade crossings (defined as 2,000 or more daily trips), the
development shall submit a traffic analysis to the County for
review. The analysis and report shall estimate daily and peak hour
traffic at the crossing and adjoining intersections, as well as
collision history data and estimates of train, vehicle, bicycle and
pedestrian travel on the crossing and will describe existing,
planned and funded equipment at at-grade crossings.
2. The County will review traffic data in consultation with the
California Public Utilities Commission (PUC) to identify
improvements needed to ensure public safety.
3. As appropriate, the County will condition approval of
development projects and community plans that add substantial
traffic across at-grade crossings to participate in the funding for
improvements needed to ensure the public safety as determined
by the County. Such improvements may include coordinated
highway / rail traffic signals, enhanced signing, warning
equipment, markings and/or grade separations.
4. Depending on the outcome of these studies, the County may
include crossing improvements in future updates to its Capital
Improvement Program or to Bridge & Major Thoroughfare fee
programs.
Mitigation Measure TRF-7:
Implement Mitigation Measures TRF-1a through TRF-1e, TRF-2a
through TRF-2d, and TRF-3a and TRF-3b.

PS=Potentially Significant
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Environmental Impact

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

Impact TRF-8: Conflict with adopted polices,
plans or programs regarding public transit, bicycle,
or pedestrian facilities, or otherwise decrease the
performance or safety of such facilities.

Utilities and Service Systems
Impact USS-1: Have sufficient water supply
resources and entitlements available to
accommodate continued development through
buildout under the 2030 General Plan.

Impact USS-2: Require or result in the construction
of new water or wastewater treatment facilities or
expansion of existing facilities, the construction of
which could cause significant environmental effects.

LS

Impact USS-3: Adequate wastewater treatment
capacity, including that necessary to meet the
wastewater treatment requirements of the RWQCB,
to serve the projected demand without disrupting
existing commitments as determined by the
wastewater treatment provider, and new
construction or facility expansion to serve future
demand.

LS

LS=Less than Significant

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

PS

Mitigation Measure TRF-8: Add the following program:
Implementation Program CIR-M, County Regional Bicycle
Transportation Plan
Prepare a Regional Bicycle Transportation Plan for the
unincorporated area of the county for both existing and planned
improvements and facilities, that compliments, links to wherever
feasible, and integrates with bike routes and policies contained in
bike plans for adjacent urban areas.

PS

Mitigation Measure USS-1a: Amend Policy LU-5.F.4 as follows:
Prohibit new Urban Communities, or the expansion of existing urban
communities, if they will negatively impact the water supply of
existing users.
Mitigation Measure USS-1b: Amend Policy W-3.7 as follows:
Encourage Enforce the retrofitting of existing development with
water-‐conserving devices as required by state law.
Mitigation Measure USS-1c: Amend Policy W-5.3 as follows:
Support a county-wide water forum to coordinate long-term water
demand and supply programs that emphasize sustainability in the
County consistent with approved IRWMPs.
Mitigation Measure USS-2:
None required.
Mitigation Measure USS-3:
None required.

PS=Potentially Significant
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Impact USS-4: Require new or substantial
alteration of existing solid waste disposal facilities,
and comply with federal, State, and local statutes and
regulations related to solid waste.

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS
LS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

Mitigation Measure USS-4:
None required.

LS

LS

Cumulative Impacts
Aesthetics/Visual Resources

PS

No measures in addition to proposed General Plan policies and mitigation
identified in this PEIR are available and within the jurisdiction of Merced
County to reduce the magnitude of this impact.

Agricultural Resources

PS

Air Quality

PS

Biological Resources

PS

Cultural Resources

PS

No measures in addition to proposed General Plan policies and mitigation
identified in this PEIR are available and within the jurisdiction of Merced
County to reduce the magnitude of this impact.
No measures in addition to proposed General Plan policies and mitigation
identified in this PEIR are available and within the jurisdiction of Merced
County to reduce the magnitude of this impact.
No measures in addition to proposed General Plan policies and mitigation
identified in this PEIR are available and within the jurisdiction of Merced
County to reduce the magnitude of this impact.
No measures in addition to proposed General Plan policies and mitigation
identified in this PEIR are available and within the jurisdiction of Merced
County to reduce the magnitude of this impact.

Soils and Geological Resources
Global Climate Change

LS

Hazards and Hazardous Materials

LS

PS

Hydrology and Water Quality

Land Use

LS=Less than Significant

PS

LS

None necessary.
No measures in addition to proposed General Plan policies and mitigation
identified in this PEIR are available and within the jurisdiction of Merced
County to reduce the magnitude of this impact.
No measures in addition to proposed General Plan policies and mitigation
identified in this PEIR are available and within the jurisdiction of Merced
County to reduce the magnitude of this impact.

SU

SU

SU

LS

LS
SU

LS

No measures in addition to proposed General Plan policies and mitigation
identified in this PEIR are available and within the jurisdiction of Merced
County to reduce the magnitude of this impact.

SU

None necessary.

LS

PS=Potentially Significant

SU=Significant and Unavoidable
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Environmental Impact

Level of
Significance
Before
Mitigation
LS
PS

Noise

PS

Level of
Significance
After
Mitigation
LS
SU

Mitigation Measure/Alternative

No measures in addition to proposed General Plan policies and mitigation
identified in this PEIR are available and within the jurisdiction of Merced
County to reduce the magnitude of this impact.

SU

Population and Housing

LS

No measures in addition to proposed General Plan policies and mitigation
identified in this PEIR are available and within the jurisdiction of Merced
County to reduce the magnitude of this impact.

LS

Public Services
Recreation

LS
LS

None necessary.
None necessary.

LS
LS

Transportation

PS

Utilities and Service Systems

PS

CEQA Required Topics
Growth Inducement
Energy Use
Irreversible Commitment of Resources

PS
LS
LS

Irreversible Environmental Changes

Potential Environmental Damage from Accidents

LS=Less than Significant

PS

LS

No measures in addition to proposed General Plan policies and mitigation
identified in this PEIR are available and within the jurisdiction of Merced
County to reduce the magnitude of this impact.
No measures in addition to proposed General Plan policies and mitigation
identified in this PEIR are available and within the jurisdiction of Merced
County to reduce the magnitude of this impact.

SU

SU

See Impact POP-1, in Chapter 16, Population and Housing.

LS

None necessary.
None necessary in addition to those identified for resources in chapters 520 of this PEIR.

LS
LS

No measures in addition to proposed General Plan policies and mitigation
identified in this PEIR are available and within the jurisdiction of Merced
County to reduce the magnitude of this impact.

SU

None necessary.

LS

PS=Potentially Significant

SU=Significant and Unavoidable
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3 PROJECT DESCRIPTION
This Recirculated Draft Program Environmental Impact Report (RDPEIR) evaluates the
environmental effects of the implementation of the 2030 Merced County General Plan. Other than
those policy alternatives set forth below, no changes to the proposed project have occurred since
publication of the previous (Draft PEIR or DPEIR) on November 29, 2012.
The Draft PEIR assessed a version of the 2030 General Plan that had inadvertently excluded an
alternative policy regarding the minimum allowable parcel size in the Foothill Pasture and
Agricultural land use designations as set forth in Policy AG-2.13 of the Agricultural Element of the
2030 General Plan. As presented in the Draft 2030 General Plan released in November 2012 and as
assessed in the Draft PEIR, Policy AG-2.13 reads:
Policy AG-2.13: Minimum Agricultural Parcel Size Requirement
Require 40 acre minimum permitted parcel size in areas designated Agricultural to
discourage land divisions for rural residential purposes and maintain parcels large
enough for efficient commercial agriculture production. Require 160 acre minimum
permitted parcel size in areas designated Foothill Pasture and in grassland areas.
As directed by the Board of Supervisors, a second, alternative Policy AG-2.13a should have been
included in the Draft 2030 General Plan and assessed in the Draft PEIR to permit the Board to
choose between the two:
Policy AG-2.13a: Minimum Agricultural Parcel Size Requirement
Require 20 acre minimum permitted parcel size in areas designated Agricultural to
discourage land divisions for rural residential purposes and maintain parcels large
enough for efficient commercial agriculture production. Require 160 acre minimum
permitted parcel size in areas designated Foothill Pasture and in grassland areas.
Additionally, the boundary of the University Community Plan has been modified as shown on
Figure 3-3 to reflect the campus boundary adopted by the University of California Regents in the
2009 Long Range Development Plan for the campus.
No other changes to the 2030 General Plan are proposed.

3.1

INTRODUCTION

The project analyzed in this Recirculated Draft Program Environmental Impact Report (RDPEIR)
is the proposed 2030 Merced County General Plan (2030 General Plan), which consists of a
comprehensive update of the County’s current General Plan, including the continuation of many
existing policies, the modifications of others, and the addition of new policies. To help describe the
proposed project, this chapter provides background information regarding the location and setting
of the county; identifies the project area covered by the 2030 General Plan; describes what
comprises a General Plan in California; outlines the project objectives and the policy development
process; identifies the key themes/components of the 2030 General Plan; and describes the
development scenario consistent with the 2030 General Plan to be used in evaluating environmental
impacts in this Recirculated Draft PEIR. Alternatives to the proposed project are summarized in this
Merced County
July 2013
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document’s Executive Summary (Chapter 2), and are more fully described in Chapter 21, Alternatives
Analysis, of this Recirculated Draft PEIR.
This Recirculated Draft PEIR provides an assessment of the Public Review Draft 2030 General
Plan, published in February 2011, as modified by the Merced County Board of Supervisors on July
12, 2011. The 2030 General Plan would supersede the current 2000 Merced County General Plan.
The 2030 General Plan is intended to provide the control and regulation necessary to ensure that
growth in Merced County occurs in an orderly fashion, and the county’s natural and agricultural
resources are protected.
In compliance with the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA), this Recirculated Draft
PEIR describes the potential environmental impacts associated with the adoption and
implementation of the 2030 General Plan. Section 15125 of the State CEQA Guidelines establishes
that the physical environmental conditions at the time of the issuance of the Notice of Preparation
constitute the baseline conditions by which it is determined whether an impact is significant. The
Notice of Preparation for the 2030 General Plan Draft PEIR was published on April 20, 2011 (State
Clearinghouse No. 2011041067). The Merced County Community and Economic Development
Department is the Lead Agency for the environmental review of the proposed project.
As required by state law, the Public Review Draft 2030 General Plan has been available for public
comment, and this Recirculated Draft PEIR will be circulated for a review period at least 45 days in
length. During this time the public will be allowed to submit comments on the 2030 General Plan
and this Recirculated Draft PEIR. All of the comments received will be taken into consideration at
the public hearings held before the Planning Commission and Board of Supervisors prior to
certification of this PEIR and adoption of the 2030 General Plan. In considering the 2030 General
Plan, the Planning Commission and Board of Supervisors will review the comments received and
this accompanying Draft PEIR1.

3.2

LOCATION AND ENVIRONMENTAL SETTING

Merced County comprises 1.2655 million acres, and is located in the heart of California’s San
Joaquin Valley, the world’s most productive agricultural region (see Figure 3-1). The county,
extending from the Coast 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 is served by Interstate 5, which runs north/south through the western portion of the
county, and Highway 99, which runs north/south through the eastern area of the county. The
county is also served by State Routes (SR) 140 and 152, both of which run east/west through the
county, and State Routes 33, 59, and 165, which run north/south.

1

The PEIR to be considered by the Board for certification will consist of the Draft PEIR, Recirculated Draft PEIR,
and Final PEIR.
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N
Merced County General Plan Update
SOURCE: Mintier Harnish, 2010,
Planning Partners, 2010

Figure 3-1
Regional Location

Project Description

Agricultural uses (including cultivated agriculture, grazing, dairy, and poultry) account for the single
largest existing use of land, with approximately 1.16 million acres (92 percent of the total land area)
within the county. The county consistently ranks as one of California’s top five producers of milk
and cream, chickens, almonds, alfalfa, cattle and calves, silage, and tomatoes. Looking over the past
15 to 20 years, the county’s agricultural sector has adapted to major shifts in markets, including
shifts in production away from other urbanizing areas of California and into the county, and swings
in market demand for various products.
In western Merced County, about 87,500 acres of grassland marsh provide valuable wetland habitat,
combining marsh, open water, and grasslands in a mix of characteristics especially important for
migratory waterfowl. This area represents approximately 27 percent of the inland freshwater marsh
area in the state of California, and 6.9 percent of the total area within Merced County.
Approximately 63,000 acres of these grasslands are permanently protected by conservation
agreements as part of the Grasslands National Wildlife Management Area (approximately 5 percent
of the county). The County has lost much of its original natural habitat to agricultural conversion
and development. Only 13 percent of the freshwater marsh habitat that existed in the county before
1800 is left today, primarily along the Merced River and the San Joaquin River floodplains. Merced
County still supports natural habitat for over 24 special status plant and wildlife species. More than
101,000 acres in Merced County (8 percent of the total land area) are protected in federal and state
wildlife areas.
Air quality within Merced County, as in other areas of the San Joaquin Valley, is poor. Existing air
quality exceeds federal 8-hour ozone, state ozone, state PM10, and federal and state PM2.5 standards.
This is a result of the topography and climate creating inversion layers, and the high volumes of air
pollutant emissions from Merced County’s and the San Joaquin Valley’s major sources: urban uses,
on- and off-road vehicles, confined animal facilities, and other agricultural and industrial activities.
Groundwater overdraft is a recurring problem in areas of the county. The Merced Groundwater
Subbasin is in a mild long-term state of overdraft from pumping and drought conditions. Several
water agencies and local irrigation districts have moved towards supplementing groundwater with
surface water sources, groundwater recharge basins, and increasing emphasis on conservation
practices in order to help alleviate the problem.
Two soil fumigants (dibromochloropropane [DBCP] and ethylene dibromide [EDB]), two organic
solvents (trichloroethylene [TCE] and tetrachloroethylene [PCE]), and inorganic arsenic, iron,
manganese, and nitrate are the most widespread contaminants in the county’s groundwater. Total
Dissolved Solids (TDS, a measure of salt) is also a concern, and nitrate levels often exceed drinking
water standards. Pesticides and volatile organic compounds (VOC) are often detected, although for
most locations, concentrations have yet to exceed drinking water standards. Groundwater sensitivity
to contamination varies regionally within the county depending upon depth to groundwater, and soil
type and permeability. Shallow groundwater conditions with sandy, highly permeable soils have the
highest sensitivity, particularly to agricultural runoff from irrigated fields and confined animal
facilities. The area of the county with the greatest sensitivity to potential contamination based on a
topsoil permeability greater than 2.2 inches per hour and a depth to water of less than 50 feet is the
north-central portion, including the Hilmar area. The pattern for estimated sensitivity to
groundwater contamination is similar to the areas reported for nitrate and DBCP contamination.
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Surface water quality varies on a regional level with higher quality water originating in the Sierra
Nevada to the east, and deteriorating as it moves towards and through the valley via diversions and
controls that decrease flow and input pollutants from agricultural runoff. Activities that impact
surface water quality in the region include agricultural irrigation and animal confinement operations,
forest management, municipal and industrial uses, storm water, mineral exploration and extraction,
hazardous and non-hazardous waste disposal, and dredging. According to a water quality assessment
by the United States Geological Survey (USGS) of the San Joaquin Valley, water quality is generally
poor compared to other areas in California due in part to the following factors: 1) a large variety of
pesticides occur in the San Joaquin River and its tributaries, with some at high enough
concentrations to adversely impact aquatic organisms; 2) long-banned organochlorine insecticides
continue to be transported to streams via erosion of contaminated soils; and 3) nitrate and ammonia
levels exceed criteria in some of the tributaries but not yet in the main stem of the San Joaquin
River. Sixteen water bodies throughout Merced County are, or have been, listed as impaired
pursuant to Section 303(d) of the Clean Water Act. These water bodies include several reaches of
the San Joaquin and Merced Rivers, as well as the Grasslands Marsh and Mud Slough. These
reaches are subjected to various chemical pollutants, primarily from agricultural sources.
Despite regional and local flood control systems, large areas of Merced County are subject to
inundation during floods, with approximately 380,010 acres in the Federal Emergency Management
Agency (FEMA) 100-year floodplains.

3.3

PROJECT AREA

The 2030 General Plan Planning Area (Planning Area) contains all land within the county outside of
the six incorporated cities (Atwater, Dos Palos, Gustine, Livingston, Los Banos, and Merced). The
county encompasses approximately 1.2655 million acres, of which 1.2 million acres or 95 percent is
unincorporated. Approximately 24,128 acres, or 1.9 percent of the total land area, lies within one 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 General Plan.
Land inside the city limits of incorporated municipalities is not under Merced County’s jurisdiction,
nor is land managed by federal or state agencies. Therefore, this Draft PEIR focuses on the analysis
of potential environmental impacts on lands only within unincorporated Merced County, including
land inside each municipality’s Sphere of Influence (SOI), but not inside municipal (city) limits. This
area is referred to as “Merced County” or the “Planning Area” in this document, and is shown in
Figure 3-2.
The boundaries of Merced County’s six incorporated municipalities and their SOIs are described below:
Atwater. The city of Atwater is located approximately six miles northwest of the city of Merced on
Highway 99. In 2000, the City adopted its 2020 General Plan. At that time there were approximately
3,360 acres of land within the Atwater City limits (Atwater 2000). In 2002, the City expanded its
existing 7,040-acre SOI by an additional 8,640 acres within Atwater’s 28,540-acre Planning Area
(Merced LAFCo 2002).
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Figure 3-2
Planning Area and Urban Area Boundaries
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Dos Palos. Dos Palos is located in southwest Merced County on SR 33 near the Fresno County
border, approximately 23 miles south/southwest of the City of Merced. The current city
encompasses an area of 954 acres. In 2007, the boundaries between Merced and Fresno Counties
changed, and 4,160 acres were added to Merced County near the southeast side of the Dos Palos
city limits, which could qualify this area to be included in the City’s SOI and subsequently annexed
to the City. However, the City has not requested consideration from Merced LAFCo for
amendment of the City’s SOI or annexation.
Gustine. Gustine, located in west Merced County, is located near the crossroads of SR 33 and
Interstate 5. Based on the 2002 General Plan, the City of Gustine encompassed 993.1 acres, while
the City’s SOI encompasses 1,088.7 acres (Gustine 2002). In September 2007, the Merced LAFCo
adopted and expanded the SOI by 1,932 acres (Merced LAFCo 2007).
Livingston. The City of Livingston is located northwest of the City of Merced on Highway 99,
approximately halfway between Atwater and Delhi. The City of Livingston is comprised of 2,329
acres. The City’s SOI consists of 923 acres located directly adjacent to the City’s boundaries, in
addition to the land currently within City limits (Merced LAFCo 2005). In 2008, the City requested
an annexation of 2,931 acres, increasing the area of the City to 3,229 acres. The recent SOI
amendment was evaluated as part of the City’s 2025 General Plan, which was litigated and is
currently (2012) undergoing revision. Because of this, no application to amend the City’s SOI is
pending before the Merced LAFCo.
Los Banos. The City of Los Banos is located in the western part of Merced County, near the
communities of Dos Palos, Gustine, and Santa Nella. State Route 152 transects the City, and serves
as a major connection between Highway 101 to the west and Highway 99 to the east and links the
city to Interstate 5. The City’s existing jurisdiction covers approximately 5,146 acres. The City’s SOI
covers an additional 5,760 acres, making the total area of the City’s SOI approximately 10,880 acres
(Merced LAFCo 2004). The City’s 2030 General Plan, adopted in 2009, established a planning area
for the City of approximately 20,401 acres (Los Banos 2009). The City proposed to expand the SOI
by approximately 3,511 acres to a total of approximately 14,600 acres. The City’s request to amend
the SOI is pending based on processing of the City’s application to Merced LAFCo, and LAFCo’s
consideration (Elm pers. comm. 2012).
Merced. The city is located approximately six miles south of the city of Atwater and 20 miles north
of the city of Chowchilla, at the crossroads of Highways 59, 99, and 140. The City adopted its new
2030 General Plan in January 2012. The City’s current SOI contains approximately 33,700 acres. The
proposed SOI included in the City’s adopted General Plan contains 28,576 acres, although the City
has not made application to the Merced LAFCo to reduce the size of the City’s SOI (City of Merced
2012).
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3.4

INTRODUCTION TO GENERAL PLANS

PURPOSE OF THIS GENERAL PLAN
The 2030 General Plan is a legal document that serves as Merced County’s “blueprint” or
“constitution” for all future land use, development, 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 General Plan, the geographic
coverage is the county’s Planning Area as defined above.
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 seven required
topics (referred to as “elements”): land use, circulation, housing, open space, conservation, safety,
and noise. As identified in state law (Government Code Section 65302), these elements must be
addressed to the extent that the topics are locally relevant. 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. This topic may be addressed as a separate Air Quality Element, or as additional
policies included in several elements.
The General Plan may address other topics that the community deems relevant to its development,
such as economic development, historic preservation, and agriculture. 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. Correlation between the 2030
General Plan elements and the legally required General Plan topics are shown in Table 3-1.
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Table 3-1

Merced County General Plan Elements and State Requirements

Economic Development Element
Land Use Element

X
X

Agricultural Element

X

Circulation Element
Public Facilities and Services Element

X
X

X

Natural Resources Element
Recreation and Cultural Resources Element

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

X
X

X
X

X

Health and Safety Element

X

Air Quality Element

X
X

Water Element

X

X

*

Air Quality is mandatory for cities and counties within the jurisdiction of the San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution
Control District.
Source: Merced County, 2011.

3.5

OBJECTIVES AND PROCESS

COUNTY OBJECTIVES IN PREPARING THE 2030 GENERAL PLAN
The primary objective of the updated 2030 General Plan is to provide new policy guidelines for
future physical development, preservation of agricultural lands, and conservation of natural
resources in Merced County, and to reflect new issues that have emerged since the preparation of
the previous document. The objectives of the 2030 General Plan, based upon regulatory
requirements, the vision established within the community workshops, and the County’s guiding
principles as set forth in the 2030 General Plan, are as follows:
1. Adopt a General Plan that complies with state law;
2. Promote a development strategy for city- and unincorporated community-centered growth
that locates urban growth in the incorporated cities and unincorporated communities with
existing urban services, and allows for consideration for new towns;
3. Protect and support agriculture as an integral component to the County’s economic vitality
and quality of life;
4. Sustain and enhance the County’s natural environment, including all critical habitat areas,
watersheds, wildlife corridors, and other natural communities;
Merced County
July 2013
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5. Identify methods to expand and diversify the County’s local economy in order to create and
sustain employment and business opportunities that enable existing and future residents to
improve their quality of life;
6. Protect the County’s natural resources, including air, water, energy, wildlife, and scenery, to
ensure a high quality of life for current and future residents;
7. Require new growth and development to have adequate access to all essential public facilities
and services, including water, sewer, storm water drainage, roadways, schools, government
centers, and recreation; and
8. Coordinate, network, and maintain a multi-modal countywide transportation system,
including freeways, highways, streets, bicycle and pedestrian pathways, mass transit, airports,
and rail to meet the needs of residents and businesses.

2030 GENERAL PLAN PROCESS
In late 2006, the County initiated an update to the existing 2000 General Plan. The plan was
updated using a systematic process involving the general public, technical experts, issue advocates,
and elected and appointed officials, to (1) identify the existing conditions of the county and the legal
requirements of regional, state, and federal agencies, and (2) to determine issues of interest and
opportunity for the community. During the process, several alternative policy and land use
approaches to the General Plan were drafted and analyzed for public debate and acceptance by
decision makers. Upon selection of a preferred General Plan approach, the County prepared a draft
General Plan for review by the public, agencies, and County-elected and appointed officials. It is
this Draft General Plan that is the subject of the evaluation contained within this Recirculated Draft
PEIR. After completion of the Draft PEIR, the Merced County Planning Commission and Board
of Supervisors will consider the 2030 General Plan for approval.
The succeeding sections discuss the reports prepared during the plan preparation process, and the
outreach activities completed by the County in developing the proposed 2030 General Plan.
General Plan Reports Prepared During Update Process
As part of the General Plan update program, and in coordination with the public outreach activities
cited below, the County prepared several supporting documents to help guide the update process.
These documents served as the building blocks for the 2030 General Plan. These documents,
however, are advisory in nature and will not be adopted by the Board of Supervisors as part of the
2030 General Plan. The documents are:
•

•

Issues and Opportunities Report (June 2007). This report provided 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.
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•

•

•

•

Alternatives Report Policy Options (July 2008). This report provided a summary of the
results from a survey of the Board of Supervisors, the Planning Commission, and Focus
Groups on each policy option described in the Preliminary Review Draft Alternatives
Report.
Final Alternatives Report (August 2008). The County published a revised version of the
Preliminary Review Draft Alternatives Report. It included a detailed outline of policy
options and four growth alternatives for the County. The four growth alternatives included:
Alternative A: City-centered growth, Alternative B1: Unincorporated community growth
(existing communities), Alternative B2: Unincorporated community growth (existing + new
communities), and Alternative C: Resource protection/ infrastructure availability. The
Alternatives Report provided an overview of each alternative, population growth
assumptions for each alternative, and the strengths and weakness of each alternative.
Revised Alternatives Report (October 2009). The County released a Revised Alternatives
Report to reflect issues, discussions, and the direction received from the Board of
Supervisors. The report compared two new growth alternatives, referred to as Alternatives D
and E, which were both refinements of the original four alternatives. Alternative D
represented 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
represented a combination of Alternatives A and C, with a focus on city-centered growth
and growth in Specific Urban Development Plan (SUDP) areas 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.
Draft 2030 General Plan (February 2011). The County released a Planning Commission
Review Draft 2030 General Plan setting forth proposed goals, policies, and implementation
measures, as well as draft Land Use and Circulation Diagrams. The potential environmental
effects of implementing this proposed Draft 2030 General Plan are being evaluated in this
Recirculated Draft PEIR and in the Draft PEIR dated November 2012.

Community Outreach and Public Hearings
Since Merced County initiated the comprehensive General Plan update in 2006, public participation
has played an important role in the preparation of the Draft General Plan. Citizen input has been
essential to identify issues and formulate goals. Community outreach and involvement during the
General Plan update process has been extensive, and has included numerous opportunities for the
public to participate, including the following outreach efforts:
•

•
•

In June 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.
Forty-five community workshops have provided a public forum for discussion of various
visions for the future in the County.
Four rounds of six Focus Group meetings attended by agency representatives and members
of community organizations that have expertise and background on the topical areas
organized for discussion. Focus Groups discussed and commented on agriculture, open
space/habitat, public infrastructure, circulation, economic development, and water resources
policy issues.
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•

•
•

•

•

3.6

Joint General Plan Study Sessions of the County Board of Supervisors (BOS) and the
Planning Commission (PC). Study sessions began in June 2007 and a total of eight sessions
have been held to date. These public BOS/PC meetings involve discussions on issues and
opportunities, existing conditions, the vision, and goal, policy, and land use alternatives.
A series of newsletters prepared during the General Plan preparation process to provide an
overview of the progress being made and the direction being pursued by the County.
Local Municipal Advisory Council (MAC) advisory meetings held during the General Plan
preparation process to gain input from the various MACs on General Plan documents and
proposals with respect to communities within the county.
General Plan documents, including meeting agendas and summaries, background reports,
draft goals and policies, draft alternatives reports and revised draft land use alternatives
posted since 2006 for public access on the Merced County General Plan website at
http://www.co.merced.ca.us/gpu.
Upon completion of the Final PEIR, including responses to all comments received on the
DPEIR and RDPEIR, the County will hold formal public hearings with the Planning
Commission and Board of Supervisors to consider the General Plan, and the Draft PEIR and
RDPEIR.

MAJOR COMPONENTS OF THE 2030 GENERAL PLAN

Section 15378 (a) of the State CEQA Guidelines defines a “project” to mean the whole of an action,
which has a potential to result in either a direct physical change in the environment, or a reasonably
foreseeable indirect physical change in the environment. This definition precludes an agency from
evaluating only those aspects of a project under its jurisdiction or for which it has regulatory
responsibility. The 2030 General Plan is defined to include all actions necessary to provide a
comprehensive update of the existing 2000 Merced County General Plan (adopted in 1990). The
purpose of the proposed 2030 General Plan is to revise and replace the existing General Plan,
including all of the elements2, the Land Use and Circulation Diagrams, and other existing goals,
policies, and implementation plans as needed to reflect current law and the changing matters of
public interest and concern. The 2030 General Plan establishes and implements new goals and
policies for regulating development projects and for balancing population growth with infrastructure
availability, agricultural preservation, and natural resource protection. Other goals and policies are
directed to resource protection, ensuring the timely availability of public infrastructure and services,
and encouraging a well-balanced economy. The plan will also integrate new planning concepts
endorsed by the County Board of Supervisors, and translate the updated goals and policies into
implementation programs (such as amendments to the County’s code, zoning ordinance, and
subdivision regulations) to assure that the County’s vision is implemented.
The following provides a summary of the major components of the 2030 General Plan.

2

Except for the Housing Element, which has already been revised and adopted in 2010 as a separate project in
accordance with state requirements. On June 22, 2010, a Negative Declaration and the updated Housing Element
were adopted by the Merced County Board of Supervisors. Because the Housing Element was updated and
adopted in 2010 as a separate project, it is not part of the 2030 General Plan project being evaluated in this PEIR.
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2030 GENERAL PLAN CONTENTS AND ORGANIZATION
The 2030 General Plan consists of two major parts – the policy document and the Background
Report. For purposes of this Recirculated Draft PEIR, the project under review consists of the 2030
General Plan policy document, and the associated Land Use and Circulation Diagrams. Where this
Recirculated Draft PEIR refers to the 2030 General Plan, the reference is to the policy document.
A companion document to the 2030 General Plan is the 2030 General Plan Background Report.
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 decision-makers, 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. It makes no judgments,
establishes no policies, and does not govern any land uses. For this reason, the Background
Report’s information is not under review in this Recirculated Draft PEIR. The Background Report
does, however, serve as the environmental and regulatory setting of the Draft PEIR. In this role,
the The Background Report is appended to this Recirculated Draft PEIR as Appendix C.
The contents of the 2030 General Plan are grouped into five major divisions:
•

•

•

Part I includes an overview of the role and purpose of the 2030 General Plan, discusses how
key issues were identified and the Plan has been prepared, summarizes public participation in
the planning process, sets forth the County’s vision of itself and common values, identifies
opportunities for action, and sets forth the uses and organization of the 2030 General Plan.
Since it does not consist of any programs or actions that could result in any potential
environmental effects, Part I will not be discussed further in this description of the project
to be evaluated in the Draft PEIR.
Part II identifies countywide goals, policies and programs. As set forth in greater detail
below, this portion of the 2030 General Plan is further divided into 11 separate elements that
establish goals, policies and actions. The elements cover the topics required by California
State Government Code Section 65302. Because Part II contains the 2030 General Plan
policies, the Land Use Diagram, and the Circulation Diagram, it will be the primary focus of
the environmental evaluation documented in this Draft PEIR.
Part III includes adopted Community Plans for each Urban Center in the unincorporated
parts of Merced County. These Community Plans provide specific policy direction for their
area, together with a Community Plan Land Use Map and Circulation Diagram. Communityspecific policies supplement the countywide goals and policies contained in Part II of the
2030 General Plan. The 2030 General Plan does not include updates to the County’s
adopted Community Plans, nor does it propose any modifications of land uses or policies
within areas subject to the Community Plans. In addition to the adopted Community Plans,
contemporaneously with the 2030 General Plan, the County is updating several Community
Plans, under separate processes from the General Plan update. The Draft PEIR for the
2030 General Plan will not evaluate any changes to land uses or policies related to these
Community Plans that are currently in progress. The potential environmental effects of any
updated Community Plans will be evaluated in environmental documents prepared for those
plans; however, any environmental impacts related to the buildout of community plan areas
under existing Community Plans will be evaluated in the Draft PEIR.

Merced County
July 2013

3-13

2030 Merced County General Plan
Recirculated Draft PEIR

Project Description

•

•

Part IV includes an outline of the process for reviewing and updating the 2030 General Plan
and programs for monitoring its implementation. This part also outlines requirements for
implementing the County’s 2030 General Plan consistent with its goals, policies, standards, and
programs; it provides an overview of the types of actions or tools the County will use to
implement the 2030 General Plan. This Part concludes with tables that list specific
implementation programs, broken down by 2030 General Plan element.
Part V of the 2030 General Plan text concludes with a glossary of terms used within the plan.

2030 GENERAL PLAN GOALS, POLICIES, AND ACTIONS
Part II includes all of the required elements of the 2030 General Plan, in addition to new air quality
and water elements. Goals and policies within the various elements flow directly from the vision and
guiding principles that were developed during the 2030 General Plan update process. They address a
broad range of topics required by state law, and those that address unique local concerns. Part II is
divided into eleven topical elements.
Each 2030 General Plan element is summarily described below, and the draft goals are listed. In
addition to goals, each element includes policies and implementation measures. The detailed policies
and implementation measures of each element are set forth in the Draft 2030 General Plan (policy
document) and are appended to this Draft PEIR as Appendix D.
Goals, policies, and implementation measures were reviewed and evaluated by the public, focus
group members, and by the Merced County Planning Commission and Board of Supervisors during
preparation and circulation of this Draft PEIR. The Draft PEIR evaluates the potential effects of
the 2030 General Plan goals, policies, and implementation measures as they were modified by the
Board of Supervisors in their review of the draft 2030 General Plan on July 12, 2011.
Economic Development Element
This element includes policy direction to promote future economic development, job creation, and
prosperity. The major focus of this element is the identification of ways Merced County can
diversify its economy and attract new industries, while expanding the agricultural industry. Goals and
policies are organized under the following headings: general economic development; economic base
diversification; existing business expansion and retention; new business attraction and recruitment;
partnerships; workforce training and education; and tourism.
The draft goals of the Economic Development Element are:
ED-1
ED-2
ED-3
ED-4
ED-5
ED-6
ED-7

Support and promote growth and diversification of the County’s economy.
Support the existing agricultural economy while expanding infrastructure and
existing/new industries in order to increase employment opportunities and attract new
investment.
Support and promote the retention and expansion of existing businesses.
Support and promote new business development and employment growth, including
local-serving, high-technology, and sustainable businesses.
Increase the effectiveness of countywide economic development activities through
public and private partnerships.
Improve the skills of the current workforce in order to attract new investment and
ensure economic growth.
Strengthen the tourism industry through the development of natural resource
attractions and investment into the agritourism industry.
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Land Use Element
This element sets forth detailed standards for future land use, development, community design,
energy efficiency, and agriculture/resource protection in the unincorporated areas of Merced
County. Goals and policies are organized under the following headings: countywide growth and
development; agricultural and foothill pasture; rural centers; urban centers; highway interchange
centers; new towns; incorporated cities and unincorporated fringe areas; energy efficient design;
development review and inter-agency coordination; and General Plan maintenance.
The draft goals of the Land Use Element are:
LU-1
LU-2
LU-3
LU-4
LU-5.A
LU-5.B
LU-5.C
LU-5.D
LU-5.E
LU-5.F
LU-6
LU-7
LU-8
LU-9
LU-10
LU-11

Merced County
July 2013

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.
Preserve, promote, and expand the agricultural industry in Merced County.
Provide limited areas for suburban residential land uses in a manner that minimizes
conflicts with surrounding agricultural and open space uses.
Provide for the continuation of areas designated for rural and agricultural support uses
in a manner that minimizes agricultural and environmental impacts while benefiting
the surrounding agricultural community.
Preserve and enhance the character of Merced County by focusing future
unincorporated development towards Urban Communities.
Preserve and enhance the design, heritage, historic character, and quality of life of
Urban Communities in Merced County.
Provide adequate, efficient, and high quality residential development that accommodates
the housing needs of all income groups expected to reside in Merced County.
Maintain economic vitality and promote the development of commercial uses within
Urban Communities that are compatible with surrounding land uses, and meet the
present and future needs of County residents, workers, and visitors.
Designate adequate land for, and promote development of, industrial uses to meet the
present and future needs of County residents for jobs and to maintain economic vitality.
Provide for the establishment of new Urban Communities in order to accommodate
future growth in the unincorporated parts of Merced County that are located off
productive agricultural land or the valley floor.
Provide dedicated commercial areas that serve the needs of the traveling public while
balancing countywide circulation and other County needs.
Ensure that development in county/city fringe areas is well planned and adequately
serviced by necessary public facilities and infrastructure.
Recognize pre-existing isolated areas designated for urban land uses as limited
exceptions to the “Urban Centered Concept” of the 2030 General Plan.
Support and promote energy efficiency through innovative building design and land
use patterns.
Cooperate with other local, regional, state, and federal jurisdictions and agencies in the
San Joaquin Valley to achieve mutually-beneficial development, environmental, and
economic goals.
Provide a clear framework for the ongoing administration, maintenance, and
implementation of the 2030 General Plan.	
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Agricultural Element
This element includes policy direction for protecting, preserving, and expanding the productive
agricultural industry in Merced County. Goals and policies are organized under the following
headings: agricultural land preservation; agricultural and urban area compatibility; confined animal
facilities; agricultural research and education; and agricultural recreation.
The draft goals of the Agricultural Element are:
AG-1
AG-2
AG-3
AG-4
AG-5

Maintain the financial viability of the agricultural sector by encouraging expansion of
commercial agriculture, attracting new agricultural support and value added industries,
and promoting locally-grown commodity sales.
Ensure the long-term preservation and conservation of land used for productive
agriculture, potentially-productive agricultural land, and agricultural-support facilities.
Minimize conflicts between productive agricultural areas and urban land uses, and
discourage the parcelization and conversion of large agricultural holdings into rural
residential parcels or urban uses.
Anticipate the future needs of the agricultural sector in order to improve agricultural
competitiveness, efficiency, and employment.
Further develop and expand the agricultural tourism and recreation industry in Merced
County.

Housing Element
The Housing Element has been updated as a separate project and is not part of the 2030 General
Plan being studied in the Draft PEIR. The adopted goals are:
HE-1
HE-2
HE-3
HE-4
HE-5
HE-6

HE-7
HE-8

To provide for a broad range of housing types and densities to meet the needs of all
residents of the unincorporated area.
To encourage the construction and maintenance of affordable housing in Merced
County, with an emphasis on meeting the needs of extremely low-, very low-, and lowincome households.
To prevent foreclosures, protect affected families, and stabilize neighborhoods
impacted by foreclosures.
To provide a range of housing types and services for special needs groups.
To preserve the existing character and integrity of residential neighborhoods and
conserve and improve the existing housing stock.
To provide decent housing and quality living environment for all Merced County
residents regardless of age, religion, race, ethnicity, creed, sex, sexual orientation,
marital status, ancestry, national origin, disability, economic level, and other arbitrary
factors.
To ensure energy efficiency and appropriate weatherization for all new and existing
housing units.
To ensure that Housing Element programs are implemented on a timely basis and
progress of each program is monitored and evaluated annually.

Transportation and Circulation Element
This element includes policy direction regarding improving the mobility of both persons and goods
throughout Merced County, including a comprehensive update to the Circulation Diagram. The
element addresses ways the County can reduce greenhouse gas emissions and promote alternative
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forms of transportation (e.g., transit, bicycle, pedestrian). The element also includes specific policy
direction for bicycle, pedestrian, and transit circulation on roadways in Urban Centers. Goals and
policies are organized under the following headings: roadway system; parking; transit; bicycle and
pedestrian circulation; rail transportation; and air transportation.
The draft goals of the Transportation and Circulation Element are:
CIR-1
CIR-2
CIR-3
CIR-4
CIR-5
CIR-6

Maintain an efficient roadway system for the movement of people and goods that
enhances the physical, economic, and social environment while being safe, efficient,
and cost-effective.
Provide and manage parking to accommodate auto usage while minimizing the impacts
of excessive parking supply.
Maintain a public transit system that provides an alternative to automobile travel,
supports ridesharing, and meets the needs of the entire community.
Maintain and expand a safe, continuous, and easily accessible bicycle and pedestrian
circulation system.
Maintain and expand a rail transportation system that provides safe, efficient, and
reliable movement of freight and passengers within and through Merced County.
Ensure that air transportation systems provide safe, efficient, and reliable movement of
passengers and freight.

Public Facilities and Services Element
This element includes guidance for the logical and efficient expansion and/or upgrading of services
and facilities in Merced County to meet existing and planned public needs. Goals and policies are
organized under the following headings: public facility and service funding; wastewater; storm
drainage and flood control; solid and hazardous waste; utilities; law enforcement; fire protection and
emergency medical services; schools and libraries; and childcare.
The draft goals of the Public Facilities and Services Element are:
PFS-1
PFS-2
PFS-3
PFS-4
PFS-5
PFS-6
PFS-7
PFS-8
PFS-9

Merced County
July 2013

Ensure adequate funding for new, expanded, and upgraded public facilities and
services.
Ensure adequate wastewater collection, treatment, and disposal within the County.
Ensure the management of stormwater in a safe and environmentally sensitive manner
through the provision of adequate storm drainage facilities that protect people,
property, and the environment.
Ensure the safe and efficient disposal and recycling of solid and hazardous waste
generated in the County.
Ensure the provision of adequate utilities to the residents of Merced County.
Ensure the provision of timely and adequate law enforcement through proper
management and staffing of the Sheriff’s Department in Merced County.
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.
Coordinate with school districts, colleges, and universities to provide for the
educational and literary needs of Merced County residents.
Encourage the development of quality childcare services and facilities throughout the
County.
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Natural Resources Element
This element sets forth policy direction for the management and preservation of natural resources in
Merced County. The preservation and protection of these resources is vital to the continued benefit
and enjoyment of current and future residents. Goals and policies are organized under the following
headings: biological resources; energy resources and efficiency; soil and mineral resources; and scenic
resources.
The draft goals of the Natural Resources Element are:
NR-1
NR-2
NR-3
NR-4

Preserve and protect, through coordination with the public and private sectors, the
biological resources of the County.
Provide adequate and efficient energy supplies by increasing renewable energy
production and energy conservation.
Facilitate orderly development and extraction of mineral resources while preserving
open space, natural resources, and soil resources, and avoiding or mitigating significant
adverse impacts.
Protect scenic resources and vistas.

Recreation and Cultural Resources Element
This element includes policy direction to expand recreation opportunities and protect cultural
resources in Merced County. Goals and policies are organized under the following headings: parks
and recreation; and cultural, archeological, and historical resources.
The draft goals of the Recreation and Cultural Resources element are:
RCR-1
RCR-2

Preserve, enhance, expand, and manage Merced County’s diverse system of regional
parks, trails, recreation areas, and natural resources for the enjoyment of present and
future residents and park visitors.
Protect and preserve the cultural, archeological, and historic resources of the County in
order to maintain its unique character.

Health and Safety Element
This element establishes policy direction for protecting residents and properties from unreasonable
risks associated with hazards. This includes potential harm from natural forces, such as flooding and
earthquakes, as well as from human-caused hazards such as noise and aviation. Goals and policies
are organized under the following headings: geologic and seismic hazards; flood hazards; fire
hazards; airport safety; hazardous materials; adaptation to climate change; noise; and environmental
justice.
The draft goals of the Health and Safety Element are:
HS-1
HS-2
HS-3

Minimize the loss of life, injury, and property damage of County residents due to
seismic and geologic hazards.
Minimize the possibility of loss of life, injury, or damage to property as a result of
flood hazards.
Minimize the exposure of County residents and public and private property to the
effects of urban and wildland fires.
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HS-4

HS-5
HS-6
HS-7
HS-8

Promote the safe operation of airports and the safety of Merced County residents by
requiring that any new development within the airport area of influence be consistent
with the requirements of the Merced County Airport Land Use Commission’s
compatibility plan, and compliant with Federal Aviation Administration regulations.
Protect Merced County residents, visitors, and property through providing for the safe
use, storage, transport, and disposal of hazardous materials and wastes.
Plan for the eventual impacts of climate change through adaptive management
strategies and responses in order to mitigate climate change impacts while protecting
the quality of life for current and future County residents.
Protect residents, employees, and visitors from the harmful and annoying effects of
exposure to excessive noise.
Ensure the fair treatment of all visitors, residents, employees, and property owners,
regardless of age, race, culture, and income with respect to land use and environmental
decisions.

Air Quality Element
This is a new element in the 2030 General Plan; it includes goals, policies, and feasible
implementation strategies to improve air quality and address climate change. In addition to
regulating point-source pollution, such as industrial sources of pollution, the element includes
policies and strategies regarding land use patterns, energy conservation, and automobile travel
reduction. This element is closely linked to the Land Use, Circulation and Transportation, and
Agricultural Elements. Goals and policies are organized under the following headings: greenhouse
gas reduction and climate change; environmental assessment and mitigation; public facilities and
operations; congestion management and transportation control measures; toxic and hazardous
emissions; fugitive dust (PM10 and PM2.5).
The draft goals of the Air Quality Element are:
AQ-1
AQ-2
AQ-3
AQ-4
AQ-5
AQ-6

Reduce air pollutants and greenhouse gas emissions, and anticipate adaptation due to
future consequences of global and local climate change.
Mitigate local and regional significant air quality impacts of projects through the
CEQA process.
Improve air quality through improved public facilities and operations and serve as a
model for the private sector.
Reduce traffic congestion and vehicle trips through more efficient infrastructure and
support for trip reduction programs.
County residents are protected from toxic air pollutants and noxious odors from
industrial, manufacturing, and processing facilities, and agricultural operations.
Improve air quality in Merced County by reducing emissions of PM10, PM2.5, and other
particulates from mobile and non-mobile sources.

Water Element
This is a new element in the 2030 General Plan that addresses the multiple uses of water, including
urban, agricultural, and environmental. This includes water resources, such as water supply, water
quality, and watershed management. Both surface water and groundwater supplies are important
determinants of future growth and agricultural production in the County. The element also
addresses water quality in areas where contaminating sources have degraded water. Goals and
Merced County
July 2013
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policies are organized under the following headings: water supply; water quality; water reuse and
conservation; watershed management; and interagency coordination.
The draft goals of the Water Element are:
W-1
W-2
W-3
W-4
W-5

Ensure a reliable water supply sufficient to meet the existing and future needs of the County.
Protect the quality of surface and groundwater resources to meet the needs of all users.
Maximize the efficient use and reuse of water supplies through water conservation,
water recycling, and public education.
Enhance and protect County watersheds through responsible water and land use
management practices that address water bodies, open spaces, soils, recreation, habitat,
vegetation, groundwater recharge, and development.
Promote interagency communication and cooperation between local governments,
irrigation districts, and water agencies in order to optimize use of resources and
provide the highest level of dependable and affordable service, while respecting
individual entities’ water rights and interests.

LAND USE BOUNDARIES, DESIGNATIONS, AND STANDARDS
The Land Use Element includes a description of the Land Use Diagram and the related land use
designations and standards (see Figure 3-3). The Land Use Diagram identifies the various urban
boundary designations, the City Planning Areas, and areas designated for Agricultural and Foothill
Pasture uses. Table 3-2 further describes land use designations and assigns a key color identifying
each designation as illustrated in Figure 3-3.
Urban Area Boundaries
A major change in the 2030 General Plan is that the Land Use Element and Diagram have replaced
the Specific Urban Development Plan designation used by the County in the 2000 General Plan with
the new designations of Rural Center, Urban Center, and City Planning Area. The Land Use
Diagram includes the five different Urban Area Boundaries as listed below and illustrated in Figure
3-3. Each of these boundaries has a unique purpose and specific policies guiding their future growth
and development. These goals and policies are described previously in this project description. The
five boundaries include:
•

•

•

City Planning Area. Includes land located within the sphere of influence of the cities of
Atwater, Dos Palos, Gustine, Livingston, Los Banos, and Merced. Land use and
development within the city limits of the cities is regulated by each city’s General Plan; the
unincorporated fringe area outside the city limits is governed by the 2030 General Plan and
individual land use agreements with each city.
Urban Community. Includes areas in unincorporated Merced County that have a range of
housing densities, commercial uses, public sewer and/or water infrastructure, public services,
and employment-generating land uses. (Note: These areas were known under the 2000
General Plan as “Specific Urban Development Plans.”)
Rural Residential Center. Includes areas in unincorporated Merced County that contain
concentrations of suburban housing, typically on one acre lots, that lack full urban services.
These areas are typically located adjacent to or near incorporated cities, and do not include
commercial uses.
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•

•

Rural Center. Includes areas in unincorporated Merced County that are isolated and have
either a stable or declining population. These areas contain some commercial uses that
support adjacent rural and agricultural uses, such as feed stores, truck/tractor repair, gas
stations, and limited public services.
Highway Interchange Center. Includes areas in unincorporated Merced County that are
intended to accommodate commercial uses oriented to highway travelers. They are typically
located at freeway interchanges or intersections of state and interstate highways.

The individual Community Plans generally include some or all of the fifteen land use designations
described in Table 3-2, although some individual Community Plans include some unique
designations specific to that community.
Table 3-2

Land Use Designations

	
  

Foothill Pasture (FP)
This designation provides for non-cultivated agricultural practices that typically require larger areas of land
due to poor soil quality, limited water availability, and steeper slopes. This designation is typically applied to
areas in the Sierra Nevada foothills and the Diablo Range on the east and west sides of the County.

	
  

Agricultural (A)
This designation provides for cultivated agricultural practices that rely on good soil quality, adequate water
availability, and minimal slopes. This is the largest County land use designation by area in the County and is
typically applied to areas on the valley floor.

	
  

Agricultural Residential (AR)
This designation provides for single-family dwellings on large lots in a semi-rural environment with limited
public services. This designation is typically applied to Rural Centers or at the edge of urban areas. This
designation is often used as a buffer between urban and rural land uses.

	
  

Very Low-Density Residential (VLDR)
This urban designation provides for single-family dwellings on larger lots. This designation is typically
applied to areas considered appropriate for the construction of single-family dwellings within Rural Centers
and Urban Communities.

	
  

Low-Density Residential (LDR)
This designation provides for single-family dwellings on medium to large lots. This designation is typically
applied to areas considered appropriate for the construction of single-family dwellings within Urban
Communities.

	
  

Medium-Density Residential (MDR)
This designation provides for either single-family dwellings on smaller lots or multi-family housing units.
This designation may be applied to areas located near commercial centers within Urban Communities.

	
  

High-Density Residential (HDR)
This designation provides for high density multi-family housing units. This designation is typically applied to
areas located near the center of Urban Communities.
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Table 3-2

Land Use Designations

	
  

Mixed-Use (MU)
This designation provides for higher-density residential development to be located on the same parcel or
block as either commercial or office uses in order to provide denser, pedestrian and transit oriented
development in urban areas. The mix of uses can be either horizontal or vertical. This designation is typically
applied in central areas of Urban Communities.

	
  

Neighborhood Commercial (NC)
This designation provides for commercial uses within Urban Communities that serve the daily needs of the
local community. This designation is typically applied within or near residential neighborhoods. Smaller
Rural Centers may use this designation as their main commercial area.

	
  

General Commercial (GC)
This designation provides for general retail commercial uses, personal and professional services, and
institutional uses in Urban Communities and Highway Interchange Centers. This designation is typically
applied to areas near the center of a community to encourage grouping of commercial activities in a central
business district or core, possibly with other nonresidential uses.

	
  

Business Park (BP)
This designation provides for clean, low-impact land uses such as professional offices, research and
development facilities, warehouse and distribution centers, mini storage, light manufacturing and fabrication
(limited to indoor activity), and other similar uses located in Urban Communities.

	
  

Institutional/Quasi-Public (I/P)
This designation provides for public and quasi-public facilities and services such as schools, fire stations,
hospitals, sanitariums, libraries, museums, government offices and courts, churches, meeting halls,
cemeteries and mausoleums, public facilities, and similar and compatible uses. This designation is found
throughout the County.

	
  

Industrial (IND)
This designation provides for manufacturing, research and development, processing, distribution, storage, or
the wholesale trade of various materials and products. This designation is typically applied to areas adjacent
to major transportation routes and/or towards the fringe area of Urban Communities and Highway
Interchange Centers.

	
  

Recreation and Open Space (RE)
This designation provides for active and passive recreational uses, habitat protection, watershed
management, areas that contain public health and safety hazards such as floodways, and areas containing
environmentally-sensitive features. This designation may be applied throughout the County.

	
  

Urban Reserve (UR)
This designation is applied to areas within Urban Communities that are considered appropriate for intensive
urban land use activities at some future date depending upon community growth needs and availability of
urban services, utilities, and facilities. These areas are intended to remain rural until they are redesignated at
some future date.

Source: Merced County, Draft 2030 General Plan, 2011.
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Land Use Standards
Consistent with state law, the General Plan includes standards of population density and building
intensity for each of the land use designations appearing on the Land Use Diagram and as described
in Table 3-2. Table 3-3 identifies these standards, and outlines the applicable Urban Area Boundary
for each designation shown on the Land Use Diagram. Table 3-4 lists the acreage of the County
allocated to each land use type.
Residential Use Standards
Standards of population density for residential uses are stated as the allowable range of dwelling
units per gross acre. The term “gross acre” includes all land (including streets and rights-of-way)
designated for a particular residential use, while net acreage excludes streets and rights-of-way. In
urban areas, net acreage is normally 20 to 25 percent less for a given area than gross acreage. In rural
areas, the difference between net and gross can be as low as 5 percent. Net acreage is the standard
typically used in zoning, while gross acreage is more commonly used for General Plans.
Standards of population density for residential uses can be derived by multiplying the maximum
allowable number of dwelling units per gross acre by the average number of persons per dwelling
unit assumed for the applicable residential designation. Standards of building intensity for residential
uses are stated as the allowable range of dwelling units per gross acre.
Non-Residential Use Standards
Standards of building intensity for non-residential uses are stated as maximum floor-area ratios.
Floor-area ratio (FAR) is the ratio of the gross building square footage on a lot to the net square
footage of the lot. For example, a FAR of 1.00 will
allow 10,000 square feet of gross building floor area to
be built, on a lot with 10,000 net square feet of land
area, regardless of the number of stories in the
building (e.g., a single-story building of 10,000 square
feet or a two-story building with 5,000 square feet for
each floor). On the same lot a FAR of 0.50 would
allow 5,000 square feet of floor area, and a FAR of
0.25 would allow 2,500 square feet. The diagram to
the right illustrates conceptually how buildings of one, two, three, and four stories could be
developed on a given lot with FARs between 0.5 and 1.0.
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Table 3-3

Land Use Standards

Land Use Designations

Minimum
Lot or Parcel
Size

Dwelling Units Per
Gross Acre
Min.

Max.

NonResidential
Floor Area
Ratio

Average
Persons Per
Household

Average
Employee
Density2

Applicable
Urban Area Boundary3

Foothill Pasture (FP)1

160 acres

0

0.0125

0.10

3.2

800

-

Agricultural (A) – Alternative Policy

40 acres

0

0.025

0.10

3.2

800

CPA5

Agricultural (A) – Alternative Policy

20 acres

0

0.05

0.10

3.2

800

CPA5

Agricultural Residential4 (AR)

1/3 acre

0

0.33

-

3.2

-

RRC, RC

Very-Low Density Residential (VLDR)

0.25 acre

1.0

4.0

-

3.2

-

RRC, RC, UC

Low-Density Residential (LDR)

5,000 s.f.

4.0

8.0

-

3.2

-

UC

Medium-Density Residential (MDR)

3,000 s.f.

8.0

15.0

-

3.2

-

UC

High-Density Residential (HDR)

None

15.0

33.0

-

3.2

-

UC

Mixed-Use (MU)

None

4.0

33.0

0.60

3.2

500

UC

Neighborhood Commercial (NC)

None

-

-

0.50

-

500

UC

General Commercial (GC)

None

-

-

0.50

-

600

UC, HIC

Business Park (BP)

None

-

-

0.60

-

300

UC, HIC

Institutional/Quasi-Public (I/P)

None

-

-

1.00

-

RC, UC, HIC

Industrial (IND)

None

-

-

1.00

-

400

UC

Recreation and Open Space (RE)

None

-

-

0.10

-

-

RC, UC

Urban Reserve (UR)

None

-

-

-

-

-

UC

Notes:
1 Foothill Pasture (FP) areas are allowed to have 20 to 40 acre minimum lot size if the existing (pre 2010) Zoning is either A-1 or A-1-40.
2 Equals the amount of square feet of floor area per one employee.
3 RRC = Rural Residential Center, RC = Rural Center, UC = Urban Community, HIC = Highway Interchange Center, CPA = City Planning Area.
4 Minimum lot size of one acre and maximum density of one dwelling per net acre unless public sewer and water is available.
5 While the Agricultural designation is primarily applied to non-urban areas of the county, this designation is also applied within City Planning Areas as an interim land use designation
until the land is annexed to a city or re-designated by the County.

Source: Merced County, 2011, 2013.
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Table 3-4

Acreage by Land Use Type
Acreage

Land Use Designations
Rural

1,191,935
Foothill Pasture

394,100

Agricultural

797,835

Urban

105,319

Urban Communities

23,020

Urban Communities Study Area (Yosemite Lake Estates)
City Planning Areas

656
69,334

Rural Centers

1,403

Rural Residential Centers

5,614

Highway Interchange Centers

5,079

Isolated Urban Designations

213

Sources: Interpretation of Merced County GIS Data, Merced County, 2011; Mintier Harnish, 2011.

URBAN AREAS
Part III of the 2030 General Plan establishes urban area boundaries for both incorporated and
unincorporated communities within the county.
City Planning Areas
Within the City Planning Areas of incorporated cities in areas outside of the existing city limits, the
goals and policies of the 2030 General Plan Land Use Element apply, especially those such as Goal
LU-7 that act to ensure coordination of city and county land use planning, the preferential and
timely expansion of existing cities rather than urbanization of unincorporated areas, and the
provision of necessary public facilities and infrastructure. The City Planning Area boundaries shown
on the maps in Part III of the 2030 General Plan contain land within each city’s Sphere of Influence
(SOI). SOIs are those areas identified by each city and the Merced Local Agency Formation
Commission as being an area that is capable of being urbanized within a 20-year period. The 2030
General Plan, in its identification of the City Planning Area, merely reflects the adopted SOI and
does not confer any additional policies or land use designations that would enhance or hinder urban
development under each city’s adopted General Plan.
The following cities have identified City Planning Areas: Atwater; Dos Palos; Gustine; Livingston,
Los Banos, and Merced. Policies and implementation measures under Goal LU-7 of the 2030
General Plan address unincorporated areas on the fringes of the six cities within the county.
Urban Communities
Part III of the 2030 General Plan provides maps of Urban Communities within unincorporated
areas of the county. Urban Communities within the county may have a range of housing densities
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and commercial uses, and are often served by public wastewater and/or water infrastructure. In
urban functions, these areas serve as small cities although they continue to be under the jurisdiction
of Merced County, which continues to provide law enforcement and fire protection services.
Community Plans, or Community Specific Plans, for areas designated in the 2000 Merced County
General Plan as Specific Urban Development Plans (SUDP), have been prepared for the following
communities:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Castle Air Force Base Reuse Plan3 (1996)
Delhi Community Plan (2006)
Fox Hills Community Specific Plan (2006)
Franklin/Beachwood Community Specific Plan (1983)
Hilmar Community Plan (2008)
LeGrand Community Specific Plan (1983)
Planada Community Plan (2003)
Santa Nella Community Plan (2001)
University Community Plan (2004)
Villages of Laguna San Luis Community Plan (2008)
Winton Community Specific Plan (1981)

Yosemite Lake Estates is additionally identified as an Urban Community Study Area. Upon
preparation and approval of a Community Plan, the Yosemite Lake Estates area may be redesignated
to an Urban Community.
The 2030 General Plan proposes no changes in land uses or community-specific policies with
respect to these urban communities with adopted Community Plans, although the 2030 General
Plan sets forth policies and implementation measures that address land uses within urban
communities under Goal LU-5 in the Land Use Element of the 2030 General Plan. However, the
boundary of the University Community Plan has be modified to reflect the campus boundary
adopted by the University of California Regents in the 2009 Long Range Development Plan for the
campus.
Rural Centers
Rural centers are small urban areas in unincorporated areas of Merced County that have limited
urban uses and services. Such areas may or may not be provided with community water and
wastewater services. None of these Rural Centers have adopted Community Plans, although several
are currently being prepared or revised. The Rural Centers include:
Ballico
• El Nido
• Tuttle
Cressey
• Snelling
• Volta
Dos Palos “Y”
• Stevinson
Policies and implementation measures that address Rural Centers are set forth under Goal LU- 4 in
the Land Use Element of the 2030 General Plan.
•
•
•

3

The Castle Air Force Base Reuse Plan, adopted in 1996, serves as the Community Plan for the Castle Commerce
Center.
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Rural Residential Centers
Rural Residential Centers are small areas in unincorporated areas of Merced County that have been
developed with suburban residential uses, typically on one-acre lots or larger. They typically have
limited or no urban uses and services. Such areas typically are not provided with community water
and wastewater services. None of these Rural Residential Centers have adopted Community Plans,
and the anticipated long-term land use is large lot residential housing and institutional uses like
churches and schools. Rural Residential Centers include:
•
•
•

Delhi
Franklin-Beachwood
McSwain

•
•
•

East Merced
Snelling West
Snelling East

Policies and implementation measures that address Rural Residential Centers are set forth under
Goal LU-3 in the Land Use Element of the 2030 General Plan.
Highway Interchange Centers
Highway Interchange Centers are small areas in unincorporated areas of Merced County that are
located at the intersections and interchanges of state and interstate highways. They are designed to
provide limited commercial services to travelers. Highway Interchange Centers include:
•
•
•
•
•

Interstate 5/State Highway 152
Interstate 5/Mercey Springs Road
Interstate 5/Nees Road
Interstate 5/Sullivan Road
Highway 99/Collier Road

Policies and implementation measures that address Highway Interchange Centers are set forth under
Goal LU-6 in the Land Use Element of the 2030 General Plan.
Isolated Urban Land Uses
Isolated urban uses occur in several areas of unincorporated areas of Merced County, and were
designated and developed prior to the requirement that all urban development had to be located
within a designated urban boundary or urban center. Policies and implementation measures set
forth under Goal LU-8 in the Land Use Element of the 2030 General Plan address these isolated
urban uses.

CIRCULATION SYSTEM
Based on the goals and policies of the Transportation and Circulation Element set forth above, and
the land use patterns described in the 2030 General Plan, the County has developed a planned
circulation network to provide for the appropriate movement of persons and goods. The proposed
Circulation Diagram is illustrated in Figure 3-4.
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Figure 3-4
2030 Merced County General Plan Circulation Diagram
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3.7 INTENDED USES OF THE GENERAL PLAN DRAFT PEIR
As indicated at the beginning of this chapter, this programmatic Draft PEIR is intended to review
potential environmental impacts associated with the adoption and implementation of the 2030
General Plan, and to determine any necessary mitigation measures. Subsequent projects will be
reviewed by the County for consistency with the 2030 General Plan and this EIR, and adequate
project-level environmental review will be conducted as required by CEQA. Projects successive to
this Draft PEIR could include the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Approval and funding of major projects and capital improvements.
Issuance of permits and other approvals necessary for implementation of the 2030 General
Plan.
Future Specific Plan, Planned Unit Development, and Community Plan approvals.
Property rezoning consistent with the 2030 General Plan.
Development Plan approvals, such as tentative maps, variances, conditional use permits and
other land use permits.
Permit issuances and other entitlements necessary for public and private development
projects.
Development Agreement and community benefit agreement processing and approvals.
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6 AGRICULTURAL AND FORESTRY RESOURCES
This chapter provides an evaluation of the potential environmental effects of implementing the
proposed 2030 Merced County General Plan (2030 General Plan) on agricultural resources. As
established in the Notice of Preparation for this EIR (see Appendix A, Notice of Preparation), urban
development and other activities subject to the updated General Plan may result in degradation of
agricultural resources within Merced County. Biological resources impacts, including potential
impacts to oak woodland habitat, are evaluated in Chapter 8, Biological Resources of this Draft PEIR.
The following environmental assessment includes a review of agricultural resources potentially
affected by the implementation of the 2030 General Plan, including a description of existing
agricultural resources, potential conversion of farmlands, impacts due to interference with
continuing agricultural operations, and conflicts with Williamson Act contracts and the Williamson
Act Agricultural Preserve. Also assessed are the effects that could result from urban development
that would be allowed under the proposed 2030 General Plan, as well as the effects on forestry
resources, including forest land, timberland, and timberland production.
This analysis also includes a review of applicable regulations, requirements, plans and policies from
the following state and Merced County sources:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

California Air Resources Board Forest Protocols
Open Space Lands Act (Government Code §65560 et. seq.)
California Agriculture Land Evaluation and Site Assessment Model (1997)
California Department of Conservations Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program
California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection Forestry and Range Assessment
Project
California Land Conservation Act of 1965 (Williamson Act Program) (Govt. Code, Section
51200, et seq.)
Right-to-Farm Ordinance
Agricultural Conservation Easements
Merced County Year 2000 General Plan.

The existing conditions of agricultural resources in the Merced County General Plan study area were
determined by a review of important farmlands classified by the California Department of
Conservation Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program (FMMP), the Williamson Act Program,
existing agricultural conservation easements, examination of aerial photographic records and other
mapping data, and consultations with agricultural experts and regulators. Rules and regulations
influencing the agricultural resources were identified by a review of state and local regulations and
the Merced County General Plan. Potential impacts related to agricultural resources, compiled and
analyzed based on CEQA assessment criteria, were determined by comparing urban development
that would likely be constructed under total buildout of the 2030 General Plan to the existing
environment, using guidelines adopted by Merced County.
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6.1

SETTING

The environmental and regulatory setting of Merced County with respect to agricultural resources is
described in detail in the General Plan Background Report (Merced County 2007; updated 2012).
That document is incorporated by reference into this Recirculated 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=1971.
Printed 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 Community and Economic
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.
Important Terms
Several similar terms are used to describe farmland or agricultural soil quality by the California Department of
Conservation Farmlands Mapping and Monitoring Program (FMMP) and the US Department of Agriculture,
Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS). In general, the FMMP describes areas of farmlands in terms
of their soil quality and their predominant use. Uses as monitored by the FMMP range from urban to rural.
FMMP categories are explained further in Table 6-2 of this Chapter. Historically, the NRCS has classified soils
in terms of their physical characteristics to support agriculture. Recently, the FMMP and NRCS definitions
have converged.
In this EIR, the following terms frequently are used:
Prime Farmland (FMMP) - Lands with the “…best combination of physical and chemical features able to
sustain long-term agricultural production…has soil quality, growing season, and moisture supply needed to
produce sustained high yields.” The land must have been in irrigated production at some time during the
previous four years.
Important Farmlands (FMMP) – As defined by the FMMP and used in this EIR, this category is a
combination of the following FMMP farmland classifications: prime farmlands, unique farmlands, farmland of
statewide importance, and farmlands of local importance. Within this EIR, for FMMP data for 2008 and 2010,
important farmlands have been broadened to include the FMMP confined animal agriculture category. The
FMMP agricultural land classification not identified as important farmland is grazing land. Important farmlands
are sometimes described as “farmlands of concern”; this phrase is not used in this EIR.
The following terms are used less frequently in this EIR:
Prime Farmland (NRCS) - Those soils that have the best combination of physical and chemical
characteristics for producing food, feed, forage, fiber, and oil seed crops, and are also available for these uses
(the land could be cropland, pastureland, range-land, forestland, or other land, but not urban built-up land or
water). It has the soil quality, growing season and moisture supply needed to economically produce sustained
high yields or crops when treated and managed, including water management, according to acceptable farming
practices.
Productive Farmlands (Merced County 2000 General Plan) – The 2000 General Plan used the term
“Productive Farmlands” in its evaluation of farmland conversion. According to the 2000 General Plan, this
category consisted of three FMMP farmland categories - prime farmlands, unique farmlands, and farmland of
statewide importance. This term is not used in this EIR, which relies upon the FMMP definition of important
farmlands as set forth above in its evaluation of farmland conversion.

2030 Merced County General Plan
Recirculated Draft PEIR

6-2

Merced County
July 2013

Agricultural and Forestry Resources

6.1.1 ENVIRONMENTAL SETTING
The Background Report’s discussion of the agriculture environmental setting describes the key
features that rank Merced County fifth among all counties in California, and sixth in the nation in
the annual market value of farm products. The environmental setting highlights features such as the
agricultural zoning, Williamson Act contracts, policies, farmland trends, rich soils, accessible
irrigation water, favorable climate, the large labor force, and reliable access to local, national, and
global markets that make Merced County a thriving agricultural community. Table 6-1 presents a
snapshot of some of Merced County’s important facts regarding its agricultural resources.
Table 6-1

Snapshot of Merced County Agriculture
Description

Category
Land
Soils

acres1;

Market Value of
Agricultural Products
All Farms
Commodities

1.16 to 1.17 million agricultural
92 percent of county’s total area. (2010, 2012)
Gently sloping alluvial plain in the middle of the world’s most diverse agricultural region - the
San Joaquin Valley. Prime soils (271,100 acres) account for 23.4 percent of total agricultural
land in Merced County. Other cropland (325,430 acres) accounts for 28 percent, and grazing
land (562,471 acres) accounts for 48.6 percent.
$2.73 billion. (2010)

2,607 farms average 399 acres in size. (2007)
90 different crop and animal products; at least 53 have annual market values of $1 million or
more. Major commodity groups in annual market value are: 1) Animal Products (including
Milk) $1.54 billion; 2) Fruits and Nuts $465.7 million; 3) Field Crops $325 million; 4)
Vegetable Crops $317.8 million. (2010)
Irrigated Farmland
514,162 acres on 2,127 farms. (2007)
Agricultural Animals
320,884 cattle and calves; 77,744,725 chickens; 2,306,709 turkeys. (2010)
The Agricultural
The largest sectors of the agricultural landscape are: 45.9 percent in grazing land (567,391
Landscape
acres); 43.5 percent in row crops (537,716 acres); 11.7 percent in orchards (144,863 acres); and
3.1 percent in dairies (277 dairy farms) (2007, 2011)
Local Economic
At least $8.1 billion in total economic activity, assuming an average 3x multiplier for the $2.7
Impacts of
billion in market value of products. (2010)
Agriculture
About one-third of all employed persons in the county are directly or indirectly connected to
agriculture, including persons employed in food manufacturing (the top employment sector in
the county), support services, crop production, and animal production. (2005)
1
Differing amounts of acreage depending upon the source: the Merced County Agricultural Commissioner
(MCAC) or the California Department of Conservation. Depending upon the analysis, comparisons are like to like
(e.g., consistent MCAC data when discussing crops as a percentage of all agricultural land).
Sources: Merced County Agricultural Commissioner, Annual Report of Agriculture, 2011; U.S. Census of Agriculture, 2009; California
Department of Conservation, Division of Land Resource Protection, Merced County: 2008-2010 Land Use Conversion 2012;
Maxwell Norton, UC Cooperative Extension, “Merced County Agriculture,” 2005.

Agricultural resources discussed in the Background Report, including the major findings, include:
•

Agricultural Zoning. Zoning is the County’s principal regulatory mechanism for protecting
farmland, primarily through the designation of minimum parcel sizes and allowable uses in
particular zones. There are three agricultural zoning districts in the existing General Plan,
including districts for General Agricultural (Zone A-1), General Agricultural (Zone A-1-40),
and Exclusive Agriculture (Zone A-2).
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•

•

•

Williamson Act. Merced County came late to the California Land Conservation Act of 1965
(Williamson Act), California’s preferential property tax program, adopting it in 2000, more
than 30 years after it was enacted in 1965. At the time, the debate on whether or not to
participate in the state program weighed the benefits of protecting farmland from urban
conversion and reducing property taxes for agricultural landowners against the loss of
revenue for County government and special districts. As of 2009, Merced County had
467,679 acres enrolled in Williamson Act contracts, 45 percent of all agricultural land,
including approximately 1,100 landowners and 3,649 parcels. Approximately 6,200 acres are
in non-renewal. Figure 6-1 shows the locations of the Williamson Act lands currently under
contract within Merced County. About 55 percent of enrolled acres are cropland (labeled as
“prime”), while the rest is grazing (“nonprime”) land. Williamson Act land is located
throughout the county’s agricultural regions, generally some distance from the urban centers
along SR 99. In order to participate in the Williamson Act program the land must be located
within the Williamson Act Agricultural Preserve. In order to accommodate the maximum
number of possible contracts, in the year 2000, the County created one large preserve
boundary encompassing most all agriculturally designated property within the County. The
total size of the preserve in 2012 is 982,599 acres. As of 2010, the State reduced or removed
their property tax subvention program. The County has been financially impacted, resulting
in a decision by the Board of Supervisors to suspend entering into any new contracts.
Right-to-Farm Ordinance. Merced County’s Right-to-Farm Ordinance is administered by
the Planning Department and has been in place since 1986. It requires a disclosure of the
importance and protection of agriculture in the residential development process, when
subdivisions or parcel splits are approved and building permits are issued. The disclosure is
passed on to future property buyers through the title process.
Conservation Easements. As compared to the temporary restrictions imposed by zoning
and Williamson Act contracts, easements permanently protect farms and other open space
land from conversion to urban use. Easements are formed when landowners voluntarily sell
or donate the development rights of particular parcels in perpetuity, while retaining all other
ownership rights, in return for cash or tax benefits. Easements also have legal status, as they
are formally recorded on property deeds as permanent restrictions. As of 2011, the Central
Valley Farmland Land Trust, which covers a four-county area (Sacramento, San Joaquin,
Stanislaus, and Merced), managed 86 percent of their easements in Merced, covering
approximately 11,668 acres. More than 133,260 easement acres are also located in the
Grasslands Wildlife Management Area, a wetlands preserve managed by the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service (USFWS).
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Williamson Act Lands in Merced County
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•

Urban Conversion. Because agricultural land represents more than 90 percent of the
county’s land base, it provides the primary location for new urban development. To keep
track of urban conversion trends and other land use changes since the mid-1980s, the
California Department of Conservation developed the Farmland Mapping and Monitoring
Program (FMMP) to generate reports every two years on the land use changes affecting
important agricultural lands. Prior to 2008, the FMMP identified eight classifications of land
uses; five different categories are used for agricultural land and three others are used for
urban, other land uses, and water. In 2008, additional classifications were added to
inventories for counties such as Merced to account for rural residential and confined animal
agricultural land uses. Four of the categories of agricultural lands - Prime, Statewide
Importance, Unique, and Local Importance - are collectively labeled by the FMMP as
“important farmlands.” For purposes of this EIR, due to its importance to the local
economy, the post-2008 FMMP category of “Confined Animal Agriculture” is also
categorized as important farmland.
Table 6-2 sets forth the agricultural land use categories as used in the 2010 FMMP for
Merced County, and each category’s respective acreage in the county. Figure 6-2 shows the
locations of these farmland types.
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Table 6-2

Agricultural and Other Land Use Categories in the Farmland Mapping and
Monitoring Program

Land Use Category
Prime Farmland

Farmland of Statewide
Importance
Unique Farmland

Farmland of Local Importance

Grazing Land
Confined Animal Agriculture1

Nonagricultural and Natural
Vegetation1

Semi-Agricultural and Rural
Commercial1 Land
Vacant or Disturbed Lands1

Rural Residential and
Commercial Land1
Urban and Built-up Land

Acres in
Merced
County, 2010

Definition
Lands with the “…best combination of physical and chemical
features able to sustain long-term agricultural production…has
soil quality, growing season, and moisture supply needed to
produce sustained high yields.” The land must have been in
irrigated production some time during the previous four years.
Similar to prime, “but with minor shortcomings, such as greater
slopes or less ability to store soil moisture.” The land must have
been in irrigated production some time during the previous four
years.
“…lesser quality soils used for the production of the state’s
leading agricultural crops.” Usually irrigated, but may include
non-irrigated vineyards or orchards. The land must have cropped
at some time during the previous four years.
Lands that have the physical characteristics that would qualify for
Prime or Statewide Importance except for the lack of irrigation
water. Also, lands that produce crops not listed under unique,
but are “…of importance to the local economy”.
“Land on which the existing vegetation is suited to the grazing of
livestock.” Minimum mapping unit is 40 acres.
Lands occupied by poultry facilities, feedlots, dairy facilities, and
fish farms. Prior to 2008, these facilities were classified as
Farmland of Local Importance in Merced County, or were
classified based on the characteristics of the underlying soils.
Lands including heavily wooded, rocky, or barren areas, riparian
and wetland areas, grassland areas that do not qualify for Grazing
Land due to their size or land management restrictions, small
water bodies, and recreational water ski lakes. Constructed
wetlands are also included in this category.
Lands that include farmsteads, agricultural storage and packing
sheds, unpaved parking areas, composting facilities, equine
facilities, firewood lots, and campgrounds
Lands including open field areas that do not qualify for any other
agricultural category, mineral and oil extraction areas, off-road
vehicle areas, electrical substations, channelized canals, and rural
freeway interchanges.
Residential areas of one to five dwellings per 10 acres.

271,100

151,340

109,030

65,057

562,461
14,339

12,737

3,666
15,234

5,418

“…occupied by structures with a building density of at least one
38,376
dwelling to 1.5 acres, or approximately 6 structures to a 10-acre
parcel.” Used for residential, industrial, commercial, and other
developed purposes.
Water Area
Areas of lakes, rivers and other waters.
16,859
All FMMP mapped lands (inc. urban and rural non-agricultural
1,265,617
Total
lands)
1 Prior to 2008 in Merced County, rural residences, brush, timber, wetlands, confined animal facilities, etc., were
categorized by the FMMP as “Other Land.”
Source: California Department of Conservation, Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program, 2012.
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Urban conversion of agricultural land in Merced County has been a steady but slow process,
according to FMMP data. Table 6-3 shows the trends for 1992-2010.
Table 6-3

Agricultural and Other Land Use Changes, 1992-2010

Land Use Category
Prime Farmland
Other Important
Grazing Land

Farmland1

Total Agricultural Land
Urban and Built-Up Land

Percent
Change

Average Annual
Change in Acres

Acres, 1992

Acres, 2010

1992-2010
Change

288,920

271,100

-17,820

-6.2%

-990

309,670
581,798

325,427
562,461

15,757
-19,337

5.0%
-3.3%

875
-1,074

1,180,388
28,326

1,158,988
38,376

-21,400
10,050

-1.7%
35.5%

-1,189
558

Other Land
35,759
51,394
15,635
43.7%
869
Water Area
16,946
16,859
-8
-0.5%
-5
1
Includes other cropland—farmland of statewide importance, unique farmland, and farmland of local
importance.
2
Because the FMMP has revised the land use categories reported in its analyses, the information reported
in this Table does not match the categories set forth in Table 6-2. For example, the Other Land
category reported above was disaggregated in 2008 to report the additional quasi-rural land uses
described in Table 6-2. To permit comparison with data from years prior to 2008 or with data in other
counties still reporting the old categories, the FMMP reports information using the pre-2008 categories.
A potentially large implication for Merced County is that confined animal facilities were categorized as
Other Land prior to 2008.
Source: California Department of Conservation, Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program, 2012

During this 18-year period, total agricultural land decreased from 1.18 million acres to 1.16
million acres (excluding confined animal agriculture) - a decrease of 21,400 acres or 1.7
percent. At the same time, urban and built-up land increased from 28,326 to 38,376 acres an increase of 10,050 acres or 35.5 percent. Annually, the loss averaged approximately 1,074
acres per year. Only a part of the loss is due to the growth of urban areas. Although not
explicitly reflected in Table 6-3, the increase of lands in the Other Land category may
represent land being fallowed or lost to other types of rural developed uses. Additionally,
much of the loss of grazing lands over the period may be due to the development of
irrigation facilities and the cultivation of lands formerly classified as Grazing Land. Such
conversion may act to mask the loss of important farmlands to non-agricultural uses, since
the loss may be offset in part as grazing lands are converted to more productive agricultural
activities. Until recently (2008), reported FMMP numbers did not accurately document the
impact of single family, low-density rural residential or commercial development on
farmland. Therefore, the gross numbers reported by the FMMP may underestimate the
extent of the agricultural land converted to other non-agricultural uses.
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Table 6-4

Land Committed to Non-Agricultural Use, 2008-2010
Total Acres

Land Use Category
Prime Farmland
Other Important
Grazing Land

31
Farmland1

598
0

Total Agricultural Land
Urban and Built-Up Land

629
0

Other Land
Water Area

65
0

Total
694
1
Most conversion occurred in the farmland of local importance category (516 acres).
Source: California Department of Conservation, Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program, 2012.

As indicated in Table 6-4, during the period 2008-2010, a total of 629 acres of important
farmlands (excluding confined animal agriculture) were committed to non-agricultural
activities. An additional 65 acres of Other Land were also converted from agricultural to
non-agricultural activities, most likely from the conversion of a confined animal facility.
•

Urban-Agricultural Edge Patterns. Communities where urban uses occur next to or in
close proximity to intensely cultivated farmland may experience the negative effects of the
juxtaposition of incompatible land uses that often affect both types of property owners.
Agriculture is also severely affected by the creation of relatively small numbers of individual
residences on large lots scattered throughout the countryside. Scattered development is a
relatively inefficient way of accommodating new residences, dispersing rather than
concentrating homes, fragmenting the agricultural landscape and thus increasing the
exposure of farms to residential neighbors. Existing minimum parcel sizes in the county’s
general agricultural zones, intended to support minimum commercial farming activities,
result in residential incompatibility with surrounding farming practices.

•

Farm and Commodity Trends. According to the U.S. Census of Agriculture data and
Merced County Agricultural Annual Commodity Reports, the number of individual farms in
Merced County decreased by 14 percent during the 20-year period prior to 2008, while the
statewide number dropped less substantially, by 2.6 percent.
However, between 1981 and 2005, the total value in unadjusted terms more than tripled from $759 million to $2.46 billion. This far exceeded the 24 percent increase in market value
for all of California agriculture. As a result, Merced County’s share of total state value shot
up from 2.8 to 6.8 percent, with an increase in the county’s statewide rank from eighth to
sixth in the United States. Much of the rapid growth in the value of the county’s agricultural
products can be attributed to the county’s commodity mix, access to strong and expanding
markets, and farm productivity.

•

Agriculture and the Local Economy. For every dollar of value earned at the farm-gate in
plant and animal sales, additional dollars are generated among other businesses and workers
as the products flow through the economy. The rule of thumb among agricultural
economists is that the average multiplier is 3.0; one dollar in direct farm production adds two
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additional dollars in indirect activity (shipping, processing, farm equipment and supplies,
fuel, etc.), for a total of three dollars in overall economic value. Using the multiplier
standard, the $2.7 billion in farm market value in 2010 translates into more than $8.1 billion
in total economic value for Merced County.
Employment patterns also explain the economic impacts of farm production, since about a
third of all workers in Merced County are directly or indirectly tied to local agriculture. Food
manufacturing, crop production, agriculture support, and animal production make up the
top four related industries, and account for 25 percent of the total reported employment in
the county. Productive farms also depend on the support and services of other sectors that
provide the economic infrastructure that sustains agricultural production, such as suppliers
of animal feed and fertilizer, land services, pesticide applicators, harvesting services, farm
machinery, equipment manufacturers, trucking, warehousing, and management services. The
supply chain for local agriculture extends beyond Merced County.
•

Operator Characteristics. Farming and ranching has been recognized as a way of life as
well as a business enterprise. Farms are also the places of residence for many operators, with
more than 70 percent of the operators in the county residing on the farm. Further, the
majority of Merced County farms and ranches are family enterprises.
The aging of the farm operator population is a key issue for the agricultural future of Merced
County and other California areas. Between 1987 and 2007, the average age of local
operators increased from 52.3 to 56.4 years, the continuation of a steady trend that began
some years before. For Merced County, however, the aging trend has been less rapid than
for California as a whole.

•

Agricultural Land Markets. Land markets are another set of local conditions that affect
the prosperity of agriculture in Merced County. The sales availability and prices of land for
agricultural use is particularly important to farmers and ranchers seeking to expand their
operations, usually to increase income by making more efficient use of equipment, time,
labor, management expertise, and other resources. Reported market values of Merced
County agricultural land have increased in recent years, sharply escalating for some land
depending on location and farm use. These increases were seen in cropland in areas with
reliable water supply and land used for growing almonds and walnuts. Rangeland and
cropland on the west side, served by federal water sources increased more modestly during
this period. Some of these differences are based largely on information provided by rural
land appraisers, who find that the major determinants of local agricultural land values are
farm economics, water supply and quality, dairy requirements, residential demand, and the
influence of UC Merced.

•

Agricultural Water. Located in the middle of the San Joaquin Valley, a semi-arid region
with little rainfall occurring during the crop growing season, the county’s local agriculture
depends on a reliable, voluminous and inexpensive supply of irrigation water, delivered
directly to the fields and farm animal facilities at the right times. As in California, county
agricultural uses account for the great majority of water consumption, relying on more than
80 percent of all applied water for domestic, industrial, and environmental uses. The last U.S.
Census of Agriculture, covering the year 2007, reported 514,162 irrigated acres in the county
contained in 2,127 farms. This represented a little more than half of the total one million
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agricultural acres in the county in 2007, and about 81 percent of all of the county’s farms.
With such high water consumption rates, Merced ranked fifth among counties in the state in
agricultural acres irrigated, and fourth in the number of farms with irrigated land. Table 6-5
shows that local irrigated acres steadily expanded between 1992 and 2007, increasing by
about 86,000 acres or one-fifth during this 15-year period.
Table 6-5

Irrigated Agricultural Land in Merced County, 1992-2007

Year
1992
1997

Acres
427,815 (43.7 percent of all agricultural land)
504,711 (54.8 percent)

Farms
2,409 (83.6 percent of all farms)
2,340 (72.7 percent)

2002
2007

518,538 (51.5 percent)
514,162 (49.3 percent)

2,169 (73.1 percent)
2,127 (81.6 percent)

Source: U.S. Census of Agriculture, 2007.

The system that makes this all possible consists of multiple sources of water, and an
extensive storage and delivery network of rivers, reservoirs, canals, ditches, pumps, and
outlets. Organized around more than 25 irrigation and other local special districts and several
private companies, the county’s water infrastructure is highly decentralized. For the most
part, the districts are independent entities, created under state law, governed by separatelyelected boards and managed by their own staffs. Merced County government has no control
over the districts, and is not directly involved in water policy or management. Also, there is
no countywide water agency or authority in Merced, unlike the arrangement in several other
California counties.
Additional findings of the Background Report with respect to agricultural resources are set forth
below.
•

The urban threat to farmland and agriculture is only in part a result of the intensive
urbanization typified by city expansion and large residential subdivisions, office buildings,
and shopping. The more serious impact, the 2000 General Plan suggests, comes from “land
parceled into small rural holdings which are too small for efficient farming” (p. I-19), but
provide large lot home sites.

•

Cited also in the 2000 General Plan are the negative impacts on the county’s agricultural
operations from adjacent and nearby residential development, the clash of incompatible land
uses at the so-called residential-agricultural “edge.” Different objectives and policies call for
compact urban boundaries to minimize such conflicts, protecting farmers from nuisance
claims, and educating urban populations about the realities of agriculture.

•

Merced County’s Right-to-Farm Ordinance, which has been in place since 1986, requires
disclosure via the signing of an acknowledgement of the right-to-farm notice by prospective
residents during residential development processes, and when building permits are issued.

•

Conservation easements are a promising and growing tool for farmland and open space
protection. They provide permanent protection for farms and open space from conversion
to urban uses. Although no countywide total of land under agricultural or open space
easements is available, the Central Valley Farmland Land Trust, which covers a four-county
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area, manages approximately 11,668 easement acres and holds 10,053 acres in the county (86
percent).
•

By far, most of the county’s population increases and urban development occur in
incorporated communities, because of city-provided urban services and the County’s land
use policies that emphasize an urban centered growth strategy.

•

According to the 2000 General Plan, there has been a history of incompatible land uses and
conflicts due to nuisances along the residential-agricultural “edge.” This is because the
county’s agricultural operations often occur adjacent to or close to residential development.

•

Three agricultural commodity processing plants in Merced County are among the largest of
their kind in the world – wine making (E. and J. Gallo), cheese production (Hilmar Cheese),
and poultry processing (Foster Farms).

•

With more than a half million acres on more than 2,127 farms in irrigated land, local
agriculture is heavily dependent on a reliable and inexpensive water supply.

•

Major challenges to the agricultural water supplies include declining aquifer levels, expected
reductions of Merced River supplies due to environmental constraints, regular redirections in
deliveries by the Bureau of Reclamation for Central Valley Project water, and the increased
energy costs of pumping water.

6.1.2 REGULATORY SETTING
The Background Report’s discussion of the agricultural regulatory setting includes the following
state and county regulations:

STATE
•

Williamson Act Program. The Williamson Act conserves agricultural land and open space
lands through property tax incentives and voluntary restrictive land use contracts
administered by the County, in accordance with state regulations. The program allows
landowners to restrict their land to agricultural and open space uses under minimum nineyear rolling term contracts. Land is assessed for property taxes according to the actual use
instead of the potential market value. All land under contract must be located within the
Williamson Act Agricultural Preserve, and the Preserve contains additional land use
restrictions beyond the underlying agricultural zoning.

•

Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program. The California Department of
Conservation manages the Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program (FMMP), which
develops mapping tools and statistical data that analyzes land use changes to farmland. By
2010 for Merced County, the program has evolved to evaluate agricultural land, and its
conversion to other uses, according to the following classifications: prime farmland,
farmland of statewide importance, unique farmland, farmland of local importance, grazing
land, confined animal agriculture, nonagricultural and natural vegetation, semi-agricultural
and rural commercial land, vacant or disturbed land, rural residential land, urban and built-up
land, and water.
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•

Open Space Lands Act. (Government Code Section 65560 et. seq). The Open Space
Lands Act requires all cities and counties to prepare an Open Space Element in their local
General Plans, which must address open space for natural resource preservation, managed
production of resources, outdoor recreation, public health and safety, military installations,
and the protection of places, features, and objects of significance to Native American tribes.

COUNTY
•

2000 Merced County General Plan. Protecting and enhancing Merced County’s
agricultural resources and prosperity are the top priorities of the County’s existing 2000
General Plan. The Agricultural Element is more wide-ranging than the others. It is not a
state-mandated element, unlike other elements of the General Plan. Rather, it is a
discretionary element, first added in 1984. It reflects the significance the County assigns to
its agricultural resources. The Agricultural Element describes a number of factors that affect
the viability of local farming and ranching. Its purpose is to present “…policies that will
improve the viability of agricultural operations and promote the conservation of agricultural
land.”

•

Right-to-Farm Ordinance. The ordinance addresses the problem of the encroachment of
urban growth on adjacent agricultural operations by seeking to reduce the opposition of
residential neighbors to the nuisances created by commercial farming. The ordinance is an
educational and disclosure measure, not a regulatory requirement. It informs purchasers of
property about the local importance of agriculture, and the possible negative impacts and
inconveniences of locating residences near normal farm operations.

6.2

ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS

The agricultural analysis evaluates whether implementation of the proposed urban development that
would occur from total buildout under the 2030 General Plan project, or implementation of General
Plan policies could result in adverse effects to agricultural resources.

6.2.1 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 II. Agriculture and Forestry Resources. Implementation of the 2030 General Plan would
result in a significant agricultural or forestry resource impact if the Plan would:
•

•

•

Convert Prime Farmland, Unique Farmland, or Farmland of Statewide Importance
(Farmland) as shown on the maps prepared pursuant to the Farmland Mapping and
Monitoring Program of the California Resources Agency, to non-agricultural use. (II.a)
This EIR evaluates the conversion of important farmland, defined as prime farmland, unique farmland, or
farmland of statewide importance, farmland of local importance, and confined animal agriculture.
Conflict with existing zoning for agricultural use, or a Williamson Act Contract. (II.b)
This EIR additionally includes conflicts with a Williamson Act Agricultural Preserve designation as a type
of conflict with a Williamson Act Contract.
Conflict with existing zoning for, or cause rezoning of, forest land (as defined in Public
Resources Code Section 12220(g)), timberland (as defined by Public Resources Code Section
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•
•

4526), or timberland zoned Timberland Production (as defined by Government Code
Section 51104(g)). (II.c)
Result in the loss of forest land or conversion of forest land to non-forest use. (II.d)
Involve other changes in the existing environment which, due to their location or nature,
could result in conversion of Farmland, to non-agricultural use or conversion of forest land
to non-forest use. (II.e)

6.2.2 ANALYSIS METHODOLOGY
The agricultural resources evaluation includes a review of agricultural resources potentially affected
by the implementation of the 2030 General Plan project, and the total buildout envisioned under the
Plan. To determine the estimated amount of future important farmland (specifically the amount of
prime farmland, farmland of statewide importance, unique farmland, farmland of local importance,
and confined animal agriculture) that would be converted to non-agricultural uses under the
proposed 2030 General Plan, an inventory of all important farmland (as cataloged by the 2010
Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program) within each urban area (City Planning Area, Urban
Community) project boundary was completed. Using Geographic Information Systems (GIS), the
amount of developed land was calculated by summing the acreage in the “urban/built-up” and
“rural residential” land classifications. The “rural residential” classification, a recently added FMMP
classification, includes partially developed land with one to five structures for every ten acres. The
remaining undeveloped land within each plan area was calculated by subtracting the sum of the two
urban land classifications in the FMMP data set from the total land area existing within each urban
area boundary.
The total acreage of important farmlands with the potential to be affected by development was
calculated by determining the amount of prime, farmland of statewide importance, unique, farmland
of local importance, and confined animal agriculture within urban area boundaries where growth
would be directed under the 2030 General Plan. These numbers were then divided by the amount of
remaining undeveloped land within each plan area to determine the percentage of each farmland
type that would be affected by urban development. The analysis did not include the remaining
unincorporated areas of the county because these areas do not have a confined boundary necessary
for determining farmland impacts. Although the 2030 General Plan goals and policies would direct
growth to city planning areas and urban communities, and away from rural locations, it is possible
that some future urban development may occur within Rural Centers, Rural Residential Centers, and
Highway Interchange Centers. The effects of urban development on important farmlands in these
areas were assessed qualitatively.
An evaluation was also conducted to evaluate the potential effects of the minor subdivision of
agricultural land (four or fewer parcels), using both GIS analysis and research into the potential
effects of smaller parcels and subsequent residential uses on agricultural lands and agricultural uses
within surrounding farmlands. See Impacts AG-5 and AG-6 for this evaluation.
The evaluation determines whether the 2030 General Plan land use designations for agricultural and
urban land uses would conflict with land under Williamson Act contracts. Whether land under
Williamson Act contracts and within the Williamson Act Agricultural Preserve would be impacted
was examined by comparing the proposed Land Use Diagram with parcels under Williamson Act
contracts and in the Preserve. The evaluation also determines whether the goals and policies in the
2030 General Plan promote the protection of agricultural resources.
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6.2.3 ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS
The following discussion examines the potential impacts of the proposed project based on the
impact threshold criteria described above.
Impact AG-1:

Convert Important Farmland as shown on the maps prepared pursuant to
the Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program of the California Resources
Agency to non-agricultural use – Development of Urban and Other NonAgricultural Uses.

Implementation of the proposed 2030 General Plan would lead to urban development and other
developed land uses, such as energy facilities, surface mining, the construction of infrastructure, and
scattered rural residences that could convert prime farmland, unique farmland, farmland of statewide
importance, farmland of local importance, and confined animal agriculture to non-agricultural uses.
While the 2030 General Plan would protect the majority of important farmlands, specifically under
the Agricultural land use designation and via the Agricultural Element goals and policies, because the
2030 General Plan would allow for some conversion of farmlands to non-agricultural use to
accommodate future urban development, infrastructure necessary to serve such development, and
developed rural land uses (agriculturally related industries, energy facilities, mining, scattered rural
residences) located on farmlands, this would be a potentially significant impact.
According to the County Agricultural Commissioner’s 2010 Report on Agriculture1, Merced County
contains approximately 1.16 million acres in agriculture, which cover 92 percent of the county’s total
land area. In 2010, the state FMMP categorized 610,866 acres of the total farmland as prime
farmland, farmland of statewide importance, unique farmland, farmland of local importance, and
confined animal agriculture in Merced County. This important farmland represents approximately 48
percent of all land in the county. According to the FMMP as shown in Table 6-3, over an 18-year
period ending in 2010, total agricultural land within Merced County decreased by 21,400 acres to
1.16 million acres. Within this overall loss, the area of important farmlands decreased countywide by
2,063 acres from 1992-2010. During the same period, urban and built-up land increased from
28,326 to 33,376 acres (an increase of 10,050 acres). Annually, the loss of all farmland averaged
approximately 1,189 acres per year, with the greatest losses occurring in the grazing land category by
acreage (-19,937 acres) and prime farmland by percentage (-6.2 percent).
Although there are indications that farmland loss, specifically in the prime and grazing categories,
has accelerated in recent years, much of the loss can be attributed to fallowing of prime or statewide
import farmlands, or the conversion of grazing land to more important farmland types due to the
availability of irrigation and subsequent cultivation. For example, even though 2,082 acres of prime
farmland went out of production between 2008-2010, the last FMMP reporting period, the majority
was converted to farmland of local importance or “other land” due to fallowing or the loss of
irrigation water. Conversion of prime and other important farmlands to urban uses totaled 153
acres over the period.
Future growth resulting from the implementation of the proposed 2030 General Plan would result
in both direct and indirect conversion of important farmlands to urban or non-agricultural uses.
1

A copy of this report is on file with the County Department of Agriculture at 2139 Wardrobe Avenue, Merced or
online at http://www.co.merced.ca.us/index.aspx?NID=58.
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This conversion would be primarily due to urban development, and the construction of
infrastructure such as roadways and utility improvements. Total buildout of urban land uses
designated by the 2030 General Plan could result in the new development of up to 14,683 acres by
20302. As a result, such development has the potential to occur on important farmlands within the
county. Additional information on urban buildout assumptions is provided in Chapter 4, Introduction
to the Analysis.
While one of the primary objectives of the 2030 General Plan is to direct growth to designated
urban areas, many of these urban designated areas contain important farmlands that would be
converted to non-agricultural uses to provide the estimated 14,683 acres of new development that
could occur within designated urban areas, according to the total acreage designated in the approved
2000 General Plan for urban areas. According to FMMP data, as of 2010 and based on urban and
rural residential land use classifications, approximately 5,092 acres of urban development has
occurred within these existing urban designated areas. This leaves 14,683 undeveloped acres
remaining; these acres are expected to be converted to urban uses upon buildout of each urban
designated area. Of the remaining developable acres, approximately 10,316 acres consist of
important farmlands. Table 6-6 sets forth the total acres of developable land, developed land,
remaining undeveloped land, and important farmland types within each designated urban area. The
table includes only the designated urban areas, where the majority of new growth would occur
within the county.
The 2030 General Plan Land Use Diagram was designed to direct urban growth into the
incorporated cities and unincorporated urban planning areas. Table 6-6 summarizes the total amount
of important farmlands within each urban area that have the potential to be converted to urban uses
under the proposed 2030 General Plan. As shown, even by directing future growth to designated
communities within the unincorporated county, the proposed 2030 General Plan has the potential to
convert up to 10,316 acres of important farmland within the remaining undeveloped land within
each urban area boundary. Of this amount, approximately 1,695 acres, or 16 percent, would consist
of prime farmland. The largest conversion of farmland, approximately 6,497 acres or 63 percent,
would consist of farmland of local importance. Although farmland of local importance has the least
value for agriculture of the important farmland types, the classification of important farmlands can
shift from one category to another due to fallowing or changes in the availability of irrigation. As set
forth in Table 6-2, both prime and statewide important farmlands must have both irrigation and
recent cultivation. Lands that do not possess both of these values would be classified as locally
important farmland, even though the underlying soils are the same as those classified as prime or
statewide important.
This summary does not account for farmland conversion that may result over time from urban
development within smaller designated urban areas, nor does it account for rural residential
development that may occur outside unincorporated designated community areas. For example,
total buildout has the potential to result in up to an additional 14,683 developed acres. Even though
the majority of development would be directed to cities’ spheres of influence and designated urban
communities, these areas may not be able to accommodate the projected growth. For example, if
approximately 14,683 acres remain within community plan areas, and roughly 14,000 acres could be

2

Note, however, that the 2030 General Plan does not propose any changes in land use designations as compared to
the 2000 General Plan.
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developed, this growth may be pushed outside designated community areas to other portions of the
unincorporated county. Therefore, while the 2030 General Plan would limit new development in
unincorporated rural areas outside of urban area boundaries, important farmlands scattered among
parcels within existing unincorporated rural communities, including Rural Centers and Highway
Interchange Centers that have not yet been built out, and on existing and future rural subdivided
parcels, could are also likely to be converted to urban or developed uses.
Because there are 610,866 total acres of important farmlands within the unincorporated area of the
county, it is reasonable to assume that total buildout of all urban or developed land uses designated
in the 2030 General Plan Land Use Diagram would have the potential to result in greater impacts
than the conversion of important farmlands only within designated urban areas. Also, while open
space, agriculture, and park land uses are designated for the remaining undeveloped lands in the
urban area boundaries, and it is not likely that all important farmlands within these urban areas
would be converted to urban uses, land outside these urban areas at rural locations could be
converted to urban uses due to development. This additional conversion of important farmlands
would be associated with development within other designated, but smaller, rural communities, such
as Rural Centers, and as a result of some development of agricultural, industrial, scattered residential
development, and other uses within agricultural lands.
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Table 6-6

Summary of Impacts to Important Farmlands within Merced County 2030 General Plan Designated Urban
Areas
Confined
Animal
Agriculture

Total

6
38

Farmland of
Local
Importance
141
46

0
0

1,028
176

453
0

13
0

44
57

15
0

571
169

141
341

0
0

0
0

117
860

0
34

258
1,235

237
300

10
132

0
0

1
0

27
168

0
0

38
300

2,071

609

111

456

491

0

1,667

93
33

3,496
1,050

0
0

3,669
1,205

640

6,497

49

10,316

Total
Acres

Developed
Acres

Delhi
Franklin-Beachwood

2,470
809

1,369
621

Remaining
Undeveloped
Acres
1,101
188

Unique
Farmland

147
4

Farmland of
Statewide
Importance
734
88

Hilmar
Le Grand

1,252
458

682
290

571
169

46
112

Planada
Santa Nella

735
2,848

443
452

292
2,397

Snelling
Winton

326
1,211

89
911

UC-Merced University
Community

2,131

60

Prime
Farmland

Villages at Laguna San Luis
Fox Hills Community

285
6,020
31
49
6,305
0
1,231
122
0
1,231
Total
19,776
5,092
14,683
1,695
1,435
Source: Merced County GIS Data, 2011; Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program, 2012; Planning Partners, 2012.
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A key goal of the 2030 General Plan is to protect farmlands and agricultural activities in the county,
through the Agricultural and Foothill Pasture land use designations, and through goals and policies
designed to protect the conversion of agricultural lands to urban uses. The Agricultural and Foothill
Pasture land use designations under the General Plan protect farmland and related open space uses
from the conversion to non-agricultural or urban uses because they would limit such uses, except
under specific conditions when the uses are accessory to support agricultural operations.
During public outreach for development of the 2030 General Plan, the community identified the
importance of agricultural land and the economic vitality of the agricultural industry. Goals and
policies outlined under the 2030 General Plan that would provide protective measures to prevent the
conversion of agricultural lands designated as important farmland to non-agricultural uses are listed
in Table 6-7.
Table 6-7

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to
Agricultural Preservation

Goal or Policy
Agricultural Element
Goal AG-2

Policy AG-2.1:
Agricultural Land
Preservation

2030 Merced County General Plan
Recirculated Draft PEIR

Goal or Policy Text
Ensure the long-term preservation and
conservation of land used for
productive agriculture, potentiallyproductive agricultural land, and
agricultural-support facilities.

Protect agriculturally-designated areas
and direct urban growth away from
productive agricultural lands into cities,
Urban Communities, and New Towns.

6-20

How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Agricultural protection is an overarching
goal for Merced County, and the
Agricultural Element contains numerous
goals and supporting policies that focus on
achieving long-term preservation and
conservation for productive agriculture and
its support facilities. The goal would reduce
the loss of productive agricultural lands by
confirming that potential impacts to
agriculture do not result in a loss of
productive lands through the application of
various strategies, mitigation requirements,
and farmland conservation programs.
Reduces impacts to important farmlands by
focusing urban growth to cities, urban
communities, and designated urban areas,
and by limiting urban uses in areas with
existing agricultural land use designations.
The policy, in conjunction with other
agricultural-related and land use policies,
would limit development on agriculturalzoned properties, and ensure that limited
productive agricultural lands are developed.
If such agricultural lands are considered for
rezoning or subdivision, they would be
under considerable evaluation to justify the
reasoning for developing such lands versus
developing similar uses within more
suitable areas zoned for residential or
commercial uses.
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Table 6-7

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to
Agricultural Preservation

Goal or Policy

Goal or Policy Text

Policy AG-2.2:
Agricultural Land Mitigation

Protect productive agricultural areas
from conversion to non-agricultural
uses by establishing and implementing
an agricultural mitigation program in
cooperation with the six cities in
Merced County, with consistent
standards for county and city
governments, that matches acres
converted with farmland acres
preserved at a 1:1 ratio. In addition, the
Land Evaluation and Site Assessment
Model (LESA model) may be used to
determine whether the conservation
land is of equal or greater value than the
land being converted.
Formalize County-City agreements
emphasizing concentration of new
development in cities that include
agricultural mitigation and avoidance of
productive agricultural land conversion.

Policy AG-2.3:
New Development

How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Minimizes impacts to important farmlands
by establishing a program designed to
mitigate the loss of farmland resulting from
urban development in the unincorporated
areas of Merced County by requiring the
permanent protection of farmland based
on a 1:1 ratio to the amount of farmland
converted. The policy is designed to
specifically compensate for the loss of
agricultural land. Further, by applying the
LESA model, the relative value of
conservation land can be determined to
ensure that land mitigated is of equal or
greater value than the loss agricultural land.
Reduces potential impacts to important
farmlands through a formal agreement,
similar to a memorandum of
understanding, that states the roles and
responsibilities among the County and the
six cities within Merced County on working
together to site new development at
locations currently designated for urban
uses. Stipulates that when agricultural
mitigation may be necessary, that a formal
program shall be applied that both local
jurisdictions adopt to ensure the loss of
agricultural land is minimized.
Reduces the potential loss of important
farmland by supporting programs that
encourage private property owners to
utilize farmland conservation programs,
such as the Williamson Act program and
conservation easements.

Policy AG-2.4:
Preservation Programs

Encourage property owner participation
in programs that preserve farmland,
including the Williamson Act,
conservation easements, and USDAfunded conservation practices.

Policy AG-2.8:
Conservation Easements

Support the efforts of public, private,
and non-profit organizations to
preserve agricultural areas in the County
through dedicated conservation
easements, and range land held as
environmental mitigation.

Minimizes impacts to important farmland
by supporting public, private, and nonprofits efforts to preserve agricultural areas,
thereby providing more opportunity for
collaboration on related agricultural
preservation goals.

Policy AG-2.9:
Infrastructure Extension

Oppose the extension of urban
services, such as sewer lines, water lines,
or other urban infrastructure, into areas
designated for agricultural use, unless
necessary to protect public health,
safety, and welfare.
Collaborate with landowners, cities,
State and Federal agencies, colleges,
universities, stakeholders, and
community-based organizations to
continue and expand agricultural
preservation in the County.

Avoids impact to important farmlands by
limiting urban services in locations
designated for agricultural uses.

Policy AG-2.11:
Preservation Collaboration
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Minimizes the loss of important farmland
by supporting collaboration with other
private and governmental entities to
expand agricultural preservation.
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Table 6-7

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to
Agricultural Preservation

Goal or Policy
Policy AG-2.12:
Antiquated Subdivisions

Policy AG-2.13:
Minimum Agricultural
Parcel Size Requirement

Policy AG-2.13a:
Minimum Agricultural
Parcel Size Requirement

Policy AG-2.14:
Viability of Smaller Parcels

Policy AG-2.15:
Merced County Agriculture
Preserve Consolidation

Policy AG-2.16:
High Speed Rail Line
Location

2030 Merced County General Plan
Recirculated Draft PEIR

Goal or Policy Text
Encourage the voluntary merger of
antiquated subdivision lots that conflict
with adjacent agricultural uses, and
continue to require environmental
review of permits that could result in
adverse environmental impacts in
agricultural and rural areas, including
traffic generation, groundwater
contamination, stormwater drainage
disposal, and air quality deterioration.
Require 40 acre minimum permitted
parcel size in areas designated
Agricultural to discourage land divisions
for rural residential purposes and
maintain parcels large enough for
efficient commercial agriculture
production. Require 160 acre minimum
permitted parcel size in areas designated
Foothill Pasture and in grassland areas.
Require 20 acre minimum permitted
parcel size in areas designated
Agricultural to discourage land divisions
for rural residential purposes and
maintain parcels large enough for
efficient commercial agriculture
production. Require 160 acre minimum
permitted parcel size in areas designated
Foothill Pasture and in grassland areas.
Require applicants seeking to divide
agriculturally-zoned parcels to
demonstrate the continued viability of
lots less than 40 acres for commercial
agriculture, using specific standards (i.e.,
access to agricultural water, joint farm
management, access for aerial spraying,
size viability for specific commodities)
and farm management plans.
Modify the Merced County Agricultural
Preserve to be consistent with State
Subdivision Map Act and Williamson
Act rules for allowing parcels less than
10 acres for a limited number of
circumstances authorized as exceptions
in the County Zoning Code and
consistent with State law.
Coordinate with the California High
Speed Rail Authority to locate the high
speed rail lines along existing major
transportation corridors, such as State
Routes 99 or 152, to minimize the
conversion of productive agricultural
land to non-agricultural uses.

6-22

How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Reduces impacts related to residential
subdivision activity by encouraging
antiquated subdivision lots to merge that
pose land use conflicts at nearby
agricultural uses, thereby increasing the
availability of larger agricultural parcels and
reducing nuisances related to land use
incompatibility.
Reduces impacts to important farmlands by
requiring a minimum permitted parcel size
in the agricultural land use designation to
ensure the availability of large agricultural
parcels and efficient farming and to
discourage land divisions.

Would not reduce impacts since
maintaining the existing minimum
permitted parcel size in the agricultural land
use designation would be re-adopted.

Minimizes important farmland impacts by
requiring subdivision applicant to show
how smaller parcels would be agricultural
viable, because while, traditionally,
agricultural land was subdivided to preserve
family farming, often “ranchettes” or
smaller parcels are too small for efficient
farming lots and are not viable for
commercial agriculture.
Avoids impacts to important farmlands by
revising the agricultural preserve land uses
to be consistent with state and County
regulations, to ensure that agricultural
parcels in the preserve be at least 10 acres
unless they meet a limited set of exceptions
previously contained in the Zoning Code.
Reduces the likelihood the High Speed Rail
Line would be located on productive
farmlands, thereby minimizing the
conversion of important farmlands.
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Table 6-7

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to
Agricultural Preservation

Goal or Policy
Land Use Eleme=nt
Goal LU-1

Policy LU-1.1:
Countywide Development

Policy LU-1.2:
Rural Centers

Goal or Policy Text
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.
Direct urban development to areas
within adopted urban boundaries of
cities, Urban Communities, and
Highway Interchange Centers in order
to preserve productive agriculture, limit
urban sprawl, and protect natural
resources.
Limit the amount of new growth within
existing Rural Centers by allowing only
agriculture-supporting residential and
commercial uses.

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-1.5:
New Urban Communities

Consider the establishment of new
Urban Communities in areas off of
productive agricultural land (as defined
in the General Plan Glossary) which
satisfy the policy requirements under
Goal LU-5.F, in order to accommodate
projected future growth.
Preserve, promote, and expand the
agricultural industry in Merced County.

Goal LU-2

Policy LU-2.1:
Agricultural Designation
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Apply the Agricultural land use
designation as the primary designation
in the County to support productive
agricultural lands and promote the
agricultural industry.
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How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Reduces important farmland impacts by
supporting a balanced land use pattern for
agricultural and non-agricultural land uses
and by directing urban growth towards
existing and suitably located new
communities.
Reduces impacts to important farmland by
directing urban growth to cities, urban
communities, and highway interchange
centers in order to preserve agricultural
land.
Because rural centers include land use
designations for isolated parts of the
County, with little population and support
services, they often provide ideal locations
for agricultural services and farm support
operations. Limiting urban growth at such
locations would help maintain agricultural
lands used primarily for farming and
provide an alternative location for related
agricultural services, operations, and
workforce housing.
Support for compact urban communities
would encourage urban growth to occur
where public facilities and services are
available rather than on productive
agricultural lands, thereby preserving
important farmland.
Reduces impacts to important farmlands
when considering locations for new urban
communities by requiring new
development occur off productive
agricultural land.
Reduces impacts to important farmland by
supporting the expansion of the
agricultural industry.
Applying agriculture as the primary land
use designation would ensure that the
majority of unincorporated lands remain in
agricultural production, thereby minimizing
impacts to important farmland.
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Table 6-7

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to
Agricultural Preservation

Goal or Policy
Policy LU-2.2:
Foothill Pasture
Designation

Policy LU-2.3:
Land Use Activity
Limitations
Policy LU-2.4:
Secondary Uses in
Agricultural Areas

Policy LU-2.6:
Redesignation for More
Intensive Residential Land
Use

Policy LU-2.9:
Special Agricultural Uses

Goal LU-4

Policy LU-4.1:
Rural Center Development

2030 Merced County General Plan
Recirculated Draft PEIR

Goal or Policy Text
Apply the Foothill Pasture land use
designation on agricultural and open
space lands located on the eastern and
western edges of the County which are
recognized for their value as grazing,
cropland, and open space.
Limit allowed land uses within
Agricultural and Foothill Pasture areas
to agricultural crop production, farm
support operations, and grazing and
open space uses.
Limit ancillary uses in Agricultural and
Foothill Pasture areas to include
secondary single-family residences, farm
worker housing, agricultural tourism
related uses, and agricultural support
services.
Prohibit the redesignation of property
outside of Rural Centers, Highway
Interchange Centers, or Urban
Communities for a more intensive
residential land use without a General
Plan amendment.
Support special agricultural commercial
uses in rural areas when they directly
relate to and are part of an existing and
permitted agricultural enterprise or
operation.
Provide for the continuation of areas
designated for rural and agricultural
support uses in a manner that
minimizes agricultural and
environmental impacts while benefiting
the surrounding agricultural
community.
Allow new rural residential
development and agricultural support
uses in vacant areas within existing
Rural Centers, but prohibit the
establishment of new Rural Centers.
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How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Applying foothill pasture land use
designation would ensure that the
important grazing lands, also recognized as
valuable cropland, would remain in
agricultural production, thereby minimizing
impacts to important farmland.
Avoids impacts to important farmland by
limiting the development of land uses,
other than for agricultural crop production,
farming, and grazing uses.
Minimizes impacts related to the
substantial conversion of important
farmlands to urban uses by limiting
ancillary uses in agricultural areas to singlefamily residences, farm worker housing,
and agricultural-related tourism.
Requiring a General Plan amendment for
any re-designation of property for more
intensive residential uses would discourage
developers from considering agricultural
lands for development due to the
additional discretionary review that would
occur prior to project consideration.
Minimizes the conversion of agricultural
lands to non-agricultural uses by only
permitting agricultural operations in rural
areas.
Reduces the likelihood agricultural uses
would be converted to non-agricultural
uses by establishing that such uses should
be established in a way to minimize loss of
agricultural lands.
Minimizes the conversion of important
farmlands to urban uses in Rural Centers
by prohibiting the establishment of any
new Rural Centers (residential areas that
lack water and sewer infrastructure) or new
rural residential development that does not
support agricultural uses.
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Table 6-7

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to
Agricultural Preservation

Goal or Policy
Policy LU-4.2:
Development Criteria

Policy LU-4.3:
Commercial and Industrial
Uses

Goal LU-5.A

Policy LU-5.A.1:
Urban Community
Establishment

Goal LU-5.F

Policy LU-5.F.1:
New Urban Community
Size and Location
Requirements
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Goal or Policy Text
Require uses within Rural Centers to be
limited to:
a) Commercial uses serve the daily
convenience needs of the
surrounding agricultural and rural
areas;
b) Agricultural supply and service
businesses;
c) Limited public facilities such as
schools, fire stations, post offices,
churches, granges, and veterans
halls; and/or
d) Housing for agricultural workers at
minimum of one unit per acre.
Consider locating commercial and
industrial uses in Rural Centers in
limited cases if they support agricultural
operations, serve the daily convenience
commercial needs of the surrounding
rural area, or provide health and safety
benefits to the County in sparsely
populated areas.
Preserve and enhance the character of
Merced County by focusing future
unincorporated development towards
Urban Communities.
Allow consideration of new Urban
Communities in areas off productive
agricultural land (as defined in the
General Plan Glossary) that include a
balance of land uses for jobs, tax
revenues, and housing, and satisfy the
policy requirements under Goal LU5.F.
Provide for the establishment of new
Urban Communities in order to
accommodate future growth in the
unincorporated parts of Merced County
that are located off productive
agricultural land or the valley floor.
Only accept applications for the
establishment of additional new Urban
Communities if they encompass a
minimum area of 320 acres in order to
achieve efficiencies in urban service
delivery and provide for long-range
growth needs. In addition, require that
proposed new Urban Communities be
located only in areas that:
a) Are off the valley floor unless the
project area is clearly located on
6-25

How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Minimizes the conversion of important
farmlands to urban uses in Rural Centers
by limiting new uses to commercial uses
that serve agricultural areas, agricultural
services, farm worker housing.

Reduces the likelihood that agricultural
lands would be converted to urban uses by
limiting commercial and industrial uses in
Rural Centers to those that support
agricultural operations.

Avoids the conversion of agricultural uses
by focusing new urban growth towards
Urban Communities.
Minimizes impacts to agricultural lands and
the conversion of such lands to nonagricultural uses by only considering new
Urban Communities off productive
agricultural land.

Minimizes impacts to agricultural lands and
the conversion of such lands to nonagricultural uses by only considering new
Urban Communities off productive
agricultural land or the valley floor.
Minimizes impacts to agricultural lands and
the conversion of such lands to nonagricultural uses by only accepting
applications for new Urban Communities
that meet specific development suitability
criteria. Criteria includes, but is not limited
to being located off the valley floor, unless
the project area is not on productive
agricultural soils; does not contain more
than 50 percent productive farmland and
10 percent prime farmland if site is located
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Table 6-7

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to
Agricultural Preservation
Goal or Policy Text

Goal or Policy
b)
c)

non-productive soil;
Contain few wetlands or significant
natural resources;
For proposals off the valley floor,
do not contain more than 50
percent productive farmland (as
defined in the General Plan
Glossary) or 10 percent Prime
Farmland (as classified on the
Statewide Important Farmland
Map), and for projects on the valley
floor, do not contain more than 10
percent productive farmland;

d)

Goal LU-7

Policy LU-7.1:
Infill Development Focus

Are not located within two miles of
an existing city or Urban
Community; and
e) Are near major transportation routes.
Ensure that development in county/city
fringe areas is well planned and
adequately serviced by necessary public
facilities and infrastructure.

How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
off the valley floor; and for project
applications on the valley floor that the site
does not contain more than 10 percent
productive farmland.

Encourage infill development to occur
in cities in order to maximize the use of
land within existing urbanized areas,
minimize the conversion of productive
agricultural land, and minimize
environmental impacts associated with
new development.

Natural Resources Element
Goal NR-3
Facilitate orderly development and
extraction of mineral resources while
preserving open space, natural
resources, and soil resources and
avoiding or mitigating significant
adverse impacts.
Policy NR-3.10:
Encourage property reclamation to
Disturbance to Productive
productive agricultural farmland, rather
Agricultural Farmland
than habitat or an alternative nonagricultural land use, when a surface
mining application involves disturbance
of productive agricultural farmland.
Policy NR-3.11:
Require reclamation of mining sites
Disturbance to Productive
concurrent with extraction activities
Agricultural Farmland
rather than after extraction has been
completed.
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Reduces impacts related to conversion of
agricultural lands by directing development
to areas that are adequately serviced by
public facilities and infrastructure rather
than rural areas, where the majority of the
agricultural uses are located.
Infill development within cities and
designated urban communities would
maximize the use of land at urbanized
locations and minimize the potential for
the conversion of agricultural lands.

Limits impacts on agricultural resources by
promoting orderly development and
limiting the extraction of mineral resources
that would impact open space, natural
resources, or soil resources.
Reduces impacts to important agricultural
lands by encouraging property reclamation
to agricultural farmland after surface
mining activities that involve disturbance to
productive agricultural farmland.
Preserves agricultural farmland by requiring
the reclamation of mining sites concurrent
with extraction activities rather than after
extraction has been completed, thereby
restoring farmland loss sooner.
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Table 6-7

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to
Agricultural Preservation

Goal or Policy
Policy NR-3.13:
Agricultural Land
Disturbance

Goal or Policy Text
Require mining projects to obtain
agricultural conservation easements at a
minimum of 1:1 for each acre of
productive agricultural land converted
as a result of mining and not returned
to agricultural production.

How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Minimizes impacts to agricultural lands by
requiring mining projects to obtain
agricultural conservation easements at a
minimum of 1:1 for each acre of
productive agricultural land converted as a
result of mining activities, mitigating the
loss of farmland.

Source: Merced County, 2011; Planning Partners, 2012/2013.

While the 2030 General Plan would allow for the conversion of farmlands for both urban and rural
communities, and rural areas, the primary purpose of the General Plan Agricultural and Land Use
Elements is to balance urban development with the protection, preservation, and expansion of
productive agriculture in Merced County. For instance, Goal AG-2 and its supporting policies in the
Agricultural Element ensure the long-term preservation and conservation of land used for
productive agriculture, potentially-productive agricultural land, and agricultural-support facilities.
Nevertheless, while there are several General Plan goals and policies designated to protect
agricultural lands and mitigate for loss, buildout of the 2030 General Plan would lead to the
conversion of some important farmlands to non-agricultural uses, regardless of the General Plan’s
goals and policies. However, the 2030 General Plan Land Use Element sets a policy context for the
County to achieve a balance of agricultural and non-agricultural (i.e., urban) uses within the six
different urban area boundaries of City Planning Areas, Rural Residential Centers, Rural Centers,
Urban Communities, Highway Interchange Centers, and Isolated Urban designations. Goal LU-1
and its supporting policies aim to 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. These policies would ensure that limited future urban development occurs outside
areas designated for growth, and away from productive agricultural areas.
As stated in the 2030 General Plan Land Use Element, the vast majority of land in Merced County
lies outside existing cities, where the Agricultural and Foothill Pasture land use designations are
applied to protect productive agricultural land. In order to protect agricultural lands, Goal LU-2 and
its policies would preserve, promote, and expand the agricultural industry in Merced County, apply
the Agricultural and Foothill Pasture land use designations as the primary designations in the county,
limit allowable land uses in these designations to crop production, farm operations, and grazing and
open spaces uses, and only allow commercial and industrial uses in rural areas under limited
conditions. These policies would promote the Agricultural and Foothill Pasture land use
designations, and limit any urban uses that do not support agriculture. There are also several policies
that support Goal LU-4 that encourage the continuation of rural and agricultural support uses in a
manner that minimizes agricultural and environmental impacts while benefiting the surrounding
agricultural community.
Goal LU-5.A would preserve and enhance the character of Merced County by focusing future
unincorporated development towards Urban Communities. To accomplish Goal LU-5.A, its several
supporting policies only allow the consideration of new Urban Communities in areas not located on
Merced County
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productive agricultural land or the valley floor. If proposed development is to be located on
productive farmland or the valley floor, new Urban Communities must meet specific development
suitability criteria in order to be considered. This would further minimize the applications for
residential development proposed on important farmland. Finally, Goal LU-7 would reduce impacts
related to the conversion of agricultural lands by directing development to areas that are adequately
serviced by public facilities and infrastructure, rather than to rural areas where the majority of the
agricultural uses are located.
Merced County is rich in nonfuel minerals and soil resources. Many of these mineral and soil
resources are known to occur near important agricultural lands. The Natural Resources Element
contains policies that minimize agricultural loss by addressing the extraction of known mineral
resources and the development of energy facilities, preventing the encroachment of incompatible
uses, and minimizing the loss of agricultural values. Goal NR-3 would limit impacts on agricultural
resources by promoting orderly development and restricting the extraction of mineral resources and
energy facilities that would impact open space, natural resources, or soil resources.
Still, the designation of important farmlands for non-agricultural uses in the General Plan could lead
to the conversion of farmland to non-agricultural uses, regardless of the 2030 General Plan’s goals
and policies. Agricultural parcels located near existing urban uses, specifically suburban areas, may
have limited long-term viability for active agricultural activities due to urban edge conflicts. Nuisance
complaints from surrounding neighbors, including but not limited to vandalism, traffic, and
limitations on spraying pesticides and herbicides near sensitive receptors, can reduce the viability of
productive agricultural operations that are too close to existing urban development. In addition,
because many agricultural parcels have grown smaller through subdivision, small agricultural parcels
may no longer be viable to pursue future agricultural operations. As a result, keeping agricultural
land use designations on these scattered parcels, particularly if they are situated near urban uses,
would not ensure ongoing agricultural use.
Overall, the 2030 General Plan recognizes agriculture as the primary land use in the county. Further,
the Plan recognizes the continued preservation of agricultural lands through numerous policies that
are intended to protect agricultural values and productivity, and to mitigate for their loss. However,
the purpose of the 2030 General Plan is also to develop a framework to guide future land use
development. As a result, it is inevitable that some farmland conversion would occur to
accommodate long-term development needs. Proposed policies would permit the loss of farmland
to urban development both within designated urban areas, and as a result of the growth of
developed uses at scattered locations outside designated communities. Also, while some proposed
policies would fully protect the amount of farmland equal to that removed, no policy would prohibit
urban development of farmlands, or result in an increase in the acreage of protected agricultural
land. Although the Agricultural Land Mitigation Program (Program AG-B) would mitigate the loss
of productive agricultural land, the actual viability of such a program remains unknown because the
program has not yet been developed or adopted. Until the details of the mitigation land management
program that would oversee and monitor the mitigated land is developed and approved, the proposed
2030 General Plan is assumed to continue to lead to the conversion of agricultural uses to nonagricultural uses, and over time result in a net loss of important farmland. Therefore, the
implementation of land uses envisioned in the proposed 2030 General Plan would continue to result in
a substantial loss of important agricultural uses, including the loss of important farmland to urban and
developed rural uses. This would result in a potentially significant impact.
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Significance of Impact: Potentially significant.
Mitigation Measure AG-1a:
Amend Policy AG-2.2: Agricultural Land Mitigation, as follows:
Protect productive agricultural areas from conversion to non-agricultural residential
uses by establishing and implementing an agricultural mitigation program in
cooperation with the six cities in Merced County, with consistent standards for
county and city governments, that matches acres converted with farmland acres of
similar quality to those converted preserved at a 1:1 ratio. Coordinate with the six
cities in Merced County and the Merced Local Agency Formation Commission
(LAFCo), consistent with LAFCo’s statutory mission to preserve agricultural land
and open space, to establish consistent standards and mitigation for the loss of
farmland. In addition, the Land Evaluation and Site Assessment Model (LESA
model) may be used to determine whether the conservation land is of equal or
greater value than the land being converted. The County shall may exempt
commercial, industrial, and the non-residential portions of mixed-use projects within
Urban Communities and Highway Interchange Centers from this mitigation
requirement.
An earlier version of Policy AG-2.2 would have applied the 1:1 mitigation ratio requirement
to all urban land uses within the unincorporated area of the county. This earlier policy
would have had a similar effect of partially mitigating for the loss of important farmland, but
would also not have constituted full mitigation.
Mitigation Measure AG-1b:
Add the following program:
Implementation Program AG-J: Agricultural Conservation Easement Program
In conjunction with the Agricultural Land Mitigation Program (Policies AG-2.2, AG2.4, and AG-2.8, and Program AG-B), the County shall develop an Agricultural
Conservation Easement Program in coordination with an appropriate a qualified
third-party trustee to protect and preserve important farmlands. When the specific
parcels have been identified under the Agricultural Land Mitigation Program to
match the acres to be converted, the County shall facilitate require the granting or
purchase sale of agricultural conservation easements through a program administered
by the appropriate to a qualified third-party trustee (i.e., a land trust). The program
shall require that project applicants dedicate easements or make payments of an inlieu fee that is are sufficient to purchase parcels located in Merced County to be
placed under an agriculture conservation easement, farmland deed restriction, or
other farmland conservation mechanism to compensate for the loss of productive
farmland to developed uses. Consistent with Policy AG-2.2, the in-lieu fee or other
conservation mechanism shall recognize the importance of land value, and shall
require equivalent mitigation. Where the payment is through in-lieu fees to purchase
mitigation land, such funds shall be collected by the County and transferred to the
appropriate third-party trustee, which shall arrange for the purchase of conservation
easements deposited into an escrow account for the purchase and sale of the
Merced County
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conservation easement. Where the conservation easement is to be dedicated by the
project applicant, the easement deed shall be turned over to an granted to the
appropriate qualified third-party trustee for on-going management. In addition to
easement funding or dedication, additional fees an endowment shall be provided to
ensure that on-going management and monitoring is performed, consistent with
practices of the third-party trustee.
Prior to issuance of a building permit, or recordation of a final subdivision map,
which ever occurs first, the project proponent shall provide written evidence to the
County of completion of one or more of the aforementioned measures to mitigate
for the loss of agricultural land at a ratio of 1:1 before conversion. Mitigation lands
shall meet the definition of Prime Farmland, Farmland of Statewide Importance,
and/or Unique Farmland, and be of similar agricultural quality or higher, as
established by the California Department of Conservation.
Mitigation Measure AG-1c:
Amend Policy NR-3.13: Agricultural Land Disturbance, as follows:
Require mining projects to obtain agricultural conservation easements on farmland
of similar quality to the farmland converted at a minimum of 1:1 ratio for each acre
of productive agricultural land converted as a result of mining and not returned to
agricultural production.
Mitigation Measure AG-1d
Amend Policy AG-3.11, Solar and Wind Energy Production Facilities, as follows:
Encourage the installation of solar and wind energy production facilities in
agricultural areas so long as they do not result in a tax burden to the County, do not
result in permanent water transfers off of productive agricultural land, or do not
require cancellation of Williamson Act contracts, and do not conflict with sensitive
habitats or other biological resources. In addition, approval of such these facilities
should include shall require dedications of agricultural land and habitat mitigation
when impacts to these resources have been determined to be significant pursuant to
CEQA, and measures to control erosion, and assurances for financing
decommissioning activities.
Mitigation Measure AG-1e:
Amend Policy NR-2.3, Biomass-to-Energy Production, as follows:
Encourage the use of biomass facilities to capture untapped local energy sources
from dairies, farmland, and other industrial sources, provided that such uses do not
interfere with agricultural practices, or conflict with sensitive habitats or other
biological resources consistent with Policies AG-3.11 and LU-2.7.
Environmental Effects of Measures: Implementation of Mitigation Measures AG-1a through
AG-1ec would result in minimizing the impact from the conversion of existing agricultural lands.
No changes in land uses are required by the measure, and no environmental effects would occur.
Instead, the County policies would support agricultural uses, match acres converted due to urban
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development, energy facilities, or mining activities with farmland acres of similar quality to those
converted at a 1:1 ratio, and coordinate regional efforts to preserve farmland in collaboration with
entities such as the Central Valley Farmland Trust.
Level of Significance After Mitigation: Significant and unavoidable.
While the revised policies would promote the preservation of agricultural lands, the agricultural land
use designations and the policies would not prevent the overall net loss of important farmlands
within the county associated with future urban and rural development within agricultural areas.
There are no additional or technically feasible mitigation measures available to reduce the net loss of
farmland. Consequently, implementation of the 2030 General Plan would convert important
farmlands to urban and developed rural uses, and result in a significant and unavoidable impact.
Impact AG-2:

Conflict with existing zoning for agricultural use, or the provisions of
Williamson Act contracts.

Implementation of the proposed 2030 General Plan could lead to urban development and other
activities that could conflict with existing zoning for agricultural uses, or could affect lands subject to
Williamson Act contracts. Although future urban growth would be directed away from agricultural
lands and toward cities, cities’ spheres of influence, and designated urban communities, Williamson
Act contracts could be cancelled to speed urban development. While the 2030 General Plan contains
various goals and policies that support consistency with the Williamson Act program, it also
contains policies for the administration of the Williamson Act that could act to decrease the amount
of agricultural land protected from conversion to other uses. For this reason, this would be a
potentially significant impact.
Agricultural zoning categories in Merced County, including the principal agricultural zones A-1
(General Agricultural) and A-2 (Exclusive Agriculture), accommodate a variety of agricultural uses in
order to conserve farmland. The two zoning districts are consistent with the Agricultural and
Foothill Pasture land use designations as shown in the proposed 2030 General Plan Land Use
Diagram. The Agricultural land use designation covers the majority of the county’s valley floor, and
is made up primarily of areas of good soil quality, adequate water supply, and minimal slopes. The
Foothill Pasture land use designation is applied to foothills areas in the Sierra Nevada and Diablo
Ranges on the east and west side of the County that require larger areas of land for successful
agricultural operations due to poor soil quality, limited water availability, and steeper slopes.
Various state and local programs are also in place to conserve farmland, including the Williamson
Act program and the Farmland Security Act (FSA). The Williamson Act conserves agricultural land
and open space lands through property tax incentives and voluntary restrictive use contracts
administered by the County according to state regulations. The program allows landowners to
restrict their land to agricultural and open space uses under minimum nine-year rolling term
contracts, and receive property tax assessments according to their actual uses versus the potential
market value. The program also functions to discourage premature development on agricultural
lands under contract. The Williamson Act requires that all contract lands be located within an
Agricultural Preserve of no less than 100 acres. The purpose of the Agricultural Preserve is to
protect Williamson Act contracts from nearby incompatible uses. Almost all rural land in the county
is included in an Agricultural Preserve.
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Williamson Act contracts were initially for 10-year periods, but with passage of AB 1265 in 2011, the
term was reduced to nine years if the state reduced their tax subvention payments below 50 percent
of the lost tax revenue for the County. Because of the loss of state tax subvention payments, Merced
County has suspended accepting applications to enter into new Williamson Act contracts, but has
not placed current contracts into non-renewal. Since enactment of AB 1265 through Resolution
No. 2011-146, the County Board of Supervisors makes findings regarding the amount of state
subvention payments each year during adoption of the County’s fiscal year Final Budget, and
considers whether or not to continue the suspension on accepting new contract applications.
Similar to the Williamson Act, the FSA provides landowners with 20-year renewable contracts in
return for larger property tax reductions than the standard program. Merced County participates in
the standard Williamson Act program, but does not participate in the FSA program.
Since the local adoption of the Williamson Act in 2000, the program has become a major
complement to the Zoning Code in support of Merced County’s farmland protection efforts. As of
2009, Merced County had 467,679 acres enrolled in the Williamson Act, or 40 percent of all
agricultural land (see Figure 6-1). The program involves approximately 1,100 landowners and 3,649
parcels. Approximately 6,100 acres are in non-renewal. Nonrenewals are often filed by landowners
who anticipate converting their farmland to other uses.
The Williamson Act program is implemented by Merced County according to state standards. While
under state law lands under contract (enrolled parcels) should be a minimum of 10 acres of prime
land or 40 acres of non-prime land, the County requires enrolled parcels to be “large enough to
sustain their agricultural use,” which is defined by the County as a minimum of 20 acres for prime
agricultural land and 80 acres for non-prime agricultural land (although the County’s rules allow
certain exceptions for parcels as small as 10 acres in size to be placed under contract where specific
findings can be made).
Land uses designated under the proposed 2030 General Plan could conflict with the provisions of
the Williamson Act if the General Plan would result in urban development that would occur on
lands subject to Williamson Act contracts. The Plan could also result in indirect conflicts due to the
removal of parcels not under Williamson Act contracts from the Agricultural Preserve.
In general, removal of non-contracted lands from the Agricultural Preserve would result in the
concentration of enrolled land into the remaining 467,679-acre preserve, reflecting lands still under
contract. However, removal of non-contracted lands from the Agricultural Preserve could
inadvertently cause the parcels no longer eligible for contracts to be converted to incompatible land
uses. As a result, the agricultural resources that remain within the preserve would be impacted by an
indirect conversion of nearby agricultural uses to non-agricultural uses that are no longer fully
protected from nearby urban development pressure. This is possible because the list of land uses
compatible with the Agricultural Preserve is more limited than the list of uses allowed on
agriculturally zoned parcels in the County Zoning Code. Therefore, while Williamson Act contracted
land would be consolidated within the Agricultural Preserve, the removal of non-contracted parcels
could indirectly result in land use conflicts due to the location of non-agricultural land uses or
redesignation of property for urban development where property could become subject to
development pressures.
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A key goal of the 2030 General Plan is to direct future development to specific growth areas (i.e.
cities, cities’ spheres of influence, designated urban communities), and protect the majority of
farmlands and the agricultural industry in the county. The 2030 General Plan contains policies under
Goal AG-2 in the Agricultural Element to protect farmlands. Some policies are specifically designed
to minimize conflicts among agricultural uses, and others seek to preserve lands under Williamson
Act contracts. Table 6-8 lists these policies.
Table 6-8

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to
Conservation under the Williamson Act

Goal or Policy
Agricultural Element
Goal AG-2

Policy AG-2.1:
Agricultural Land
Preservation

Goal or Policy Text
Ensure the long-term preservation and
conservation of land used for productive
agriculture, potentially-productive
agricultural land, and agricultural-support
facilities.
Protect agriculturally-designated areas
and direct urban growth away from
productive agricultural lands into cities,
Urban Communities, and New Towns.

How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Establishes the County’s goal of
achieving long-term preservation and
conservation for productive agriculture
and its support facilities.
Reduces impacts to farmlands under
Williamson Act contracts by focusing
urban growth to cities, urban
communities, and designated urban
areas, and by limiting urban uses in areas
with existing agricultural land use
designations. The policy, in conjunction
with other agricultural-related and land
use policies, would limit development on
agriculture-zoned properties, and ensure
that a limited number of productive
agricultural lands are developed.
Encourages participation in programs
such as the Williamson Act, thereby
minimizing the loss of agricultural land
and the potential for conflicts with land
zoned for agricultural uses because
Williamson Act lands are consolidated
within Agricultural Preserves.
Would limit the amount of farmland that
could enroll in the Williamson Act
program, which would have little or no
impact on agricultural resources.

Policy AG-2.4:
Preservation Programs

Encourage property owner participation
in programs that preserve farmland,
including the Williamson Act,
conservation easements, and USDAfunded conservation practices.

Policy AG-2.5:
Williamson Act Minimum
Parcel Size

Encourage larger parcel size minimums
(40 or more acres) and/or evidence of
commercial agricultural use for entering
new Williamson Act contracts.

Policy AG-2.6:
Williamson Act Contracts
Non-Renewal on Small
Parcels

Remove (non-renew) current Williamson
Act contracts on small parcels not
devoted to commercial agriculture.

Would remove small parcels not devoted
to agriculture from the Williamson Act
program, which would have no impact
on agricultural resources.

Policy AG-2.7:
Merced County Agricultural
Preserve Consolidation

Remove land not under Williamson Act
contracts from the Merced County
Agriculture Preserve by redrawing the
current boundary of the Agricultural
Preserve to create one or a series of
smaller preserves aligned with contracted
land.

Would limit the amount of farmland that
could enroll in the Williamson Act
program.
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Table 6-8

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to
Conservation under the Williamson Act

Goal or Policy
Alternative Policy AG-2.7:
Modify Agricultural Preserve
Rules

Goal or Policy Text
Modify the Agricultural Preserve Rules
and Procedures to allow parcels smaller
than 10 acres for a limited number of
circumstances authorized as exceptions
in the County Zoning Code and
consistent with State law.

Policy AG-2.15:
Merced County Agriculture
Preserve Consolidation

Modify the Merced County Agricultural
Preserve to be consistent with State
Subdivision Map Act and Williamson
Act rules for allowing parcels less than
10 acres for a limited number of
circumstances authorized as exceptions
in the County Zoning Code and
consistent with State law.
Source: Merced County, 2011; Planning Partners, 2012.

How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Encourages participation in the
Williamson Act by an expanding the list
of eligible farms, thereby minimizing the
loss of agricultural land. Could capture
an additional 13 percent of farms that
otherwise might not be eligible for the
program.
Encourages participation in the
Williamson Act by an expanding the list
of eligible farms, thereby minimizing the
loss of agricultural land.

Policy AG-2.1 listed above would minimize conflicts with agriculturally-zoned uses and parcels
under the Williamson Act by ensuring the long-term preservation of land used for productive
agriculture, potentially-productive agricultural land, and agricultural-support facilities. Policy AG-2.4
would encourage participation in programs such as the Williamson Act to preserve the county’s
farmland. Keeping agricultural land under Williamson Act contracts would retain the concentration
of agricultural land within the Agricultural Preserve boundary, thereby reducing the edge between
agricultural and non-agricultural uses, and minimizing land use conflicts.
Lands under contract must be consistent with the County’s General Plan, and the County must
ensure that lands under contract fall within designated Agricultural Preserves. The eligibility criteria
for Merced County’s existing Williamson Act program requires enrolled parcels to be 20 acres in size
for prime farmland and 80 acres for non-prime farmland. Current County eligibility criteria
encourage the enrollment of only large parcels efficient for commercial farming, and several of the
2030 General Plan proposed policies would discourage farmers with small agricultural parcels to
participate in the Williamson Act program, thereby reducing the total number of agricultural lands
enrolled in the program.
The County’s proposed policies demonstrate an effort to ensure that lands contracted under the
program remain large enough for economically productive agricultural practices as outlined under
Policy AG-2.5, which encourages larger parcel size minimums (40 or more acres). This policy would
discourage land owners from enrolling smaller parcels in the Williamson Act program, which could
reduce the total acreage enrolled under the program. Similarly, Policy LU-2.6 would remove (nonrenew) current Williamson Act contracts on small parcels not devoted to commercial agriculture. As
a result, Policy LU-2.6 would have a similar environmental effect as Policy LU-2.5 because smaller
parcels under Williamson Act contracts that are not consistent with the County’s eligibility criteria
would be removed from the program even if part of a larger farming operation, also decreasing the
total acreage eligible for participation under the Williamson Act Program.
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Policy LU-2.7 would remove land not under Williamson Act contracts from the Merced County
Agriculture Preserve by redrawing the current boundary of the Agricultural Preserve to create one or
a series of smaller preserves aligned with contracted land. However, removal of non-contracted
lands from the Agricultural Preserve could inadvertently cause the parcels no longer eligible for
contracts to be converted to incompatible land uses. As a result, the agricultural resources that
remain within the preserve would be impacted by an indirect conversion of nearby agricultural uses
to non-agricultural uses that are would no longer fully protected from nearby urban development
pressure. This is possible because the list of land uses compatible with the Agricultural Preserve is
more limited than the list of uses allowed on agriculturally zoned parcels in the County Zoning
Code. Therefore, while Williamson Act contracted land would be consolidated within the
Agricultural Preserve, the removal of non-contracted parcels could indirectly result in land use
conflicts due to the location of non-agricultural land uses or redesignation of property for urban
development where property could become subject to development pressures.
State law presumes that agricultural parcels are large enough to sustain their agricultural use if the
land is at least 10 acres in size if within prime agricultural land, or at least 40 acres in size if on land
that is not prime agricultural land. The proposed 2030 General Plan sets forth Policy AG-2.15,
which modifies the County’s Agricultural Preserve Rules and Procedures to allow smaller parcel
sizes consistent with state standards.
Table 6-9 sets forth the sizes of farms within Merced County as reported in the 2007 Census of
Agriculture by the U.S. Department of Agriculture.
Table 6-9

Farm Sizes in Merced County

Size of Farm

Number of Farms
337

Percentage of Farms1
12.9

1,114
558

42.7
21.4

180 to 499 acres
500 to 999 acres
1,000 acres or more

270
139
189

10.4
5.3
7.2

Average size of farm – acres
Median size of farm – acres

399
40

1 to 9 acres
10 to 49 acres
50 to 179 acres

Does not equal 100 percent due to rounding.
Source: US Department of Agriculture, National Agricultural Statistics Service, 2007 Census of Agriculture – County Data,
California, Table 1. County Summary Highlights.

1

In 2007, the latest year for which statistics are available, 55.6 percent of all farms in Merced County
were less than 50 acres in size; 12.9 percent were less than 10 acres. If the acreage of farms within
the 10 to 49 acre size class were evenly distributed, 616 farms (23.6 percent) would be less than 20
acres in size. Under current County policy, almost one-quarter of all farms would not currently meet
the criteria for inclusion in the Williamson Act program, and could not therefore be afforded the
protection from development as outlined in Goal AG-2.
Some indirect conversion of agricultural uses may occur by limiting smaller parcels from
participating in the Williamson Act program, and from the removal of existing small parcels.
Merced County
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Implementation of other proposed goals and policies cited above would encourage participation in
the Williamson Act program, and avoid conflicts with existing agricultural uses and lands.
Additionally, the majority of future urban development would be directed to designated growth
areas within cities, cities’ spheres of influence, and designated urban communities; limited growth
would be expected to occur on agricultural lands outside designated communities, or on lands
subject to Williamson Act contracts. On balance, implementation of proposed policies AG-2.5,
AG-2.6, and AG-2.7 would result in less likelihood that farmlands would be protected from urban
encroachment or conversion to other non-agricultural uses, and lead to a potential increase in land
use conflicts between such uses and agricultural activities. This would be a potentially significant
impact.
Significance of Impact: Potentially significant.
Mitigation Measure AG-2a:
Amend Policy AG-2.5: Williamson Act Minimum Parcel Size, as follows:
Modify the Agricultural Preserve Rules and Procedures to reduce the Williamson Act
minimum required parcel size to 10 acres, consistent with State law. For parcels not
operated as part of a larger farming operation, eEncourage larger parcel size
minimums (40 or more acres) and/or evidence of commercial agricultural use for
entering new Williamson Act contracts.
Mitigation Measure AG-2b:
Amend Policy AG-2.6: Williamson Act Contracts Non-Renewal on Small Parcels, as follows:
rRemove (non-renew) current Williamson Act contracts on small parcels not
devoted to commercial agriculture and not operated as part of a larger farming
operation.
Mitigation Measure AG-2c:
Delete Policy AG-2.7: Merced County Agricultural Preserve Consolidation, and adopt the following
alternative policy as set forth in Table 6-9:
Policy AG-2.7: Modify Merced County Agricultural Preserve Rules
Modify the Agricultural Preserve Rules and Procedures to allow parcels smaller than 10 acres
for a limited number of circumstances authorized as exceptions in the County Zoning Code
and consistent with State law.
Environmental Effects of Measure: Implementation of Mitigation Measures AG-2a, AG-2b, and
AG-2c would increase the amount of farmland that could be preserved within Merced County. No
land use changes or changes in agricultural activities would result from implementation of the
measures. For these reasons, there would be no environmental effects from implementing the
measures.
Level of Significance After Mitigation: Less than significant.
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Impact AG-3:

Involve other land use changes that would result in conversion of farmland to
non-agricultural uses from urban development.

Implementation of the proposed 2030 General Plan would lead to urban development that would
result in direct impacts to agricultural resources, including the conversion of important farmland to
non-agricultural uses as evaluated in Impact AG-1. Indirect impacts caused by the 2030 General
Plan may include the removal of smaller parcels from agricultural production in urban fringe areas,
and the construction of residences on existing and/or future subdivided parcels. Because small
parcel sizes are not as economically viable and efficient for commercial farming, they are susceptible
to nearby urban development pressure. Indirect impacts may also result from the nuisance effects of
routine agricultural operations to residential neighbors due to noise, dust, odors, traffic, and the
application of herbicides and pesticides. Therefore, because the proposed project would involve
direct and indirect land use changes that could convert farmland to non-agricultural uses, this would
be a potentially significant impact.
As described in Impact AG-1, the 2030 General Plan would result in direct conversion of important
farmlands to urban uses, primarily within designated urban areas established under the proposed
2030 General Plan. Implementation of the 2030 General Plan could also result in the conversion of
agricultural lands from scattered residential development outside designated communities, often due
to minor subdivision activity and the creation of “rural ranchettes3.” Additionally, as described in
Impact AG-2, administrative changes proposed in the County’s Williamson Act program could
result in diminishing the number of acres of farmland that would be eligible to be enrolled in the
Williamson Act program, thereby reducing the amount of protected farmland.
According to the 2000 Merced County General Plan, there has been a history of incompatible land
uses and conflicts due to nuisances along the residential-agricultural “edge,” because the county’s
agricultural operations can occur adjacent to or near residential development. Indirect changes
caused by urban development may include a variety of nuisance effects due to the expansion of the
urban fringe, resulting in “urban-edge” conflicts. For example, communities where urban uses occur
near intensely cultivated farmland may experience the negative effects of the juxtaposition of
incompatible land uses that often affect both types of property owners. Agricultural operators may
experience vandalism, pilferage of crops, dog attacks on livestock, restrictions on pesticide use and
other practices, congested local roads, and other impacts that reduce productivity and income.
Residential neighbors, for their part, are often sensitive to dust, noise, odors, early morning or
nighttime operations, traffic, pesticide and herbicide use, perceived health problems, and other
effects on their quality of life. These conflicts may increase costs to the agricultural operations, and,
combined with rising land values for residential development, encourage the conversion of farmland
to urban or other non-agricultural uses.
These potential “urban-edge” effects may be greater near the various unincorporated urban
communities in the county where growth would be directed, including Delhi, Hilmar, Planada, Santa
Nella, and Winton. However, these effects may also occur to some degree near smaller
unincorporated rural communities, or Rural Centers, that lack sewer and water infrastructure, such
as Volta, El Nido, Cressey, and Ballico. While the uses near Rural Centers were designed to provide

3

The potential effects of minor subdivision activity on agricultural resources and practices are evaluated in Impacts
AG-5 and AG-6 in this chapter.
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basic support services to the agricultural industry, new urban uses at these locations may still result
in urban-edge land use conflicts.
During public outreach for the 2030 General Plan, the community identified the importance of the
economic vitality of the agricultural industry. Because the intent of the 2030 General Plan is to also
accommodate future growth, the proposed 2030 General Plan would balance agricultural
preservation with the needs of a growing population by directing future development to specific
growth areas (i.e. cities, cities’ spheres of influence, designated unincorporated urban communities)
in order to protect the majority of farmlands and the agricultural industry in the county. The 2030
General Plan contains numerous policies in the Agricultural and Land Use Elements that are
intended to minimize land use changes that would convert important farmlands to non-agricultural
uses as shown in Table 6-10.
Table 6-10

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to
Minimizing Agricultural Conversion and Promoting Compatibility

Goal or Policy

Goal or Policy Text

How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact

Agricultural Element
Goal AG-2

Ensure the long-term preservation and
conservation of land used for
productive agriculture, potentially
productive agricultural land, and
agricultural-support facilities.

Agricultural protection is an overarching
goal for Merced County, and the
Agricultural Element contains numerous
goals and supporting policies that focus on
achieving long-term preservation and
conservation for productive agriculture.
Minimizes the conversion of important
farmlands to non-agricultural uses by
ensuring impacts to agriculture do not
result in a loss of productive lands through
the application of various strategies,
mitigation requirements, and farmland
conservation programs.

Policy AG-2.1:
Agricultural Land
Preservation

Protect agriculturally designated areas
and direct urban growth away from
productive agricultural lands into
cities, Urban Communities, and New
Towns.

Policy AG-2.2:
Agricultural Land Mitigation

Protect productive agricultural areas
from conversion to non-agricultural
uses by establishing and implementing
an agricultural mitigation program in
cooperation with the six cities in
Merced County, with consistent
standards for county and city
governments, that matches acres
converted with farmland acres
preserved at a 1:1 ratio. In addition,
the Land Evaluation and Site
Assessment Model (LESA model) may
be used to determine whether the
conservation land is of equal or greater
value than the land being converted.

Limits the conversion of important
farmlands by focusing urban growth to
cities, urban communities, and designated
urban areas, and by limiting urban uses in
areas with existing agricultural land use
designations.
Minimizes conversion impacts to
important farmlands by establishing a
program designed to mitigate the loss of
farmland resulting from urban
development in the unincorporated areas
of Merced County by requiring the
permanent protection of farmland based
on a 1:1 ratio to the amount of farmland
converted.
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Table 6-10

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to
Minimizing Agricultural Conversion and Promoting Compatibility

Goal or Policy

Goal or Policy Text

Policy AG-2.3:
New Development

Formalize County-City agreements
emphasizing concentration of new
development in cities that include
agricultural mitigation and avoidance
of productive agricultural land
conversion.

Policy AG-2.4:
Preservation Programs

Encourage property owner
participation in programs that preserve
farmland, including the Williamson
Act, conservation easements, and
USDA-funded conservation practices.

Alternative Policy AG-2.7:
Modify Agricultural Preserve
Rules

Modify the Agricultural Preserve Rules
and Procedures to allow parcels
smaller than 10 acres for a limited
number of circumstances authorized
as exceptions in the County Zoning
Code and consistent with State law.

Policy AG-2.8:
Conservation Easements

Support the efforts of public, private,
and non-profit organizations to
preserve agricultural areas in the
county through dedicated
conservation easements, and range
land held as environmental mitigation.
Oppose the extension of urban
services, such as sewer lines, water
lines, or other urban infrastructure,
into areas designated for agricultural
use, unless necessary to protect public
health, safety, and welfare.
Collaborate with landowners, cities,
state and federal agencies, colleges,
universities, stakeholders, and
community-based organizations to
continue and expand agricultural
preservation in the county.

Policy AG-2.9:
Infrastructure Extension

Policy AG-2.11:
Preservation Collaboration
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How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Reduces potential conversion impacts to
important farmlands through a formal
agreement that states the roles and
responsibilities among the County and the
six cities within Merced County on working
together to site new development at
locations currently designated for urban uses.
Reduces the potential loss of important
farmland due to conversion to urban uses
by supporting a program that encourages
private property owners to utilize farmland
conservation programs, such as the
Williamson Act program and conservation
easements.
Although the County is no longer
accepting applications to participate in the
Williamson Act due to loss of state
funding, this policy would encourage
participation in the Williamson Act by an
expanding the list of eligible farms, thereby
minimizing the loss of agricultural land
should the County once again accept
applications.
Minimizes impacts to important farmland
by supporting public, private, and nonprofit efforts to preserve agricultural areas,
thereby providing more opportunity for
collaboration on related agricultural
preservation goals.
Avoids impacts to important farmlands by
limiting urban services in locations
designated for agricultural uses.

Minimizes the conversion of important
farmland to urban uses by supporting
collaboration with private and
governmental entities to expand
agricultural preservation.

2030 Merced County General Plan
Recirculated Draft PEIR

Agricultural and Forestry Resources

Table 6-10

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to
Minimizing Agricultural Conversion and Promoting Compatibility

Goal or Policy

Goal or Policy Text

Policy AG-2.12:
Antiquated Subdivisions

Encourage the voluntary merger of
antiquated subdivision lots that
conflict with adjacent agricultural uses,
and continue to require environmental
review of permits that could result in
adverse environmental impacts in
agricultural and rural areas, including
traffic generation, groundwater
contamination, stormwater drainage
disposal, and air quality deterioration.
Policy AG-2.13:
Require a 40 acre minimum permitted
Minimum Agricultural Parcel parcel size in areas designated
Size Requirement
Agricultural to discourage land
divisions for rural residential purposes
and maintain parcels large enough for
efficient commercial agriculture
production. Require 160 acre
minimum permitted parcel size in
areas designated Foothill Pasture and
in grassland areas.
Require 20 acre minimum permitted
Policy AG-2.13a:
parcel size in areas designated
Minimum Agricultural
Agricultural to discourage land divisions
Parcel Size Requirement
for rural residential purposes and
maintain parcels large enough for
efficient commercial agriculture
production. Require 160 acre minimum
permitted parcel size in areas designated
Foothill Pasture and in grassland areas.
Policy AG-2.14:
Require applicants seeking to divide
Viability of Smaller Parcels
agriculturally-zoned parcels to
demonstrate the continued viability of
lots less than 40 acres for commercial
agriculture, using specific standards
(i.e., access to agricultural water, joint
farm management, access for aerial
spraying, size viability for specific
commodities) and farm management
plans.
Policy AG-2.15:
Modify the Merced County
Merced County Agriculture
Agricultural Preserve to be consistent
Preserve Consolidation
with State Subdivision Map Act and
Williamson Act rules for allowing
parcels less than 10 acres for a limited
number of circumstances authorized
as exceptions in the County Zoning
Code and consistent with state law.
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How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Reduces impacts related to residential
subdivision activity by requiring antiquated
subdivision lots that pose land use conflicts
at nearby agricultural uses to merge,
thereby increasing the availability of larger
agricultural parcels and reducing nuisances
related to land use incompatibility.

Reduces conversion impacts to important
farmlands by requiring a minimum
permitted parcel size in the agricultural land
use designation to ensure the availability of
large agricultural parcels and efficient
farming, and to discourage land divisions.

Would not reduce conversion impacts
since maintaining the existing minimum
permitted parcel size in the agricultural land
use designation would be re-adopted.

Minimizes important farmland impacts by
requiring subdivision applicants to show
how smaller parcels would be agriculturally
viable, because while traditionally
agricultural land was subdivided to preserve
family farming, often “ranchettes” or
smaller parcels are too small for efficient
farming.
Reduces impacts to important farmlands by
revising the agricultural preserve land uses
to be consistent with state regulations to
ensure that agricultural parcels less than 10
acres are allowed under a limited number
of circumstances.

Merced County
July 2013

Agricultural and Forestry Resources

Table 6-10

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to
Minimizing Agricultural Conversion and Promoting Compatibility

Goal or Policy
Policy AG-2.16:
High Speed Rail Line
Location

Goal AG-3

Goal or Policy Text
Coordinate with the California High
Speed Rail Authority to locate the high
speed rail lines along existing major
transportation corridors, such as State
Routes 99 or 152, to minimize the
conversion of productive agricultural
land to non-agricultural uses.
Minimize conflicts between productive
agricultural areas and urban land uses,
and discourage the parcelization and
conversion of large agricultural
holdings into rural residential parcels
or urban uses.

Policy AG-3.1:
Right-to-Farm Ordinance

Continue to implement the Right-toFarm Ordinance to define and limit
instances where agricultural operations
may be considered a nuisance to
surrounding residential or urban
development.

Policy AG-3.2:
Agricultural Buffer

Require buffers between proposed
non-agricultural uses and adjacent
productive agricultural operations to
protect farms, dairies, and agriculturalrelated production facilities from
conflicts with non-agricultural uses,
specifically residential development.
Establish agricultural buffer standards
based on type of agricultural operation
to be applied to residential
development proposals adjacent to
productive agricultural land and
agricultural-related facilities.
Require a minimum 200-foot buffer
between new residential development
and existing agricultural operations,
and establish design/maintenance
guidelines for developers and property
owners.
Require clustering of homes on
agricultural parcels to minimize
interference with agricultural
operations.

Policy AG-3.3:
Agricultural Buffer Standards

Policy AG-3.4:
Residential Buffers from
Agriculture

Policy AG-3.5:
Home Site Clustering
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How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Reduces the likelihood the High Speed Rail
Line would be located on productive
farmlands, thereby minimizing the
conversion of important farmlands.

Reduces the conversion of important
farmland to developed uses by stating that
an overall goal of the County is to
minimize conflicts between agricultural and
urban areas, which often result in land use
incompatibility that leads to land use
conflicts.
Reduces nuisance complaints from new
urban residents by requiring prospective
residents in new developments near
agricultural areas to be notified that there
may be inconveniences and discomfort
associated with normal farming activities,
and that such operations are not
considered nuisances.
Minimizes conflicts between agricultural
and non-agricultural uses, specifically
residential uses, by requiring buffers to
separate incompatible uses.

Minimizes conflicts between agricultural
and non-agricultural uses by establishing
agricultural buffer standards according to
the type of agricultural operation.
Minimizes conflicts between agricultural
and non-agricultural uses by requiring a
minimum 200-foot buffer between new
residential development and existing
agricultural operations.
Reduces conflicts between incompatible
uses by consolidating residential uses
within a defined boundary, in order to
minimize the edge, and therefore the
interferences, between agricultural and
residential uses.
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Table 6-10

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to
Minimizing Agricultural Conversion and Promoting Compatibility

Goal or Policy

Goal or Policy Text

Policy AG-3.7:
Public Facility Locations

Discourage public agencies from
locating facilities, especially schools, in
existing agricultural areas.

Policy AG-3.8:
Zoning Ordinance Update

Update the County Code to rename
the Agricultural Residential (AR) zone
to Rural Residential to remove the
implication that agriculture is the
primary and desired use.

Policy AG-3.9:
New Confined Animal
Facility Location
Requirements

Require new or expanded confined
animal facilities to be located, at a
minimum:
a) One-half mile from any Rural
Center or Urban Community
boundary; residentially-designated
or zoned property; sensitive uses
such as schools, hospitals, jails,
federal wildlife areas, state wildlife
areas, and public parks; or
concentrations of five or more
off-site residences. This does not
include areas for municipal uses
such as wastewater treatment
facilities, airports, or solid waste
recycling or disposal facilities
located outside urban areas; and
b) One thousand feet from any offsite residence, unless there is
written permission from the offsite property owner.
Prohibit new single- or multi-family
residences within one thousand feet of
an existing confined animal facility.

Policy AG-3.10:
New Adjacent Residences
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How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Discourages the development or siting of
sensitive uses such as public facilities and
schools near agricultural areas, thereby
limiting nuisances, perceived health issues,
and overall conflicts between the different
uses.
Reduces land use conflicts between
agricultural and non-agricultural resources
by clarifying that the Agricultural
Residential (AR) zone should be renamed
Rural Residential to emphasize that
residential is the primary use.
Minimizes land use incompatibilities
between agricultural and non-agricultural
uses by requiring new or expanded
confined animal facilities to be located at a
minimum one-half mile from any urban
community or rural center, residentiallydesignated or zoned property, sensitive
uses, wildlife areas, public parks, or
concentrations of five or more off-site
residences, thereby reducing the likelihood
of land use conflicts.

Limits the amount of residential
development within one thousand feet of
an existing confined animal facility, thereby
minimizing the potential for land use
conflicts.
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Table 6-10

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to
Minimizing Agricultural Conversion and Promoting Compatibility

Goal or Policy
Policy AG-3.11:
Solar and Wind Energy
Production Facilities

Land Use Element
Goal LU-1

Policy LU-1.1:
Countywide Development

Policy LU-1.2:
Rural Centers

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

Reduces farmland impacts by supporting a
balanced land use pattern for agricultural
and non-agricultural land uses and by
directing urban growth towards existing
and suitably located new communities.

Direct urban development to areas
within adopted urban boundaries of
cities, Urban Communities, and
Highway Interchange Centers in order
to preserve productive agriculture,
limit urban sprawl, and protect natural
resources.
Limit the amount of new growth
within existing Rural Centers by
allowing only agriculture-supporting
residential and commercial uses.

Reduces impacts to farmland by directing
urban growth to cities, urban communities,
and highway interchange centers in order
to preserve agricultural land.

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-1.5:
New Urban Communities

Consider the establishment of new
Urban Communities in areas off of
productive agricultural land (as defined
in the General Plan Glossary) which
satisfy the policy requirements under
Goal LU-5.F, in order to
accommodate projected future growth.
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How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Reduces the impacts to agricultural
production that could result due to the
siting of solar and wind energy production
facilities.
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Because rural centers include land use
designations for isolated parts of the
County with little population and support
services, they often provide ideal locations
for agricultural services and farm support
operations. Limiting urban growth at such
locations would help retain agricultural
lands and provide an alternative location
for related agricultural services, operations,
and workforce housing.
Support for compact urban communities
would encourage urban growth to occur
where public facilities and services are
available rather than on productive
agricultural lands, thereby preserving
farmland.
Reduces impacts to farmlands when
considering locations for new urban
communities by requiring new
development to occur off productive
agricultural land.
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Table 6-10

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to
Minimizing Agricultural Conversion and Promoting Compatibility

Goal or Policy
Goal LU-2
Policy LU-2.1:
Agricultural Designation

Policy LU-2.2:
Foothill Pasture Designation

Policy LU-2.3:
Land Use Activity
Limitations
Policy LU-2.4:
Secondary Uses in
Agricultural Areas

Policy LU-2.6:
Redesignation for More
Intensive Residential Land
Use

Policy LU-2.9:
Special Agricultural Uses

Goal LU-4

Policy LU-4.1:
Rural Center Development

2030 Merced County General Plan
Recirculated Draft PEIR

Goal or Policy Text
Preserve, promote, and expand the
agricultural industry in Merced
County.
Apply the Agricultural land use
designation as the primary designation
in the County to support productive
agricultural lands and promote the
agricultural industry.
Apply the Foothill Pasture land use
designation on agricultural and open
space lands located on the eastern and
western edges of the county which are
recognized for their value as grazing,
cropland, and open space.

How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Reduces impacts to farmland by supporting
the expansion of the agricultural industry.
Applying agriculture as the primary land
use designation would ensure that the
majority of unincorporated lands remain in
agricultural production, thereby minimizing
impacts to farmland.
Applying foothill pasture land use
designation would ensure that the
important grazing lands, also recognized as
valuable cropland would remain in
agricultural production, thereby minimizing
impacts to farmland.

Limit allowed land use within
Agricultural and Foothill Pasture areas
to agricultural crop production, farm
support operations, and grazing and
open space uses.
Limit ancillary uses in Agricultural and
Foothill Pasture areas to include
secondary single-family residences,
farm worker housing, agricultural
tourism related uses, and agricultural
support services.
Prohibit the redesignation of property
outside of Rural Centers, Highway
Interchange Centers, or Urban
Communities for a more intensive
residential land use without a General
Plan amendment.

Avoids impacts to farmland by limiting the
development of land uses other than for
agricultural crop production, farming, and
grazing.

Support special agricultural
commercial uses in rural areas when
they directly relate to and are part of
an existing and permitted agricultural
enterprise or operation.
Provide for the continuation of areas
designated for rural and agricultural
support uses in a manner that
minimizes agricultural and
environmental impacts while
benefiting the surrounding agricultural
community.
Allow new rural residential
development and agricultural support
uses in vacant areas within existing
Rural Centers, but prohibit the
establishment of new Rural Centers.

Minimizes the conversion of agricultural
lands to non-agricultural uses by only
permitting agricultural operations in rural
areas.
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Minimizes impacts related to the
substantial conversion of farmlands to
developed, non-agricultural uses by limiting
ancillary uses in agricultural areas to singlefamily residences, farm worker housing,
and agricultural-related tourism.
Requiring a General Plan amendment for
any re-designation of property for more
intensive residential uses would discourage
developers from considering agricultural
lands for development due to the
additional discretionary review that would
occur prior to project consideration.

Reduces the likelihood agricultural uses
would be converted to non-agricultural
uses by encouraging the rural and
agricultural supported land use
designations.
Minimizes the conversion of farmlands to
urban uses by prohibiting the establishment
of any new Rural Centers or new rural
residential development that does not
support agricultural uses.
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Table 6-10

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to
Minimizing Agricultural Conversion and Promoting Compatibility

Goal or Policy
Policy LU-4.2:
Development Criteria

Policy LU-4.3:
Commercial and Industrial
Uses

Goal LU-5.A

Policy LU-5.A.1:
Urban Community
Establishment

Goal LU-5.F

Policy LU-5.F.1:
New Urban Community Size
and Location Requirements

Merced County
July 2013

Goal or Policy Text
Require uses within Rural Centers to
be limited to:
a) Commercial uses to serve the daily
convenience needs of the
surrounding agricultural and rural
areas;
b) Agricultural supply and service
businesses;
c) Limited public facilities such as
schools, fire stations, post offices,
churches, granges, and veterans
halls; and/or
d) Housing for agricultural workers
at minimum of one unit per acre.
Consider locating commercial and
industrial uses in Rural Centers in
limited cases if they support
agricultural operations, serve the daily
convenience commercial needs of the
surrounding rural area, or provide
health and safety benefits to the
county in sparsely populated areas.
Preserve and enhance the character of
Merced County by focusing future
unincorporated development towards
Urban Communities.
Allow consideration of new Urban
Communities in areas off productive
agricultural land (as defined in the
General Plan Glossary) that include a
balance of land uses for jobs, tax
revenues, and housing, and satisfy the
policy requirements under Goal LU-5.F.
Provide for the establishment of new
Urban Communities in order to
accommodate future growth in the
unincorporated parts of Merced
County that are located off productive
agricultural land or the valley floor.
Only accept applications for the
establishment of additional new Urban
Communities if they encompass a
minimum area of 320 acres in order to
achieve efficiencies in urban service
delivery and provide for long-range
growth needs. In addition, require that
proposed new Urban Communities be
located only in areas that:
a) Are off the valley floor unless the
project area is clearly located on
non-productive soil;
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How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Minimizes the conversion of farmlands to
urban uses in Rural Centers by limiting new
uses to commercial uses that serve
agricultural areas, agricultural services, farm
worker housing, and limiting public
facilities.

Reduces the likelihood agricultural lands
would be converted to urban uses by only
limiting commercial and industrial uses in
Rural Centers to those that support
agricultural operations.

Avoids the conversion of agricultural uses
by focusing new urban growth towards
Urban Communities.
Minimizes impacts to agricultural lands and
the conversion of such lands to nonagricultural uses by only considering new
Urban Communities that are situated off
productive agricultural land.
Minimizes impacts to agricultural lands and
the conversion of such lands to nonagricultural uses by only considering new
Urban Communities that are located off
productive agricultural land or the valley
floor.
Minimizes impacts to agricultural lands and
the conversion of such lands to nonagricultural uses by only accepting
applications for new Urban Communities
that meet specific development suitability
criteria. Criteria includes, but is not limited
to being located off the valley floor, unless
the project area is not on productive
agricultural soils; does not contain more
than 50 percent productive farmland and
10 percent prime farmland if site is located
off the valley floor; and for project
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Table 6-10

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to
Minimizing Agricultural Conversion and Promoting Compatibility
Goal or Policy Text

Goal or Policy
b)
c)

Contain few wetlands or
significant natural resources;
For proposals off the valley floor,
do not contain more than 50
percent productive farmland (as
defined in the General Plan
Glossary) or 10 percent Prime
Farmland (as classified on the
Statewide Important Farmland
Map), and for projects on the
valley floor, do not contain more
than 10 percent productive
farmland;

d)

Goal LU-7

Are not located within two miles
of an existing city or Urban
Community; and
e) Are near major transportation
routes.
Ensure that development in
county/city fringe areas is well
planned and adequately serviced by
necessary public facilities and
infrastructure.

How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
applications on the valley floor that the site
does not contain more than 10 percent
productive farmland.

Policy LU-7.1:
Infill Development Focus

Encourage infill development to occur
in cities in order to maximize the use
of land within existing urbanized areas,
minimize the conversion of productive
agricultural land, and minimize
environmental impacts associated with
new development.
Source: Merced County, 2011; Planning Partners, 2012/2013.

Reduces impacts related to the conversion
of agricultural lands by directing
development to areas that are adequately
serviced by public facilities and
infrastructure rather than rural areas, where
the majority of the agricultural uses are
located.
Infill development within cities and
designated urban communities would
maximize the use of land at urbanized
locations and minimize the potential for
the conversion of agricultural lands.

The Agricultural Element contains various policies that seek to preserve agricultural land and the
agricultural industry. These include several policies that outline conservation strategies and
mitigation requirements, such as the Williamson Act program and farmland conservation easements.
The Agricultural Element also includes various policies that seek to reduce urban and agricultural
land use conflicts. Because the expansion of urban uses onto adjacent farmland has been a major
issue in Merced County, specific policies are set forth in the proposed 2030 General Plan to
minimize such effects. Specific policies that would reduce urban and agricultural land use conflicts
include the Right-to-Farm Ordinance, as well as policies that would limit the parcelization of
farmland, and require the establishment of adequate buffers between agricultural and urban uses.
As described in Impact AG-1, there are many goals and policies outlined to preserve agricultural
land, including Goal AG-2, which states the overall intention of the County to ensure the long-term
preservation and conservation of land used for productive agriculture. For example, policies direct
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growth away from productive agricultural lands, require a mitigation program that matches
agricultural acres converted with farmland preserved at a 1:1 ratio, support collaboration with other
government, non-profit, and private entities to encourage participation in conservation programs,
and various other policies that minimize the impacts of parcelization of agricultural lands to smaller
lots that reduce the viability of commercial farming.
There are also numerous goals and policies outlined to reduce urban and agricultural land use
conflicts, specifically nuisance complaints from urban residents that can threaten the viability of
agriculture. To address this issue, the 2030 General Plan includes Goal AG-3, to minimize conflicts
between productive agricultural areas and urban land uses, and discourage the parcelization and
conversion of large agricultural holdings into rural residential parcels or urban uses. Supporting this
goal are 11 policies designed to support established agricultural operations, minimize land use
conflicts, reduce farmland conversion, limit the parcelization of farmland, and establish buffers
between agricultural and urban uses. Moreover, there are various other policies in the Agricultural
Element that support the agricultural industry, research and education, and tourism in order to
protect and diversify the economy, help farmers adjust to national and international product
demand, and attract visitors.
However, as described under Impact AG-1, the purpose of the 2030 General Plan is also to develop
a framework to guide future land use development. As a result, it is inevitable that some farmland
conversion would occur to accommodate long-term development needs. Proposed policies would
permit the loss of farmland to urban development within designated urban areas, and would
continue to permit new rural housing and agricultural-commercial and industrial development at
scattered locations outside designated communities, as well as permit the expansion of Rural
Residential Centers. The 2030 General Plan would directly result in the conversion of farmland due
to urban development, indirectly result in the conversion of farmland due to the removal of smaller
parcels from farming at the urban fringe, and additionally result in urban edge patterns that would
increase nuisances among incompatible land uses. Therefore, even with the implementation of the
listed policies, the potential conversion of additional important farmlands to non-agricultural uses
would result in a potentially significant impact.
Significance of Impact: Potentially significant.
Mitigation Measure AG-3a:
Implement Mitigation Measure AG-1a, Amend Policy AG-2.2: Agricultural Land Mitigation;
Mitigation Measure AG-1b, create an Agricultural Conservation Easement Program; and Mitigation
Measure AG-1c, Amend Policy NR-3.13: Agricultural Land Disturbance; Mitigation Measure
AG-1d, Amend Policy AG-3.11 Solar and Wind Energy Production Facilities; and Mitigation
Measure AG-1e, Amend Policy NR-2.3, Biomass-to-Energy Production.
Mitigation Measure AG-3b:
Amend Policy AG-3.4: Residential Buffers from Agriculture, as follows:
Require a minimum 200-foot buffer between new residential development within designated
urban areas and existing agricultural operations, and establish design/maintenance guidelines
for developers and property owners.
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Mitigation Measure AG-3c:
Amend Policy LU-3.4: New Rural Residential Center Prohibition, as follows:
Prohibit the creation of any new, or the expansion of any existing, Rural Residential Centers
in the unincorporated county.
Environmental Effects of Measures: Implementation of these mitigation measures would
minimize farmland conversion to non-agricultural uses. No changes in land uses are required by the
measures, and no environmental effects would occur. Instead, the County policies would support
agricultural uses, reduce potential urban/agricultural land use conflicts, match acres converted due
to urban development or mining activities with farmland acres of similar quality to those converted
at a 1:1 ratio, require that solar energy projects mitigate adverse effects to agricultural lands,
coordinate regional efforts to preserve farmland in collaboration with entities such as the Central
Valley Farmland Trust, and remove the impact on agricultural resources from the expansion of very
low density Rural Residential Centers, which are an inefficient land use.
Level of Significance After Mitigation: Significant and unavoidable.
While the revised policies would promote the preservation of agricultural lands, the agricultural land
use designations and the policies would not prevent the conversion of farmlands within the county
associated with direct impacts due to future urban development and indirect impacts due to
nuisance effects from land use conflicts along the expanding urban-edge. There are no additional or
technically feasible mitigation measures available to reduce the impact. Consequently,
implementation of the 2030 General Plan would continue to directly and indirectly convert
important farmlands to non-agricultural uses, and result in a significant and unavoidable impact.
Impact AG-4:

Conflict with zoning for forest land or timberland, result in the loss of forest
land or cause other changes that could convert forest land to non-forest uses.

Implementation of the proposed 2030 General Plan would not lead to urban development and other
construction activities that could conflict with the zoning for forest land or timberland, result in the
loss of forest land, or cause other changes that could convert forest land to non-forest uses. Because
no forest land, timberland, or timberland production areas, as zoned by applicable state regulations,
exist within Merced County, the proposed 2030 General Plan would not conflict with forest land
zoning, and impacts related to forest land resources would not occur.
Forest land, as defined by Public Resources Code Section 1220(g), and timberland, as defined by
Public Resources Code Section 4525, and timberland production areas, as defined by Government
Code Section 51104(g) do not exist within Merced County. There are no large forested areas in the
county, no commercial forestry production, and therefore, no known timber resources. While the far
eastern and western portions of the county include some oak woodland habitat, these areas are not
classified as timber lands according to the existing Merced County zoning designations. Instead,
these areas are classified as Foothill Pasture zones. Further, neither timber production nor major
harvesting operations contribute to the local economy.
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Because no forest land, timberland, or timberland production areas, as zoned by applicable state
regulations, exist within Merced County, the proposed 2030 General Plan would not conflict with
forest land zoning. Therefore, no impacts would occur related to forest land resources.
Significance of Impact: No impact.
Mitigation Measure: None required.
Impact AG-5:

Involve other land use changes that would result in conversion of farmland to
non-agricultural uses due to the Minor Subdivision of Rural Parcels.

The minor subdivision of rural parcels into four or fewer lots as permitted with the implementation
of the proposed 2030 General Plan could lead to the conversion of important farmlands to nonagricultural uses, or otherwise conflict with continued agricultural operations.4 This would be a
potentially significant impact.

MINOR SUBDIVISIONS
Minor Subdivision Definition
The Merced County Community and Economic Development Department Minor Subdivision
application form defines a minor subdivision as “the division of any land into four or fewer parcels
for the purpose of sale, lease, financing, or as a gift, except for leases of agricultural land for
agricultural purposes.” Thus, a minor subdivision involves splitting a parcel or multiple parcels of
land, and assigning new ownership rights to that parcel, as well as the legal right to build more
dwelling units. A Minor Subdivision requires approval of both a “Tentative Parcel Map” and a
“Parcel Map.”
Ranchette Development
Rural residential development, as classified by the FMMP, includes residential areas of one to five
structures per ten acres. The rural residential category is not considered a type of important
farmland by the FMMP, so that the construction of dwelling units for residential use on such
farmlands at these densities would result in the conversion of important farmland to a nonagricultural use. However, a cluster of dwellings on a large parcel, such as a dairy, would not
typically constitute a “ranchette” since the homes could not be sold separately. A ranchette would
more typically be defined as a smaller rural parcel where the main use and value of the property is
for residential purposes rather than agricultural production.

4

This and the following impact statement (AG-6) address the effects of minor subdivision activity with subsequent
residential development on continued agricultural production due to conflicts between agricultural and residential
uses, or the potential for increased residential water use. Impact AG-7 evaluates the influence of minimum parcel
sizes on continued agricultural productivity. For an evaluation of the cumulative effects of rural residential
development together with all other types of urban and rural development permitted under the 2030 General Plan,
please refer to Chapters 5 through 22 of this PEIR.
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Minor Subdivision Activity from 1998 - 2008 on Agricultural Land
Table 6-11 illustrates the number of approved and recorded Minor Subdivisions on agricultural
zoned lands (A-1 and A-2) between January 1998 and March 2008. No similar minor subdivisions
have been have been approved in Merced County in the period from 2008 through 2010.
Table 6-11

Unincorporated Merced County Minor Subdivision Activity from
1998 - 2008

Minor Subdivisions (MS) Activity
Recorded MS maps in the A-1 & A-2 zones
Recorded MS maps in the non–Agriculturally zoned parcels

Totals

Total MS maps recorded (1998 – 2008)
Total parcels resulting from all recorded maps in Agricultural zones

402
691

MS Applications expired, terminated or not recorded
Number of MS Applications (1998 – 2008)

110
512

267
135

Source: Merced County, 2008, 2012.

During the 1998-2008 period, approximately two-thirds (267) of the recorded Minor Subdivisions
were located on agriculturally zoned properties (A-1 and A-2) out of 402 total Minor Subdivisions
Maps recorded. Over 21 percent (110 out of 512) of all Minor Subdivision approvals during this
period expired, terminated, or had not been recorded, which means that despite approval of a
tentative parcel map, no property lines changed or were created, nor can they be without submitting
a new application and receiving a new approval from the County. Of these 110 tentative maps, the
expiration date for 32 has been extended by state legislation action.
Residential Activity Analysis: 1998 – 2008
As a result of the approved Minor Subdivisions during the period 1998-2008, new residences were
constructed within the new parcels created as a result of the 267 Minor Subdivisions within the A-1
and A-2 zones. Based on information from the County’s Building Division records, new residences
include any Additional Dwelling Occupancy Monitoring Permits (ADOMP) that were approved
during the 10-year period, even if the dwelling was pre-existing on the property. ADOMPs include
second or third dwelling units on the same parcel. Therefore, the ADOMPs were counted by the
County, along with new dwelling unit permits and granny unit permits. Table 6-12 below illustrates
building permits over a 10-year period for new residences, and ADOMPs on the 691 subdivided
parcels.
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Table 6-12

Ten Years of Residential Development Activity
Totals

1st Residential dwelling units
ADOMP * (2nd, 3rd or more dwelling units on parcel)

67
25

Granny units
Total new dwelling units (Jan. 98 to Mar. 08)

5
97

Pre-existing homes (older than ten yrs)
Total new dwelling units and pre-existing homes

314
411

*

This process was then repeated with a database including all ADOMPs for family members and farm labor
housing on the subdivided parcel areas, and for “granny” units.
Source: Merced County, 2008.

Of the 97 total units, 30 dwelling units were counted as multiple units located on the same parcel.
Table 6-13 illustrates the total annual number of dwelling units constructed on these in the county,
and the average annual number of new dwelling units constructed. The total annual number of
dwelling units constructed averaged less than 10 (9.7) new homes per year on the 691 parcels.
Table 6-13

Annual Number of Dwelling Units
Totals
6.7
2.5

1st residential dwelling units
ADOMP * (2nd, 3rd or more dwelling units on parcel)
Granny units
Total new dwelling units per year

0.5
9.7

*

This process was then repeated with a database including all ADOMPs for family members and farm labor
housing on the subdivided parcel areas, and for “granny” units.
Source: Merced County, 2008.

Survey of Resulting Land Use: 1998-2008
As part of the analysis concerning whether there is a resulting physical effect of smaller parcel sizes,
the County conducted an investigation into the resulting physical condition of the 691 recorded
parcels created through minor subdivisions during this 10 year period. A field survey of each parcel
was conducted to catalogue the current land use (as of 2008) through photographs and narrative
descriptions. The survey verified that 91 percent of the newly created parcels remained in
agricultural production following the minor land division.

MERCED COUNTY REGULATION OF LAND USES IN AGRICULTURAL ZONING
DISTRICTS
The Merced County Zoning Code further regulates allowable uses in areas zoned for A-1, A-1-40,
and A-2, agricultural uses (Section 18.02.020 A). Chapter 18.02 of the Zoning Code sets forth
considerations for subdivision within agricultural zones, and minimum parcel size requirements. The
relevant portions of this section of the Zoning Code are set forth in Appendix C, Merced County
Zoning Code – Minor Subdivision/Residential Development in Rural Areas.
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Section 18.02.030 B contains standards to be considered by the County prior to approving any
subdivision within agricultural zones. Consideration B.1 requires consideration of the general soil
capability and productivity of the site and vicinity which can range from intensive farming practices
on prime soils - such as orchards and vineyards - to dry grazing or wetlands and similar open space
habitat on marginal soils. Consideration B.4 requires the County to evaluate, in the broadest sense,
the compatibility of a proposed subdivision and its subsequent developed uses with existing
agricultural uses and cropping patterns in the project vicinity.
Section 18.02.030 A establishes minimum parcel sizes in the agricultural zones, and Section
18.020.030 C sets forth exceptions to the application of the minimum parcel size requirement under
specific circumstances. Of the 691 resulting parcels recorded from minor subdivision activity in the
county, there were a total of 228 parcels (170 in A-1 and 58 in A-2) that were created below the 20acre A-1 zone minimum and 160-acre A-2 zone minimum. Many of these parcels were approved
under the “exemption” provisions and were otherwise in compliance with the County’s Zoning
Code.
As shown in Table 6-14, under Section 18.02.020 of the Zoning Code, one residence is permitted by
right in agricultural districts (a single-family dwelling). One guest house, not to exceed 400 square
feet and specifically excluding any kitchen facilities and/or appliances is also permitted by right so
long as the landowner signs an affidavit that he/she will not lease the guest home and/or use it on a
continual basis. Additional dwellings for employee housing may be approved with an administrative
permit or a conditional use permit.
Table 6-14

Permitted and Allowable Residential Uses within Agricultural Zones in
Merced County Pursuant to Section 18.02.020 A of the County Code

Residential Uses
Bed and breakfast inn (See Section 18.47.080)

A

Granny house (See Section 18.47.150)

A

Guest house (See Section 18.47.160)

P

Labor camp, employee housing (See Section 18.47.140)

P19, C20

Single-family dwellings (SFD) (attached or detached) (See Section 18.48.040(B)(3))

P21, A22, C23

Temporary residence (See Section 18.47.200)
Notes:
P = Permitted; A = Allowed with Administrative Permit; C = Allowed with Conditional Use Permit
19. One to 12 employees.
20. 13 or more employees.
21. One SFD, may be a conventional or manufactured dwelling or mobile home.
22. Two to four SFD.
23. Five or more SFD.
Source: Merced County, County Code, March 27, 2012.

P

IMPORTANT FARMLANDS
As discussed in Section 6.1.1, Environmental Setting, of this chapter, to track urban conversion trends
and other land use changes since the mid-1980s, the California Department of Conservation
developed the FMMP). The program produces maps and statistical data needed to analyze impacts
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to California’s agricultural resources. Table 6-2 details the land use categories in the FMMP, and
each category’s respective acreage in the county.
Until 2008, standard FMMP data did not accurately document the impact of single family, lowdensity rural residential and commercial development on farmland. Because the FMMP has since
been modified to classify additional land use categories to determine the impacts of urban
conversion on agriculture, it is possible to better understand the impacts minor subdivision activity
has on agricultural and open space resources. Table 6-15 shows the amount of minor subdivision
activity that occurred from 1998 to 2008 within important farmlands and other categories as
documented by the FMMP in 2010.
Table 6-15

Minor Subdivision Activity from 1998 – 2008 within 2010 Farmland
Categories
Farmland Type

Acres

Prime Farmland
Farmland of Statewide Importance
Unique Farmland
Farmland of Local Importance
Total Important Farmlands (inc. Confined Animal Agriculture)
Grazing Land
Urban/Built-Up Land
Water
Rural Residential
Vacant
Confined Animal Agriculture
Nonagricultural and Natural Vegetation
Semi-Agricultural and Rural Commercial Land
Total
Source: FMMP, 2010; Merced County GIS, 2012.

10,681
4,795
4,671
1,695
22,268

Percentage (%)
36%
16%
16%
6%

6,338
94
0
140
376
426

75%
21%
0%
0%
0%
1%
1%

350
173
29,739

1%
1%
100%

Between 1998 and 2008, minor subdivision activity occurred on 29,739 acres of land in Merced
County that has been classified by the FMMP. Using 2010 FMMP data, approximately 22,268 acres,
or 75 percent occurred within important farmlands as defined in this EIR. 6,338 acres, or 21
percent, of minor subdivisions occurred on grazing lands.

DAIRIES
In drafting the Animal Confinement Ordinance (ACO) in 2002, Merced County recognized that
confined animal facilities such as dairies create a number of effects that could be perceived as
nuisances to nearby residents. These effects included the generation of flies and mosquitoes, and
odors. To avoid potential nuisance effects, new dairies are prohibited by the ACO from locating the
active areas of the dairy (i.e. cattle housing, waste management facilities, etc.) within 1,000 feet of an
existing residence. Similarly, existing dairies are prohibited from expanding their active facilities if
such facilities would encroach into the 1,000-foot setback from an existing residence. The ACO
additionally prohibits owners of adjacent property, not owned by the dairy operator, from
constructing a residence without the written permission of the dairy operator if the residence was
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proposed to be sited within 1,000 feet of an active dairy facility. These setback requirements are
codified in Section 18.48.040 of the Zoning Code and proposed within Policies AG-3.9 and AG3.10 of the 2030 General Plan.
Additionally, dairies are known to be sources of toxic air contaminants, and thus subject to
regulation by the San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District (SJVAPCD). For each new or
expanded dairy, the SJVAPCD requires that a Health Risk Assessment (HRA) be prepared. This
HRA evaluates the potential health risk effects of operating a new or expanded dairy from toxic air
contaminants and several criteria air pollutants. Based on the County’s experience in preparing
environmental documents for new and expanding dairies within the county, these potential effects
are typically limited to the dairy itself. However, it is worth noting that for new dairies, many
operators now seek to site the new facility within the middle of their owned parcel to avoid any
potential impacts at their property line, one of the thresholds the SJVAPCD uses to determine
significant effects.
According to GIS analysis, 118 parcels were created by minor subdivision within the 1,000-foot
setback surrounding the active areas of dairies. While it cannot be determined whether many or
most of these new parcels were actually within the larger dairy farm operation, there is the potential
that future residential development of these parcels could be prohibited if such parcels are not on
the owned dairy site, but are within 1,000 feet of active dairy facilities.

PESTICIDE USE AND REGULATION
Pesticide Regulation and Overview
The California Department of Pesticide Regulation (DPR) is vested with primary authority through
the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to enforce federal and state laws pertaining to the
proper and safe use of pesticides. As a part of the federal registration process, the EPA classifies
each pesticide product as a “general use pesticide” or “restricted use pesticide.” This classification is
based on the potential for the product to cause unreasonable adverse effects on human health or the
environment when used according to label directions and without additional regulatory restrictions
(FIFRA Section 3(d)(1)(C)). To regulate the “restricted use pesticides,” the Restricted Materials
Permit Program (RMPP) was developed as an alternative program to provide for an abbreviated
environmental review procedure that serves as the “functional equivalent” to an EIR normally
required under CEQA.
The permitting and enforcement of pesticide use in the field is carried out in California’s 58 counties
by County Agricultural Commissioners (CAC). In Merced County, this function is performed by the
Merced County Agricultural Commissioner (MCAC). Prior to purchasing or using agricultural
chemicals, farmers must obtain site-specific permits from their CAC. When the CAC issues permits,
it evaluates the proposed use to determine if the pesticide can be used safely. Based on the
evaluation, the CAC can deny a permit to use a pesticide, or require specific practices to reduce
environmental hazards related to pesticide use. Permit conditions are often contingent upon the
application method, time, weather, and buffer zone.
In 1990, the DPR began requiring all agricultural pesticide use to be reported. Under the system, the
state requires farmers to submit site-specific information on every pesticide application, thereby
permitting the DPR and CACs to track the annual amount of pesticides used, the total number of
pesticide applications, and the total acres treated with active pesticides. According to the 2010
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Annual Summary of Pesticide Use, the greatest pesticide use within the state occurs in the San
Joaquin Valley. In 2010, Fresno, Kern, Tulare, and San Joaquin Counties ranked as the top four
counties in the state with the highest pesticide use. In 2009, Merced County applied 5,977,272
pounds of pesticides, ranking it eighth in California among the 58 counties. In 2010, the County’s
pesticide use increased to 7,736,269 pounds of pesticide, a 29 percent increase from the previous
year, moving its rank to seventh in California (DPR 2010).
When issuing permits for pesticide use, the CACs consider the need for the pesticide, whether a
safer pesticide is available, and whether a better application method can be used. Most importantly,
CACs determine environmental and health risks associated with the pesticide application to prevent
the misapplication of the chemicals and possible contamination of persons, surface and
groundwater, and other environmental receptors. As more residents move to rural portions of
Merced County, the potential pesticide exposure risks increase. To avoid or minimize such risks, the
CAC may condition a proposed application to use a less toxic chemical, or modify the application
method to accommodate required setbacks from adjacent residences. Thus, the siting of a residence
within an active agricultural district where pesticides are used and regulated may act as a sort of
reverse land use control on the actions of adjacent agricultural operators. Additionally, to the extent
that increases in minor subdivision activity in agricultural zones may result in the construction of
new residences, urban-edge conflicts between residences and agricultural operations due to
nuisances, odors, and possible health concerns would be increased.
Pesticide Use in Merced County
The Merced County Agricultural Commissioner’s office has compiled information on pesticide use
in Merced County based on the top pesticide active ingredients used by weight, acreage, and
commodity (Runyon 2012). This information can be used to understand the common setbacks or
“buffers” required under permit conditions for pesticide use. “Buffer” durations of pesticides vary
depending on the pesticide, and can range in duration for to up to seven days after the completion
of the application. These “buffers” are intended to protect and mitigate any harmful effects of
pesticides to persons (employees and public), the environment, and public and private property.
These setbacks can also inform the County’s land use regulations for rural residential development
in agricultural zones.
Top Twelve Active Ingredients of Pesticides in County. The top 12 active ingredients of
pesticides used in Merced County by weight in pounds of active ingredients include: Sulfur; 1, 3
dichloropropene; Potassium n methylcarbamate; Mineral Oil; Petroleum Oil; Glyphosate,
isopropylamine salt; Metam sodium; Paraquat dichloride; Methyl bromide; Pendimethalin;
Chloropicrin; and Lime Sulfur. Table 6-16 outlines the top twelve pesticide active ingredients used in
the county and the corresponding amounts of active ingredients. Each active ingredient may be an
ingredient in tens, if not hundreds of different pesticide products. Some materials (especially
insecticides) require smaller quantities per acre because of their chemical and pesticidal properties.
Materials that are used in smaller quantities may be used more frequently and over greater
geographical areas. Restricted materials are conditioned for use and require a notice of intent before
application. Non-restricted materials do not require a notice of intent and cannot be conditioned
before use. Table 6-16 is followed by a brief discussion of the properties of identified pesticide
active ingredients.
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Table 6-16

Top Twelve Active Pesticides by Weight in Merced County

Sulfur

Weight
(pounds)
2,090,662

Restricted
Material?
No

1,3 dichloropropene

1,036,899

Yes

Restricted within 100 ft. of an occupied building, and
within 300 ft. of an occupied building, if applied to same
site in last 3 years. Livingston-Atwater area has a cap
that limits the use due to chronic exposure concerns.

Potassium Nmethyldithiocarbamate

599,685

Yes

Buffers range between 100-2,500 ft.
Most common application method (e.g. shank
application method has 100 ft. buffer
Drip application has 100 ft. buffer
Flood application has a 100-600 ft. buffer
Sprinkler has 100-2500 ft. buffer

Mineral Oil
Petroleum Oil
Glyphosate, isopropylamine salt

499,579
496,182
458,614

No
No
No

Buffers vary*
Buffers vary*
Buffers vary*

Metam sodium
Paraquat dichloride

269,403
185,930

Yes
Yes

Buffers vary
Buffers vary

Methyl bromide

170,539

Yes

Pendimethalin
Chloropicrin

136,017
113,835

No
Yes

Require varying buffer zones depending on site, acreage,
rate and application method. Inner and outer buffer
zone and can be as minimal as 30 and 60 ft.
Buffers vary*
Buffers range from 25 ft. to 6,020 ft. and dependent on
site, acreage, rate, and application method

Pesticide

Buffer
Buffers vary*

Lime-sulfur
100,713
No
Buffers vary
* Applicator’s Discretion (not conditioned by MCAC).
Source: Merced County Agricultural Division, Agricultural Commissioner 2012.
•

Sulfur. Sulfur is used in large quantities and is a non-restricted material. It is commonly used
on tomatoes and grapes. It has two formulations. Wettable sulfur is applied like a liquid, and
dusting sulfur is applied as a dust. The wettable sulfur is more easily controlled, but less
effective. The dusting sulfur is difficult to control, but more effective. Due to the limited
lack of control in applying dusting sulfur and increasing regulatory attention to drift
concerns, dusting sulfur use is becoming secondary to wettable sulfur.

•

1, 3 dichloropropene. 1, 3 dichloropropene is a liquid, which fumes when injected into the soil.
It is heavily used to control nematodes in sweet potatoes and for the replanting of almond
trees in sandy soils. According to the Merced County Agricultural Commissioner, 1, 3
dichloropropene permit conditions require that it not be used within 100 feet of an occupied
building, or within 300 feet of an occupied building if it has been applied to the same site
within the last three years. 1, 3 dichloropropene use is currently being regulated by a
township cap for the four townships located around the Livingston-Atwater area. This cap
limits the use of the product due to concerns of chronic exposure over the average lifespan
of persons in these townships. This is currently one of the less complex fumigants in terms
of regulatory issues for growers to use, but cannot be used exclusively in the LivingstonAtwater area because of the township cap limits. This use restriction also makes it imperative
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for growers in these areas to have alternative fumigant options available to them. It is also
used in tomatoes and melons outside of the impacted townships.
•

Potassium N methyldithiocarbamate (metam potassium) and metam sodium. Metam potassium and
metam sodium are active ingredients which share the same permit conditions because they
both are MITC (methyl isothiocyanate) generating compounds. MITC is the gaseous breakdown product of these materials. It is the actual active ingredient and fumigant that is
released once introduced into the soil. Currently, Merced County has ten separate sets of
conditions for use of products that generate MITC. These conditions are determined by
application method and require the grower to adhere to varying buffer zones, which exclude
sensitive sites (such as schools) or occupied buildings. The buffers are determined by
method, rate, and acreage. They also require the grower to obtain agreements from
neighboring growers to allow permission of the application if the buffer falls onto adjacent
property. These buffers can range from 100 to 2,500 feet. The most common application
method (e.g. shank application method for sweet potatoes) at typically used rates of
application results in a buffer zone of 100 feet, or the chemical is applied in multiple
applications to achieve a 100 feet buffer. Additional application methods such as drip (100
foot buffer), flood (100 to 600 foot buffer), and sprinkler (100 to 2,500 foot buffer) are also
used. Additional conditions can be applied when required. These products are respiratory
and ocular irritants and have the potential (if used improperly) to affect large groups of
people because of the fumigants ability to move through the air.

•

Mineral oil and petroleum oil. Mineral oil and petroleum oil are pesticides and pesticide
adjuvants used to increase the effectiveness of pesticides. Many are commonly known as
“sticker” and “spreaders” and are mixed with other pesticides. Some have their own
pesticidal properties. Most are typically of lower toxicity. Adjuvants are considered pesticides
by California regulations.

•

Glyphosate, isopropylamine salt. Glyphosate, isopropylamine salt is a commonly used active
ingredient known widely as “Roundup”. It is used as a non-selective herbicide to control
weeds and is one of the most common herbicides in regards to the number of applications.
It is a lower toxicity pesticide, which has the main risk of damage of non-target crops or
plants.

•

Paraquat dichloride. Paraquat dichloride is another commonly used non-selective herbicide
known as “Gramoxone” and is a widely used as a “burn down” herbicide that is of higher
toxicity than Roundup. Its main risk is associated with the handling of the concentrated
material by pesticide handlers, and drift onto sensitive sites and surrounding crops.
Applications of this restricted herbicide are conditioned on a site-by-site basis when needed.

•

Methyl bromide. Methyl bromide is used primarily as a nursery transplant fumigant and is
required by some crops such as strawberries and cane berries for quarantine purposes when
shipping to other states and countries. Due to its high price and recent shortage of supply
due to regulatory restrictions, it is commonly used as a mixture with chloropicrin. Methyl
bromide does not have permit conditions. However, the fumigant has significant regulations
in California concerning its use. These regulations require varying buffer zones depending
on site, acreage, rate and application method that is used. Regulations require that buffer
zones to be vacant of houses and other sensitive sites, and for signed agreements to be
obtained between neighboring growers when buffers fall onto their property. These
regulations require an inner and outer buffer zone and can be as minimal as 30 and 60 feet.
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Applicators can determine these buffers zones by adjusting the rate, acreage, and method
they use when planning the applications. Methyl bromide is usually applied as a mixture of
methyl bromide and chloropicrin.
•

Pendimethalin. Pendimethalin is non-restricted herbicide commonly used as pre-emergent in
almonds and alfalfa. Pendimethalin is relatively safe in regards to toxicity and application
methods.

•

Chloropicrin. Chloropicrin is a fumigant used by itself, or in combination with methyl bromide
or 1, 3 dichloropropene. It is used for the control of soil pathogens (nematodes) and is used
mostly in sandy soils of Merced County. Permit conditions require a buffer zone and
neighboring property agreements when the buffer falls onto neighboring properties. Its
active ingredient is a respiratory and ocular irritant similar to tear gas. As with metam sodium
and metam potassium, it has the potential to affect large groups of people because of its
ability to move through the air. Buffers can range from 25 feet to 6,020 feet and are
dependent on site, acreage, rate, and application method used.

•

Lime-sulfur. Lime-sulfur is similar to sulfur. Lime is added to sulfur to reduce the phytotoxity
of the sulfur when applied to certain plants.

The following two pesticides are not within the top 12 as applied by weight, but they are used on the
top 10 commodities in the county, and are of special concern because of their potential to affect
people and property.
•

Phenoxy and phenoxy –type herbicides (2,4-D, 2,4-DB, MCPA, Dicamba, Bromoxynil,) Phenoxy
herbicides are a class of herbicides grouped together because of their mode of action. These
materials are synthetic growth hormones which cause damage to the plant by inducing
unregulated growth. Phenoxy herbicide use is common to corn, oat, alfalfa, and wheat crops,
but may be restricted from use by permit conditions if aerially applied near sensitive crops
(vegetable crops, grapes, cotton, nurseries) within one mile downwind, or a half a mile
upwind. Many plants are particularly sensitive to very small quantities of these materials.
Although not considered phenoxies, dicamba and bromoxynil are also conditioned in the
same manner because of their similar modes of actions and chemical properties. Notices of
intent for use of these products can also be conditioned on a case-by-case basis.

•

Tributyl phosphorotrithioate is a restricted material used for the defoliation of cotton.
Tribufos has a very noticeable odor associated with it. Tribufos applications may not be
made within one-half mile of any area zoned as residential where people are actually residing
or other inhabited residential area designated by the commissioner, or any school in session
or due to be in session within 24 hours. Tribufos applications shall not in any case be made
within one-eighth of a mile of any school.

Pesticides Uses of Concern on the Top 10 Commodities in the County. The top 10
commodities produced in Merced County are listed in Table 6-17 by acreage. The table also sets
forth typical uses of the top 12 active ingredients or pesticides of concern on the top 10
commodities.
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Table 6-17
Crop
Almond
Rangeland

Pesticide Uses of Concern for Top Ten Commodities by Acreage1
Acreage

Agricultural Pesticide

119,931
106,045

1, 3 dichloropropene, chloropicrin, Paraquat dichloride
Minimal use of pesticides

Corn
Alfalfa

102,208
84,18

Phenoxy-type herbicides (2,4-D, Dicamba,)
Phenoxy-type herbicides (, 2,4-DB, , ), Paraquat dichloride

Oat
Wheat

69,404
46,334

Phenoxy-type herbicides (2,4-D, , Dicamba, MCPA) herbicide
Phenoxy-type herbicides (2,4-D, , Dicamba, MCPA) herbicide

Cotton
Tomato
Sweet Potato

41, 669
29,195
16,548

Tributyl phosphorotrithioate and Paraquat dichloride are used for defoliation
Sulfur, 1,3 Dichloropropene
1, 3 dichloropropene; metam potassium; metam sodium; methyl bromide; and
chloropicrin

Grapes
14,172 Sulfur, Lime sulfur, Paraquat dichloride
1 Pesticides include herbicides, fungicides, defoliants and fumigants.
Source: Merced County Agricultural Commissioner 2012

Below is a brief summary of the common pesticide applications and permit conditions by crop type.
•

Corn, rangeland, oat, alfalfa, and wheat. Pesticide applications to corn, rangeland, oat, alfalfa, and
wheat are generally evaluated on a case-by-case basis. The CAC would consider the type of
application, distance to sensitive sites, weather conditions, pesticide, and any other factor
that may affect the application. Rangeland is usually of minor concern to the department
because of minimal use of pesticides and the remote locations of most sites. Phenoxy (2,4D, 2,4-DB, Dicamba, MCPA) herbicide use is common to these crops, but restricted from
use by permit conditions if aerially applied near sensitive crops (vegetable crops, grapes,
cotton, nurseries) within one mile downwind, or a half a mile upwind.

•

Almonds. Applications to almonds can sometimes become problematic due to applications
using air carrier or “air blast” spray equipment, which blows the material into the air to
deposit the pesticide on to the trees. These applications are usually non-restricted materials,
which do not allow them to be conditioned on a permit. Fumigant applications of 1, 3
dichloropropene and chloropicrin occur in sandy soil around the Atwater-Livingston for the
control of nematodes. Paraquat dichloride is commonly used in orchards to control weeds.

•

Cotton. Cotton applications can be done by air or ground. Many cotton growers now chose
to use less toxic insecticides and herbicides. Cotton plants must be defoliated for harvest
time, which results in the use of materials with higher toxicity and risk. Tributyl
phosphorotrithioate s is a restricted material used for defoliation. tributyl
phosphorotrithioate s has a very noticeable odor associated with it. Paraquat dichloride is
also used for defoliation. By regulation, Paraquat applications (when used as a cotton
harvest aid, shall not be made within one-eighth of a mile of any school or any area zoned as
residential where people are actually residing or other inhabited residential area designated by
the commissioner. Tributyl phosphorotrithioate applications shall not be made within onehalf mile of any area zoned as residential where people are actually residing or other
inhabited residential area designated by the commissioner or any school in session or due to
be in session within 24 hours. Tributyl phosphorotrithioate applications shall not in any case
be made within one-eighth of a mile of any school. Cotton plants themselves are also very
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sensitive to phenoxy herbicides that must be conditioned when used on other crops in
proximity to cotton. Growers can choose less toxic materials for defoliation, but these are
generally less effective.
•

Sweet Potatoes. Sweet potatoes do not require significant pesticide use except for prior to
planting. Prior to planting, most fields are fumigated with one or a combination of; 1, 3
dichloropropene; metam potassium; metam sodium; methyl bromide; and chloropicrin.
Fumigant conditions, labels, and regulations are significant in quantity and complexity and
require significant preparation and adjustment in application planning. Many of the issues
around use are focused around the effect of the application to surrounding occupied
structures and other sensitive sites

•

Tomatoes and Grapes. Tomatoes and grapes do not typically have setback or buffers associated
with pesticide use. These are however two of the biggest users of sulfur, which is a nonrestricted material, and is not conditioned. As discussed previously, use of dusting sulfur is
problematic because of its control issues. Tomatoes and grapes are both considered sensitive
crops when in proximity to herbicide applications, especially phenoxy herbicides. 1,3
dichloropropene is also used on tomatoes outside of the impacted township area.

Aerial Applications. Applications to most of the above crops can occur by air or ground. Air
applications near sensitive sites are more thoroughly evaluated because of the greater risk of drift to
non-target areas. When evaluating aerial applications, the possibility of drift to surrounding sensitive
sites, houses, residential areas, schools, waterways, roadways, domestic animals, and sensitive crops
and property is evaluated and mitigated with varying conditions based upon the risk. Aerial
applications are more difficult to control because of the speed and distance (compared to ground
applications) at which the application takes place. Mitigating conditions placed on these applications
may include buffers, wind requirements (directions/speed), timing, application method, temperature,
and other weather requirements. Conditioning of these applications is highly variable and is
dependent on many factors.
Sandy Soils. Areas of Merced County have a very sandy soil type that is very unique in the San
Joaquin Valley, and is ideal for growing sweet potatoes. The area of this sandy soil is located roughly
between the cities of Atwater and Livingston along the Highway 99 Corridor. This is the area where
most of the sweet potato production occurs in Merced County. Sandy soil does present high levels
of nematode pest pressure for certain crops such as sweet potatoes and almond trees. Nematode
pests are controlled with fumigants. Each of these fumigants presents their own unique use
problems, and are conditioned differently when permitted. This geographical area of high fumigant
use presents a continual challenge for growers to navigate through a myriad of regulations to find
products they can use to successfully grow crops that thrive in this prime sweet potato growing area.
The fumigants also have the potential to affect large numbers of people if used improperly because
of their ability to travel through the air and to irritate respiratory systems. Often, a seal (such as tarp,
water, or compaction) is required by conditions when using these products.

2030 GENERAL PLAN GOALS AND POLICIES
The 2030 General Plan sets forth several policies to promote compatibility between agricultural
operations and residential land uses that may be located in productive agricultural areas. As shown
in Table 6-18, these policies seek to buffer agricultural activities from other, sensitive land uses. For
the most part, these policies are aimed at urban/agricultural conflicts and the development of new,
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dense urban uses adjacent to agricultural uses. The proposed policies do not appear to apply to
isolated, individual residences allowed by right in the county’s agricultural zoning districts. Proposed
Policy LU-2.4 explicitly allows residential uses in agricultural areas.
Table 6-18

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to
Promoting Agricultural Compatibility with Residential Land Uses

Goal or Policy
Agricultural Element
Policy AG-2.12:
Antiquated Subdivisions

Policy AG-2.13:
Minimum Agricultural
Parcel Size Requirement

Policy AG-2.13a:
Minimum Agricultural
Parcel Size Requirement

Goal AG-3

Policy AG-3.1:
Right-to-Farm Ordinance

Merced County
July 2013

Goal or Policy Text
Encourage the voluntary merger of
antiquated subdivision lots that
conflict with adjacent agricultural uses,
and continue to require environmental
review of permits that could result in
adverse environmental impacts in
agricultural and rural areas, including
traffic generation, groundwater
contamination, stormwater drainage
disposal, and air quality deterioration.
Require a 40 acre minimum permitted
parcel size in areas designated
Agricultural to discourage land
divisions for rural residential purposes
and maintain parcels large enough for
efficient commercial agriculture
production. Require 160 acre
minimum permitted parcel size in
areas designated Foothill Pasture and
in grassland areas.
Require 20 acre minimum permitted
parcel size in areas designated
Agricultural to discourage land
divisions for rural residential purposes
and maintain parcels large enough for
efficient commercial agriculture
production. Require 160 acre
minimum permitted parcel size in
areas designated Foothill Pasture and
in grassland areas.
Minimize conflicts between productive
agricultural areas and urban land uses,
and discourage the parcelization and
conversion of large agricultural
holdings into rural residential parcels
or urban uses.
Continue to implement the Right-toFarm Ordinance to define and limit
instances where agricultural operations
may be considered a nuisance to
surrounding residential or urban
development.

6-61

How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Reduces impacts related to residential
subdivision activity by encouraging that
antiquated subdivision lots that pose land use
conflicts to nearby agricultural uses to merge,
thereby increasing the availability of larger
agricultural parcels and reducing nuisances
related to land use incompatibility.

Reduces conversion impacts to important
farmlands by requiring a minimum permitted
parcel size in the agricultural land use
designation to ensure the availability of large
agricultural parcels and efficient farming, and
to discourage land divisions.

Would not reduce or avoid conversion
impacts since maintaining the existing
minimum permitted parcel size in the
agricultural land use designation would be readopted.

Discourages rural residential uses and
parcelization in productive agricultural areas.

Reduces nuisance complaints from new
urban residents by requiring prospective
residents in new developments near
agricultural areas to be notified that there may
be inconveniences and discomfort associated
with normal farming activities, and that such
operations are not considered nuisances.
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Table 6-18

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to
Promoting Agricultural Compatibility with Residential Land Uses

Goal or Policy
Policy AG-3.2:
Agricultural Buffer

Policy AG-3.3:
Agricultural Buffer
Standards

Goal or Policy Text
Require buffers between proposed
non-agricultural uses and adjacent
productive agricultural operations to
protect farms, dairies, and agriculturalrelated production facilities from
conflicts with non-agricultural uses,
specifically residential development.
Establish agricultural buffer standards
based on type of agricultural operation
to be applied to residential
development proposals adjacent to
productive agricultural land and
agricultural-related facilities.

How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Minimizes conflicts between agricultural and
non-agricultural uses, specifically residential
uses, by requiring buffers to separate
incompatible uses.

Minimizes conflicts between agricultural and
non-agricultural uses by establishing
agricultural buffer standards according to the
type of agricultural operation.

Policy AG-3.4:
Residential Buffers from
Agriculture

Require a minimum 200-foot buffer
between new residential development
and existing agricultural operations,
and establish design/maintenance
guidelines for developers and property
owners.

Minimizes conflicts between agricultural and
non-agricultural uses for new residential
development within designated urban
boundaries by requiring a minimum 200-foot
buffer between new residential development
and existing agricultural operations.

Policy AG-3.5:
Home Site Clustering

Require clustering of homes on
agricultural parcels to minimize
interference with agricultural
operations.

Reduces conflicts between incompatible uses
by consolidating residential uses within a
defined boundary, in order to minimize the
edge, and therefore the interferences,
between agricultural and residential uses.

Policy AG-3.7:
Public Facility Locations

Discourage public agencies from
locating facilities, especially schools, in
existing agricultural areas.

Discourages the development or siting of
sensitive uses such as public facilities and
schools near agricultural areas, thereby
limiting nuisances, perceived health issues,
and overall conflicts between the different
uses.

Apply the Agricultural land use
designation as the primary designation
in the County to support productive
agricultural lands and promote the
agricultural industry.
Apply the Foothill Pasture land use
designation on agricultural and open
space lands located on the eastern and
western edges of the county which are
recognized for their value as grazing,
cropland, and open space.
Limit allowed land use within
Agricultural and Foothill Pasture areas
to agricultural crop production, farm
support operations, and grazing and
open space uses.

Applying agriculture as the primary land use
designation would ensure that the majority of
unincorporated lands remain in agricultural
production, thereby minimizing impacts to
farmland.
Applying foothill pasture land use designation
would ensure that the important grazing
lands, also recognized as valuable cropland
would remain in agricultural production,
thereby minimizing impacts to farmland.

Land Use Element
Policy LU-2.1:
Agricultural Designation

Policy LU-2.2:
Foothill Pasture
Designation

Policy LU-2.3:
Land Use Activity
Limitations
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Table 6-18

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to
Promoting Agricultural Compatibility with Residential Land Uses

Goal or Policy

Goal or Policy Text

Policy LU-2.4:
Secondary Uses in
Agricultural Areas

Limit ancillary uses in Agricultural and
Foothill Pasture areas to include
secondary single-family residences,
farm worker housing, agricultural
tourism related uses, and agricultural
support services.
Source: Merced County, 2011; Planning Partners, 2012/2013.

How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Minimizes impacts related to the substantial
conversion of farmlands to developed, nonagricultural uses by limiting ancillary uses in
agricultural areas to single-family residences,
farm worker housing, and agricultural-related
tourism.

Regarding effects to agricultural resources and production, there are several sources of good data for
use at a planning level, including the FMMP and information available from the County Agricultural
Commissioner’s office. Based on this information, minor subdivision activity has predominantly
occurred on important farmlands, and more specifically, preponderantly on Prime Farmlands as
identified by the FMMP.
Although minor subdivision and subsequent residential development may directly result in the loss
of important farmlands, a more profound, though indirect, effect is the influence that residential
uses in active agricultural areas have on adjacent agricultural practices, especially the use of
pesticides. Based on information obtained from the MCAC, required setbacks for pesticide
applications vary by the type of adjacent use, but for the top ten commodities listed in Table 6-17,
the buffers can range from as little as 25 feet to more than 6,000 feet depending upon many
variables, including chemical type and application method. Buffer restrictions mandated by state
and federal regulations, and imposed by the MCAC, can directly influence the types of pesticides
used by an individual farmer and their application method, and may indirectly affect cropping
decisions by restricting crop choices to those that require pesticides with minimal required buffers.
This potential effect will tend to worsen over time as more stringent pesticide application
requirements are implemented and the number of rural residences increases.
Pesticide regulations are continually becoming stricter, and cropping patterns could change over the
long term in response to market conditions and such outside influences as global climate change and
water availability. Although growers of row crops have the ability to change their crops from year to
year, growers of tree crops and operators of confined animal facilities have made a long-term
financial commitment to their operations. The presence of residences within predominantly
agricultural areas will result in long-term constraints on agricultural operations. If constraints
become too great, it may eventually cause decreases in agricultural productivity as lower value crops
with fewer pesticide requirements are substituted, or farmlands are fallowed.
Neither the Zoning Code, as applied, nor the proposed policies of the 2030 General Plan fully
mitigate this issue. Rather, the Zoning Code permits one permanent residence and one “guest
house” per parcel within agricultural zones by right, and permits the creation of parcels below the
typical minimum parcel size of the various zones through a list of “exceptions” in order to host
residential and agricultural commercial uses. The 2030 General Plan, while proposing several
policies that would result in buffers between agriculture and other sensitive land uses, focuses
primarily on the urban edge and the effects of urban development on agricultural activities. While
urban edge effects have a large influence on adjacent agricultural activities, the effect of scattered
Merced County
July 2013

6-63

2030 Merced County General Plan
Recirculated Draft PEIR

Agricultural and Forestry Resources

residences within active agricultural districts can have a significant countywide effect throughout the
larger agricultural region of the county. This would be a potentially significant impact.
Significance of Impact: Potentially significant.
Mitigation Measure AG-5a:
Amend Policy AG-3.1: Right-to-Farm Ordinance, as follows:
Continue to implement the Right-to-Farm Ordinance to define and limit instances where
agricultural operations may be considered a nuisance to surrounding rural residential,
residential or urban development.
Mitigation Measure AG-5b:
Amend Policy AG-3.2: Agricultural Buffer, as follows:
In consultation with the MCAC, rRequire buffers between proposed non-agricultural uses
and adjacent productive agricultural operations to protect farms, dairies, and agriculturalrelated production facilities from conflicts with non-agricultural uses, specifically rural
residences and urban area residential development.
Mitigation Measure AG-5c:
Amend Policy AG-3.3: Agricultural Buffer Standards, as follows:
In consultation with the MCAC, eEstablish agricultural buffer standards based on the type
of agricultural operation, and historic cropping and pesticide application patterns, to be
applied to rural residences and urban area residential development proposals adjacent to
productive agricultural land and agricultural-related facilities.
Mitigation Measure AG-5d:
Amend Policy LU-2.4: Secondary Uses in Agricultural Areas, as follows:
Limit Except as otherwise provided by law, limit ancillary uses in Agricultural and Foothill
Pasture areas to include secondary single-family residences, farm worker housing, agricultural
tourism related uses, and agricultural support services, provided that such uses do not
interfere with historic agricultural practices, or result in adverse health risks, or conflict with
sensitive habitats or other biological resources.
Mitigation Measure AG-5e:
Add the following policy:
Policy AG-3.12: Subdivision and Residential Uses in Agricultural Areas
Revise the Merced County Zoning Code, Section 18.02.02, Table 4, to allow for two classes
of minor subdivisions within the A-1, A-1-40, and A-2 zones: one that would conditionally
waive the right by recorded instrument to construct residences on the resulting parcels; and
one that would permit the construction of residences on the resulting parcels subject to a
conditional use permit.
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Mitigation Measure AG-5f:
Add the following program:
Program AG-K: MCAC Consultation to Establish Residential Setbacks
Establish a process to consult with the Merced County Agricultural Commissioner during
the discretionary review of minor subdivisions or other urban development where the right
to construct residences has not been waived within or adjacent to agriculturally zoned areas
to determine the historic cropping and pesticide application patterns on the affected parcel
and adjacent parcels. Establish residential setbacks from onsite and adjacent farming
operations sufficient to minimize health risks and maintain historic farming practices and
cropping patterns, including the application of pesticides.
Mitigation Measure AG-5g:
Add the following program:
Program AG-L: Program to Permit the Construction of Residences on NonResidential Minor Subdivisions
Establish a process to consider permitting the construction of residences consistent with the
requirements of Section 18.02.020 A of the Merced County Code for parcels within
subdivisions where the right to construct residences has previously been waived. The
process shall include provisions to consult with the MCAC and establish any required
residential setbacks as set forth in Program AG-K.
Mitigation Measure AG-5h:
Implement Mitigation Measure AQ-5a, Amend Policy AQ-2.2: Development Review Process, and
Mitigation Measure AQ-5b, Amend Policy AQ-5.1: Residential Buffers.
Environmental Effects of Measure: Implementation of Mitigation Measures AG-5a through AG5h would minimize farmland conversion to non-agricultural uses, reduce potential interference with
continued agricultural operations, and reduce health risks to future residents within productive
agricultural areas. No expansion of rural residential or urban land uses are required by the measures,
and no environmental effects would occur. Instead, the County policies would support agricultural
uses and continued agricultural production.
Level of Significance After Mitigation: Significant and unavoidable.
Implementation of Mitigation Measures AG-5a through AG-5h would minimize future farmland
conversion to rural residential uses, thereby reducing potential interference with continued
agricultural operations and reducing health risks to future residents within productive agricultural
areas. Mitigation Measures AG-5a through AG-5d, and AG-5h would also apply to the development
of residential uses on existing minor subdivision parcels. For existing minor subdivision parcels,
although the establishment of residential uses could not be prohibited, the operation of these
mitigation measures would result in the notification to future residents of potential health risks. The
measures would also establish buffers between residences and existing productive agricultural
operations. However, even with implementation of all identified mitigation measures, single-family
residences would be permitted by right on existing minor subdivison parcels within areas designated
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for agricultural uses. Even with the implementation of buffer requirements identified in Mitigation
Measure AG-5c, the dimensions of existing small parcels could preclude buffers of an adequate size
to meet pesticide application requirements, both now and in the future, thereby constraining
continued crop production. Consequently, implementation of the 2030 General Plan with the
identified mitigation measures would not substantially reduce the potential effects to continued
agricultural production and health risks posed by rural minor subdivisions to a less-than-significant
level. For this reason, the impact would be significant and unavoidable.
Impact AG-6:

Involve other land use changes that would result in conversion of farmland to
non-agricultural uses due to the Minor Subdivision of Rural Parcels and
resultant changes in water use.

The minor subdivision of rural parcels into four or fewer lots as permitted with the implementation
of the proposed 2030 General Plan could lead to the conversion of important farmlands to nonagricultural uses, or otherwise conflict with continued agricultural operations by increasing the
demand for groundwater or surface water in rural areas of Merced County.5 Because the potential
water use from rural residences within minor subdivisions would approximately equal or be less than
the current crop usage for the same area, this would be a less-than-significant impact.

OVERVIEW OF WATER USE IN MERCED COUNTY
California’s geography and Mediterranean climate have allowed it to become one of the most
productive agricultural regions in the world (DWR 2012). The state’s location between the Sierra
Nevada mountain range and the Pacific Ocean enables it to capture water from the Sierra Nevada
snowpack, store and divert the spring runoff in reservoirs, and later transfer the water to the Central
Valley to be used for irrigation. The combination of water availability, the State’s water distribution
system, and a favorable climate enables the state’s farmers to grow a variety of crops. California
produces over 250 types of crops, and leads the nation as the top producer of 75 different
agricultural commodities.
Located in the middle of the San Joaquin Valley, a semi-arid region with little rainfall occurring
during the crop growing season, Merced County’s local agriculture depends on a reliable,
voluminous, and inexpensive supply of irrigation water, delivered directly to the fields and farm
animal facilities at the right times. Most of the agriculture production within the county would not
be possible without irrigation.
In an average year, the state agricultural industry irrigates 9.6 million acres, using roughly 34 million
acre-feet of the 43 million acre-feet diverted from surface waters or pumped from groundwater for
consumptive use (DWR 2012). In Merced County, agricultural irrigation constitutes the largest use
of water, followed by municipal demands and habitat maintenance (Nolte 2012). According to DWR

5

This impact statement examines only the potential for increased water use within agricultural areas due to minor
subdivision activity and subsequent residential development. Impact USS-1 as shown in Chapter 20, Utilities and
Service Systems, examines the potential depletion of surface and groundwater supplies via increased user demand, and
discusses 2030 General Plan goals and policies proposed to improve upon and, at a minimum, maintain an adequate
water supply. For an evaluation of overall water demand and supply within Merced County, please refer to that
impact discussion.
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estimates, in 2005, Merced County consumed approximately 82,032 acre-feet of water for urban uses,
compared to 1,285,280 acre-feet of water for agricultural uses, a 15-fold difference in use. Table 6-19
compares annual urban water use to annual applied agricultural water use within the county.
Table 6-19

Department of Water Resources Annual Urban Water Use Compared to
Annual Agricultural Water Use Within Merced County: 2005 Estimate
Agriculture Water Use

Urban Water Use
82,032 acre-feet/year
Source: Department of Water Resources 2009; Tipton 2012.

1,285,280 acre-feet/year

The last U.S. Census of Agriculture, covering the year 2007, reported that 514,162 irrigated acres in
the county contained in 2,127 farms (US Census of Agriculture 2007). This represents a little more
than half of the total one million agricultural acres in the county, and about 81 percent of all of the
county’s farms. Merced ranks fifth among counties in the state in agricultural acres irrigated, and
fourth in the number of farms with irrigated land. Table 6-20 shows that local irrigated acres
steadily expanded between 1992 and 2007, increasing by about 86,000 acres or one-fifth during this
15-year period.
Table 6-20

Irrigated Agricultural Land in Merced County, 1992-2007

Year
1992

Acres
427,815 (43.7 percent of all agricultural land)

Farms
2,409 (83.6 percent of all farms)

1997
2002

504,711 (54.8 percent)
518,538 (51.5 percent)

2,340 (72.7 percent)
2,169 (73.1 percent)

2007
514,162 (49.3 percent)
Source: U.S. Census of Agriculture, 2007.

2,127 (81.6 percent)

WATER DEMANDS BY CROP TYPE
The California Department of Water Resources estimates irrigated crop acreage, crop
evapotranspiration, evapotranspiration of applied water, effective precipitation, and applied water
for 20 different crop categories for each sub-watershed area within all counties. The sub-watershed
areas within the counties are called County/Detailed Analysis Units (DAU). The DWR estimates
irrigation usages using reference evapotranspiration and evaporation pan data, crop development
over time, soil characteristics, rooting depths, and the quantity and timing of precipitation.
According to the DWR preliminary 2005 water usage estimates, agricultural uses in Merced County
constitute approximately 1,285,280 acre-feet of water per year, or roughly 2.5 percent of all water
used for irrigation purposes in California (DWR 2009; Tipton 2012). Agricultural water needs are
supplied by groundwater and surface water from within the county, and through water deliveries
from northern California transported through the State Water Project and Central Valley Project.
Water usage varies by crop type and is also dependent on the seasonal precipitation. Table
6-21 summarizes the annual water usage (by acre-inches/year), or applied water for several of the
top agricultural commodities in Merced County.
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Table 6-21

Annual Water Usage for Top Twelve Fruit, Nut, and Row Crop Types
Annual Applied Water (AW) (acre-inches/year)

Crop Type
Alfalfa
Almonds*

54 – 60 acre-inches/year

Beans*

31.8 acre-inches/year
17.76 acre-inches/year

Melons
Corn
Cotton

30 acre-inches/year
30 – 36 acre-inches/year
30 acre-inches/year

Wine Grape/Vineyard
Pistachios*

18 – 36 acre-inches/year

22.68 acre-inches/year

Sweet Potatoes
Tomatoes
Walnuts*

30 acre-inches/year
30 acre-inches/year

23.16 acre-inches/year

Wheat
*Indicates an annual applied water rate based on MID estimates.
Source: Maxwell 2012; Stoddard 2012; Merced Irrigation District 2012.

6-12 acre-inches/year

Table 6-22 summarizes the annual water usage, or applied water for several of the top agricultural
commodities in Merced County grown with water supplied by the Merced Irrigation District.
Table 6-22

Annual Water Usage by Crop Type within Merced Irrigation District

Crop
Alfalfa
Almonds
Beans
Cherries
Clover Pasture
Corn
Cotton
Dairy
Eggplant
Figs
Figs - Mature
Forage
Garden
Grain/Oats/Rye
Grapes
Kiwi
Lawns
Lettuce
Melons
Mixed Trees
Mixed Vegetables
2030 Merced County General Plan
Recirculated Draft PEIR

Sum of Acreage

Sum of Total Consumption

10,184.17
31,261.41
67
11
822.74
19,376.81
2,202.97
36.7
16
532.3
40
30
50.8
4,139.91
718.7
54.3
89.9
141.7
494.6
99.13
241.6

34,862.07
82,954.06
99.05
6.04
1,477.57
56,318.98
6,065.94
5.95
66.12
1,095.62
42.88
75.94
163.25
11,871.95
715.34
87.01
219.75
568.7
1,055.01
314.38
448.37
6-68

Acre Feet/Acre
3.42
2.65
1.48
0.55
1.80
2.91
2.75
0.16
4.13
2.06
1.07
2.53
3.21
2.87
1.00
1.60
2.44
4.01
2.13
3.17
1.86
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Table 6-22

Annual Water Usage by Crop Type within Merced Irrigation District

Crop

Sum of Acreage

Nectarines
Nursery
Onion
Open/Fallow
Peaches
Peppers
Per-Pasture
Pistachios
Plums
Pomegranate
Ponds
Pre/Post Season Irrigation
Prunes
Rice
Squash
Sudan
Sweet Potatoes
Taro Root
Tomatoes
Unknown
Walnuts
White Potatoes
Total
Source: Merced Irrigation District, 2012.

Sum of Total Consumption

9.4
37.7
50
200.3
1,282.41
85.8
8,050.19
1,417.54
132
114.35
13.22
92.1
1,334.10
2,709.79
185.06
318.7
3,839.41
30.3
5,692.65
169.76
983.38
28
97,415.39

Acre Feet/Acre

1.96
47.34
143.68
342.77
3,335.01
381.25
20,046.94
2,675.25
248.90
127.93
11.27
150.55
3,781.47
8,533.17
351.84
587.04
9,311.90
48.68
12,339.53
291.99
1,894.03

0.21
1.26
2.87
1.71
2.60
4.44
2.49
1.89
1.89
1.12
0.85
1.63
2.83
3.15
1.90
1.84
2.43
1.61
2.17
1.72
1.93

38.51
263,378.92

1.38

URBAN CONVERSION EFFECTS ON WATER USE
In contrast to the large agricultural demands within Merced County, urban water demands constitute
approximately five to 15 percent of the county’s total water usage (Nolte 2012). According to the
DWR preliminary 2005 water usage estimates, urban uses constitute approximately 82,032 acre-feet
per year, or approximately eight percent of the total water usage estimate for Merced County (DWR
2009). However, studies have shown that low-density development (i.e., rural residences on large
lots) results in higher water consumption than high-density urban development (EPA 2006). Lowdensity development, such as one dwelling unit per 20 acres or 40 acres, can contribute to increases
in per capita water consumption rates because this type of development usually results in higher
outdoor water use than a standard urban residence due to the typical ranchette’s more extensive
lawns and landscaping. Estimates indicate that a typical household needs between 0.4 to 0.5 acre-feet
of water per year (approximately 150,000 gallons) to satisfy domestic home needs and landscaping.
The greatest demand on municipal water supplies related to residential uses is outdoor water use,
which accounts for approximately 55 percent of residential water use. Lawn watering is the single
largest outdoor use of water for most single-family residential users (EPA 2006). Rural residences at
the densities permitted for minor subdivision would be served by onsite wastewater treatment
systems, which would return treated wastewater to the groundwater system through the percolation
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of effluent. This would reduce the net effect of a rural residence on water consumption since the
wastewater would not be transmitted to a central wastewater treatment plant.
Using the water consumption rates for both agricultural and residential uses set forth above, the
approximate effect of converting cropland to a large-lot single-family residence may be
approximated. As shown in Table 6-15, a total of 29,800 acres of rural Merced County were subject
to minor subdivision activity in the period from 1998 to 2008. Of this amount, 20,600 acres6 of the
land within minor subdivisions was previously irrigated cropland, while 9,200 acres was either
unirrigated farmland or grazing land. For irrigated farmland, one to four feet of water per acre was
used per year for irrigation purposes using the water demands set forth in Tables 6-21 and 6-22.
This rate of agricultural water use would result in an annual total demand of 20,600 to 82,400 acrefeet of water. No additional water use would occur from the unirrigated farmland or grazing land.
By contrast, 29,800 acres of rural residential uses would require between 11,920 to 14,900 acre-feet
of water per year using typical suburban rates of use, mainly for lawn watering and landscaping. This
rate of use would be less than that used by irrigated agriculture in the county in all water use
scenarios. Even doubling rural residential water demands to account for additional landscaping
would result in a total water demand from rural residences near the bottom of the range identified
for agricultural uses.
If residential land uses require less water, this suggests that residential water demands would be
offset by reductions in irrigated agricultural water use as residential uses expand into irrigated
agricultural land. However, rural residential development in areas of the county where minor
subdivision activity occurs on grazing lands or native grasslands that are not irrigated would impose
an increase in overall water demand in the those local areas of the county. Table 6-23 compares
agricultural water use to urban water use and the total amount of water that would likely be used for
agricultural uses versus low-density rural residential uses.
Table 6-23

Agricultural Water Usage versus Urban Water Usage

Rate
Acres Affected

Agricultural Water Usage

Urban Water Usage

1 – 4 acre-feet/year
20,600 acres

0.4 – 0.5 acre-feet/year
29,800 acres

Total Water Usage
20,600 – 82,400 acre-feet/year
Source: Environmental Planning Partners, 2012.

11,920 – 14,900 acre-feet/year

On a countywide or ground- or surface water basin level, there appears to be no strong correlation
between the minor subdivision of rural areas with subsequent residential (ranchette) development
and water use. In general, residential use rates are less than those for the crops grown in Merced
County, and the majority of minor subdivisions have occurred on irrigated, productive farmlands.
As indicated in Table 6-23, the total water use by all potential residential uses within historical minor
subdivisions (for both irrigated and unirrigated areas) would be less than that used by agricultural
crops within irrigated areas with minor subdivision activity. Even after accounting for increased

6

20,600 acres represents the total acreage of irrigated important farmlands within minor subdivisions for the period
1998-2008 as indicated by the FMMP. See Table 6-15. Farmlands of local importance are assumed to be unirrigated for this evaluation.
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lawn and landscaped areas, rural residential water use would tend to be at the lower range of
agricultural water use on a per-acre basis.
Minor subdivision with subsequent residential development in unirrigated areas could cause a
localized increase in the amount of groundwater used, although at the level of a groundwater basin,
the increase would not be noticeable as the groundwater basins7 that are located within or partially
within the county contain from 14 million to 30 million acre-feet of storage.
Because the potential water use from rural residences within minor subdivisions would
approximately equal or be less than the current crop usage for the same area, there would be no
interference with agricultural irrigation on adjacent farms. This would be a less-than-significant
impact.
Significance of Impact: Less than significant.
Mitigation Measure: None required.

Impact AG-7:

Involve other land use changes that would result in conversion of farmland to
non-agricultural uses due to inadequate parcel sizes.

Minimum agricultural parcels sizes with the implementation of the proposed 2030 General Plan
could be insufficient to support continued agricultural operations, and thereby lead to the
conversion of important farmlands to non-agricultural uses, or otherwise conflict with continued
agricultural operations. Because the 2030 General Plan identifies several alternative policies with
respect to minimum parcel sizes in agricultural areas, any one of which could be adopted by the
Board of Supervisors, this would be a potentially significant impact. Because the increase in the
minimum parcel size from 20 acres under the 2000 Merced County General Plan to 40 acres under
the 2030 General Plan would result in more efficient agricultural operations, this would be a lessthan-significant impact.
The minimum parcel size established by the 2000 General Plan for areas designated as Agricultural is
20 acres. The Zoning Code additionally permits parcels less than 20 acres under certain
circumstances. In summary, Zoning Code Section 18.02.030 maintains the following standards
regarding minimum parcel sizes within agricultural zones. The full text of this section of the Zoning
Code is set forth in Appendix C of this Draft PEIR.
C. Minimum Parcel Size Exceptions. No agriculturally zoned land may be divided or have the
boundaries thereof adjusted for the purposes of sale, lease or financing, whether immediate
or future, if any parcel resulting from the division or adjustment contains less than (20) acres
in the A-1 zone, forty (40) acres in the A-1-40 zone, and one hundred sixty (160) acres in the
A-2 zone as measured from the center of any abutting roadway, waterway, railroad or other

7

As discussed in Chapter 13, Hydrology and Water Quality, of this Draft PEIR, these basins are the Turlock, Merced,
Chowchilla east of the San Joaquin River, and the Delta-Mendota to the west of the River. For more information,
see Chapter 13.
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public right-of-way forming a boundary line of the parcel, unless one of the following
exceptions apply:
1. When the property owner desires to retain a dwelling which has existed on the property
for at least ten (10) years.
2. When the parcel is used as a security instrument for financing an agricultural operation
or construction of a single-family residence.
3. When a boundary adjustment meets conditions regarding “antiquated subdivisions”.
4. For any boundary adjustment involving parcels in an antiquated subdivision, all adjusted
parcels must meet the minimum area requirement unless a zone variance is granted as
part of a merger and re-subdivision approval in accordance with Section 17.04.074 of the
County Code (Subdivision).
5. When the real property is being purchased by a utility or quasi-utility for use such as
television or radio antenna sites, electric substation, power generation plant or other
similar activity.
6. When a significant agricultural commercial and/or industrial facility has been approved
by the County through an Administrative or Conditional Use Permit.
7. Where a parcel is located within an adopted urban boundary, including a specific urban
development plan, and the property owner wishes to divide off an existing home from
the balance of the property.
8. Where the property before the division meets conditions, a reduction of up to two and
one-half percent in parcel area may be accepted.
By contrast, the The 2030 General Plan sets forth a 40-acre several alternative policies with respect
to minimum parcel size in areas designated as Agricultural. Policy AG-2.13: Minimum Agricultural
Parcel Size Requirement, establishes the following standard:
Require 40 acre minimum permitted parcel size in areas designated Agricultural to
discourage land divisions for rural residential purposes and maintain parcels large enough for
efficient commercial agriculture production. Require 160 acre minimum permitted parcel
size in areas designated Foothill Pasture and in grassland areas.
Policy AG-2.13a: Minimum Agricultural Parcel Size Requirement, establishes the following standard:
Require 20 acre minimum permitted parcel size in areas designated Agricultural to
discourage land divisions for rural residential purposes and maintain parcels large enough for
efficient commercial agriculture production. Require 160 acre minimum permitted parcel
size in areas designated Foothill Pasture and in grassland areas.
Additionally, Policy AG-2.14: Viability of Smaller Parcels, would establish the following requirement
of those seeking to subdivide lots smaller than 40 acres in agricultural areas:
Require applicants seeking to divide agriculturally-zoned parcels to demonstrate the
continued viability of lots less than 40 acres for commercial agriculture, using specific
standards (i.e., access to agricultural water, joint farm management, access for aerial spraying,
size viability for specific commodities) and farm management plans.
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The Merced County Board of Supervisors could adopt one or several of these policies, including:
•
•
•
•

Policy AG-2.13 and Policy AG-2.148
Policy AG-2.13 alone
Policy AG-2.13a and Policy AG-2.14
Policy AG-2.13a alone

Each of these policy combinations would have differing environmental effects as discussed in this
Impact Statement.
California Government Code Section 65860(a) requires that the County’s Zoning Code section
(18.02.030) as referenced above be amended from less than 20 acres to less than 40 acres to be
consistent with the 2030 General Plan Policy AG-2.13 if as adopted. Depending upon the
combination of policies approved by the Board of Supervisors, Section 18.02.030 may need to be
modified.

USDA 2007 AGRICULTURAL CENSUS9
The 2007 Census of Agriculture sets forth the following statistics regarding farm size in Merced
County:
Table 6-24

Merced County Highlights from the 2007 Census of Agriculture

Item
Farms – number
Average size of farm – acres
Median size of farm – acres
Farms by size
1 to 9 acres
10 to 49 acres
50 to 179 acres
180 to 499 acres
500 to 999 acres
1,000 acres or more
Farms by value of sales
Less than $2,500
$2,500 to $4,999
$5,000 to $9,999

8

9

Value
2,607
399
40
337 (12.9% of all farms)
1,114 (42.7%)
558 (21.4%)
270 (10.3%)
139 (5.3%)
189 (7.2%)
509 (19.5% of all farms)
93 (3.6%)
110 (4.2%)

Policies AG-2.13 and 2.14 were developed by the Planning Commission and Board of Supervisors sizes in July 2008
as alternative methods of addressing potential losses of agricultural productivity due to inadequate parcel sizes as a
result of minor subdivision activity. (Neither policy was drafted to address remainder parcels under the Zoning
Code minimum parcel size exemptions set forth in Section 18.02.030(c) of the County Code.) Although both
policies appear in the Draft 2030 General Plan, it was the consensus of the Board and the Commission that one or
the other of these two policies would be adopted, but not both. Because it is theoretically possible that the Board
may ultimately adopt both policies, the combined effects of the two policies are assessed in this Impact Statement.
The potential effects of minor subdivisions in agricultural areas of the county are addressed in Impact Statement
AG-5 of this Chapter.
Although the USDA began collecting information from agricultural producers in December 2012 for use in the
2012 Census of Agriculture, because producers were permitted to submit information through February 2013, no
data from the 2012 Census is available at the time of preparation of this RDPEIR.
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Table 6-24

Merced County Highlights from the 2007 Census of Agriculture

Item
Value
$10,000 to $24,999
279 (10.7%)
$25,000 to $49,999
286 (11.0%)
$50,000 to $99,999
297 (11.4%)
$100,000 or more
1,033 (39.6%)
Principal operator by primary occupation
Farming
1,551 (59.5% of all farms)
Other
1056 (40.5%)
Source: USDA, Agricultural Statistics Service, 2007 Census of Agriculture – County Data, Table 1, County Summary Highlights:
2007; December 2009.

The most relevant statistics from the Census of Agriculture for the evaluation of minimum parcel
sizes and their effect on continued agricultural operations are the following:
•
•

•

•
•
•

•

The median10 farm size in 2007 in Merced County was 40 acres;
Over 44 percent of all farms in the county were larger than 50 acres in size; 12.9 percent were
less than 10 acres. If the acreage of farms within the 10 to 49 acre size class were evenly
distributed, 616 farms (23.6 percent) would be less than 20 acres in size. Using the same
assumption, 55 percent of all farms were 40 acres or larger in size; 60 percent would be 35
acres or larger.
As shown in Table 6-9, approximately 56 percent of all farms were less than 50 acres in size;
almost 13 percent were less than 10 acres in area. Making the same assumptions as above, 45
percent of all farms were less than 40 acres in size.
The gross sales of 51 percent of farms within the county in 2007 were greater than $50,000.
Almost 60 percent of farm operators relied upon the farm as their primary occupation.
Assuming that operators for whom the farm was their primary occupation were also those
with the highest sales, and assuming that sales are evenly spread within sales categories, then
approximately 60 percent of operators had 2007 sales of $30,000 or more.
Assuming a linear relationship between sales and size of farm, then the size of farm necessary
to permit a farm operator to rely upon the farm as a primary source of income was greater
than 50 acres.

DATA FROM THE MERCED COUNTY AGRICULTURAL COMMISSIONER
In August 2011, the MCAC began tracking crop and acreage data for farm operations that have a
current restricted materials permit, or that have obtained a permit in the past. As of March 2012
June 2013, the data set covered 122 commodities and 12,763 permits. was approximately 65 percent
complete. Note that the data set is limited to those farms and fields where restricted chemicals are
being, or have been, applied. Thus, the data does not typically identify lower value agricultural lands
or those lands used for grazing. The following data sets forth the mean and median parcel size by
crop type, and the mean and median for all crop types. Because the total is calculated for all fields
rather than by crop type, the relative proportion of an individual crop does not bias the totals. Table

10

The median is a measure of the middle value of all the values in the data set; i.e., half of the values would be smaller
than the median, and half would be larger. Unlike the mean, or average, the median is less affected by values at the
poles of the data set. For data with a wide range of values, such as income or farm size, median is often more
accurate than mean.
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6-25 sets forth the mean and median parcel size by crop type for the 20 12 most common important
field, vine, and tree crops in Merced County.
Table 6-25

Average Field Size by Crop Type
Crop Type

Alfalfa
Almonds
Barley
Beans
Cherry
Corn
Cotton
Forage Hay/Silage
Grapes
Melons
Oats
Pasture
Peach
Pistachios
Rye
Sudangrass
Sweet Potatoes
Tomatoes
Walnuts
Wheat
Average for All Crop Types (with Agricultural Use Permit)

Mean Parcel Size
50.81
60.08
79.65
45.84
19.73
51.41
46.09
47.34
88.03
44.82
50.13
140.75
25.14
102.52
32.99
45.21
32.42
63.64
36.59
57.94
56.57

Median Parcel Size
40.00
35.00
74.05
40.00
14.75
40.00
37.65
40.00
73.16
33.60
37.00
35.30
21.80
66.10
27.00
35.00
20.00
56.00
25.00
45.00
37.00

Notes:
1)
Crop types listed include both fields/parcels with only the listed crop and crop fields with combinations of
primary crop and other row crops (wheat, beehives, etc.)
2)
Data represent 12,090 permits (95% of the total 12,763 permits as of June 2013)
3)
Data reported above do not include permits issued for non-agricultural uses such as right-of-way
maintenance, landscaping, ditch banks, urban fumigation, or water.
Source: Merced County Agricultural Commissioner, June 2013.

The most relevant statistics from information provided by the MCAC for the evaluation of
minimum parcel sizes and their effect on continued agricultural operations are the following:
•

•
•

Except for cherries, peaches, rye, sweet potatoes and walnuts, the median field size for all
crops is greater than 35 acres in size. From this, it may be assumed that the median field sizes
listed above are the most efficient and effective sizes for management of each crop.
The median parcel size for all crops is 38 37.00 acres; approximately equal to, but less than, the
2030 General Plan 40 acre minimum proposed under Policy AG-2.13.
A random sample of the 12,090 permits indicates that the field size and area planted were the
same in 99 percent of the permits. Only very rarely is the area planted smaller than the field
size. This also suggests that fields are sized to maximize the efficiency of agricultural
operations.
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REMAINDER PARCELS OF MINOR SUBDIVISIONS
Another indicator of agricultural viability is offered by an evaluation of parcel sizes resulting from
the minor subdivision activity evaluated in Impact AG-5. Of the 267 recorded minor subdivision
maps recorded over the period 1998-2008 that were located in areas designated by the 2000 General
Plan and Zoning Code for agricultural uses, 109 resulted in at least one parcel of less than 20 acres
in size. The majority (94 percent) of these 109 minor subdivision maps divided a property into two
parcels. Since the purpose of many of the minor subdivisions was to divide a homesite from the
remainder of an active farming operation, the maps identified one very small parcel (on the order of
1 to 5 acres), and one much larger parcel, presumed to be used for continued agricultural operations.
Thus, the size of the larger parcel would tend to identify the minimum size believed to be necessary
by the parcel applicant to maintain an agriculturally viable parcel. An evaluation of the data
collected by Merced County on minor subdivisions indicates that the average size of these larger,
remainder parcels was 52.48 acres (mean), and 37.68 acres (median). These average sizes correspond
closely to the mean and median parcel sizes identified in Table 6-25.

CONCLUSIONS – MINIMUM PARCEL SIZE
Based on information from the Census of Agriculture and the County Agricultural Commissioner, it
appears that the 40-acre minimum parcel size in areas designated for Agricultural uses by the 2030
General Plan would assure continued, efficient production for most important crops grown in the
county. Although several specialty crops appear to be grown in fields of approximately 20 acres, a
40-acre minimum parcel size would not preclude the operational division of the parcel into two 20acre fields. Conversely, a less than 40-acre minimum parcel size for areas where crops other than
sweet potatoes or walnuts were grown would preclude the development of the most efficient field
sizes for such crops.
Because the 2030 General Plan establishes a minimum 40-acre parcel size in areas designated for
Agricultural uses, and the majority of important crops in the county are grown in fields of
approximately 40 acres or larger, implementation of the 2030 General Plan would encourage
continued agricultural production. For this reason, this impact would be less than significant.

POTENTIAL ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE COMBINATIONS OF
MINIMUM PARCEL SIZE POLICIES
Section 15131 of the State CEQA Guidelines discusses whether economic effects can or must be
evaluated in an EIR. Section 15131(a) states that:
Economic or social effects of a project shall not be treated as significant effects on
the environment. An EIR may trace a chain of cause and effect from a proposed
decision on a project through anticipated economic or social changes resulting from
the project to physical changes caused in turn by the economic or social changes.
The intermediate economic or social changes need not be analyzed in any detail
greater than necessary to trace the chain of cause and effect. The focus of the
analysis shall be on the physical changes.
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The subject of this impact evaluation is whether implementation of the 2030 General Plan would
result in land use changes that would result in the conversion of farmland to non-agricultural uses
due to minimum parcel sizes that may not result in efficient agricultural production. For purposes
of this PEIR, this question revolves around whether any policy of the 2030 General Plan regarding
minimum parcel sizes and agricultural viability would so interfere with continued agricultural
production that landowners would seek non-agricultural, alternative uses of their lands. These
alternative uses could range from letting fields go fallow to development of energy facilities,
agricultural support industries, or other developed rural land uses. Consistent with the direction
provided by State CEQA Guidelines Section 15131(a), as set forth below, the RDPEIR properly
traces a chain of cause and effect from adoption of the 2030 General Plan and its effect on the
efficiency and agricultural viability of farming operations to the physical effect of the conversion of
farmland.
As discussed above within this impact analysis, the Merced County Board of Supervisors could
adopt one or several policies regarding the minimum parcel sizes and the maintenance of agricultural
viability. Other than not adopting any policy, these potential policy combinations include:
•
•
•
•

Policy AG-2.13 and Policy AG-2.14
Policy AG-2.13 alone
Policy AG-2.13a and Policy AG-2.14
Policy AG-2.13a alone

The 2030 General Plan contains numerous policies in the Agricultural and Land Use Elements that
are intended to minimize land use changes that would cause the conversion of important farmlands
to non-agricultural uses as shown in Table 6-10. However, even within this policy context, the 2030
General Plan could interfere with agricultural production by encouraging or permitting parcels in
agricultural areas to become configured in ways that make farming inefficient or less viable. Based
on information from the Census of Agriculture, the County Agricultural Commissioner, and an
analysis of data collected by Merced County regarding minor subdivisions (as shown in Tables 6-24,
5-25, and discussed above), most farming operations tend to be operated using individual fields of
37 acres or larger. This holds true even when agricultural operators are presented with a choice of
modifying field sizes, as during a minor subdivision. Policies that encourage and protect parcels of
this size would thereby encourage efficient and viable farming operations that would in turn act to
maintain important farmlands in agricultural production.
Each of the combinations of policies would act upon this chain of cause and effect in different ways:
•

Policy AG-2.13 and Policy AG-2.14 – This combination of policies would offer the highest
level of protection for farmlands by encouraging parcel sizes most likely to result in efficient
and viable farming operations. Policy AG-13 would establish minimum agricultural parcel
sizes that appear to be the most efficient for the raising of crops commonly grown in the
county. Although several specialty crops appear to be grown in fields of approximately 20
acres, a 40-acre minimum parcel size would not preclude operating the 40 acre parcel as two
20-acre fields. This set of policies would also act to maintain agricultural production for
those remainder parcels subject to minor subdivision via the parcel size exemptions offered
by Section 18.02.030(C) of the Zoning Code. Proposed Policy AG-2.14 would encourage
continued agricultural production for remainder parcels by requiring that applicants
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demonstrate the agricultural viability of such parcels prior to the County approving a minor
subdivision request. Because no such protective policies exist in the 2000 General Plan, the
adoption of the combination of Policies AG-2.13 and AG-2.14 in the 2030 General Plan
would result in a beneficial environmental effect.
•

Policy AG-2.13 alone – Adoption of this policy alone would offer a high level of protection
for farmlands by encouraging parcel sizes most likely to result in efficient and viable farming
operations. This policy would establish minimum agricultural parcel sizes that appear to be
the most efficient for the raising of crops commonly grown in the county. Because no such
protective policy exists in the 2000 General Plan, the adoption of Policy AG-2.13 in the
2030 General Plan would result in a beneficial environmental effect. However, because
Policy AG-2.14 would not be adopted, the only protection for remainder parcels created
pursuant to the parcel size exemptions offered by Section 18.02.030(C) of the Zoning Code,
would be those ‘Subdivision Considerations’ contained in Section 18.02.030(B) of the
Zoning Code which address soil capability, irrigation and road access, and compatibility
considerations.

•

Policy AG-2.13a and Policy AG-2.14 - This combination of policies would offer mixed
levels of protection for farmlands by establishing parcel sizes less likely to result in efficient
and viable farming operations. Policy AG-2.13a would establish minimum agricultural
parcel sizes of 20 acres in the Agricultural designated areas and 160 acres in areas designated
Foothill Pasture that appear to be smaller than the predominant parcel sizes used for the
growth of commodity crops in the county. Because Policy AG-2.13a could discourage
efficient and viable agricultural operation, this would be a significant impact. The adoption
of Policy AG-2.14 would act to mitigate the effects of Policy AG-2.13a by operating to
maintain agricultural production for all parcels subject to minor subdivision that resulted in
any parcel less than 40 acres in size. With implementation of Policy AG-2.13a, the
requirement of Policy AG-2.14 would apply to all parcels proposed to be less than 40 acres.
Proposed Policy AG-2.14 would encourage continued agricultural production for sub-40
acre parcels by requiring that applicants demonstrate the agricultural viability of such parcels
prior to the County considering a minor subdivision request. Because no such protective
policies exist in the 2000 General Plan, the adoption of the combination of Policies AG-2.13
and AG-2.14 in the 2030 General Plan would result in a less-than-significant environmental
effect.

•

Policy AG-2.13a alone – Implementation of this policy by itself (e.g., 20-acre minimum
parcel size) would establish minimum agricultural parcel sizes that appear to be smaller than
the predominant parcel sizes used for the growth of commodity crops in the county. These
small parcel sizes would tend to interfere with continued agricultural production, and may
act to encourage landowners to seek non-agricultural, alternative uses of their lands. These
alternative uses could range from letting fields go fallow to development of energy facilities,
agricultural support industries, or other developed rural land uses. Because Policy AG-2.13a
would discourage efficient and viable agricultural operation, this would be a significant
impact. Additionally, adoption of Policy AG-2.13a alone would mean that Policies AG-2.13
and AG-2.14 would not be adopted, and this would not act to mitigate the potential effects
of implementing the 2030 General Plan on continued agricultural production. Therefore,
the adoption of Policy AG-2.13a would result in a significant and unavoidable impact.
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Even though three of the policy choices identified above would result in beneficial or less-thansignificant impacts, one policy choice would result in a significant and unavoidable environmental
effect. Because it cannot be known which of the policy combinations would be adopted by the
Board of Supervisors, the overall level of significance for the impact would be significant and
unavoidable.
Significance of Impact: Less than significant. Significant and unavoidable.
Mitigation Measure: None available required.
With adoption of Policy AG-2.13a alone, no other measures would be available to mitigate the
identified impact. It would remain significant and unavoidable.
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7 AIR RESOURCES
This chapter evaluates the air quality impacts of implementing the 2030 Merced County General
Plan (2030 General Plan). 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 Plan may result in changes in the emissions of air pollutants regulated by the federal and state
agencies. The following chapter discusses only those pollutants directly regulated by federal and
state agencies, and the local air district; greenhouse gas emissions and climate change are evaluated
in Chapter 11, Global Climate Change, of this Draft PEIR.
This analysis includes a review of applicable regulations, requirements, plans, and policies from the
following federal, state, regional, and local sources:
•
•

•

United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA);
California Air Resources Board (ARB); and
San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District (SJVAPCD).

Existing air quality conditions in the unincorporated county were determined by a review of the
regional air quality monitoring stations and the current criteria pollutant attainment status within the
San Joaquin Valley Air Basin (SJVAB). Rules and regulations affecting air quality were identified by
a review of federal and state regulations, and SJVAPCD rules and regulations. Potential air quality
impacts were determined by comparing potential urban development proposed under the 2030
General Plan to the existing environment, using guidelines adopted by state agencies and the
SJVAPCD.
The air quality setting includes two sections: an environmental setting section and a regulatory
environment section. The environmental setting reviews the federal and state criteria pollutant
attainment status for the SJVAB, the estimated criteria pollutant emissions in Merced County and
the SJVAB, and recent air pollutant monitoring data.
The regulatory environment section summarizes applicable air quality regulations, requirements,
plans, and policies. Rules and regulations influencing air quality were identified by a review of
federal, state, and local regulations.
The proposed 2030 General Plan’s air impacts were evaluated using significance criteria and analysis
methodologies approved by the SJVAPCD.

7.1

SETTING

The following air quality setting section summarizes a more detailed air setting discussion included
in the Air Quality section of the General Plan Background Report (Merced County 2007; updated
2012). That document is incorporated by reference into this Recirculated 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=1971.
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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 Community and Economic 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.

7.1.1 ENVIRONMENTAL SETTING
The Background Report’s discussion of the air quality setting describes the federally- and stateidentified criteria pollutants, the status of these pollutants in the SJVAB, and emission sources in the
county and SJVAB. The criteria pollutants evaluated in the Background Report include ozone (O3),
particulate matter (PM10 and PM2.5), carbon monoxide, nitrogen dioxide, lead, sulfur dioxide,
sulfates, and hydrogen sulfide. Air quality resources discussed in the Background Report include:
•

San Joaquin Valley Air Basin. The SJVAB includes San Joaquin County, Stanislaus
County, Madera County, Fresno County, Kings County, Tulare County, and a portion of
Kern County. Merced County is in the north-central portion of the SJVAB. The SJVAB is
bordered on three sides by mountains: the Sierra Nevada to the east, the Coast Ranges to the
west, and the Tehachapi mountains to the south. The SJVAB is open to the north to the
Sacramento Valley. The San Joaquin Valley is approximately 250 miles long and averages
approximately 35 miles in width. The mountains surrounding the SJVAB restrict air
movement through and out of the basin, and as a result, impede the dispersion of pollutants
from the basin.

•

Attainment Status. State and federal ambient air quality standards have been set for several
pollutants (see Table 7-1). The SJVAB is a “severe” nonattainment area for the state onehour ozone standard, “extreme” nonattainment for the federal eight-hour ozone standard,
nonattainment for federal and state PM2.5 standards, attainment (maintenance) for the federal
PM10 standard, and nonattainment for the state PM10 standard. The Air Basin has an
attainment or unclassified status for the applicable federal and state standards for carbon
monoxide, nitrogen dioxide, lead, sulfur dioxide, sulfates, and hydrogen sulfide (California
Air Resources Board, 2011a).
Table 7-1

State and Federal Ambient Air Quality Standards
Secondary
Federal
Standards2

Contaminant

Averaging Time

State
Standards1

Ozone

1 hour
8 hour

0.09 ppm
0.070 ppm4

Primary
Federal
Standards2
0.075 ppm

24 hour

50 µg/m3

150 µg/m3

150 µg/m3

Annual arithmetic mean

20 µg/m3

-

24 hour

-

Annual arithmetic mean
8 hour
1 hour
Annual arithmetic mean
1 hour

12 µg/m3
9.0 ppm
20 ppm
0.030 ppm
0.18 ppm

35 µg/m3 (See
footnote 5)
15.0 µg/m3
9 ppm
35 ppm
0.053 ppm
0.1 ppm

Particulate Matter (PM10)

Particulate Matter (PM2.5)
Carbon Monoxide
Nitrogen Dioxide
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0.075 ppm

35 µg/m3
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0.053 ppm
-
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Table 7-1

State and Federal Ambient Air Quality Standards
Secondary
Federal
Standards2

0.04 ppm
0.25 ppm
1.5 µg/m3
See footnote 3

Primary
Federal
Standards2
75 ppb
1.5 µg/m3
0.15 µg/m3
-

25 µg/m3
0.03 ppm
0.01 ppm

-

-

Contaminant

Averaging Time

State
Standards1

Sulfur Dioxide

24 hour
3 hour
1 hour
30 day average
Calendar quarter
Rolling 3-Month Average
8 hour
24 hour
1 hour
24 hour

Lead
Visibility reducing
particles
Sulfates
Hydrogen Sulfide
Vinyl Chloride

ppm – parts per million by volume
ppb – parts per billion by volume
µg/m3 – micrograms per cubic meter

0.5 ppm
1.5 µg/m3
-

PM10 – particulate matter less than 10 microns in diameter.
PM2.5 – particulate matter less than 2.5 microns in diameter.

Notes:
1. California standards for ozone, carbon monoxide, sulfur dioxide (1-hour and 24-hour), nitrogen dioxide,
suspended particulate matter – PM10, and visibility reducing particles are values that are not to be exceeded.
The standards for sulfates, lead, hydrogen sulfide, and vinyl chloride are not to be equaled or exceeded. If
the standard is for a 1-hour, 8-hour, or 24-hour average then some measurements may be excluded. In
particular, measurements that the ARB determines would occur less than once per year on average are
excluded.
2. National standards other than for ozone, particulates, and those based on annual averages are not to be
exceeded more than once per year. The 1-hour ozone standard is attained if, during the most recent threeyear period, the average number of days per year with maximum hourly concentrations above the standard
is equal to or less than one. The 8-hour ozone standard is attained when the 3-year average of the 4th
highest daily concentrations is 0.075 ppm (75 ppb) or less. The 24-hour PM10 standard is attained when the
3-year average of the 99th percentile of monitored concentrations is less than 150 µg/m3. The 24-hour
PM2.5 standard is attained when the 3-year average of 98th percentiles is less than 35 µg/m3. Except for the
national particulate standards, annual standards are met if the annual average falls below the standard at
every site. The national annual particulate standard for PM10 is met if the 3-year average falls below the
standard at every site. The annual PM2.5 standard is met if the 3-year average of annual averages spatiallyaveraged across officially designed clusters of sites falls below the standard.
3. Statewide Visibility Reducing Particles Standard (except Lake Tahoe Air Basin): Particles in sufficient
amount to produce an extinction coefficient of 0.23 per kilometer when the relative humidity is less than 70
percent. This standard is intended to limit the frequency and severity of visibility impairment due to
regional haze and is equivalent to a 10-mile nominal visual range.
4. The 8-hour CA ozone standard was approved by the California Air Resources Board on April 28, 2005 and
became effective on May 17, 2006.
5. U.S EPA lowered the 24-hour PM2.5 standard from 65 µg/m3 to 35 µg/m3 in 2006.
Source: California Air Resources Board, 2010a.
•

Ozone Emissions. Ozone is not emitted directly into the environment, but is generated
from complex chemical reactions between reactive organic gases (ROG) and oxides of
nitrogen (NOx) that occur in the presence of sunlight. Major ROG and NOx generators in
the SJVAB include: motor vehicles and farming equipment such as tractors, feed trucks, and
pumps; farming operations; and solvent evaporation. Total estimated ROG emissions in
2010 were 10,622 tons per year in Merced County and 131,692 tons per year in the San
Joaquin Valley. Total estimated NOx emissions in 2010 were 17,447 tons per year in Merced
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County compared to total estimated NOx emissions in the San Joaquin Valley in 2010 of
approximately 191,151 tons per year (ARB 2008).
Ozone levels usually build up during the day and peak in the afternoon hours. Short-term
exposure can irritate the eyes and cause constriction of the airways. Besides causing
shortness of breath, it can aggravate existing respiratory diseases such as asthma, bronchitis
and emphysema. Chronic exposure to high ozone levels can permanently damage lung
tissue. Ozone can also damage plants and trees, and materials such as rubber and fabrics.
•

Particulate Emissions. Particulate matter emissions are generally monitored as either PM10
or PM2.5 emissions. PM10 and PM2.5 are atmospheric particulate matter having a particle size
less than 10 and 2.5 micrometers (µm) in diameter, respectively. Both PM10 and PM2.5 can be
divided into primary and secondary forms. Primary particulate matter is in the same chemical
form in which it was emitted into the atmosphere. Secondary particulate matter is formed
through atmospheric reactions of gaseous sulfur dioxide (SO2) and nitrogen oxide (NOx)
precursor emissions. Ammonia emissions from dairies are considered to be precursors to
PM2.5 formation.
√
Major sources of PM10 in Merced County include farming operations, paved and
unpaved road dust, food and agriculture industrial processes, managed burning and
disposal, heavy-duty diesel trucks, and fugitive windblown dust. Total estimated PM10
emissions in 2010 were 11,133 tons per year in Merced County and 110,194 tons per year
in the San Joaquin Valley (ARB 2008).
√
PM2.5 sources in Merced County include miscellaneous processes, on-road motor
vehicles, cleaning and surface coatings, industrial processes, and fuel combustion. The
ARB estimates PM2.5 emissions for 2010 to be 3,176 tons annually in Merced County and
38,070 tons annually in the San Joaquin Valley (ARB 2008).
Extended exposure to particulate matter can increase the risk of chronic respiratory disease.
PM10 is of concern because it bypasses the body’s natural filtration system more easily than
larger particles, and can lodge deep in the lungs. The EPA and the state of California revised
their PM standards several years ago to apply only to these fine particles. PM2.5 poses an
increased health risk because the particles can deposit deep in the lungs and contain
substances that are particularly harmful to human health. Motor vehicles are currently
responsible for about half of particulates in the San Joaquin Valley Air Basin. Wood burning
in fireplaces and stoves is another large source of fine particulates.

•

Merced County Emissions. Ambient pollutant concentrations measured from 2005
through 2010 at two monitoring stations in Merced County show violations of the federal 8hour, state 8-hour, and state 1-hour ozone standards, the 24-hour and annual state PM10
standards, and the federal 24-hour, federal annual, and state annual PM2.5 standards.

•

Toxic Air Contaminants. In addition to the criteria air pollutants listed above, another
group of pollutants, commonly referred to as toxic air contaminants (TAC) or hazardous air
pollutants can result in health effects that can be quite severe. Many TACs are confirmed or
suspected carcinogens, or are known or suspected to cause birth defects or neurological
damage. Secondly, many TACs can be toxic at very low concentrations. For some chemicals,
such as carcinogens, there are no thresholds below which exposure can be considered riskfree.
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Industrial facilities and mobile sources are significant sources of TACs. Sources of TACs go
beyond industry. Various common urban facilities also produce TAC emissions, such as
gasoline stations (benzene), hospitals (ethylene oxide), and dry cleaners (perchloroethylene).
Automobile exhaust also contains TACs such as benzene and 1,3-butadiene. Most recently,
diesel particulate matter was identified as a TAC by the ARB. Diesel PM differs from other
TACs in that it is not a single substance but rather a complex mixture of hundreds of
substances.
The major conclusions of the Background Report with respect to existing air quality conditions in
Merced County and the SJVAB are set forth below.
•

Existing air quality emissions exceed federal 8-hour, state 8-hour, and state 1-hour ozone
standards, 24-hour and annual state PM10 standards, and federal 24-hour, Federal annual, and
state annual PM2.5 standards. This is a result of the topography and climate creating inversion
layers and the high volumes of air pollutant emissions from major sources within the
SJVAB: confined animal facilities, agricultural activities, on- and off- road vehicles, and other
industrial activities.

•

The SJVAB does not meet ozone and particulate matter standards. Given existing air quality
conditions, most new development projects would need to comply with various air quality
permits and regulations to reduce air pollutant emissions.

•

SJVAPCD’s Indirect Source Review Rule 9510 applies to all new developments within
Merced County exceeding a certain size. Rule 9510 tends to favor mixed use and neotraditional development patterns as compared to suburban sprawl land use patterns.

•

Confined animal facilities and farming operations are subject to stringent rules and
regulations. Agricultural operations must comply with New Source Review requirements,
associated SJVAPCD permits, health risk assessments, and other air quality assessment and
modeling requirements.

7.1.2 REGULATORY SETTING
The Background Report’s discussion of air quality resources regulatory setting includes the following
federal, state, and regional regulations:

FEDERAL
•

Clean Air Act. The federal 1970 Clean Air Act (CAA) authorized the establishment of
national health-based air quality standards, and also set deadlines for their attainment. The
federal Clean Air Act Amendments of 1990 (1990 CAA) made major changes in deadlines
for attaining National Ambient Air Quality Standards (NAAQS) and in the actions required
of areas of the nation that exceeded these standards. Under the CAA, state and local
agencies in areas that exceed the NAAQS are required to develop state implementation plans
(SIP) to show how they will achieve the NAAQS for ozone by specific dates (42 USC 7409,
7411). EPA is responsible for enforcing the NAAQS primarily through reviewing SIPs that
are prepared by each state.
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•

Clean Air Ozone Rules. The Clean Air Ozone Rules of the CAA, effective June 15, 2005,
replaced the NAAQS 1-hour ozone standard with the 8-hour ozone standard and outlined a
process for reducing ground level ozone pollution. This rule also issued new designations on
attainment and nonattainment. Although the federal 1-hour ozone rules have been revoked,
the SJVAPCD continues to implement parts of its federal 1-Hour Ozone Attainment Plan
including control measures, Reasonable Available Control Technology, and motor vehicle
inspection and maintenance programs that were in effect as of June 15, 2004.

STATE
•

California Air Resources Board. In California, the ARB is responsible for preparing and
enforcing the federally-required SIP in an effort to achieve and maintain NAAQS and State
Ambient Air Quality Standards (SAAQS), which were developed as part of the California
CAA adopted in 1988. SAAQS for criteria pollutants equal or surpass NAAQS, and include
other pollutants for which there are no NAAQS. In addition, ARB is responsible for
assigning air basin attainment and nonattainment designations in California. Air basins are
designated as being in attainment if the levels of a criteria air pollutant meet the SAAQS for
the pollutant, and are designated as being in nonattainment if the level of a criteria air
pollutant is higher than the SAAQS. The ARB is the oversight agency responsible for
regulating statewide air quality, but implementation and administration of SAAQS is
delegated to several regional air pollution control districts and air quality management
districts. These districts have been created for specific air basins, and have principal
responsibility for: developing plans to meet SAAQS and NAAQS; developing control
measures for non-vehicular sources of air pollution necessary to achieve and maintain
SAAQS and NAAQS; implementing permit programs established for the construction,
modification, and operation of air pollution sources; enforcing air pollution statutes and
regulations governing non-vehicular sources; and developing employer-based trip reduction
programs. The SJVAPCD is the air district with air quality oversight responsibilities in
Merced County.

•

Air Toxics and Sensitive Receptors. The ARB’s research has substantiated that exposure
to high levels of toxic air contaminants (TAC) poses health risks to sensitive populations.
(TACs are often referred to as hazardous air pollutants.) Air toxics sources include: high
traffic freeways and roads, distribution centers, rail yards, ports, refineries, chrome plating
facilities, dry cleaners, and large gas dispensing facilities. Air toxic sources generate high
levels of diesel particulate matter emissions and other cancer causing chemicals. ARB
recommends that local jurisdictions adopt land use policies so that sensitive land uses are
located a minimum of 500 to 1,000 feet from sources of TACs. Where this minimum
separation is not achievable, ARB recommends that local jurisdictions perform health risk
assessments (HRA) to determine the cancer risk potential of individual land use proposals
locating an air toxics source (e.g., high volume freeway) close to a sensitive land use (e.g.,
residential uses) (ARB 2005).

SAN JOAQUIN VALLEY AIR POLLUTION CONTROL DISTRICT
•

San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District. The SJVAPCD, the lead air quality
regulatory agency for Merced County and the SJVAB, has jurisdiction over all point and area
sources (except for mobile sources, consumer products, and pesticides). The SJVAPCD and
ARB have joint responsibility for attaining and maintaining the NAAQS and SAAQS in the
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SJVAB. SJVAPCD’s primary approach to implementing air quality plans is through
adopting rules and regulations. The district has permit authority over jurisdictional stationary
sources. The District’s “Guide for Assessing and Mitigating Air Quality Impacts”
(GAMAQI) provides lead agencies, consultants and project applicants with uniform
procedures for addressing air quality impacts in environmental documents (SJVAPCD 2002).
The District has also published “Air Quality Guidance for General Plans” (2003) which
provides guidance on developing and implementing local policies and programs to be
included in a General Plan.
•

SJVAPCD Ozone Plan. The ozone attainment demonstration plan developed by the
SJVAPCD was incorporated into the SIP for ozone. The control measures included in the
plan apply to currently regulated sources under SJVAPCD jurisdiction, but the cooperation
of other federal, state, and local agencies is required to achieve attainment with federal ozone
standards. The EPA and ARB are responsible for emission controls of aircraft, farming
equipment, pesticides, consumer products, and motor vehicles that significantly contribute
to the ozone pollution in the SJVAB. The 8-hour Ozone Attainment Demonstration Plan
(SJVAPCD 2007a) sets out the strategy to attain the federal 8-hour ozone standard by 2024.
In addition, SJVAPCD’s 1-Hour “Extreme” Ozone Attainment Plan’s control measures
apply though EPA revoked the federal 1-hour ozone standard (SJVAPCD 2005).

•

SJVAPCD PM10 Plan. The 2007 PM10 Maintenance Plan and Request for Redesignation
provides verification of continued PM10 attainment, a contingency plan, an attainment
emissions inventory, a maintenance demonstration, and a demonstration of the state’s
monitoring network (SJVAPCD 2007b). A previously-adopted 2003 PM10 Plan led to
amendments to the SJVAPCD’s Regulation VIII, which is designed to limit fugitive dust
emissions from paved and unpaved roads, farming, windblown dust sources, and
construction/demolition activities.

•

SJVAPCD PM2.5 Plan. The PM2.5 attainment plan was adopted in May 2008 (SJVAPCD
2008). This plan identifies measures to meet the EPA’s established annual (15 micrograms
per cubic meter (µg/m3)) and 24-hour standards (35 µg/m3) for the fine fraction of
particulates.

•

Indirect Source Review (Rule 9510). Rule 9510 requires that all new discretionary
development and transportation and transit projects reduce NOx and PM10 emissions.
Emission reduction measures that could be included in a development proposal include (but
are not limited to): locating the project within one-half mile of a retail/commercial facility;
locating a project within one-half mile of a mix of uses that include both residential housing
and employment; locating a project within one-half mile of existing or planned bike routes;
installing convenient pedestrian paths; designing pedestrian-oriented local street networks
such as interconnected grid, short block faces, and narrow streets; including buildings with
energy efficiency ratings above minimum state Title 24 requirements; requiring the use of
electrical maintenance equipment; providing on-site bus stops and signage; and providing
free annual bus passes.
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7.2

ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS

The air quality impact analysis evaluates whether buildout under the 2030 General Plan project could
result in significant air quality impacts.

7.2.1 SIGNIFICANCE CRITERIA
According to the State CEQA Guidelines Appendix G: Environmental Checklist Form, Section III.
Air Quality, and SJVAPCD guidance, a significant impact would occur with respect to air quality if
the proposed 2030 General Plan would:
•
•

•

•

•

Conflict with or obstruct implementation of the applicable air quality plan. (III.a)
Violate any air quality standard as established by the EPA or ARB, or contribute
substantially to an existing or projected air quality violation, in comparison to the SJVAPCD
thresholds below. (III.b)
Result in a cumulatively considerable net increase of any criteria air pollutant for which the
project region is in non-attainment under an applicable federal or state ambient air quality
standard (including releasing emissions that exceed quantitative thresholds for ozone
precursors and particulate matter). (III.c)
Expose sensitive receptors to substantial criteria air pollutant concentrations. (III.d)
Create objectionable odors affecting a substantial number of people. (III.e)

Due to the general nature of the above standards, the SJVAPCD has developed quantifiable
significance thresholds. The following significance thresholds were obtained from the 2002
SJVAPCD Guide for Assessing and Mitigating Air Quality Impacts (SJVAPCD 2002). Specifically, a
significant impact would occur if implementation of the project would result in emissions that
exceed the following SJVAPCD thresholds:
•
•

•

NOX: 10 tons per year
ROG: 10 tons per year
PM10 or PM2.5: 15 tons per year.

Although the SJVAPCD does not include a significance threshold for PM10 or PM2.5, recent informal
guidance provided by SJVAPCD has established the PM10 and PM2.5 thresholds listed above (Barber
2011).
According to the SJVAPCD’s guidance, operational and construction emissions are considered to be
a less-than-significant impact if fugitive dust (PM10 and PM2.5) emissions are below the significance
level listed above. In addition, the SJVAPCD Regulation VIII requires fugitive dust control
measures to be implemented for all projects involving earthmoving, and for travel on unpaved
roads. Therefore, a comparison of project emissions to the 15 tons-per-year for PM10 and PM2.5 and
10 tons-per-year NOX and ROG thresholds serves as a surrogate for evaluating whether the
proposed 2030 General Plan would violate ambient air quality standards.
For carbon monoxide (CO), the SJVAPCD’s guidance states that CO concentrations should be
evaluated for areas with substantial traffic congestion where the project would cause the traffic level
of service to be reduced to a level of service of E or F (SJVAPCD 2002).
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For toxic air contaminants and odors, SJVAPCD’s guidance states that for General Plans, land use
designations must be evaluated to determine whether they pose any type of land use conflict
(SJVAPCD 2002).
To mitigate potential impacts at the General Plan level, SJVAPCD’s guidance recommends the use
of policy statements, design standards, and community-wide programs. This is because a General
Plan only identifies the eventual use of a land parcel in generalized terms.

7.2.2 ANALYSIS METHODOLOGY
Criteria Pollutant Methodology - Construction
No attempt has been made to quantify construction emissions associated with buildout of the 2030
General Plan because it is impossible to accurately estimate where and when construction would
occur. Also, the SJVAPCD has not established construction emission thresholds. Instead, they
have implemented rules to limit construction emissions. Those rules include Regulation VIII, which
is designed to limit fugitive dust generation from a variety of construction activities and from
agricultural sources. The SJVAPCD’s Rule 9510 limits NOx and PM10 emissions from construction
(and operational) activities associated with land use development. Construction activities associated
with buildout of the 2030 General Plan must comply with both Regulation VIII and Rule 9510.
Consequently, construction associated with the 2030 General Plan is evaluated for consistency with
SJVAPCD’s applicable rules.
Criteria Pollutant Methodology - Operations
As set forth in Appendix D, Air Quality Technical Appendix, of this PEIR, a combination of air quality
assessment tools was used to estimate operational criteria emissions for the proposed 2030 General
Plan. The URBEMIS2007 model was used to estimate operational criteria pollutant emissions. The
URBEMIS model uses default trips lengths. However, using these default trip lengths often
overestimates total vehicle miles traveled (VMT). Consequently, for this project, the default trip
lengths were adjusted so that URBEMIS’ estimate of 2030 General Plan VMT matches the VMT
estimated by the traffic study prepared for the 2030 General Plan.
Criteria pollutant emissions were estimated for ROG, NOx, PM10, and PM2.5 because these are the
pollutants for which the SJVAPCD has established operational significance thresholds. CO and SOx
were also estimated because they represent the remaining criteria pollutants. However, the
SJVAPCD has not established mass emission significance thresholds for either CO or SOx.
Carbon Monoxide Methodology
Intersection traffic volumes and levels of service (LOS) were not estimated for the proposed 2030
General Plan. Without that information, CO modeling cannot be conducted. Consequently, for
this air quality section, CO impacts are discussed qualitatively.
Odor and Toxic Air Contaminants Methodology
General Plans can potentially expose sensitive receptors to odors or TACs if residential land uses are
located adjacent to potential sources of odors or TACs. Proposed land use designations were
reviewed to identify the locations of any such conflicts.
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7.2.3 ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS
The following discussion examines the potential impacts of implementing the proposed 2030
General Plan based on the impact threshold criteria described above.
Impact AQ-1: Increase in construction emissions associated with General Plan buildout.
Buildout of the 2030 General Plan would generate short-term or temporary air emissions during
construction of both urban and rural uses, and during the construction of infrastructure necessary to
serve these uses. The extensive regulation of air emissions from construction sources, combined
with policies contained within the 2030 General Plan, would make this potential impact less than
significant.
Buildout of the 2030 General Plan would generate exhaust emissions from on- and off-road
construction vehicles. Construction equipment operating on unpaved areas would also generate
fugitive dust. These emissions would result from construction activities occurring during buildout
of the 2030 General Plan.
On-road and off-road exhaust emissions associated with construction activities are regulated by the
ARB. ARB is responsible for developing statewide programs and strategies to reduce the emission
of smog-forming pollutants, particulate matter, and toxics emitted by on and off-road mobile
sources. ARB has also developed a diesel exhaust risk reduction program. Compared to a year 2000
baseline, ARB’s diesel risk reduction program is designed to reduce diesel equipment exhaust
emissions by 85 percent by the year 2020 (ARB 2010b). This is important because the majority of
construction emissions are generated by diesel-powered equipment.
Fugitive dust emissions generated by construction activities are regulated by the SJVAPCD.
Construction activities associated with buildout of the 2030 General Plan must comply with all
applicable SJVAPCD rules and regulations, including SJVAPCD’s Regulation VIII and Rule 9510.
Regulation VIII consists of several individual rules that require implementation of best available
mitigation measures to limit (i.e., manmade) anthropogenic dust emissions. These individual rules
include:
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

Rule 8021 Construction, Demolition, Excavation, Extraction, and Other Earthmoving
Activities,
Rule 8031 Bulk Materials,
Rule 8041 Carryout and Trackout,
Rule 8051 Open Areas,
Rule 8061 Paved and Unpaved Roads,
Rule 8071 Unpaved and Vehicle/Equipment Traffic Areas, and
Rule 8081 Agricultural Sources.
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Rule 9510 (Indirect Source Review) applies to indirect sources of emissions that include land
development and transportation projects. Rule 9510 applies to medium and large projects1, and
requires that project construction emissions of NOx be reduced by 20 percent from uncontrolled
levels, and that PM10 emissions be reduced by 45 percent from uncontrolled levels. These emission
reductions can be achieved by implementation of mitigation measures and/or payment of an offset
mitigation fee to the SJVAPCD.
The San Joaquin Valley Air Basin has been determined by ARB and EPA to be in attainment of
federal PM10 standards. Regulation VIII (and its subsidiary rules) and Rule 9510 have been accepted
by ARB and EPA to maintain attainment of PM10 standards in the Air Basin. (See discussion of the
District’s accepted 2007 PM10 Maintenance Plan above.) In developing the 2007 Maintenance Plan,
the SJVAPCD evaluated the potential PM10 emissions that could occur under all sources within the
Air Basin, including construction that would occur with implementation of the Merced County 2000
General Plan, and developed rules and procedures to reduce future emissions sufficiently to
maintain the existing attainment status. Since the urban development that would occur under the
proposed 2030 General Plan would be the same as that that would occur under the 2000 General
Plan, requiring future development projects to be consistent with the requirements of SJVAPCD
Regulation VIII, its associated rules, and Rule 9510 would result in maintaining the existing
attainment status of the Air Basin. Even though a large development project could exceed the
District’s emissions thresholds, emissions averaged over all construction projects within Merced
County would result in emissions that would maintain the Air Basin’s attainment status, and thus,
aggregate emissions from implementation of the 2030 General Plan from this source would not be
significant.
Similarly, according to emissions inventory data from ARB for 2008, construction and demolition
activities accounted for approximately two percent of daily PM10 emissions within Merced County
(30.6 tons/day total; 0.61 tons/day from construction) (ARB 2012). Because of the relatively small
contribution of all construction activities within the county to total PM10 emissions, even a large
construction project would be unlikely to meaningfully affect total emissions within the county on a
daily or annual basis. As an example, the Villages at San Luis Community Plan EIR certified by
Merced County found that construction emissions of PM10 from that project (3,700-acre
development on agricultural and grazing land in western Merced County) would be less than
significant after implementation of Regulation VIII and its subsidiary rules together with additional
mitigation measures identified in that EIR. (Merced County 2007)
In addition, the proposed 2030 General Plan includes policies designed to reduce dust emissions
(see Table 7-2). Policy AQ-6.1: PM Emissions from Construction supports the SJVAPCD’s efforts
to reduce particulate matter emissions from construction, grading, excavation, and demolition to the
maximum extent feasible.

1

Any land use development project is subject to Rule 9510 if it equals or exceeds: 50 residential units, 2,000 square
feet of commercial space, 25,000 square feet of light industrial, 100,000 square feet of heavy industrial, 20,000
square feet of medical space, 39,000 square feet of general office space, 9,000 square feet of educational space,
10,000 square feet of government space, 20,000 square feet of recreational space, or 9,000 square feet of space not
identified above.
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Table 7-2

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to
Construction Dust
Goal or Policy Text

Goal or Policy
Air Quality Element
Goal AQ-2

Policy AQ-2.7:
Air District Best Performance
Standards

Goal AQ-6

Policy AQ-6.1:
PM10 Emissions from Construction

Accurately and fairly mitigate local
and regional air quality impacts of
projects through the CEQA process.

Require the County to use the Best
Performance Standards adopted by
SJVAPCD during the development
review and decision-making process
to ensure new projects meet the
targets set by the district.
Improve air quality in Merced County
by reducing emissions of PM10, PM2.5,
and other particulates from mobile
and non-mobile sources
Support the SJVAPCD’s efforts to
reduce particulate emissions from
construction, grading, excavation, and
demolition to the maximum extent
feasible and consistent with State and
Federal regulations.

How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Requires that all potential emissions
from projects, including those from
construction activities, be quantified,
and that mitigation measures
necessary to meet standards be
implemented.
Requires the County to use
SJVAPCD mitigation requirements
and standards for new development.
projects.
States County’s goal to reduce
emissions of fugitive dust, thereby
improving air quality, public health
and scenic quality.
Would reduce fugitive dust emissions
during construction operations by
vigorous enforcement of existing
regional, state, and federal regulations,
and through the County’s
development review process.

Source: Merced County, 2011; Planning Partners, 2012.

Compliance with the Merced County 2030 General Plan policies cited in Table 7-2, combined with
ARB’s construction equipment exhaust standards, SJVAPCD’s Regulation VIII fugitive dust rules,
and SJVAPCD’s Rule 9510, would ensure that short-term construction emissions generated by
buildout of the 2030 General Plan would be minimized to the maximum extent feasible, and that the
air quality attainment status of the Air Basin be maintained. These measures would ensure
substantial reductions in both construction dust and exhaust emissions, and would result in the
District continuing to meet federal air quality standards for PM10. Consequently, existing
regulations, in combination with the 2030 General Plan policies to reduce dust emissions, would
ensure that construction emissions are reduced to a less-than-significant level.
Significance of Impact: Less than significant.
Mitigation Measure: None required.
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Impact AQ-2:

Increase in operational emissions of ROG, NO x , CO, and SO x associated
with General Plan buildout.

Buildout of the Merced County General Plan would generate long-term operational emissions of
ROG, NOx, CO, and SOx from on-road vehicles, agricultural sources, and area sources. Due to
existing and expected improvements in emission control technology, these emissions would be less
than significant.
Emissions for the years 2010 and 2030 (the General Plan horizon year) were estimated using the
methodology described in Section 7.2.2. The detailed modeling results are available in Appendix D,
Air Quality Technical Appendix. Table 7-3 shows operational emissions associated with existing 2010
conditions, while Table 7-4 shows operational emissions for 2030 General Plan buildout. Table 7-5
shows the net increase in emissions for 2030 General Plan buildout as compared to existing
conditions. 2030 General Plan buildout would result in lower ROG, NOx, and CO emissions as
compared to 2010. This is primarily because decreases in on-road vehicle emissions between 2010
and 2030 would outweigh increases from area sources. On-road vehicle emissions of ROG, NOx,
and CO decrease during this period as a result of improvements to motor vehicle exhaust controls
mandated by ARB. This results in a net decrease in average vehicle emissions that outweighs the
increase in vehicle miles traveled (VMT) between 2010 and 2030. Although there is a net increase in
SOx emissions, the SJVAPCD has not established a significance threshold for this pollutant,
primarily because the SJVAB is in attainment for SOx.
Table 7-3

Existing General Plan Criteria Pollutant Emissions (tons per year)

ROG
CO
NOx
PM10
PM2.5
SOx
Existing Conditions (2010)
On-Road Vehicle Travel
8.5
1,034.8
2,356.2
743.8
197.6
12,516.5
Area Source Emissions
6.5
489.2
113.4
327.1
314.9
2,145.5
Agricultural Emissions
1.7
270.7
1,588.3
95.4
95.4
1,764.5
Totals
16.8
1,794.6
4,057.9
1,166.3
607.8
16,426.5
Note: Agricultural sources include exhaust emissions from agricultural equipment, and fugitive dust from operation of
that equipment over exposed soils. Area sources include natural gas and wood combustion used for space and
water heating, gasoline combustion used in landscape maintenance equipment, and evaporative emissions from
consumer products. Detailed emission estimates included in Appendix D, Air Quality Technical Appendix.
Source: URS, 2012.

Table 7-4 General Plan Buildout Criteria Pollutant Emissions (unmitigated, tons per
year)
General Plan Buildout (2030)
On-Road Vehicle Travel

ROG

NOx

PM10

PM2.5

CO

SOx

635.6

847.7

1,252.9

280.8

6,703.7

15.1

Area Source Emissions

961.6

244.1

626.9

603.4

4,132.4

12.5

Agricultural Emissions

67.9

340.6

11.0

11.0

1,425.0

1.7

1,665.1
1,432.3
1,890.8
895.3
12,261.0
29.3
Totals (unmitigated)
Note: Agricultural sources include exhaust emissions from agricultural equipment, and fugitive dust from operation of
that equipment over exposed soils. Area sources include natural gas and wood combustion used for space and
water heating, gasoline combustion used in landscape maintenance equipment, and evaporative emissions from
consumer products. Detailed emission estimates included in Appendix D, Air Quality Technical Appendix.
Source: URS, 2012.
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Table 7-5

Net Increase in Criteria Pollutant Emissions from 2010 to 2030
(unmitigated, tons per year)

Scenario
Existing Conditions (2010)

ROG
1,794.6

NOx
4,057.9

PM10
1,166.3

PM2.5
607.8

CO
16,426.5

SOx
16.8

General Plan Buildout
(unmitigated, 2030)
Net Increase

1,665.1

1,432.3

1,890.8

895.3

12,261.0

29.3

(129.5)

(2,625.6)

724.6

287.5

(4,165.5)

12.5

SJVAPCD Significance Threshold

10

10

15

15

N/A

N/A

Exceed Threshold?

No

No

Yes

Yes

No

No

Source: URS, 2012.

Since air quality protection and improvement is a major focus of the 2030 General Plan, the Air
Quality Element includes goals and policies that would reduce air emissions from on-road vehicles,
agricultural sources, and area sources. Table 7-6 includes goals and policies from the 2030 General
Plan that communicate the County’s intention to protect and improve air resources within the
county.
Table 7-6

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies That Would Result in
Decreased Air Emissions

Goal or Policy
Air Quality Element
Goal AQ-2

Policy AQ-2.1:
Air Quality Plan Compliance
Policy AQ-2.2:
Development Review Process
Policy AQ-2.3:
Cumulative Impacts

Policy AQ-2.4:
Mitigation

2030 Merced County General Plan
Recirculated Draft PEIR

Goal or Policy Text
Mitigate local and regional significant
air quality impacts of projects through
the CEQA process.

Require all development projects to
comply with applicable regional air
quality plans and policies.
Use the development review process to
achieve measurable reductions in
greenhouse gas emissions.
Encourage the reduction of cumulative
air quality impacts produced by projects
that are not significant by themselves,
but result in cumulatively significant
impacts in combination with other
development.
Require that local and regional air
quality impacts identified during CEQA
review for projects reviewed and
approved by the County are
consistently and fairly mitigated.
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How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
States the County’s goal to reduce
emissions by requiring evaluation and
mitigation of air emissions during
project review, and compliance with the
air regulations of regional, state, and
federal agencies.
Would reduce emissions by requiring
compliance with the air regulations of
regional, state, and federal agencies.
Would reduce emissions by requiring
evaluation and mitigation of air
emissions during project review.
Would reduce emissions by requiring
evaluation and mitigation of air
emissions during project review.

Would reduce emissions by requiring
evaluation and mitigation of air
emissions during project review.
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Table 7-6

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies That Would Result in
Decreased Air Emissions

Goal or Policy
Policy AQ-2.5:
Innovative Mitigation Measures

Policy AQ-2.7:
Air District Best Performance
Standards

Goal AQ-3

Policy AQ-3.1:
Automotive Trip Reduction.
Policy AQ-3.2:
Clean Fleet Vehicles

Policy AQ-3.3:
Teleconferencing
Policy AQ-3.4:
Infrastructure for
Teleconferencing
Goal AQ-4

Policy AQ-4.1:
Decrease Vehicle Miles Traveled
Policy AQ-4.2:
Increasing Road Capacity

Merced County
July 2013

Goal or Policy Text
Encourage innovative mitigation
measures and project redesign to reduce
air quality impacts by coordinating with
the San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution
Control District, project applicants, and
other interested parties.
Require the County to use the Best
Performance Standards adopted by
SJVAPCD during the development
review and decision-making process to
ensure new projects meet the targets set
by the district.
Improve air quality through improved
public facilities and operations and to
serve as a model for the private sector.
Prepare and implement an automotive
trip reduction plan for County
employees.
Require vehicle replacement practices
that prioritize the replacement of older
higher-emission vehicles and the
purchasing of the lowest emission
technology vehicles, consistent with
cost-effective management of the
program.
Use teleconferencing in lieu of
employee travel to conferences and
meetings when feasible.
Develop state-of-the-art
communication infrastructure to
support telecommuting and secure
software programs to allow
telecommuting by County employees.
Reduce traffic congestion and vehicle
trips through more efficient
infrastructure and support for trip
reduction programs.
Require diverse, higher-density land
uses (e.g., mixed use and infill
development) to decrease VMT.
Increase the efficiency of the existing
road network prior to constructing
additional capacity. These measures
could include: modifying intersections
using turn restrictions or
channelization, where feasible; and
redirecting truck traffic during peak
hours.
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How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Would permit alternative methods of
mitigating emissions and furthering air
quality goals.

Would reduce emissions by requiring
compliance with the air regulations of
regional, state, and federal agencies.

States the County’s goal to act as a
model for private employer efforts to
reduce air emissions.
Would reduce emissions by reducing
vehicle trips and VMT.
Would reduce emissions by replacing
older, polluting vehicles in the County
fleet with new reduced-emissions
vehicles.

Would reduce emissions by reducing
vehicle trips and VMT.
Would reduce emissions by reducing
vehicle trips and VMT.

States County’s goal to improve air
quality by reducing vehicle trips and
VMT, and by emphasizing the
efficiency of the transportation system.
Would reduce emissions by reducing
vehicle trips and VMT.
Would reduce emissions by improving
traffic flow, decreasing wait times, and
improving traffic speeds.
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Table 7-6

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies That Would Result in
Decreased Air Emissions

Goal or Policy
Policy AQ- 4.3:
Public Transit Use Incentives
Policy AQ-4.4:
Transportation Alternatives

Policy AQ-4.5:
Public Education and Awareness
Policy AQ-4.6:
Non-Motorized Transportation
Policy AQ-4.7:
Planning Integration
Goal AQ-6

Policy AQ-6.1:
Particulate Emissions from
Construction

Policy AQ-6.2:
PM10 Emissions from County
Roads
Policy AQ-6.3:
Paving Materials

Policy AQ-6.4:
Agricultural Best Management
Practices

2030 Merced County General Plan
Recirculated Draft PEIR

Goal or Policy Text
Prepare incentives and programs to
encourage use of public transit and
decrease vehicle miles traveled.
Require employers and developers to
provide employees and residents with
attractive, affordable transportation
alternatives, such as transit stops, van
pool pick-up and drop-off locations,
and biking paths/storage.
Support programs that educate the
public regarding the impact of
individual transportation, lifestyle, and
land use decisions on air quality.
Encourage non-motorized
transportation corridors within and
between communities.
Require land use, transportation, and air
quality planning to be integrated for the
most efficient use of resources and a
healthier environment.
Improve air quality in Merced County
by reducing emissions of PM10 , PM2.5,
and other particulates from mobile and
non-mobile sources
Support the SJVAPCD’s efforts to
reduce particulate emissions from
construction, grading, excavation, and
demolition to the maximum extent
feasible and consistent with State and
Federal regulations.
Require PM10 emission reductions on
County-maintained roads to the
maximum extent feasible and consistent
with State and Federal regulations.
Require all access roads, driveways, and
parking areas serving new commercial
and industrial development to be
constructed with materials that
minimize particulate emissions and are
appropriate to the scale and intensity of
use.
Encourage agricultural operations to
incorporate Best Management
Practices, such as paving roads,
screening cropland with windbreaks,
limiting tilling and grading on highwind days, and changing harvesting
equipment, to reduce PM10 emissions
consistent with State and Federal
regulations.
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How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Would reduce emissions by reducing
vehicle trips and VMT.
Would reduce emissions by reducing
vehicle trips and VMT.

Would reduce emissions by reducing
vehicle trips and VMT.
Would reduce emissions by reducing
vehicle trips and VMT.
Would reduce emissions by reducing
vehicle trips and VMT.
States County’s goal to reduce
emissions of fugitive dust, thereby
improving air quality, public health and
scenic quality.
Would reduce fugitive dust emissions
during construction operations by
vigorous enforcement of existing
regional, state, and federal regulations,
and through the County’s development
review process.
Would reduce fugitive dust emissions
originating from County-maintained
roads by compliance with existing
regional, state, and federal regulations.
Would reduce fugitive dust emissions
by requiring appropriate paving
materials.

Would reduce fugitive dust emissions
originating from agricultural operations
by encouraging compliance with
existing regional, state, and federal
regulations and BMPs.
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Table 7-6

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies That Would Result in
Decreased Air Emissions

Goal or Policy

Goal or Policy Text

Policy AQ-6.5:
Industrial Best Management
Practices

Require industrial facilities to
incorporate economically feasible Best
Management Practices and control
technology to reduce PM10 emissions
consistent with State and Federal
regulations.
Source: Merced County, 2011; Planning Partners, 2012.

How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Would reduce fugitive dust emissions
originating from industrial operations
by encouraging compliance with
existing regional, state, and federal
regulations and BMPs.

Improvements in motor vehicle exhaust controls would result in a net decrease in Merced County’s
emissions of ROG, NOx, and CO between 2010 and 2030 (and only a minor increase in SOx).
Implementation of the policies cited in Table 7-3 would further reduce emissions of ROG, NOx,
CO, and SOx beyond reductions achieved from improvements in motor vehicle exhaust controls.
Because emissions with implementation of the 2030 General Plan would be less than existing
emissions for ROG, NOx, and CO, and the Air Basin is in attainment for SOx, this would be a lessthan-significant impact.
Significance of Impact: Less than significant.
Mitigation Measures: None required.
Impact AQ-3:

Increase in operational emissions of PM 10 and PM 2.5 associated with
General Plan buildout.

As compared to 2010 levels, buildout of the 2030 General Plan would generate long-term
operational emission increases of PM10 and PM2.5 from on-road vehicles, agricultural sources, and
area sources that exceed the SJVAPCD’s significance thresholds. This would be a potentially
significant impact.
As Table 7-5 shows, implementation of the proposed 2030 General Plan would result in a net
increase in PM10 and PM2.5 in 2030 as compared to existing conditions (2010). This net increase
would substantially exceed the SJVAPCD’s 15 tons per year threshold for PM10 and PM2.5. The
emission increase is primarily due to the increase in VMT and area source emissions. Agricultural
emissions of PM10 and PM2.5 are projected to decrease. The increase in area source-related
PM10/PM2.5 is primarily due to emissions from wood stoves.
To minimize PM10 and PM2.5 emissions from wood stoves, the SJVAPCD has adopted Rule 4901,
Wood Burning Fireplaces and Wood Burning Heaters. This measure prohibits the installation of
wood stoves and heaters in residences when the residential density equals or exceeds two units per
acre. Rule 4901 also requires that all new wood stoves meet EPA certified Phase II emission
standards. Although Rule 4901 reduces emissions in urban areas, it has less effect in less densely
developed rural areas.
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The Merced County Air Quality Element includes several policies to reduce fugitive dust emissions
from motor vehicles and unpaved roadways, and from agricultural and industrial operations (see Table
7-6). Implementation of the measures summarized in Table 7-6, along with the new air quality policies
proposed for wood stoves, would reduce PM10 and PM2.5 emissions. Table 7-7 shows the mitigated
2030 PM10 and PM2.5 emissions, and Table 7-8 shows the net increase of PM10 and PM2.5 in 2030.
Table 7-7

General Plan Buildout PM10 and PM2.5 Emissions (mitigated, tons per year)

General Plan Buildout (2030)
On-Road Vehicle Travel

PM10
1245.1

PM2.5
279.1

Area Source Emissions

164.21

158.07

Agricultural Emissions

11.0

11.0

Totals (mitigated)
448.17
1,420.2
Notes: Mitigated emission estimates assume 0.62% reduction in on-road vehicle miles traveled and associated PM10
and PM2.5 emissions (KD Anderson & Associates 2011). Mitigated area source emissions assume 50 percent
decrease in wood stove emissions by 2030. This 50 percent reduction assumes no new wood stoves would be
installed in new residences and a 50 percent reduction in wood stove emissions from existing residences.
Source: URS, 2012.

Table 7-8

Net Increase in PM10 and PM2.5 Emissions from 2010 to 2030 (mitigated,
tons per year)
PM10
1,166.3
1,420.2
253.9
15
Yes

Scenario
Existing Conditions (2010)
General Plan Buildout (mitigated, 2030)
Net Increase
SJVAPCD Significance Threshold
Exceed Threshold?
Source: URS, 2012.

PM2.5
607.8
448.17
-159.63
15
No

While PM2.5 emissions would not exceed SJVAPCD significance criteria and would be considered
less than significant, because the increase in emissions of PM10 would exceed SJVAPCD significance
criteria, this would be a potentially significant impact.
Significance of Impact: Potentially significant.
Mitigation Measure AQ-3a:
Amend Policy AQ-2.2: Development Review Process, as follows:
Use the development review process to achieve measurable reductions in criteria
pollutants, toxic air contaminants, and greenhouse gas emissions.
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Mitigation Measure AQ-3b:
Add the following policy:
Policy AQ-6.6: Prohibition on Wood Stoves
Prohibit wood stoves and wood burning heaters in all newly constructed residences
in unincorporated Merced County that have access to natural gas. Natural gas stoves
have substantially lower PM10 and PM2.5 emissions as compared to wood stoves.
Mitigation Measure AQ-3c:
Add the following policy:
Policy AQ-6.7: Stove Replacement
Require owners of residences with existing wood stoves, or wood burning heaters or
fireplaces to remove such wood appliances, upgrade existing stoves to meet EPA
certified Phase II emission standards, or replace existing wood stoves with natural
gas fired stoves upon sale. or major reconstruction of the residence that exceeds 75
percent of the assessed value of the structure prior to reconstruction. if the residence
has access to natural gas. Merced County shall establish a program to collect and
destroy any existing wood stoves that have been removed by residents.
Mitigation Measure AQ-3d:
Add the following policy:
AQ-6.8: Voluntary Emissions Reduction Agreement
Require all project applicants, where project emissions have been evaluated to exceed
SJVAPCD significance thresholds, to consult with the SJVAPCD regarding the
establishment of a Voluntary Emissions Reduction Agreement between the applicant
and the SJVAPCD. Support the SJVAPCD in its efforts to fund the Emission
Reduction Incentive Program.
Environmental Effects of Measures: Because these mitigation measures would result in the
additional reduction of air emissions arising from the development of urban uses and infrastructure
identified in the 2030 General Plan, there would be no additional impacts beyond those identified
for such development in Chapters 5 through 22 of this Draft PEIR.
Level of Significance after Mitigation: Significant and unavoidable.
The existing general plan policies described in Table 7-6, combined with amended policy AQ-2.2
and proposed policies AQ-6.6 and AQ-6.7, would further reduce PM2.5 emissions. Mitigation
Measure AQ-3b goes one step further than SJVAPCD Rule 4901 by preventing installation of any
wood burning device if a new residence has access to natural gas. Mitigation Measure AQ-3c would
require replacement of existing wood stoves upon home sale with either an EPA-certified wood
stove or with a natural gas stove (also not required by Rule 4901). Mitigation Measure AQ-3d would
require applicants for development projects to consult with the SJVAPCD to reduce their emissions.
However, the effectiveness of the consultation and the applicant’s compliance with a Voluntary
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Emissions Reduction Agreement are unknown. Even with implementation of these measures
however, the net increase in 2030 PM10 emissions as shown in Tables 7-7 and 7-8 would still exceed
the SJVAPCD’s PM10 significance threshold of 15 tons per year (primarily from increased PM10
emissions from increased travel by on-road vehicles whose control measures are outside of the
jurisdiction of Merced County). Therefore, there would be a significant and unavoidable PM10
impact.
Impact AQ-4: Increase in Carbon Monoxide concentrations at congested intersections.
Buildout of the 2030 General Plan, despite increasing VMT and area source activity level, would not
increase overall CO emissions. Consequently, CO impacts would be less than significant.
Cumulative buildout of the 2030 General Plan would increase VMT by 102 percent by 2030. At the
same time, average CO emissions per vehicle are projected to decrease 85 percent by 2030 (ARB
2011b). The decrease in CO emissions would outweigh the increase in VMT, resulting in a net
reduction in countywide CO emissions from vehicles. Even though total CO emissions would
decrease countywide, there is the potential that increases in local trip generation could increase CO
concentrations at congested intersections. However, buildout of the 2030 General Plan is not
expected to result in violations of the state or federal CO standards because of the general
downward trend in CO emissions from vehicles, and because no CO violations have been recorded
in Merced County in over 20 years (ARB 2011c). Because implementation of the 2030 General Plan
would not result in violations of CO standards, this impact would be less than significant.
Significance of Impact: Less than significant.
Mitigation Measure: None required.
Impact AQ-5:

Increase in health risks associated with locating sensitive receptors near high
volume roads.

The 2030 General Plan has the potential to expose sensitive receptors to substantial concentrations
of toxic air contaminants (TAC) because it allows residences to be built near high volume roads.
This would be a potentially significant impact because of the potential health risks to residents from
TAC exposure.
As set forth above, ARB research has substantiated that exposure to high levels of TACs poses
health risks to sensitive populations. Air toxics sources include: high traffic freeways and roads,
distribution centers, rail yards, ports, refineries, chrome plating facilities, dry cleaners, and large gas
dispensing facilities. Air toxic sources generate high levels of diesel particulate matter emissions and
other cancer causing chemicals. ARB recommends that local jurisdictions adopt land use policies so
that sensitive land uses are located a minimum of 500 to 1,000 feet from sources of TACs. Where
this minimum separation is not achievable, ARB recommends that local jurisdictions perform health
risk assessments to determine the cancer risk potential of individual land use proposals locating an
air toxics source (e.g., high volume freeway) close to a sensitive land use (e.g., residential uses) (ARB
2005).
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ARB has developed guidance recommending that sensitive land uses such as residences, daycare
centers, and schools be located 500 feet or more from any roads with traffic volumes exceeding
50,000 vehicles/day (ARB 2005). In Merced County, Interstate 5 and State Route 99 are the two
roads with average daily traffic near or exceeding these volumes (California Department of
Transportation 2011).
Several areas within unincorporated Merced County were identified as having proposed residential
land use designations adjacent to these roads. They include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

Atwater City Planning Area
Delhi Urban Community
Fox Hills Urban Community
Franklin-Beachwood Urban Community
Santa Nella Urban Community
Delhi Rural Residential Center
Franklin-Beachwood Rural Residential Center
McSwain Rural Residential Center

The Merced County Air Quality Element includes several policies designed to limit human exposure
from sources of hazardous air emissions as indicated in Table 7-9.
Table 7-9

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to Hazardous
Air Emissions and Human Exposure

Goal or Policy

Goal or Policy Text

Air Quality Element
Goal AQ-5

County residents are protected from toxic
air pollutants and noxious odors from
industrial, manufacturing, and processing
facilities, and agricultural operations.
Policy AQ-5.1:
Require effective buffers between
Residential Buffers
residential land uses and non-residential
land uses that generate hazardous air
emissions such as highways, trucking
centers, gasoline dispensing facilities, and
dry cleaners.
Policy AQ-5.2:
Require new air pollution point sources
New Point Sources
such as, but not limited to, industrial,
manufacturing, and processing facilities to
be located an adequate distance from
residential areas and other sensitive
receptors.
Source: Merced County, 2011; Planning Partners, 2012.
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How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
State County’s goal to protect
residents from TACs and odors.
Ensures adequate buffer zones
between sources of toxic air
contaminants/odors and residential
land uses.
Ensures adequate buffer zones
between sources of toxic air
contaminants/odors and residential
land uses.
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The foregoing policies would act to reduce the potential that residences and other sensitive uses
could be sited in areas affected by TACs. However, the land uses designated by the 2030 General
Plan indicate that sensitive uses could be constructed adjacent to high volume roadways within the
county. Because the implementation of the proposed 2030 General Plan could result in the
construction of residences and other sensitive land uses near high volume roadways that would be a
source of hazardous air pollutants, this would be a potentially significant impact.
Significance of Impact: Potentially significant.
Mitigation Measure AQ-5a:
Implement Mitigation Measure AQ-3a: Amend Policy AQ-2.2: Development Review Process.
Mitigation Measure AQ-5b:
Amend Policy AQ-5.1: Residential Buffers, as follows:
Require effective buffers between residential and other sensitive land uses, and nonresidential land uses that generate hazardous air emissions such as highways (e.g., I-5
and SR-99), trucking centers, gasoline dispensing facilities, and dry cleaners.
Effective buffers shall be determined by requiring consultation with the SJVAPCD
for any project that may have a health risk impact, including those projects that
would otherwise appear to be exempt from CEQA requirements.
Environmental Effects of Measures: Because these mitigation measures would result in the
reduction of exposure to hazardous air emissions arising from the development of urban uses and
infrastructure identified in the 2030 General Plan, there would be no additional impacts beyond
those identified for such development in Chapters 5 through 22 of this Draft PEIR.
Level of Impact with Mitigation: Less than significant.
By requiring residential buffers, prohibiting sensitive uses from locating near generators of TACs,
and requiring that development review evaluate and mitigate any adverse effects, the combination of
amended General Plan Policy AQ-5.1 and amended Policy AQ-2.2 would reduce health risks to
sensitive receptors that could potentially be located near high volume roads. This would be a lessthan-significant impact.
Impact AQ-6:

Increase in health risks associated with locating sensitive receptors near
sources of odors and/or toxic air contaminants emitted by industrial,
commercial, and agricultural land uses.

The 2030 General Plan has the potential to expose sensitive receptors to substantial concentrations
of TACs and odors because it could allow such receptors to be located in close proximity to sources
of TACs and odors. Because of the proposed 2030 General Plan policies and existing programs that
would avoid exposure to odors and TACs, this would be a less-than-significant impact.
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ARB has developed guidance recommending that sensitive land uses such as residences, daycare
centers, and schools be separated from industrial and heavy commercial land uses (ARB 2005).
Several areas in Merced County have residential land use designations that are adjacent to land uses
designated for industrial and/or commercial development. These include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Atwater City Planning Area
Merced City Planning Area
Delhi Urban Community
Hilmar Urban Community
Planada Urban Community
Ballico Rural Center
Dos Palos Y Rural Center
Volta Rural Center

Dos Palos City Planning Area
Castle Urban Community
Franklin-Beachwood Urban Community
Le Grand Urban Community
Winton Urban Community
Cressey Rural Center
Snelling Rural Center
Franklin-Beachwood Rural Residential Center.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

Major sources of odors in unincorporated Merced County include confined animal facilities
(feedlots, dairies, poultry ranches) and agricultural processing and packing plants. Odors may arise
both from operations of these facilities, and the application of manure and post-processing
vegetable and fruit residues to agricultural fields. Agricultural Processing plants where the County
has received odor complaints or where operations are similar to those facilities where the County
has received complaints, include:
Western Merced County
•
•
•

Morning Star Packing (Volta, tomatoes)
Liberty Packing (Volta, tomatoes)
Ingomar Packing (north of Volta on
Ingomar Grade, tomatoes)

Eastern Merced County
•
•

Hilmar Cheese (SR 165, north of Hilmar, cheese)
Dole Foods (Bellevue Road, west of Atwater)

Confined animal facilities are located throughout the county, and may be sources of odors and
TACs in rural areas. The locations and situations cited above present potential land use conflicts that
could expose residents to odors, TACs, and associated health risks.
No federal or state laws exist for odor emissions; regulation is achieved through County ordinances,
and enforcement is based upon complaints. For confined animal facilities, Merced County uses a
setback approach to odor nuisance control, requiring setbacks between animal confinement facilities
and other uses of 0.5 mile for urban areas and uses, and 1,000 feet for isolated rural residences. The
SJVAPCD Guide for Assessing Air Quality Impacts (SJVAPCD 2002) concludes that odor-producing
facilities or activities located within one mile of sensitive receptors (i.e., hospitals, schools, and
residential areas) are candidates for a more detailed investigation due to a greater possibility of
nuisance. However, SJVAPCD’s Nuisance Rule 4102 specifically exempts dairies from nuisance
requirements, and thus the SJVAPCD has interpreted that more detailed odor studies do not apply
to dairies. Additionally, the Merced County Planning Department has established designated
windsheds, and the County zoning code requires permits from the Planning Department based on
the location of a confined animal facility with respect to off-site dwellings. An administrative permit
is required in areas where there are no more than five off-site dwellings within the project windshed,
and a Conditional Use Permit (CUP) is required in areas where there are more than five off-site
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dwellings within the project windshed, or where the facility is located within 0.5-mile of an urban
boundary or sensitive use area.
Goal AQ-5 of the 2030 General Plan Air Quality is designed to protect county residents from TACs
and noxious odors generated by agricultural operations, and industrial, manufacturing, and
processing facilities. Air Quality Element Policy AQ-5.1 (see Table 7-9) is designed to ensure
effective buffers between residential land uses and non-residential land uses that generate hazardous
air emissions, such as highways, trucking centers, gasoline dispensing facilities, and dry cleaners. In
addition, Air Quality Element Policy AQ-5.2 requires new point sources of air pollution to be
located an adequate distance from residential areas and other sensitive receptors. These two policies
are designed to protect residences and sensitive populations from exposure to excessive levels of
pollutants. These policies would reduce potential health and odor impacts associated with sources
of such emissions.
Additionally, Merced County has developed several policies designed to maintain compatibility
between agricultural land uses and urban areas (see Table 7-10).
Table 7-10

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to
Agricultural Buffer Zones

Goal or Policy

Goal or Policy Text

Agricultural and Urban Area Compatibility
Goal AG-3
Minimize conflicts between productive agricultural areas
and urban land uses, and discourage the parcelization and
conversion of large agricultural holdings into rural
residential parcels or urban uses.
Policy AG-3.2:
Requires buffers between proposed non-agricultural uses
Agricultural Buffer
and adjacent productive agricultural operations to protect
farms, dairies, and agriculturally-related production
facilities from conflicts with non-agricultural uses,
specifically residential development.
Policy AG-3.3:
Establish agricultural buffer standards based on type of
Agricultural Buffer
agricultural operation to be applied to residential
Standards
development proposals adjacent to productive agricultural
land and agricultural-related facilities.
Policy AG-3.4:
Require a minimum 200-foot buffer between new
Residential Buffers
residential development and existing agricultural
from Agriculture
operations, and establish design/maintenance guidelines
for developers and property owners.
Policy AG-3.9:
Require new or expanded confined animal facilities to be
New Confined Animal
located, at a minimum:
a) One-half miles from any Rural Center or Urban
Facility Location
Community boundary; residentially-designated or
Requirement
zoned property; sensitive uses such as schools,
hospitals, jails, federal wildlife areas, and public parks;
or concentrations of five or more off-site residences.
This does not include areas for municipal uses such as
wastewater treatment facilities, airports, or solid waste
recycling or disposal facilities located outside of urban
areas, and
b) One thousand feet from any off-site residence, unless
there is written permission from the off-site property
owner.
Source: Merced County, 2011; Planning Partners, 2012.
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How the Goal or Policy
Avoids or Reduces Impact
Ensure adequate buffer
zones between agricultural
sources and non-agricultural
land uses.
Ensure adequate buffer
zones between agricultural
sources and non-agricultural
land uses.
Ensure adequate buffer
zones between agricultural
sources and residential land
uses.
Ensure adequate buffer zones
between agricultural sources
and residential land uses.
Ensure adequate buffer
zones between agricultural
sources and residential land
uses.
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The policies listed in Table 7-9, combined with those listed in Table 7-10, in concert with existing
County regulations of odors from confined animal facilities would minimize TAC and odor impacts
associated with buildout of the 2030 General Plan by requiring evaluation and mitigation of such
effects, and by establishing appropriate buffer areas between sensitive uses and sources of odors and
TACs. For these reasons, this would be a less-than-significant impact.
Significance of Impact: Less than significant.
Mitigation Measure: None required.
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BIOLOGICAL RESOURCES

This chapter provides an evaluation of the potential biological resources effects of implementing the
proposed 2030 Merced County General Plan (2030 General Plan). 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 Plan may result in degradation of biological
resources.
The following environmental assessment includes a review of biological resources potentially
affected by the implementation of the 2030 General Plan, including existing habitat for sensitive
plant and wildlife species known to occur or that potentially occur in the planning area. Existing
biological resources in the project area were determined by a review of existing documents
pertaining to the natural resources of the county, and data provided by the United States Fish and
Wildlife Service (USFWS), the California Department of Fish and Game (CDFG), California Native
Plant Society (CNPS), and Merced County.
This analysis also includes a review of applicable regulations and programs that provide for the
protection of special-status species and sensitive habitats, and an assessment of the potential impacts
of implementing the proposed 2030 General Plan. Potential impacts related to biological resources
were determined by comparing potential changes in land use resulting from the 2030 General Plan
to the existing conditions based on California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) assessment
criteria.
This section also includes a discussion of mitigation measures necessary to reduce impacts to a lessthan-significant level where feasible.

8.1 SETTING
The environmental and regulatory setting of Merced County with respect to biological resources is
described in detail in the General Plan Background Report (Merced County 2007; updated 2012).
That document is incorporated by reference into this Recirculated Draft PEIR pursuant to State
CEQA Guidelines Section 15150 as though fully set forth herein. The updated Background Report
document is available for download from the Merced County General Plan website at:
http://www.co.merced.ca.us/index.aspx?NID=1971.
Printed copies of the Background Report may also be viewed during standard business hours (8:30
a.m. to 4:30 p.m.), Monday through Friday, at the Merced County Community and Economic
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.

8.1.1 ENVIRONMENTAL SETTING
Discussion in the Background Report of the biological resources setting describes the key features
that make Merced County’s habitats among the most unique and pristine in California.
The Background Report’s discussion of existing biological resources conditions in the county
includes the following topic areas:
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Existing Conditions (South West; West Central; East Central and North East Zones).
Primary habitat types within the South West zone include alkali desert scrub habitat, annual
grassland and steep oak woodland-savannah. This zone supports federally designated critical habitat
for California red-legged frog (federal threatened/California species of special concern) and
California tiger salamander (federal endangered/California species of special concern), and the most
northerly known self-sustaining San Joaquin kit fox population. Primary habitat types in the South
West zone include approximately 27 percent of the inland freshwater marsh area in the state, and
one of the most concentrated waterfowl habitats in the western United States. East Central Merced
County is a predominately agricultural region, with very important state and federal wildlife refuges
that preserve or recreate remnants of the original ecosystem: marshland, valley alkali shrub, and
vernal pool grassland. North East Merced County includes the largest block of pristine, high-density
vernal pool grassland habitat remaining in California, and critical habitat has been designated in this
portion of the county for several species.
Habitat Challenges. Many of the wildlife species supported by the county’s natural communities
have experienced decreasing numbers due to the encroaching development of urban and agricultural
uses. Many development projects in Merced County have involved disturbance or destruction of
natural communities such as grasslands, or grasslands interspersed with vernal pools. Subdivision of
agricultural lands, ranchette development, and other habitat fragmentation has reduced the nesting
and foraging habitat available to the Swainson’s hawk, a California threatened species, and other
raptors. Development in the county may also adversely affect upland species such as San Joaquin kit
fox, blunt-nosed leopard lizard, and the giant kangaroo rat (Vollmar 2002).
Rare and Endangered Species and Their Habitats. Merced County supports habitat for 24
species listed as threatened or endangered under the state or federal Endangered Species Acts (see
Figure 8-1). Many of these species rely on special habitats present in Merced County, including
cismontane alkali marsh, valley freshwater marsh, great valley cottonwood riparian forest, northern
claypan vernal pool, northern hardpan vernal pool, sycamore alluvial woodland, valley sacaton
grassland, and valley sink scrub. Pursuant to the Federal Endangered Species Act (FESA), the
USFWS designated a total of 147,638 acres in Merced County as critical habitat for listed vernal pool
crustaceans (longhorn fairy shrimp, conservancy fairy shrimp, vernal pool fairy shrimp, and vernal
pool tadpole shrimp) and vernal pool plants (Hoover’s spurge, fleshy owl’s clover, Colusa grass,
Greene’s tuctoria, hairy Orcutt grass, and San Joaquin Orcutt grass) in August 2005 (50 CFR part
17). At that time, the USFWS also designated a total of 32,963 acres in Merced County as critical
habitat for the Central population of the California tiger salamander. In August 2006, the USFWS
designated a total of 12,176 acres in Merced County as critical habitat for the California red-legged frog.
Major Habitat Types.
• Annual Grassland. Annual grassland is a common plant community, both regionally and
statewide. It stabilizes soils, protects watersheds from erosion, and provides forage for
wildlife and livestock. Other grassland types found in Merced County include vernal pool
grassland and valley scaton grassland.
• Wetlands. Major wetland types in Merced County include freshwater marsh, inland
freshwater marshland, valley freshwater marsh, cismontane alkali marsh, ephemeral
drainages and creeks, lacustrine wetlands (shallow and vegetated, e.g. marshes and ponds),
palustrine wetlands (deep and unvegetated, e.g. lakes), vernal pool grasslands, and tailings
wetlands (see Figure 8-2).
2030 Merced County General Plan
Recirculated Draft PEIR

8-2

Merced County
July 2013

SOURCE: Merced County, 2012; CNDDB, 2012
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Figure 8-1
Special Status Species Occurrences in Merced County

SOURCE: Merced County, 2012; USFWS, 2012; NWI, 2012

Merced County General Plan Update

Figure 8-2
Wetland Resources of Merced County

Biological Resources

•
•

•

•

•

Alkali Sinks and Scrublands. Alkali or salt-laden environments in Merced County include
alkali desert scrub, valley alkali scrub, and valley sink scrub.
Vernal pools. Vernal pools in Merced County are rich in species composition, and contain
many species that are found nowhere else (see Figure 8-3). The most threatened ecosystem
in the state, vernal pools are vulnerable to destruction because they most often occur on flat,
easily developed, and easily accessible land. Vernal pool habitats in Merced County include
vernal pools and swales, northern claypan vernal pool, and northern hardpan vernal pools.
Woodlands. Woodlands in Merced County include foothill oak woodland, juniper
woodland, riparian woodland, steep oak woodland savannah, great valley cottonwood
riparian forest, and sycamore alluvial woodland. Woodland habitats provide essential
breeding, foraging, and cover for most of the wildlife species common to the region.
Rivers and Streams. The three major rivers in Merced County are the San Joaquin, the
lower Merced, and the Chowchilla (see Figure 8-6). The portion of the lower San Joaquin
River that courses through central Merced County is one of the least disturbed sections of
the river. The lower Merced River is mostly intact, with some segments providing better
habitat than others. The Chowchilla River has been largely dewatered since the 1975
construction of the Buchanan Dam. Numerous creeks and tributaries to the major rivers, as
well as agricultural drainages, flow through the county and also provide habitat for fish and
other aquatic organisms. The major creeks include: Bear Creek, Black Rascal Creek,
Deadman Creek, Dutchman Creek, Dry Creek, Garzas Creek, Los Banos Creek, Miles
Creek, Mud Slough, Owens Creeks, Quinto Creek and Romero Creek. The major irrigation
canals include: Delta Mendota Canal, San Luis Canal (California Aqueduct), Outside Canal,
and the Helm Parallel Main Canals.
Lakes and Reservoirs. There are three major deep palustrine lakes in Merced County
including: Lake Yosemite, the San Luis Reservoir, and O’Neill Forebay.

Special Status Species. As of December 2011, 46 special status plant species (including 10 that are
state or federal listed) and 907 special status animal species (including 14 22 that are state or federal
listed) have been recorded in Merced County. These species are summarized in tables and discussed
further in the Background Report.
Invasive Species. Invasive species, such as yellow star thistle, Himalayan blackberry, and tree of
paradise, have spread in many habitats throughout Merced County. They have had a deleterious
effect on nesting and foraging quality for wildlife.
Critical Habitats: There are units of three federally designated critical habitats in Merced County,
one that supports vernal pool wetland flora and invertebrates, and two that support wetland
amphibians, as follows:
•
•
•

Vernal Pool Plant and Invertebrates: Units 14 B through K; Units 15 H through J.
California Tiger Salamander: Units 8, 9, 10, 13, and 14 (see Figure 8-4).
California Red Legged Frog: Units 1A and 1B (see Figure 8-5).

Also, in August 2010, a petition was filed to establish Critical Habitat for San Joaquin kit fox (CBD
Petition to USFWS 2010).
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Figure 8-3
Vernal Pool Plant and Invertebrate Critical Habitat in Merced County

SOURCE: Mintier Harnish, 2010
Planning Partners, 2010
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Figure 8-4
California Tiger Salamander Critical Habitat in Merced County

SOURCE: Mintier Harnish, 2010
Planning Partners, 2010
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Figure 8-5
California Red Legged Frog Critical Habitat in Merced County

Merced County General Plan Update
SOURCE: Merced County, 2012; USFWS, 2011; CDFG, 2006

Figure 8-6
Rivers, Creeks, and Major Habitat Areas in Merced County

Biological Resources

Preferred Foraging and Nesting Habitat for Special Status Species. Preferred nesting habitat
for sensitive avian species in Merced County include: valley oak, Fremont cottonwood, walnut, and
large willow trees. Preferred foraging crops for raptors typically include alfalfa, fallow fields, beet,
tomato, other low growing row or field crops, and dry-land and irrigated pasture, cereal grain crops,
and rice land during the non flooded period.

SUMMARY OF MAJOR BACKGROUND REPORT FINDINGS
The major findings of the Background Report with respect to biological resources are set forth
below.
•

Merced County supports habitat for 141 rare, threatened, and endangered species, including
19 federally-listed (threatened or endangered) species and 20 state-listed (rare, threatened, or
endangered) species. Several species are both state and federal listed. Special habitats
mapped in Merced County include: cismontane alkali marsh, valley freshwater marsh, great
valley cottonwood riparian forest, northern claypan vernal pool, northern hardpan vernal
pool, sycamore alluvial woodland, valley sacaton grassland, and valley sink scrub.

•

Merced County contains over 20 percent of all the wetlands remaining in California.
Wetlands in Merced County are considered the most important wintering area for waterfowl
in the entire nation. Internationally, significant numbers of migrating shorebirds over-winter
or travel through protected wetlands reserves in the county.

•

The South West portion of the county includes the foothills of the Diablo Coast Range, the
San Luis Reservoir, O’Neill Forebay, the Los Banos Reservoir, and an important riparian
corridor along Los Banos Creek. Primary habitat types within this broad region include alkali
desert scrub habitat, annual grassland, and steep oak woodland-savannah. This portion of
Merced County supports federally designated critical habitat for California red-legged frog
(FT/CSC) and California tiger salamander (FE/CSC). Recent studies have shown that the
area south of Santa Nella (south of State Route [SR] 152 and west of Interstate 5) supports
the most northerly known self-sustaining San Joaquin kit fox population, although there is
little evidence of kit fox north of Santa Nella (ESRP 2009).

•

The West Central portion of the county includes about 87,500 acres of grassland marsh,
representing approximately 27 percent of the inland freshwater marsh area in California. The
core of this marsh area includes approximately 40,000 acres of wetlands that support one of
the most concentrated waterfowl habitats in the western United States, and are considered
the most important wintering area for waterfowl in the United States (USFWS 2005b). The
Grasslands Ecological Area in Central Merced County consists of over 179,000 acres of
grassland, including wetlands, and 51,000 acres of upland in federal, state, and private
ownership. It was designated on February 4, 2005 as one of 22 Wetlands of International
Importance in the United States. West of Los Banos is a highly valued unique California
habitat in the upper drainage of Los Banos Creek. This alluvial, sycamore tree riparian zone
is important habitat to many wildlife species. Once degraded, this habitat cannot be recreated.

•

The San Joaquin River runs southeast-northwest through the center of the county, and has
been mostly dewatered by several structures that divert the river’s water into irrigation
canals. These include diversions at Sack Dam and the Sand Slough Control Structure. In
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2009, the first restoration flows resulting from San Joaquin River Restoration Program
legislation were released from Friant Dam, and in March 2010, San Joaquin River flows from
Friant Dam reached the river’s confluence with the Merced River. The portion of the lower
San Joaquin River that courses through central Merced County is one of the least disturbed
sections of the river.
•

East Central Merced County is a predominately agricultural region in an area that was once
marshland, valley alkali shrub and vernal pool grassland. Very important riparian, marshland,
sloughs, restored and created wetlands, and vernal pool habitats remain preserved in this
portion of the county. Many of these habitats are protected within the Volta Wildlife Area,
the North Grasslands Wildlife Area, the Los Banos Wildlife area, the San Luis National
Wildlife Refuge, and the Merced National Wildlife Refuge.

•

North East Merced County is especially rich in biological resources, owing in part to its
alluvial terrace landscape. Merced County contains the largest block of pristine, high-density
vernal pool grassland habitat remaining in California. Over 125,000 acres of intact vernal
pool-grassland habitat in eastern Merced County support many unique plant and wildlife
species. Approximately 20,000 acres of this habitat is under conservation easement. Critical
Habitat has been designated in this portion of the county for California tiger salamander
(FE/CSC), vernal pool fairy shrimp (FT), Conservancy fairy shrimp (FE), longhorn fairy
shrimp (FE), vernal pool tadpole shrimp (FE), succulent owl’s clover (FT/CE), Hoover’s
spurge (FT), Colusa grass (FT/CE), San Joaquin Orcutt grass (FT/CE), hairy Orcutt grass
(FE/CE), and Greene’s tuctoria (FE).

•

Invasive species have lasting impacts on ecosystems. Non-native annual grassland is one of
the most common plant communities in Merced County, and many areas are dominated by
invasive species such as yellow star thistle. Some riparian areas in Merced County are
dominated by non-native invasive species, such as Himalayan blackberry and tree of
paradise.

•

Effects of global climate change on habitats, and on plant and wildlife populations and their
ranges, are highly variable. As Sierra Nevada winter snowfall and snowpack diminishes and
snowmelt occurs earlier in the year, winter flood events may be more frequent. Human
population growth and increasing urbanization in Merced County, combined with a drying
trend and a shift in the seasonal pattern of precipitation, will further decrease the amount of
fresh water available to aquatic ecosystems. As precipitation patterns change and become
more erratic, wildfires will become more frequent and intense, destroying and degrading
habitats and impacting species. Many native plant species may die out in the Central Valley
while non-native plant species thrive in a warmer climate, leading to greater invasive species
infestations. Regional fish species may be heavily impacted by the hydrological changes
imposed by the regional effects of global climate change. Amphibian and reptile species are
highly sensitive to and respond strongly to changes and variability in air and water
temperature, precipitation, and the length of time and seasonality of water presence in their
environments. Migrating birds are appearing in the Central Valley earlier in the spring and
leaving later for their fall migratory departures. Many small mammals in California have
shifted their ranges dramatically, mostly to higher elevations, in response to ecosystem
changes such as rising air temperatures.
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8.1.2 REGULATORY SETTING
Biological resources (special-status species and habitats) are managed by a network of federal, state,
and local agencies responsible for implementing specific regulations. The regulatory setting as
described in the Background Report includes the following federal, state, and local agencies that are
responsible for administering key laws and regulations that relate to biological resources:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

United States Army Corps of Engineers (Corps)
United States Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS)
National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS)
California Resources Agency
California Department of Fish and Game (CDFG)
State Water Resources Control Board (SWRCB)
Merced County
Resource Conservation Districts (RCD) (East Merced Resource Conservation District;
Grassland RCD; Gustine-Romero RCD; Los Banos RCD, and; San Luis RCD)

The specific policies and regulations of these agencies governing biological resources can be found
in the Merced County General Plan Background Report, Chapter 8, Natural Resources, Section 8.4,
Biological Resources. State and federal laws, regulations and plans related to biological resources
include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Rivers and Harbors Act of 1899, Section 10 (33 USCA Sections 401 to 413)
Federal Water Pollution Control Act, Sections 401, 404 (33 USCA Sections 1251 to 1387)
Federal Endangered Species Act, Sections 7, 9, 10 (16 USCA Sections 1531 to 1544)
Fish and Wildlife Coordination Act (16 USCA Sections 661 to 666(c))
Food Security Act of 1985 (16 USCA Sections 3821 to 3822)
Protection of Wetlands Executive Order (Executive Order 11990)(1977)
Migratory Bird Treaty Act of 1918 (16 USCA 703-711)
Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act (16 USCS Section 668)
State Endangered Species Act (Fish and Game Code Sections 2050 to 2116)
State Streambed Alteration Program (Fish and Game Code Sections 1600 to1616)
State Native Plant Protection Act of 1977 (Fish and Game Code Sections 1900 to 1913)
Porter-Cologne Water Quality Control Act (California Water Code Section 13170)
Natural Community Conservation Planning Act of 1991 (Fish and Game Code Sections
2800 to 2840)
Oak Woodlands Conservation Act (Fish and Game Code Sections 1360 to 1372)
California Wetlands Conservation Policy Order (Executive Order W-59-93)(1993)
Open Space Easement Act (Government Code Sections 51050 to 51065)
Open Space Easement Act of 1974 (Government Code Sections 52170 to 51097)
Conservation Easements Law (Civil Code Sections 815 to 816)
Open Space Constitutional Amendment (Cal. Const. Article XXVIII)
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•

Open Space Maintenance Act (Government Code Sections 50575 to 50628)
Open Space Zoning Act (Government Code Sections 65910 to 65912)
Recreational Trails Act (Public Resources Code Section 5076)
Recovery Plan for Upland Species of the San Joaquin Valley (USFWS, 1998)
Draft Recovery Plan for the Giant Garter Snake (USFWS, 1999)
Recovery Plan for the California Red-Legged Frog (USFWS, 2002)
Recovery Plan for Vernal Pool Ecosystems of California and Southern Oregon (USFWS,
2005)
Draft Recovery Plan for the Evolutionary Significant Units of Sacramento River Winter-Run
Chinook Salmon and Central Valley Spring-Run Chinook Salmon and the Distinct
Population Segment of the Central Valley Steelhead (NMFS, 2009)
San Joaquin River Restoration Program (SJRRP, 2006)
Merced River Corridor Restoration Program (Stillwater Sciences, 2002)

8.2 ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS
The biological resources analysis evaluates whether implementation of the proposed 2030 General
Plan could result in adverse affects to biological resources. Potential effects due to subdivision to
the minimum parcel size within agricultural lands as allowed by the existing Merced County 2000
General Plan and zoning regulations are evaluated in Impacts AG-5 and AG-6 within Chapter 6,
Agricultural and Forestry Resources, of this Draft PEIR.

8.2.1 SIGNIFICANCE CRITERIA
The following criteria have been established to quantify the level significance of an adverse effect
being evaluated pursuant to State CEQA Guidelines Appendix G: Environmental Checklist Form,
Section IV. Biological Resources. Implementation of the 2030 General Plan would result in a
significant biological resources impact if the Plan would:
•

•

•

•

•
•

Have a substantial adverse effect, either directly or through habitat modifications, on any
species identified as a candidate, sensitive, or special-status species in local or regional plans,
policies or regulations, or by USFWS, NMFS, or CDFG. (IV.a)
Have a substantial adverse effect on any riparian habitat or other sensitive natural
community identified in local or regional plans, policies, regulations, or by CDFG or
USFWS. (IV.b)
Have a substantial effect on federally protected wetlands as defined by Section 404 of the
Clean Water Act (including, but not limited to marsh, vernal pool, coastal, etc.) through
direct removal, filling, hydrological interruption, or other means. (IV.c)
Interfere substantially with the movement of any native resident or migratory fish or wildlife
species or with established native resident or migratory wildlife corridors, or impede the use
of native wildlife nursery sites. (IV.d)
Conflict with any local policies or ordinances protecting biological resources such as a tree
preservation policy or ordinance. (IV.e)
Conflict with the provisions of an adopted Habitat Conservation Plan, Natural Community
Conservation Plan, or other approval local regional or state habitat conservation plans. (IV.f)
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8.2.2 ANALYSIS METHODOLOGY
The biological resources evaluation includes a review of biological resources potentially affected by
the implementation of the 2030 General Plan project, and the total buildout envisioned under the
Plan. The impact assessment was based on information available from various existing planning
documents and database searches, as well as on the standards of significance described above. The
assessment discusses potential impacts that could occur upon implementation of the proposed 2030
General Plan. Impacts were determined by comparing existing habitat baseline data and sensitive
species associations to the proposed General Plan Land Use policies and Land Use Diagram, and by
determining effects that could occur through future development.
To determine the estimated amount of wildlife habitat, and specifically the amount of designated
critical habitat, sensitive habitats, and locations where special status species have been recorded that
would be converted to or impacted by incompatible uses under the proposed 2030 General Plan, an
inventory of all mapped habitats and species occurrences within each urban area (City Planning
Area, Urban Community) boundary was completed. Using Geographic Information Systems (GIS),
polygons representing proposed new development within designated urban areas were projected
over mapped sensitive habitats and special status species occurrences. Additional spatial analysis
included intersecting mapped habitat types within the county, such as vernal pool grassland, wildlife
foraging areas (including row crops and grazing lands), and riparian areas, with existing wildlife
refuges and government lands, to determine the extent of important habitat without existing
protection. All mapping was based on GIS datasets available from the Merced County Association
of Governments (MCAG), CDFG, CAL FIRE, and USFWS. The California Natural Diversity
Database (CDFG 2011) and the Soil Survey of the Merced Area (USDA 2007) were used to support
the land cover mapping. Relevant documents included the Existing Conditions sections of the San
Joaquin River Restoration Program Environmental Impact Report/Environmental Impact
Statement (EIR/EIS) (SJRRP 2011), Conservation of San Joaquin Kit Foxes in Western Merced
County (ESRP 2009), and the San Luis Reservoir State Recreation Area Resource Management Plan
EIR/EIS (USBR and CDPR 2005). These documents were also consulted for current survey results.
The total acreage of sensitive biological resources with the potential to be affected by development
was calculated by determining the amount of sensitive habitat, critical habitat, or special status
species within urban area boundaries where growth would be directed under the 2030 General Plan.
The analysis does not include the remaining unincorporated areas of the county because these areas
do not have a confined boundary necessary for determining impacts to biological resources.
Potential unquantifiable biological resource impacts could occur within the remaining
unincorporated area related to the establishment of new towns as permitted by the 2030 General
Plan, and from the development of scattered rural residential uses, agriculturally related industries,
and surface mines.

8.2.3 ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS
The following discussion examines the potential impacts of the proposed project based on the
impact threshold criteria described above.
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Impact BIO-1:

Adverse effects to special status species and sensitive habitats due to the
conversion of farmlands and open space.

Land uses and development consistent with the proposed 2030 General Plan could result in adverse
effects, either directly or indirectly, on special status plant and animal species, and sensitive and critical
habitats in Merced County. While the 2030 General Plan would protect the habitat in rural areas via
various General Plan goals and policies, because the 2030 General Plan would allow for some
conversion of farmlands and other open space areas to non-agricultural use to accommodate future
residential growth and other developed uses, and the infrastructure improvements necessary to serve
such uses, this would be a potentially significant impact.
Land uses and development consistent with the proposed 2030 General Plan could result in adverse
impacts on special-status species, or essential habitat for special status species, in Merced County. As
indicated in Table 8-1, numerous special status species are known to occur within or near areas
planned for development. Any development within areas that are currently allocated for developed
uses, such as the designated urban areas identified for new growth in the 2030 General Plan, could
result in impacts to special status species. Additionally, the development of scattered rural residential
uses, agriculturally-related industries, energy facilities, and surface mines could also result in
unquantifiable biological resource impacts. Where there are direct impacts to special status species,
indirect impacts would occur as well. Indirect impacts may include habitat modification, increased
human/wildlife interactions, habitat fragmentation, encroachment by exotic weeds, and area-wide
changes in surface water flows and general hydrology due to the development of previously
undeveloped areas.
Habitat Modification
Implementation of the proposed 2030 General Plan could result in the disturbance, degradation, and
removal of grassland, wetland, woodland, and riparian habitat, which are defined as critical and/or
sensitive habitat. Table 8-1 identifies the extent of sensitive biological communities that could be
converted or disturbed by designated urban area development. Riparian habitats and waters of the
U.S., including wetlands, are considered to be sensitive natural communities by CDFG. In addition,
the Corps and CDFG have a “no net loss” policy for jurisdictional wetland features.
Development of previously undeveloped land for residential and nonresidential uses could directly
modify the habitat of special status species through construction activities, such as grading and tree
removal, as well as development effects such as increased impervious surfaces. Habitat modification
could also include increased human presence and fragmentation, as discussed below.
The 2030 General Plan identifies approximately 19,776 acres within designated urban areas that
could be developed with implementation of the 2030 General Plan. According to the California
Department of Conservation Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program (FMMP) data as of 2008,
and based on urban and rural residential land use classifications, approximately 5,092 acres of urban
development has already occurred within these existing urban designated areas. This leaves 14,683
undeveloped acres that are expected to be converted to urban uses upon buildout of each urban
designated area. Even if sensitive habitats are not mapped within undeveloped land, any
development within agricultural areas, undeveloped areas, and underdeveloped areas could result in
impacts to special-status species. For example, conversion of field crops or orchards to developed
uses would result in less foraging habitat for special status birds of prey. Table 8-1 summarizes the
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total acres of developable land, developed land, remaining undeveloped land, and the sensitive
biological resources within each designated urban area.
Table 8-1

Summary of Impacts to Sensitive Biological Resources within Merced
County 2030 General Plan Designated Urban Development Areas
Total
Acres

Developed
Acres

Remaining
Undeveloped
Acres

Designated Community Areas (Urban Areas)1
Delhi
2,470
1,369
1,101
Franklin /
Beachwood
Hilmar

Sensitive Biological Resources
Designated
Critical
Habitat

Sensitive
Habitat

0

None known

809

621

188

0

None known

1,252

682

571

0

Le Grand

458

290

169

0

Planada

735

443

292

0

2,848

452

2,397

0

Merced River
(indirect)
Vernal pool
grassland
Miles Creek
riparian
Annual
grassland

326

89

237

1 mi from
VP CR*

Vernal pools
Riparian

Winton
University
Community

1,211
2,131

911
60

300
2,071

0
3 ac VP CR
34 ac CTS
CR

None known
Vernal pool
grassland

Villages at
Laguna San
Luis

6,305

285

6,020

0

Annual
grassland

Fox Hills

1,231

0

1,231

0

Annual
grassland

Santa Nella

Snelling

Special Status Species

Merced kangaroo rat, Merced
monardella
None known
None known
Vernal pool fairy shrimp,
vernal pool tadpole shrimp
None known
California red legged frog,
burrowing owl, Swainson’s
hawk, northern harrier,
California horned lark, San
Joaquin kit fox
Pallid bat, San Joaquin pocket
mouse
None known
California tiger salamander,
burrowing owl, vernal pool
fairy shrimp, midvalley fairy
shrimp, succulent owl’s clover,
California linderiella, shining
navarretia, Colusa grass,
Merced phacelia
California red legged frog, San
Joaquin kit fox, Blunt nosed
leopard lizard, Burrowing owl,
Ferruginous hawk
California red legged frog, San
Joaquin kit fox

Total
19,776
5,092
14,683
* VP CR : federally designated Vernal Pool Critical Habitat
* CTS CR: federally designated California Tiger Salamander Critical Habitat
1
Only designated community areas where growth would be directed under the 2030 General Plan are listed. Other
communities in the county are not listed because of low growth potential or a limited amount of land available for
development. These communities include: Ballico, Celeste, Cressey, Dos Palos Y, Volta, Snelling, and El Nido.
Source: Merced County GIS Data, 2011; Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program, 2012; Planning Partners, 2012.
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As shown in Table 8-1, only the buildout of the University of California, Merced (UC Merced) and
the associated University community would impact designated critical habitat. Twelve special status
species have also been documented within the development boundaries of UC Merced and the
University Community. These impacts have been addressed in environmental documents prepared
for these projects (UC Merced/University Community EIS/EIR 2009). Development in Fox Hills,
Santa Nella, and the Villages at Laguna San Luis in the Southwest Zone have the potential to impact
California red legged frog and San Joaquin kit fox, as well as burrowing owl, Swainson’s hawk,
northern harrier, and California horned lark. These projects have also been evaluated in project-level
environmental documents (Fox Hills Community EIR [EMC Planning] 2006; Santa Nella EIR [The
Planning Center 2000]; Villages at Laguna San Luis EIR [EDAW 2007]). Development in Cressey or
Snelling could have adverse impact on riparian habitats along the Merced River, and/or on vernal
pool habitats. Blue elderberry shrubs along the Merced River in these areas could support valley
elderberry longhorn beetle, a federally threatened species.
However, this summary does not account for impacts to sensitive biological resources that may
occur over time due to habitat fragmentation as a result of rural-residential development, or
agriculturally-related industry, energy facilities, or mining development that may occur outside
unincorporated designated community areas. Although the majority of development would be
directed to cities’ sphere of influence areas and designated urban communities, additional growth
may occur outside of these areas in other smaller urban areas within the unincorporated county.
Therefore, while the 2030 General Plan would limit new development in unincorporated rural areas,
outside urban area boundaries, areas of wildlife habitat scattered among parcels within existing
unincorporated rural communities that have not yet been built out, may also be converted to urban
uses.
A key goal of the 2030 General Plan is to create a countywide land use pattern that focuses urban
growth towards designated urban areas. This strategy is intended to reduce the amount of
undeveloped land need to meet the county’s future land use needs when compared to a sprawling
growth pattern. Because there are over 536,200 total acres of row crops providing raptor forage;
450,000 acres of grazing/open space land providing forage land for many species; 275,700 acres of
vernal pool grasslands, and over 1,460 miles of rivers and creeks (~1,720 acres of riparian habitat)
that are not protected within public refuges or under conservation easements within the
unincorporated and incorporated portions of the county, it is reasonable to assume that total
buildout of the all urban or developed land uses designated in the 2030 General Plan Land Use
Diagram would have the potential to result in greater impacts than the conversion of known habitats
within only designated urban areas. This additional conversion of wildlife habitat would be
associated with scattered rural residential development within other designated, but smaller rural
communities, and as a result of some residential, agriculturally related industry, or mining
development within agricultural or open space lands. Table 8-2 summarizes broad habitat categories
subject to development in terms of current acreage and acreage that is preserved within government
lands (e.g., wildlife refuges, state parks, etc.).
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Table 8-2

Summary of Undeveloped Land with Wildlife Habitat Value in Merced County

Land Use Type

Habitat Value

2006 Acreage

Row crops
Grazing/open space
(non vernal pool grassland)
Vernal pool grassland

Forage for raptors
Forage and migration for
wildlife
Unique habitat for
sensitive species
Rare and important habitat
for sensitive species

537,716 acres
505,524 acres

Acreage Protected
within Government
Lands or Easement
1,470 acres
54,936 acres

336, 774 acres

61,064 acres

275,710 acres

1,697 linear miles
~2,000 acres
1,382,014a acres

228 linear miles
~280 acres
117,750 acres

1469 miles
~1720 acres
1,264,264 acres

Riparian
Total

Unprotected
536,246 acres
450,588 acres

Note: a Total exceeds area of county due to inconsistencies of classifying land use types among the data sources used.
Sources: Merced County GIS Data, 2006; Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program, 2008; Planning Partners, 2011.

Increased Human/Wildlife Interactions
Development of residential and non-residential uses, and the splitting of agricultural parcels would
result in increased human presence in areas formerly uninhabited by humans. Additionally,
development for residential uses of previously undeveloped land can expose species to impacts from
feral and unconfined pets.
Habitat Fragmentation and Edge Effects
As shown in Table 8-2, only a small portion (18 percent of vernal pool grassland and riparian areas)
of the habitat within the 2030 General Plan planning area that may support or is occupied by
special-status species is currently preserved within state and federal wildlife refuges, or under
perpetual conservation easement. These and other important habitat areas are currently
interconnected with areas of open space, and rural and agricultural uses that generally have limited
impacts on plant and wildlife species in Merced County. Development within these areas could
fragment available habitat, potentially leading to an increased concentration of wildlife and a
concurrent increase in disease. Development in designated urban area boundaries consistent with
the 2030 General Plan could result in pockets of conserved habitat that are no longer connected by
streams and open space, resulting in indirect impacts for species diversity and movement within the
county.
Encroachment by Exotic Weeds
Generally, landscaping installed as part of development in Merced County has relied heavily on
exotic, non-native plant species (ornamentals) for decoration. However, some of these species can
spread to natural areas, causing native plant life to be replaced by exotic species. Construction
activities, grading, and other ground or vegetation-clearing disturbances can eliminate the native
plant population and allow invasive non-native species to become established. As native plants are
replaced by exotic species, indirect impacts to the habitat of listed species would occur, such as
modification or degradation of habitat.
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Changes in Hydrologic Conditions
As development occurs, surface water flows and overall hydrology in creeks, rivers, and other
waterways are altered due to an increase in impermeable surfaces through, for example, the
placement of building materials and paving over permeable surfaces. In addition, surface water flows
could be modified by changes in surface flow due to the installation of point source stormwater
discharge infrastructure, as well as from the introduction of drainage flows during seasons when
waterways and wetland features are typically dry. Some biological communities that contain habitat
for special-status species could be indirectly impacted by such changes. For example, vernal pools
and other seasonal wetlands survive within a rigid set of soil, water, and climatic conditions.
Alteration of current inundation and desiccation regimes due to altered hydrology could substantially
alter the characteristics of seasonal wetland habitat, resulting in loss or degradation of habitat in
developed and undeveloped areas of Merced County.
Mercury in Mining Wastes.
Mercury and other heavy metals were used to extract gold during the dredging processes used during
the Gold Rush. As a result, residual mercury has been found within dredge tailings in mined areas in
several areas of central and northern California, including along the Merced River in the vicinity of
Snelling. According to sampling studies assessing the distribution of mercury in the Merced River,
there was significant residual mercury in the sampled dredged tailings as compared to background
levels in undredged sites. However, while mercury levels in fine sediments were below or within the
range of the natural background levels for the Central Valley, the residual mercury could be released
into the environment during mining operations or the development of urban uses and supporting
infrastructure. This released mercury may impact exposure and bioaccumulation levels in the lower
Merced River’s aquatic food web, including within special status fish species.
Analysis
The federal government, the State of California, and Merced County all have programs intended to
protect rare, threatened, and endangered species. Merced County has proposed new and additional
policies that would protect sensitive habitat in the 2030 General Plan. However, there are several
policies in the 2030 General Plan that have the potential to result in the loss of habitat (Table 8-4).
During public outreach for the 2030 General Plan, the community identified the importance of
special status species, including the critical habitat that exists in Merced County to support them.
The community identified goals that aim to protect special status species within the county. Goals
and policies from the 2030 General Plan that state the County’s intent to minimize impact to
sensitive species and critical habitat are shown in Table 8-3.
Table 8-3

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to Habitat
Preservation

Goal or Policy
Land Use Element
Policy LU-3.4:
New Rural Residential Center
Prohibition
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Goal or Policy Text
Prohibit the creation of any new Rural
Residential Centers in the unincorporated
county.

8-19

How the Goal or Policy Avoids
or Reduces Impact
Minimizes impacts to sensitive
habitat and species by prohibiting
the creation of new rural residential
centers that could be located on or
near sensitive habitats.
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Table 8-3

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to Habitat
Preservation

Goal or Policy
LU-4.4:
Efficient Development

LU-4.7:
Wildlife Refuge Separation

LU-5.B.4:
Integrate Natural Features

Goal or Policy Text
Require efficient and environmentally sound
development, which minimizes impacts on
sensitive habitat/species, protects water
quality and supply, and provides adequate
circulation, within Rural Centers.
Do not allow rural commercial and
industrial uses within a half mile of either
State or Federal wildlife refuges when it is
determined there could be a significant
impact to natural resources or habitat.
Emphasize each community’s natural
features as the visual framework for new
development and redevelopment.

How the Goal or Policy Avoids
or Reduces Impact
Focuses attention on minimizing
impacts to sensitive habitat and
species.
Creates a buffer between wildlife
refuges and commercial and
industrial uses, reducing the impact
on the edge of the refuge.
Encourages the preservation of
trees, streams and other habitat
within urban areas.

LU-5.F.1:
New Urban Community Size
and Location Requirements

Only accept applications for the
establishment of additional new Urban
Communities if they… b) contain few
wetlands or significant natural resources.

Avoids establishment of new urban
communities in areas with more
than a few wetlands or significant
natural resources.

Policy LU-7.1:
Infill Development Focus

Encourage infill development to occur in
cities in order to maximize the use of land
within existing urbanized areas, minimize
the conversion of productive agricultural
land, and minimize environmental impacts
associated with new development.
Explore opportunities to coordinate
conservation planning efforts with the
University of California, Merced. This can
include the consolidation of conservation
planning data, the development of habitat
restoration plans, or the joint undertaking of
habitat restoration projects.
Continue to coordinate project review and
permitting activities with applicable State
and Federal regulatory agencies.

Minimizes impacts to sensitive
habitat and species by encouraging
development within existing urban
areas, and not within rural areas
that could be located on or near
sensitive habitats.
Encourages information sharing
and cooperative conservation with
UC Merced, which has conducted
many biological resources studies
and conservation plans within
Merced County.

Identify areas that have significant long-term
habitat and wetland values including riparian
corridors, wetlands, grasslands, rivers and
waterways, oak woodlands, and vernal pools,
and provide information to landowners.

Results in well-informed policy
makers and landowners regarding
valuable habitat, but does not
prevent conflict where habitat is
incompatible with agriculture and
urban development.

Identify and support methods to increase
the acreage of protected natural lands and
special habitats, including but not limited to,
wetlands, grasslands, and vernal pools,
potentially through the use of conservation
easements.
Preserve forests, particularly oak woodlands,
to protect them from degradation,
encroachment, or loss.

Results in well-informed policy
makers and regarding protected
natural lands and conservation
easement programs.

Policy LU-10.11:
Coordination with University of
California, Merced

Policy LU-10.12:
Coordination with State and
Federal Agencies
Natural Resources Element
Policy NR-1.1:
Habitat Protection

Policy NR-1.2:
Protected Natural Lands

Policy NR-1.3:
Forest Protection
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Advances consistent evaluation of
biological resources among the
County and State and Federal
regulatory agencies.

Focuses attention on preservation
of forests and woodlands.
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Table 8-3

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to Habitat
Preservation

Goal or Policy
Policy NR-1.4:
Important Vegetative Resource
Protection
Policy NR-1.5
Wetland and Riparian Habitat
Buffer
Policy NR-1.6:
Terrestrial Wildlife Mobility

Policy NR-1.7:
Agricultural Practices

Policy NR-1.8:
Use of Native Plant Species for
Landscaping
Policy NR-1.9:
Rural to Urban Redesignations

Policy NR-1.10:
Aquatic and Waterfowl Habitat
Protection

Policy NR-1.11:
On-Going Habitat Protection
and Monitoring
Policy NR-1.12:
Wetland Avoidance

Policy NR-1.13:
Wetland Setbacks

Merced County
July 2013

Goal or Policy Text
Minimize the removal of vegetative
resources which stabilize slopes, reduce
surface water runoff, erosion, and
sedimentation.
Identify wetlands and riparian habitat areas
and designate a buffer zone around each
area sufficient to protect them from
degradation, encroachment, or loss.
Encourage property owners within or
adjacent to designated habitat connectivity
corridors that have been mapped or
otherwise identified by the California
Department of Fish and Game or U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service to manage their lands in
accordance with such mapping programs.
Encourage agricultural, commercial, and
industrial uses and other related activities to
coordinate with environmental groups in
order to minimize adverse effects to
important or sensitive biological resources.
Encourage the use of native plant species in
landscaping, and, where the County has
discretion, require the use of native plant
species for landscaping.
Carefully consider the potential impacts on
significant habitats from new development
when redesignating land from a rural to an
urban use.
Cooperate with local, State, and Federal
water agencies in their efforts to protect
significant aquatic and waterfowl habitats
against excessive water withdrawals or other
activities that would endanger or interrupt
normal migratory patterns or aquatic
habitats.
Cooperate with local, State, and Federal
agencies to ensure that adequate on-going
protection and monitoring occurs adjacent
to rare and endangered species habitats or
within identified significant wetlands.
Avoid or minimize loss of existing wetland
resources by careful placement and
construction of any necessary new public
utilities and facilities, including roads,
railroads, high speed rail, sewage disposal
ponds, gas lines, electrical lines, and
water/wastewater systems.
Require an appropriate setback, to be
determined during the development review
process, for developed and agricultural uses
from the delineated edges of wetlands.
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How the Goal or Policy Avoids
or Reduces Impact
Focuses attention on preservation
of natural vegetation and its
environmental functions.
Requires designation of a buffer
zone around important habitat
areas.
Informs landowners and
encourages stewardship, but stops
short of suggesting wildlife friendly
fencing, undercrossings, culverts or
bridges.
Encourages coordination and
information sharing in an effort to
minimize impact to biological
resources.
Promotes native plant landscaping
which reduces the potential for
invasive and exotic non-native
species impacting habitat.
Encourages consideration in land
use redesignations, and draws
attention to the relative habitat
values of rural vs. urban land use.
Requires cooperation with agencies
regarding aquatic species and
habitats.

Requires cooperation with agencies
regarding ongoing habitat
protection and monitoring.
Minimizes adverse impact to
wetlands from public infrastructure
projects.

Minimizes adverse impact to
wetlands.
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Table 8-3

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to Habitat
Preservation

Goal or Policy
Policy NR-1.14:
Temporary Residential Uses
Policy NR-1.15:
Urban Forest Protection and
Expansion

Policy NR-1.16:
Hazardous Waste Residual
Repository Location

Policy NR-1.17:
Agency Coordination

Policy NR-1.19:
Merced River Restoration
Program Support
Policy NR-3.7:
Merced River Corridor Buffers

Policy NR-3.8:
Habitat Restoration and Buffer
Incentives

Policy NR-3.9:
Riparian and Critical Habitat
Protection

2030 Merced County General Plan
Recirculated Draft PEIR

Goal or Policy Text
Ensure that buildings and structures
approved for temporary residential use in
significant wetland areas are not converted
to permanent residential uses.
Protect existing trees and encourage the
planting of new trees in existing
communities. Adopt an Oak Woodland
Ordinance that requires trees larger than a
specified diameter that are removed to
accommodate development be replaced at a
set ratio.
Require new hazardous waste residual
repositories (e.g., contaminated soil facilities)
to be located at least a mile from significant
wetlands, designated sensitive species
habitat, and State and Federal wildlife
refuges and management areas.
Coordinate with private, local, State, and
Federal agencies to assist in the protection
of biological resources and prevention of
degradation, encroachment, or loss of
resources managed by these agencies.
Support the restoration efforts for the
Merced River consistent with the Merced
River Corridor Restoration Plan.
Encourage surface mining operations in
dredge tailing areas along the Merced River
corridor to design riparian vegetation
buffers consistent with the Merced River
Corridor Restoration Plan.
Support and encourage property owners and
surface mining operators to pursue one or
more of the following incentives:
a. State and Federal habitat restoration
funding for restoring wildlife habitat;
b. Conservation easements following
reclamation for restoring wildlife habitat;
and
c. Other local, State, and Federal incentives.
Protect or mitigate, in compliance with local,
State, and Federal requirements, areas of
riparian vegetation along rivers, streams, and
other habitats that support threatened,
endangered, or otherwise sensitive species.
This shall include:
a. Requiring mining operators that propose
mining operations that will have a
significant adverse impact on these
resources to mitigate to the fullest extent
that the California Environmental
Quality Act (CEQA) requires for such
8-22

How the Goal or Policy Avoids
or Reduces Impact
Prohibits permanent residential
development within wetlands.
Protects oak woodland within the
county.

Prohibits the location of hazardous
waste repositories near sensitive
biological resources.

Requires coordination with
agencies that manage biological
resources in the county.
Requires support of the Merced
River Corridor Restoration Plan.
Encourages the creation of riparian
buffers along the Merced River and
consistency with the Merced River
Corridor Restoration Plan.
Encourages private property
owners and mining operators to
restore habitat and the permanent
preservation of restored habitat.

Requires preservation or mitigation
of sensitive habitats at the sites of
surface mines.
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Table 8-3

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to Habitat
Preservation

Goal or Policy

How the Goal or Policy Avoids
or Reduces Impact

Goal or Policy Text

impacts and obtain the necessary State
and Federal permits prior to operation.
b. Encouraging mining operators that
impact natural resources to propose an
end use that will result in minimal loss of
resources.
c. Referring all surface mining applications
to the appropriate local, State, and
Federal agencies to coordinate project
design, mitigation, and reclamation
efforts.
Policy NR-3.12:
Ensure that strict control is maintained on
Sand and Gravel Extraction
sand and gravel extractions in streambed
Control
channels and within areas designated as
having sensitive habitat and open space
resources
Source: Merced County, 2011; Planning Partners, 2012.

Mandates strict controls on mining
operations in streams and other
sensitive habitats.

While multiple policies in the proposed 2030 General Plan related to special status species are
intended to preserve biological resources in the county, the Plan also includes policies that could
increase the loss of habitat. Table 8-4 includes the 2030 General Plan policies likely to reduce habitat
resources within the county.
Table 8-4

Merced County 2030 General Plan Policies That May Adversely Impact
Habitat

Policy
Land Use Element
Policy LU-1.5:
New Urban Communities

Policy LU-5.F.1
New Urban Community
Size and Location
Requirements

Merced County
July 2013

Policy Text
Consider the establishment of new Urban
Communities in areas off of productive
agricultural land (as defined in the General
Plan Glossary) which satisfy the policy
requirements under Goal LU-5.F, in order to
accommodate projected future growth.
Require that new communities can only be
proposed where they avoid the conversion of
productive agricultural land: Off the Valley
Floor - no more than 50 percent of the land
area can be classified as “productive
farmland” as defined in the General Plan; and
no more than 10 percent of the land area shall
be classified as “Prime” farmland on the
Statewide Important Farmland map; and On
the Valley Floor – no more than 10 percent
productive farmland.
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How Policy May Result in a Loss of
Habitat
This policy may encourage
establishment of new Urban
Communities into undeveloped or
underdeveloped land currently serving
as habitat for sensitive species.
This policy would result in conversion
of 0-50% of agricultural land.
Agricultural land is often foraging
habitat for sensitive species including
Swainson’s hawk and San Joaquin kit
fox.
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Table 8-4

Merced County 2030 General Plan Policies That May Adversely Impact
Habitat

Policy LU-7.3:
City Sphere of Influence
Expansions

Support city sphere of influence expansion
proposals when the city has demonstrated
there is an actual need for additional land to
accommodate planned growth and
documented a good faith effort to implement
an infill development program(s) to minimize
the conversion of productive agricultural land.

This policy may encourage expansion of
spheres of influence into undeveloped
or underdeveloped land currently
serving as habitat for sensitive species.

Policy NR-1.18:
San Joaquin River
Restoration Program
Support

Monitor the San Joaquin River Restoration
Program efforts to ensure protection of
landowners, local water agencies, and other
third parties.

Rather than support the San Joaquin River
Restoration Program and the protection
of the river and the habitat and species
reliant on the river, this policy focuses on
protection of third parties.

Source: Merced County, 2011; Planning Partners, 2012.

As set forth in Table 8-3, the proposed 2030 General Plan provides numerous policies that are
intended to protect biological resources by directing future development to existing urban areas in
the cities and the unincorporated county, by increasing the density of development permissible in
existing unincorporated urban areas (thereby reducing pressure to expand urban boundaries), and by
establishing buffer and other requirements to avoid the habitats of special status species. However,
proposed policies would still permit the loss of significant amounts of undeveloped and rural land to
developed uses within existing unincorporated urban areas and potential new towns, and in rural
areas developed with scattered rural residential uses, agriculturally related industries, and surface
mines. Since the effect of the new town policies would protect only an amount of rural land equal
to that lost, and no policy would result in an increase of rural or undeveloped land, proposed 2030
General Plan policies that would permit land conversion as indicated in Table 8-4 may result in the
loss of habitat.
Although Policies LU-10.12 and NR-1.17 require consultation with state and federal resource
protection agencies, no requirement of these policies would ensure that project-related biological
impacts would be evaluated and mitigated consistent with state and federal guidance and regulations,
including compliance with the existing “no net loss” of acreage and values policies of the state and
federal agencies. Even though the proposed policies would reduce much of the 2030 General Plan’s
adverse impact to sensitive species and habitats, because the County has not adopted any mitigation
standards and could permit the development of new towns, scattered rural residential uses,
agriculturally related industries, and surface mines in rural areas, this would be a potentially
significant impact.
Significance of Impact: Potentially significant.
Mitigation Measure BIO-1a:
Add the following policy:
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Policy NR-1.21: Special Status Species Surveys and Mitigation
Incorporate the survey standards and mitigation requirements of state and federal
resource management agencies for use in the County’s review processes for both
private and public projects.
Mitigation Measure BIO-1b:
Add the following program:
Program NR-E: Biological Resources Review Requirements
County biological resources review requirements should identify state and federal biological
significance thresholds and species-specific survey guidelines, and should include types of
survey reports, surveyor qualifications, countywide habitat classifications, foraging crop
habitat values, approved mitigation banks, and procedures to facilitate pre-consultation with
state and federal agencies. State and federal mitigation standards should be considered as
minimum County standards.
Submit results of biological resources assessments, surveys and proposed mitigation
measures to the appropriate state and federal agency as early in the review process as
practicable, to expedite and ensure regulatory consistency among local, regional, state, and
federal agencies with jurisdiction over such resources.
Mitigation Measure BIO-1c:
Add the following program:
Program NR-F: Ongoing Inventory of Open Space Resources
The County shall maintain an open space and conservation inventory to delineate those
areas that have significant open space or conservation value. Those areas include agricultural
lands, native pasture lands, parks and recreation areas, historic resources, scenic highways,
wetland, wildlife and vegetation habitat resources, mineral and energy resource areas, fire
hazard areas, geologic and flood hazard areas, noise impacted areas and other resource and
hazard areas.
Mitigation Measure BIO-1d:
Add the following program:
Program NR-G: Open Space Development Review System (OSDRS)
The Open Space Development Review System (OSDRS) is one of the primary
implementing tools of the County’s Open Space Action Plan. Through such a review
system, daily planning and permit approval decisions should reflect and implement
the adopted policies and development standards of the 2030 General Plan.
Other federal, state and local agencies also have responsibility for the protection,
maintenance and development of Open Space resources. The referral of projects and
consultation with appropriate responsible and trustee agencies is part of the
program.
Merced County
July 2013
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The system is intended for utilization both by developers in the design and building
of projects, and by planners and decision makers in review of projects for
conformance with County policy. The system is basically a process for assessing the
appropriateness of proposed developments, including their compatibility with
surrounding environmental constraints and resources. The general review system will
be organized in a (4) five step process. This process will be implemented in
conformance with the Sensitive Habitat Guidelines developed under Implementation
Program NR-D of this Element.
Whether or not a development is determined consistent with the Open Space Action
Plan (OSAP), it will be determined by the OSDRS process. This system of review
will be required of all projects for which a building permit or other entitlement is
necessary occurs such as a land division or use permit, as well as during policy and
ordinance amendment. The Community and Economic Development Department
has developed a four five-step process consisting of:
1) Basic Land Use Category, Service Determination and Zoning Zone Code Consistency,

and Community Service Availability Determination

2) Community Services Availability Determination Open Space Inventory Map and Data

Base Review
3) Demonstration by the permit applicant of consultation with the California Department
of Fish and Wildlife, the Central Valley Regional Water Quality Control Board, the State
Water Resources Control Board, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, National Marine
Fisheries Service, and/or the Army Corps of Engineers, and any water purveyor serving
the project area, as appropriate, to evaluate resources that could be affected by the
proposed action; and proof of issuance of permits by these agencies, as required
4) Environmental Determination
5) Land Use and Sensitive Resource Compatibility Determination
Mitigation Measure BIO-1e:
Add the following program:
Program NR-H: Open Space Acquisition Consideration as Part of the County
Annual Capital Improvement Program
The County annually prepares a Capital Improvement Program (CIP) as part of the
budgetary process. Under the Government Code, the Planning Commission is
required to determine if the CIP is consistent with the County General Plan,
including the Open Space related policies. As a component of this process,
acquisition of open space lands and resources will be considered.
The final approval of the CIP is by the Board of Supervisors.
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Mitigation Measure BIO-1f:
Add the following policy:
Policy NR-3.14: Residual Mercury Survey and Mitigation Requirement
Require the evaluation of existing mercury deposits within dredge tailings for mining,
urban development, and infrastructure projects located in the historic dredger tailings
along the Merced River or elsewhere in the county, and identify adequate mitigation
necessary to prevent the migration of mercury-containing sediments or fines to the
Merced River or its tributary waterways, or result in the contamination of adjacent
properties as a result of the construction process by severing all exposure pathways
that could result in the release of mercury into the aquatic environment.
Mitigation Measure BIO-1g:
Add the following policy:
Program NR-I: Agricultural Education Program
In a coordinated effort between the County Community and Economic Development
Department and the County Agricultural Commissioner, the County shall produce a
brochure or publication outlining the responsibilities of landowners in managing and
preserving sensitive environmental resources on their properties. The brochure shall set
forth state and federal regulatory requirements and permitting procedures, state and federal
agency contact information, and statutory penalties for noncompliance, including the loss of
commodity support and other assistance offered through the USDA. The brochures will be
made available at the offices of the County departments cited above, the County Building
Division counter, posted on the County’s website, and provided to the various Resource
Conservation Districts throughout the county for additional distribution.
Mitigation Measure BIO-1h:
Amend Policy LU-2.7, Rural Energy Production, as follows:
Allow the development of ethanol production, co-generation, solar, and wind facilities
in Agricultural and Foothill Pasture areas that produce renewable energy, support
agricultural-related industries, and/or use agricultural waste, provided that such uses
do not interfere with agricultural practices or conflict with sensitive habitats or other
biological resources.
Mitigation Measure BIO-1i:
Amend Policy NR-2.4, Solar Power, as follows:
Encourage on-site solar power use in residential, commercial, and industrial buildings,
and utility-scale solar power projects in rural locations that do not harm long-term
agricultural productivity and habitat values consistent with Policies AG-3.11 and LU2.7.

Merced County
July 2013
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Mitigation Measure BIO-1j:
Amend Program NR-C, GIS Mapping, as follows:
Update the existing Geographical Information System to include current protected
or designated habitat spatial information, including wildlife refuges, Grasslands
Focus Area (GFA) and Grasslands Ecological Area (GEA) boundaries, mitigation
banks, Williamson Act parcels, Habitat Connectivity Corridors, priority riparian
corridors, and habitat preserves.
Mitigation Measure BIO-1k:
Amend Program NR-D, Sensitive Habitat Guidelines, as follows:
Prepare and adopt guidelines and thresholds of significance pursuant to State CEQA
Guidelines Section 15064.7 for evaluating project impacts to identified sensitive
habitat, including a significance criterion for potential effects on habitat values within
Grasslands Ecological Area (GEA) boundaries. The guidelines shall be made available
for public comment prior to final adoption.
For discretionary projects within the boundaries of the GEA, the guidelines shall
require the preparation of an appropriate project-level CEQA document with a
review and evaluation of biological resources impacts at a level of detail
commensurate with the proposed project’s effects to such resources in addition to
implementation of the Open Space Development Review System. For nondiscretionary or ministerial projects within the GEA or GFA boundaries, the
Guidelines shall require the County to implement the Open Space Development
Review System, including referral to GRRWG as appropriate. The guidelines shall
recommend measures such as buffers, clustered development, project design
alterations, and transferable development rights, sufficient to protect sensitive habitats
from encroachment.
Mitigation Measure BIO-1l:1
Amend Policy LU-4.7, Wildlife Refuge Wetland Habitat Area Separation, as follows:
Do not allow rural commercial and industrial uses, secondary residences, and
ancillary agricultural uses within a half mile of either State or Federal wildlife
refuges, or managed wetlands within the Grasslands Ecological Area when it is
determined by the County that there could be an unmitigated impact to natural
resources or habitat.

1

Amended Policies LU-4.7 and LU-1.13 as set forth in Mitigation Measures BIO-1l and BIO-1m contain the same
language and requirements. To aid in the later administration and review of future projects, the policy appears both
in the Countywide Growth and Development subsection of the 2030 General Plan Land Use Element, as well as in
the Rural Center subsection of that Element.
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Mitigation Measure BIO-1m:
Add the following policy:
Policy LU-1.13, Wetland Habitat Area Separation
Do not allow rural commercial and industrial uses, secondary residences, and
ancillary agricultural uses within a half mile of either State or Federal wildlife refuges,
or managed wetlands with the Grasslands Ecological Area when it is determined by
the County that there could be an unmitigated impact to natural resources or habitat.
Mitigation Measure BIO-1n:
Add the following policy:
Policy LU-10.14: Consultation with Grassland Resources Regional Working
Group
Consult with the Grasslands Resources Regional Working Group during project
review and conservation planning efforts for projects within the boundaries of the
Grasslands Focus Area.
Mitigation Measure BIO-1o:
Amend Policy NR-1.7, Agricultural Practices, as follows:
Encourage agricultural, commercial, and industrial uses and other related activities to
coordinate consult with environmental groups in order to minimize adverse effects to
important or sensitive biological resources.
Mitigation Measure BIO-1p:
Amend Policy NR-1.17, Agency Coordination Consultation, as follows:
Coordinate Consult with private, local, State, and Federal agencies to assist in the
protection of biological resources and prevention of degradation, encroachment, or
loss of resources managed by these agencies.
Mitigation Measure BIO-1q:
Amend Policy NR-3.9, Riparian and Critical Habitat Protection, as follows:
Protect or mitigate, in compliance with local, State, and Federal requirements, areas of
riparian vegetation along rivers, streams, and other habitats that support threatened,
endangered, or otherwise sensitive species. This shall include:
a) Requiring mining operators that propose mining operations that will have a

significant adverse impact on these resources to mitigate to the fullest extent
that the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) requires for such
impacts and obtain the necessary State and Federal permits prior to operation.
b) Encouraging mining operators that impact natural resources to propose an

end use that will result in minimal loss of resources.
Merced County
July 2013
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c) Referring all surface mining applications to the appropriate local, State, and

Federal agencies to coordinate consult with the agencies regarding project
design, mitigation, and reclamation efforts.

Mitigation Measure BIO-1r:
Amend Policy LU-10.12, Coordination Consultation with State and Federal Agencies, as follows:
Continue to coordinate consult with applicable State and Federal regulatory agencies
during project review and permitting activities with applicable State and Federal
regulatory agencies.
Environmental Effects of Measures: Because these mitigation measures would result in the
additional protection of biological resources, and potentially lead to additional mitigation for effects
to such resources arising from the development of urban uses and infrastructure identified in the
2030 General Plan, there would be no additional impacts beyond those identified for such
development in Chapters 5 through 22 of this Draft PEIR.
Level of Significance After Mitigation: Significant and unavoidable.
One of the major policy themes of the proposed 2030 General Plan is the avoidance of potential
biological resource and other impacts of development within rural areas by guiding future urban
development to existing urban areas, and by establishing a number of policies to reduce the potential
effects of such development on sensitive biological resources. Implementation of Mitigation
Measures BIO-1a and BIO-1b would result in a further reduction in the potential for new
development and related infrastructure to result in adverse biological effects by aligning the County’s
standards and requirements with those of state and federal resource management agencies.
Mitigation Measures BIO-1c through BIO-1d reestablish the policies that support the County’s
Open Space Development Review System. Mitigation Measure BIO-1f addresses mercury issues
associated with past mining activities, and Mitigation Measure BIO-1g establishes a program to
educate land owners regarding their responsibilities under state and federal environmental laws.
New measures BIO-1h, and BIO-1i would strengthen resource protection by limiting potential land
uses in sensitive habitat areas or requiring full mitigation for potential effects to biological or other
open space resources. New measures BIO-1j, BIO-1k, and BIO-1n amend County procedures to
ensure that sensitive biological and other open space resources are considered in the County’s
project review processes. Amended measure BIO-1l and new measure BIO-1m increase habitat
protection by limiting developed land uses in the vicinity of sensitive habitats. New measures BIO1o through BIO-1r merely clarify the County’s obligation to consult with state and federal regulatory
agencies in assessing effects to biological resources and the development of mitigation for any
adverse effects. However, because proposed policies would still permit the loss of significant
amounts of undeveloped and rural land to developed uses within new towns, and from scattered
rural residential uses, agriculturally related industries, energy facilities, and surface mines, and
because the effect of proposed policies would protect only an amount of rural land equal to that
lost, implementation of the 2030 General Plan may result in the unmitigated loss of habitat. Thus,
this impact would be significant and unavoidable.
For an evaluation of the effect of a prohibition or limitation on new towns on biological resources,
see Chapter 21, Alternatives Analysis, of this Draft PEIR.
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Impact BIO-2:

Adverse effect on wetlands, riparian habitat, and other sensitive natural
communities.

Implementation of the proposed 2030 General Plan would lead to land conversion that could result
in the loss or degradation of wetlands and riparian habitats. This would be a potentially significant
impact.
Well-developed riparian forests and vegetation areas may be found on all perennial waterways of the
Central Valley floor. Large-scale restoration projects have been planned and partially implemented
on the Merced River and the San Joaquin River through Merced County. Actions related to these
projects are subject to their own environmental documents. Projects that result in the removal of or
disturbance to riparian habitat can cause substantial erosion and have deleterious impacts to wildlife
resources. A major cause of erosion within the riparian zone is equipment operation and storage
too close to the wetted channel. The area of habitat loss from urban development within designated
urban areas is set forth in Table 8-1, above. Additional losses of wetlands, riparian habitat, and
other sensitive natural communities could occur from the development of scattered rural residential
uses, agriculturally related industries, energy facilities, and surface mines.
Although impacts to riparian habitat may be small for individual projects, the incremental impacts
from grading and other construction activities that decrease habitat quality near waterways may
become significant when viewed on a countywide basis. The loss and/or degradation of riparian
habitat would be considered potentially significant on project-specific and cumulative levels.
However, measures may be incorporated into individual projects to reduce this impact.
Among other highly valuable and sensitive habitat resources, Merced County has a total of over
25,000 acres of mapped vernal pools, mostly within vernal pool grasslands in the center and the
eastern edge of the county. Much of this habitat is federally designated as Critical Habitat for vernal
pool ecosystems.
The federal government, the State of California, and Merced County all have programs intended to
protect wildlife habitat, and to prevent the conversion of sensitive habitat. Merced County has
proposed new and additional policies that would protect sensitive habitat in the 2030 General Plan.
However, there are several policies in the 2030 General Plan that have the potential to result in the
loss of habitat.
During public outreach for the 2030 General Plan, the community identified the importance of open
space and wildlife habitat, including the economic vitality of waterfowl hunting and wildlife related
recreation. The community identified goals that aim to preserve habitat within the County, and slow
the conversion of such lands to urban use. Table 8-5 includes goals and policies from the 2030
General Plan that state the County’s desire to maintain open space and wetlands, riparian habitat,
and other sensitive natural communities.
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Table 8-5

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to Wetlands,
Riparian Habitat, and Other Sensitive Natural Communities

Goal or Policy
Land Use Element
Policy LU-3.4:
New Rural Residential Center
Prohibition
Policy LU-4.4:
Efficient Development

Policy LU-4.7:
Wildlife Refuge Separation

Policy LU-5.B.4:
Integrate Natural Features
Policy LU-5.F.1:
New Urban Community Size and
Location Requirements
Policy LU-7.1:
Infill Development Focus

Policy LU-10.7:
Community Plan Evaluation

Policy LU-10.11:
Coordination with University of
California, Merced

Policy LU-10.12:
Coordination with State and Federal
Agencies

2030 Merced County General Plan
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Goal or Policy Text
Prohibit the creation of any new Rural
Residential Centers in the
unincorporated county.
Require efficient and environmentally
sound development, which minimizes
impacts on sensitive habitat/species,
protects water quality and supply, and
provides adequate circulation, within
Rural Centers.
Do not allow rural commercial and
industrial uses within a half-mile of
either State or Federal wildlife refuges
when it is determined there could be a
significant impact to natural resources
or habitat.
Emphasize each community’s natural
features as the visual framework for
new development and redevelopment.
Only accept applications for the
establishment of additional new Urban
Communities if they … b) contain few
wetlands or significant natural
resources.
Encourage infill development to occur
in cities in order to maximize the use of
land within existing urbanized areas,
minimize the conversion of productive
agricultural land, and minimize
environmental impacts associated with
new development.
Evaluate, during the update of the
county’s community plans, the
alternative of re-designating
undeveloped rural-residential areas to
the Urban Reserve designation to
support the efforts of the affected city
to achieve more efficient use of land
within its existing sphere of influence.
Explore opportunities to coordinate
conservation planning efforts with the
University of California, Merced. This
can include the consolidation of
conservation planning data, the
development of habitat restoration
plans, or the joint undertaking of
habitat restoration projects.
Continue to coordinate project review
and permitting activities with applicable
State and Federal regulatory agencies.

8-32

How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Limits development in
unincorporated areas, minimizing
impact on habitat in those areas.
Focuses attention on minimizing
impacts to sensitive habitat and
species.

Creates a buffer between wildlife
refuges and commercial and
industrial uses, reducing the impact
on the edge of the refuge.
Encourages the preservation of
trees, streams and other habitat
within urban areas.
Avoids establishment of new urban
communities in areas with more
than a few wetlands or significant
natural resources.
Promotes compact development and
minimizes impact to biological
resources.

Promotes urban in-fill, reducing the
sprawling growth pattern that
threatens natural habitat adjacent to
communities.

Encourages information sharing and
cooperative conservation with UC
Merced, which has conducted many
biological resources studies and
conservation plans within Merced
County.
Advances consistent evaluation of
biological resources among the
County and State and Federal
regulatory agencies.
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Table 8-5

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to Wetlands,
Riparian Habitat, and Other Sensitive Natural Communities

Goal or Policy
Natural Resources Element
Policy NR-1.1:
Habitat Protection

Policy NR-1.2:
Protected Natural Lands

Policy NR-1.3:
Forest Protection
Policy NR-1.4:
Important Vegetative Resource
Protection
Policy NR-1.5
Wetland and Riparian Habitat Buffer

Policy NR-1.6:
Terrestrial Wildlife Mobility

Policy NR-1.7:
Agricultural Practices

Policy NR-1.8:
Use of Native Plant Species for
Landscaping
Policy NR-1.9:
Rural to Urban Redesignations

Merced County
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Goal or Policy Text
Identify areas that have significant
long-term habitat and wetland values
including riparian corridors, wetlands,
grasslands, rivers and waterways, oak
woodlands, and vernal pools, and
provide information to landowners.
Identify and support methods to
increase the acreage of protected
natural lands and special habitats,
including but not limited to, wetlands,
grasslands, and vernal pools, potentially
through the use of conservation
easements.
Preserve forests, particularly oak
woodlands, to protect them from
degradation, encroachment, or loss.
Minimize the removal of vegetative
resources which stabilize slopes, reduce
surface water runoff, erosion, and
sedimentation.
Identify wetlands and riparian habitat
areas and designate a buffer zone
around each area sufficient to protect
them from degradation, encroachment,
or loss.
Encourage property owners within or
adjacent to designated habitat
connectivity corridors that have been
mapped or otherwise identified by the
California Department of Fish and
Game or U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
to manage their lands in accordance
with such mapping programs.
Encourage agricultural, commercial,
and industrial uses and other related
activities to coordinate with
environmental groups in order to
minimize adverse effects to important
or sensitive biological resources.
Encourage the use of native plant
species in landscaping, and, where the
County has discretion, require the use
of native plant species for landscaping.
Carefully consider the potential impacts
on significant habitats from new
development when redesignating land
from a rural to an urban use.
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How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Results in well-informed policy
makers and landowners regarding
valuable habitat, but does not
prevent conflict where habitat is
incompatible with agriculture.
Results in well-informed policy
makers and regarding protected
natural lands and conservation
easement programs.

Focuses attention on preservation of
forests and woodlands.
Minimizes removal of important
vegetative resources
Requires designation of a buffer
zone around important habitat areas.

Informs landowners and encourages
stewardship, but stops short of
suggesting wildlife friendly fencing,
undercrossings, culverts or bridges.

Encourages coordination and
information sharing in an effort to
minimize impact to biological
resources.
Promotes native plant landscaping
which reduces the potential for
invasive and exotic non-native
species impacting habitat.
Encourages consideration in land
use redesignations, and draws
attention to the relative habitat
values of rural vs. urban land use.
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Table 8-5

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to Wetlands,
Riparian Habitat, and Other Sensitive Natural Communities

Goal or Policy
Policy NR-1.10:
Aquatic and Waterfowl Habitat
Protection

Policy NR-1.11:
On-Going Habitat Protection and
Monitoring

Policy NR-1.12:
Wetland Avoidance

Policy NR-1.13:
Wetland Setbacks

Policy NR-1.14:
Temporary Residential Uses
Policy NR-1.15:
Urban Forest Protection and
Expansion

Policy NR-1.16:
Hazardous Waste Residual
Repository Location

Policy NR-1.17:
Agency Coordination

2030 Merced County General Plan
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Goal or Policy Text
Cooperate with local, State, and Federal
water agencies in their efforts to
protect significant aquatic and
waterfowl habitats against excessive
water withdrawals or other activities
that would endanger or interrupt
normal migratory patterns or aquatic
habitats.
Cooperate with local, State, and Federal
agencies to ensure that adequate ongoing protection and monitoring
occurs adjacent to rare and endangered
species habitats or within identified
significant wetlands.
Avoid or minimize loss of existing
wetland resources by careful placement
and construction of any necessary new
public utilities and facilities, including
roads, railroads, high speed rail, sewage
disposal ponds, gas lines, electrical
lines, and water/wastewater systems.
Require an appropriate setback, to be
determined during the development
review process, for developed and
agricultural uses from the delineated
edges of wetlands.
Ensure that buildings and structures
approved for temporary residential use
in significant wetland areas are not
converted to permanent residential uses.
Protect existing trees and encourage the
planting of new trees in existing
communities. Adopt an Oak Woodland
Ordinance that requires trees larger
than specified diameters that are
removed to accommodate development
be replaced at a set ratio.
Require new hazardous waste residual
repositories (e.g., contaminated soil
facilities) to be located at least a mile
from significant wetlands, designated
sensitive species habitat, and State and
Federal wildlife refuges and
management areas.
Coordinate with private, local, State,
and Federal agencies to assist in the
protection of biological resources and
prevention of degradation,
encroachment, or loss of resources
managed by these agencies.
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How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Requires cooperation with agencies
regarding aquatic species and
habitats.

Requires cooperation with agencies
regarding ongoing habitat protection
and monitoring.

Minimizes adverse impact to
wetlands from public infrastructure
projects.

Requires a wetland setback, but does
not specify a distance.

Prevents duck hunting blinds from
becoming permanent.
Requires the adoption of an Oak
Woodland Ordinance and
encourages urban forest protection
and expansion.

Shields sensitive habitat areas from
new hazardous waste repositories.

Requires coordination with agencies
that manage biological resources in
the county.
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Table 8-5

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to Wetlands,
Riparian Habitat, and Other Sensitive Natural Communities

Goal or Policy
Policy NR-1.19:
Merced River Restoration Program
Support
Policy NR-1.20:
Conservation Easements
Policy NR-3.7:
Merced River Corridor Buffers

Policy NR-3.8:
Habitat Restoration and Buffer
Incentives

Policy NR-3.9:
Riparian and Critical Habitat
Protection

Merced County
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Goal or Policy Text
Support the restoration efforts for the
Merced River consistent with the
Merced River Corridor Restoration
Plan.
Encourage property owners to work
with land trusts and State and Federal
agencies to pursue voluntary
conservation easements.
Encourage surface mining operations
in dredge tailing areas along the Merced
River corridor to design riparian
vegetation buffers consistent with the
Merced River Corridor Restoration Plan.
Support and encourage property
owners and surface mining operators to
pursue one or more of the following
incentives:
a. State and Federal habitat restoration
funding for restoring wildlife habitat;
b. Conservation easements following
reclamation for restoring wildlife
habitat; and
c. Other local, State, and Federal
incentives.
Protect or mitigate, in compliance with
local, State, and Federal requirements,
areas of riparian vegetation along rivers,
streams, and other habitats that support
threatened, endangered, or otherwise
sensitive species. This shall include:
a. Requiring mining operators that
propose mining operations that will
have a significant adverse impact on
these resources to mitigate to the
fullest extent that the California
Environmental Quality Act (CEQA)
requires for such impacts and obtain
the necessary State and Federal
permits prior to operation.
b. Encouraging mining operators that
impact natural resources to propose
an end use that will result in minimal
loss of resources.
c. Referring all surface mining
applications to the appropriate local,
State, and Federal agencies to
coordinate project design,
mitigation, and reclamation efforts.
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How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Requires support of the Merced
River Corridor Restoration Plan.
Requires county to encourage
voluntary participation in
conservation easement programs.
Encourages the creation of riparian
buffers along the Merced River and
consistency with the Merced River
Corridor Restoration Plan.
Encourages private property owners
and mining operators to restore
habitat and the permanent
preservation of restored habitat.

Requires preservation or mitigation
of sensitive habitats at the sites of
surface mines.
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Table 8-5

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to Wetlands,
Riparian Habitat, and Other Sensitive Natural Communities

Goal or Policy

Goal or Policy Text

Policy NR-3.12:
Sand and Gravel Extraction Control

Ensure that strict control is maintained
on sand and gravel extractions in
streambed channels and within areas
designated as having sensitive habitat
and open space resources
Source: Merced County, 2011; Planning Partners, 2012.

How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Mandates strict controls on mining
operations in streams and other
sensitive habitats.

While multiple policies in the proposed 2030 General Plan related to wildlife habitat and open space
are intended to preserve biological resources in the county, the plan also includes policies that could
increase the loss of habitat. Table 8-4 includes the 2030 General Plan policies likely to reduce habitat
resources within the county.
As set forth in Table 8-5, the proposed 2030 General Plan provides numerous policies that are
intended to protect biological resources by directing future development to existing urban areas in
the cities and the unincorporated county, by increasing the density of development permissible in
existing unincorporated urban areas (thereby reducing pressure to expand urban boundaries), and by
establishing buffer and other requirements to avoid wetland and riparian habitats. However,
proposed policies would still permit the loss of significant amounts of undeveloped and rural land to
developed uses within existing unincorporated urban areas, and from the development of new
towns, scattered rural residential uses, agriculturally related industries, and surface mines. Since the
effect of the policies would protect only an amount of rural land equal to that lost, and no policy
would result in an increase of rural or undeveloped land, proposed 2030 General Plan policies that
would permit land conversion as indicated in Table 8-4 may result in the loss of riparian and other
sensitive habitats.
Although Policies LU-10.12 and NR-1.17 require consultation and coordination with state and
federal resource protection agencies, no requirement of these policies would ensure that projectrelated biological impacts would be evaluated and mitigated consistent with state and federal
guidance and regulations, including compliance with the existing “no net loss” of acreage and values
policies of the state and federal agencies. Even though Merced County’s proposed General Plan
policies would reduce much of the 2030 General Plan’s adverse impact to sensitive habitats, because
the County has not adopted a no net-loss requirement or other mitigation standards, and could
permit the development of new towns, scattered rural residential uses, agriculturally related
industries, and surface mines in rural areas, this would be a potentially significant impact.
Significance of Impact: Potentially significant.
Mitigation Measure BIO-2:
Implement Mitigation Measures BIO-1a through BIO-1r f.
Environmental Effects of Measure: Because these mitigation measures would result in the
additional protection of biological resources and potentially lead to additional mitigation for effects
to such resources arising from the development of urban uses and infrastructure identified in the
2030 Merced County General Plan
Recirculated Draft PEIR
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2030 General Plan, there would be no additional impacts beyond those identified for such
development in Chapters 5 through 22 of this Draft PEIR.
Level of Significance After Mitigation: Significant and unavoidable.
One of the major policy themes of the proposed 2030 General Plan is the avoidance of potential
biological resource and other impacts of development within rural areas by guiding future urban
development to existing urban areas, and by establishing a number of policies to reduce the potential
effects of such development on sensitive biological resources. Implementation of Mitigation
Measures BIO-1a and BIO-1b would result in a further reduction in the potential for new
development and related infrastructure to result in adverse biological effects. Mitigation Measures
BIO-1c through BIO-1d reestablish the policies that support the County’s Open Space
Development Review System. Mitigation Measure BIO-1f addresses mercury issues associated with
past mining activities, and Mitigation Measure BIO-1g establishes a program to educate land owners
regarding their responsibilities under state and federal environmental laws. New measures BIO-1h,
and BIO-1i would strengthen resource protection by limiting potential land uses in sensitive habitat
areas or requiring full mitigation for potential effects to biological or other open space resources.
New measures BIO-1j, BIO-1k, and BIO-1n amend County procedures to ensure that sensitive
biological and other open space resources are considered in the County’s project review processes.
Amended measure BIO-1l and new measure BIO-1m increase habitat protection by limiting
developed land uses in the vicinity of sensitive habitats. New measures BIO-1o through BIO-1r
merely clarify the County’s obligation to consult with state and federal regulatory agencies in
assessing effects to biological resources and the development of mitigation for any adverse effects.
While impacts to vernal pools and other water bodies may be mitigated to a less-than-significant
level with the acquisition of permits and the implementation of mitigation required by federal Clean
Water Act Sections 401 and 404 and California Fish and Game Code Section 1601, there is no
guarantee that riparian or other “sensitive” habitats such as grasslands would similarly be mitigated
to a less-than-significant level since there are no such permits required for those resources, and no
2030 General Plan policies would require no net loss for such resources. Because proposed policies
would still permit the loss of significant amounts of undeveloped and rural land to developed uses
within designated urban areas, and from scattered rural residential uses, agriculturally related
industries, energy facilities, and surface mines, and the effect of proposed policies would protect
only an amount of rural land equal to that lost, implementation of the 2030 General Plan may result
in the unmitigated loss of habitat within riparian and grassland habitats. Thus, this impact would be
significant and unavoidable.
For an evaluation of the effect of a prohibition or limitation on new towns on biological resources,
see Chapter 21, Alternatives Analysis, of this Draft PEIR.
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Impact BIO-3: Substantial loss and/or modification of federally protected wetlands.
As discussed in Impact BIO-2, the 2030 General Plan includes many policies designed to minimize
loss or modification of wetlands. Nevertheless, federally protected wetlands and jurisdictional
Waters of the U.S. occur throughout the county, and not all have been comprehensively mapped.
Land conversion in Merced County has the potential to destroy or degrade wetlands, including
vernal pools. This would be a potentially significant impact.
Grading and other construction activities are likely to cause erosion into or otherwise result in fill of
jurisdictional wetlands. Practices such as deep-ripping and coverage of land surfaces with materials
such as concrete may occur during facility improvements. These practices can permanently alter the
hydrology of vernal pools, changing their critical function. In addition, erosion associated with
grading can contaminate vernal habitat through the transport and deposition of sediments into these
areas. Extant populations of sensitive species exist in pastures and rangelands, including wetlands
that may lie therein. Alteration of these native or naturalized sites as a result would permanently
damage critical sensitive wetland species habitat.
Vernal pools are considered jurisdictional wetlands; a net loss is federally prohibited under Section
404 of the Clean Water Act. Any loss or degradation of jurisdictional wetlands would be considered
potentially significant. Mitigation measures, however, can be incorporated into individual projects to
reduce this impact. Additionally, although no actual fill may occur, construction adjacent to vernal
pools designated for avoidance may still suffer impacts due to erosion impacts from equipment
traffic. Incremental impacts may occur, resulting in a significant countywide impact; mitigation
measures may be incorporated into project requirements.
The federal government, the State of California, and Merced County all have programs intended to
protect wetlands and to regulate projects that would fill or destroy wetlands. Merced County has
proposed new and additional policies that would protect wetlands in the 2030 General Plan.
However, there are several policies in the 2030 General Plan that have the potential to result in the
loss of wetlands
During public outreach for the 2030 General Plan, the community identified the importance of
wetlands, including the flood protection benefits provided by wetlands, as well as economic vitality
of waterfowl hunting and wildlife related recreation. The community identified goals that aim to
preserve wetlands within the county. Table 8-6 includes goals and policies from the 2030 General
Plan that state the County’s desire to preserve wetlands.
Table 8-6

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to Wetland
Preservation

Goal or Policy
Land Use Element
Policy LU-4.4:
Efficient Development

2030 Merced County General Plan
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Goal or Policy Text
Require efficient and environmentally sound
development, which minimizes impacts on
sensitive habitat/species, protects water quality
and supply, and provides adequate circulation,
within Rural Centers.
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How the Goal or Policy
Avoids or Reduces Impact
Focuses attention on minimizing
impacts to sensitive habitat and
species including wetlands.
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Table 8-6

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to Wetland
Preservation

Goal or Policy

Goal or Policy Text

How the Goal or Policy
Avoids or Reduces Impact
Creates a buffer between wildlife
refuges including those with
wetland resources and
commercial and industrial uses,
reducing the impact on the edge
of the refuge.
Avoids establishment of new
urban communities in areas with
more than a few wetlands

Policy LU-4.7:
Wildlife Refuge Separation

Do not allow rural commercial and industrial
uses within a half mile of either State or
Federal wildlife refuges when it is determined
there could be a significant impact to natural
resources or habitat.

Policy LU-5.F.1:
New Urban Community Size
and Location Requirements
Policy LU-10.11:
Coordination with University of
California, Merced

Only accept applications for the establishment
of additional new Urban Communities if they
… b) contain few wetlands or significant
natural resources.
Explore opportunities to coordinate
conservation planning efforts with the
University of California, Merced. This can
include the consolidation of conservation
planning data, the development of habitat
restoration plans, or the joint undertaking of
habitat restoration projects.

Policy LU-10.12:
Coordination with State and
Federal Agencies

Continue to coordinate project review and
permitting activities with applicable State and
Federal regulatory agencies.

Advances consistent evaluation
of biological resources among
the County and State and
Federal regulatory agencies.

Identify areas that have significant long-term
habitat and wetland values including riparian
corridors, wetlands, grasslands, rivers and
waterways, oak woodlands, and vernal pools,
and provide information to landowners.

Results in well-informed policy
makers and landowners
regarding wetlands, but does not
prevent conflict where habitat is
incompatible with agriculture.

Identify and support methods to increase the
acreage of protected natural lands and special
habitats, including but not limited to, wetlands,
grasslands, and vernal pools, potentially
through the use of conservation easements.
Minimize the removal of vegetative resources
which stabilize slopes, reduce surface water
runoff, erosion, and sedimentation.

Results in well-informed policy
makers and wetlands and
conservation easement
programs.

Natural Resources Element
Policy NR-1.1:
Habitat Protection

Policy NR-1.2:
Protected Natural Lands

Policy NR-1.4:
Important Vegetative Resource
Protection
Policy NR-1.5
Wetland and Riparian Habitat
Buffer
Policy NR-1.10:
Aquatic and Waterfowl Habitat
Protection

Merced County
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Identify wetlands and riparian habitat areas and
designate a buffer zone around each area
sufficient to protect them from degradation,
encroachment, or loss.
Cooperate with local, State, and Federal water
agencies in their efforts to protect significant
aquatic and waterfowl habitats against
excessive water withdrawals or other activities
that would endanger or interrupt normal
migratory patterns or aquatic habitats.
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Encourages information sharing
and cooperative conservation
with UC Merced, which has
conducted many biological
resources studies and
conservation plans within
Merced County.

Focuses attention on
preservation of natural
vegetation and its environmental
functions.
Requires designation of a buffer
zone around wetlands
Requires cooperation with
agencies regarding aquatic
species and habitats.
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Table 8-6

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to Wetland
Preservation

Goal or Policy

Goal or Policy Text

Policy NR-1.11:
On-Going Habitat Protection
and Monitoring

Cooperate with local, State, and Federal
agencies to ensure that adequate on-going
protection and monitoring occurs adjacent to
rare and endangered species habitats or within
identified significant wetlands.
Policy NR-1.12:
Avoid or minimize loss of existing wetland
Wetland Avoidance
resources by careful placement and
construction of any necessary new public
utilities and facilities, including roads, railroads,
high speed rail, sewage disposal ponds, gas
lines, electrical lines, and water/wastewater
systems.
Policy NR-1.13:
Require an appropriate setback, to be
Wetland Setbacks
determined during the development review
process, for developed and agricultural uses
from the delineated edges of wetlands.
Policy NR-1.14:
Ensure that buildings and structures approved
Temporary Residential Uses
for temporary residential use in significant
wetland areas are not converted to permanent
residential uses.
Policy NR-1.16:
Require new hazardous waste residual
Hazardous Waste Residual
repositories (e.g., contaminated soil facilities)
Repository Location
to be located at least a mile from significant
wetlands, designated sensitive species habitat,
and State and Federal wildlife refuges and
management areas.
Policy NR-1.17:
Coordinate with private, local, State, and
Agency Coordination
Federal agencies to assist in the protection of
biological resources and prevention of
degradation, encroachment, or loss of
resources managed by these agencies.
Source: Merced County, 2011; Planning Partners, 2012.

How the Goal or Policy
Avoids or Reduces Impact
Requires cooperation with
agencies regarding ongoing
habitat protection and
monitoring.
Minimizes adverse impact to
wetlands from public
infrastructure projects.

Requires a wetland setback, but
does not specify a distance.
Prevents duck hunting blinds
from becoming permanent.
Prohibits the location of
hazardous waste repositories
near sensitive biological
resources.
Requires coordination with
agencies that manage biological
resources in the county.

As set forth in Table 8-6, the proposed 2030 General Plan provides numerous policies that are
related to wildlife habitat and open space that act to preserve wetlands in the county by directing
future development to existing urban areas in the cities and the unincorporated county, by increasing
the density of development permissible in existing unincorporated urban areas (thereby reducing
pressure to expand urban boundaries), and by establishing buffer and other requirements to avoid
protected wetland habitats. Policies NR-1.12 and NR-1.13 specifically seek to avoid adverse impact
to wetlands, and to require setbacks from wetlands. However, proposed policies would still permit
the loss of significant amounts of undeveloped and rural land to developed uses within existing
unincorporated urban areas and from potential new towns, scattered residences, agriculturally related
industrial uses, energy facilities, and surface mines. Since the effect of the policies would protect
only an amount of rural land equal to that lost, and no policy would result in an increase of rural or
undeveloped land, proposed 2030 General Plan policies that would permit land conversion as
indicated in Table 8-4 may result in the loss or degradation of protected wetland habitats.
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Although Policies LU-10.12 and NR-1.17 require consultation and coordination with state and
federal resource protection agencies, no requirement of these policies would ensure that projectrelated biological impacts would be evaluated and mitigated consistent with state and federal
guidance and regulations, including compliance with the existing “no net loss” of acreage and values
policies of the state and federal agencies. Even though Merced County’s proposed policies would
reduce much of the 2030 General Plan’s adverse impact to federally protected wetlands, because the
County has not adopted any mitigation standards and could permit the development of new towns,
scattered rural residential uses, agriculturally related industrial uses, and surface mines in rural areas,
this would be a potentially significant impact.
Significance of Impact: Potentially significant.
Mitigation Measure BIO-3:
Implement Mitigation Measures BIO-1a through BIO-1r f.
Environmental Effects of Measure: Because this mitigation measure would result in the
additional protection of wetland resources, and potentially lead to additional mitigation for effects to
such resources arising from the development of urban uses and infrastructure identified in the 2030
General Plan, there would be no additional impacts beyond those identified for such development in
Chapters 5 through 22 of this Draft PEIR.
Level of Significance After Mitigation: Less than significant.
One of the major policy themes of the proposed 2030 General Plan is the avoidance of potential
biological resource and other impacts of development within rural areas by guiding future urban
development to existing urban areas, and by establishing a number of policies to reduce the potential
effects of such development on sensitive biological and wetland resources. Implementation of the
proposed 2030 General Plan policies along with Mitigation Measures BIO-1a through BIO-1n e
would result in a further reduction in the potential for new development and related infrastructure
to result in adverse wetland effects by aligning the County’s standards and requirements with those
of state and federal resource management agencies. Mitigation Measures BIO-1c through BIO-1d
reestablish the policies that support the County’s Open Space Development Review System.
Mitigation Measure BIO-1f addresses mercury issues associated with past mining activities, and
Mitigation Measure BIO-1g establishes a program to educate land owners regarding their
responsibilities under state and federal environmental laws. New measures BIO-1h, and BIO-1i
would strengthen resource protection by limiting potential land uses in sensitive habitat areas or
requiring full mitigation for potential effects to biological or other open space resources. New
measures BIO-1j, BIO-1k, and BIO-1n amend County procedures to ensure that sensitive biological
and other open space resources are considered in the County’s project review processes. Amended
measure BIO-1l and new measure BIO-1m increase habitat protection by limiting developed land
uses in the vicinity of sensitive habitats. New measures BIO-1o through BIO-1r merely clarify the
County’s obligation to consult with state and federal regulatory agencies in assessing effects to
biological resources and the development of mitigation for any adverse effects.
Because policies proposed in the 2030 General Plan and Mitigation Measures BIO-1a through
BIO-1r e would require identification and protection of federally protected wetland habitat,
consistent with federal no-net loss requirements, the impact would be less than significant.
For an evaluation of the effect of a prohibition or limitation on new towns on biological resources,
see Chapter 21, Alternatives Analysis, of this Draft PEIR.
Merced County
July 2013
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Impact BIO-4: Potential interference with animal movement/migration patterns.
Construction and operation of unincorporated urban development, new towns, scattered rural
residential uses, agriculturally related industries, energy facilities, and surface mines, and supporting
infrastructure such as roads and canals, consistent with the proposed 2030 General Plan could act to
block or constrict daily and seasonal wildlife movement corridors. Disruption of migratory
corridors could occur both directly and indirectly via establishing a physical barrier such as a
developed use, a road, or a canal, or by changing the nature or function of a natural feature used in
migration such as by dewatering a wetland. This would be a potentially significant impact.
Merced County is within the Pacific Flyway for waterfowl. Dewatering areas that support waterfowl
and shorebirds during migration would disrupt migration. Appropriately, 2030 General Plan Policy
NR-1.10: Aquatic and Waterfowl Habitat Protection states: “Cooperate with local, State, and Federal
water agencies in their efforts to protect significant aquatic and waterfowl habitats against excessive
water withdrawals or other activities that would endanger or interrupt normal migratory patterns or
aquatic habitats.” Implementation of this policy would reduce the potential that important aquatic
habitats could be dewatered by actions undertaken or permitted by Merced County.
Several special status species are known to move among population sites within the county, and
between state and federal wildlife refuges. These species include the San Joaquin kit fox.
Establishment of physical barriers or developed uses within the migratory routes of this species
could adversely affect breeding, foraging, and dispersal. Merced 2030 General Plan Policy NR-1.6:
Terrestrial Wildlife Mobility states: “Encourage property owners within or adjacent to designated
habitat connectivity corridors that have been mapped or otherwise identified by the California
Department of Fish and Game or U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to manage their lands in accordance
with such mapping programs.” However, proposed policies would still permit the loss of significant
amounts of undeveloped and rural land to developed uses within existing unincorporated urban
areas, and from potential new towns, scattered rural residential uses, agriculturally related industries,
surface mines, and supporting infrastructure. Since the effect of the policies would protect only an
amount of rural land equal to that lost, and no policy would result in an increase of rural or
undeveloped land, proposed 2030 General Plan policies that would permit land conversion as
indicated in Table 8-4 may result in the loss of or interference with animal movement or migration.
Although Policies LU-10.12 and NR-1.17 require consultation and coordination with state and
federal resource protection agencies, no requirement of these policies would ensure that projectrelated impacts on animal movement/migration patterns would be evaluated and mitigated
consistent with state and federal guidance and regulations, including compliance with the existing
Standardized Recommendations for Protection of the San Joaquin Kit Fox Prior to or During
Ground Disturbance (USFWS 2011). Even though Merced County’s proposed policies would
reduce much of the 2030 General Plan’s adverse impact to wildlife movement and migratory
corridors, because the County has not adopted any mitigation standards for animal
movement/migration corridors and could permit the development of designated urban areas,
scattered rural residential uses, agriculturally related industries, surface mines, and supporting
infrastructure in rural areas, this would be a potentially significant impact.
Significance of Impact: Potentially significant.
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Mitigation Measure BIO-4a:
Implement Mitigation Measures BIO-1a through BIO-1r f.
Mitigation Measure BIO-4b:
Amend Policy NR-1.1: Habitat Protection, as follows:
Identify areas that have significant long-term habitat and wetland values including
riparian corridors, wetlands, grasslands, rivers and waterways, oak woodlands, and
vernal pools, and wildlife movement and migration corridors, and provide
information to landowners.
Mitigation Measure BIO-4c:
Amend Policy NR-1.2: Protected Natural Lands, as follows:
Identify and support methods to increase the acreage of protected natural lands and
special habitats, including but not limited to, wetlands, grasslands, and vernal pools,
and wildlife movement and migration corridors, potentially through the use of
conservation easements.
Mitigation Measure BIO-4d:
Amend Policy NR-1.6: Terrestrial Wildlife Mobility, as follows:
Encourage property owners within or adjacent to designated habitat connectivity
corridors that have been mapped or otherwise identified by the California
Department of Fish and Game or U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to manage their
lands in accordance with such mapping programs. In the planning and development
of public works projects that could physically interfere with wildlife mobility, the
County shall consult with the California Department of Fish and Game or U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service to determine the potential for such effects and implement any
feasible mitigation measures.
Environmental Effects of Measures: Because these mitigation measures would result in the
additional protection of terrestrial wildlife movement and migration corridors, and potentially lead to
additional mitigation for effects to such resources arising from the development of urban uses and
infrastructure identified in the 2030 General Plan, there would be no additional impacts beyond
those identified for such development in Chapters 5 through 22 of this Draft PEIR.
Level of Significance After Mitigation: Less than significant.
By requiring consultation with state and federal resource agencies, aligning County survey and
mitigation requirements with those of the resource agencies, and elevating wildlife movement and
migration corridors to the level of an important biological resource in the protective policies of the
2030 General Plan, implementation of 2030 General Plan Policies NR 1.6 and NR 1.10, and
Mitigation Measures BIO-4a through 4d would reduce this impact to less than significant.
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Impact BIO-5:

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

Merced County has no adopted ordinances or programs for the protection of biological resources in
the unincorporated areas of the county. Because no locally adopted ordinances or programs exist,
there would be no potential for implementation of the 2030 General Plan to conflict with such
regulations; thus, there would be no impact.
Implementation programs identified in the Natural Resources Element of the 2030 General Plan
could result in the establishment of a countywide or regional Habitat Conservation Plan (HCP), an
Oak Woodland Ordinance, and Sensitive Habitat Guidelines. Both the Oak Woodland Ordinance
and Sensitive Habitat Guidelines are within the sole authority of the County to implement. The
preparation and adoption of a Habitat Conservation Plan additionally would require the cooperation
of all the Cities in the county.
No other general purpose governmental agency has regulatory authority over private lands in the
county. (For protective programs and actions of other land management agencies, see Impact BIO6.) Thus, adoption of the 2030 General Plan would not conflict with any local policies or
ordinances protecting biological resources, and there would be no impact.
Significance of Impact: No impact.
Mitigation Measure BIO-5: None required.
Impact BIO-6:

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

Other than one 120-acre Habitat Conservation Plan for the San Joaquin kit fox in the Santa Nella
community in western Merced County, there are no adopted Habitat Conservation Plans or Natural
Community Conservation Plans with coverage for any area or activity in Merced County. The
proposed land use pattern and policies of the 2030 General Plan would be consistent with the
provisions of this HCP. Additionally, proposed 2030 General Plan policies set forth the County’s
support for the conservation programs of other resource-management agencies. For these reasons,
this would be a less-than-significant impact.
Many preservation programs have been adopted by state and federal resource management agencies
that include Merced County within their regulated areas. These programs include a Recovery Plan
for Upland Species of the San Joaquin Valley (USFWS 1998), a Draft Recovery Plan for the Giant
Garter Snake (USFWS 1999), a Recovery Plan for the California Red-Legged Frog (USFWS 2002), a
Recovery Plan for Vernal Pool Ecosystems of California and Southern Oregon (USFWS 2005), and
a Draft Recovery Plan for the Evolutionary Significant Units of Sacramento River Winter-Run
Chinook Salmon and Central Valley Spring-Run Chinook Salmon and the Distinct Population
Segment of Central Valley Steelhead (NMFS 2009). Other programs include a comprehensive San
Joaquin River Restoration Program (SJRRP 2007) and a Merced River Corridor Restoration
Program (Stillwater Sciences 2002). All of these recovery plans cover habitats and special status
species that may occur within Merced County.
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Table 8-7 includes goals and policies from the 2030 General Plan that state the County’s desire to
align County conservation efforts coordinate with the preservation plans and programs of state and
federal agencies.
Table 8-7

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to
Coordination with the Preservation Programs of Other Agencies

Goal or Policy
Land Use Element
Policy LU-10.12:
Coordination with State and
Federal Agencies
Natural Resources Element
Policy NR-1.10:
Aquatic and Waterfowl Habitat
Protection

Policy NR-1.11:
On-Going Habitat Protection
and Monitoring
Policy NR-1.17:
Agency Coordination

Policy NR-1.18:
San Joaquin River Restoration
Program Support

Goal or Policy Text

How the Goal or Policy
Avoids or Reduces Impact

Continue to coordinate project review and
permitting activities with applicable State and
Federal regulatory agencies.

Advances consistent evaluation
of biological resources among
the County and State and
Federal regulatory agencies

Cooperate with local, State, and Federal water
agencies in their efforts to protect significant
aquatic and waterfowl habitats against
excessive water withdrawals or other activities
that would endanger or interrupt normal
migratory patterns or aquatic habitats.
Cooperate with local, State, and Federal
agencies to ensure that adequate on-going
protection and monitoring occurs adjacent to
rare and endangered species habitats or within
identified significant wetlands.
Coordinate with private, local, State, and
Federal agencies to assist in the protection of
biological resources and prevention of
degradation, encroachment, or loss of
resources managed by these agencies.
Monitor the San Joaquin River Restoration
Program efforts to ensure protection of
landowners, local water agencies, and other
third parties.

Requires cooperation with
agencies regarding aquatic
species and habitats.

Policy NR-1.19:
Support the restoration efforts for the Merced
River consistent with the Merced River
Merced River Restoration
Corridor Restoration Plan.
Program Support
Source: Merced County, 2011; Planning Partners, 2012.

Requires cooperation with
agencies regarding ongoing
habitat protection and
monitoring.
Requires coordination with
agencies that manage biological
resources in the county.
Sets forth the concerns of the
County with respect to the
effects of implementing the San
Joaquin River Restoration
Program
Establishes the County’s support
for the multi-agency Merced
River Restoration Program.

Although Policy NR-1.18 does not express the County’s support for the San Joaquin River
Restoration Program, it does not establish any opposition to the program. Rather, it sets forth the
concerns of the County with respect to the effects of implementing the program. Because the 2030
General Plan includes the remaining policies identified in Table 8-7 that support state and federal
preservation programs, and no provisions of the 2030 General Plan would conflict with the existing
HCP in Santa Nella, this would be a less-than-significant impact.
Significance of Impact: Less than significant.
Mitigation Measure BIO-6: None required.
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12 HAZARDS AND HAZARDOUS MATERIALS
This chapter provides an evaluation of the potential environmental effects of implementing the
proposed 2030 Merced County General Plan (2030 General Plan) on hazardous materials and public
safety issues. 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 Plan may
result in degradation of the environment from, or the exposure of the public to, hazardous materials,
airport safety hazards, wildland fire hazards, accidental hazardous material releases, and other safety
concerns that could impact emergency response and evacuation plans. Air quality emissions and
hazards are evaluated in Chapter 7, Air Quality. Seismic and geological hazards are evaluated in
Chapter 10, Geology, Soils, and Minerals, and flooding hazards are evaluated in Chapter 13, Hydrology
and Water Resources of this Draft PEIR.
The following environmental assessment includes a review of the existing hazards and hazardous
materials potentially affected by the implementation of the 2030 General Plan. It includes a
description of the existing environmental hazards within the county, including hazardous or
contaminated sites, airport safety hazards, wildland fire hazards, and other safety concerns. Also
assessed are the effects that could result from urban development that would be allowed under the
proposed 2030 General Plan.
This analysis includes a review of applicable regulations, requirements, plans and policies from the
following federal, state, and local sources:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA)
Disaster Mitigation Act of 2000 (Federal)
Hazardous Material Databases (CERCLIS, LUST, Geotracker)
California Department of Toxic Substances Control (DTSC)
California Code of Regulations (CCR) Title 22
California Occupational Health and Safety (CalOSHA)
California Department of Health Services (DHS)
California Air Resources Board (CARB)
San Joaquin Valley Air Quality Management District (SJVAQMD)
Central Valley Regional Water Quality Control Board (CVRWQCB)
California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection (CAL FIRE)
Merced County Division of Environmental Health (MCDEH)
Merced County Airport Land Use Compatibility Plan (CLUP)

The existing condition of the natural and man-made hazards in the unincorporated county was
determined by a review of the regional hazardous databases, and by survey and research. Rules and
regulations influencing the hazard material use and safety conditions were identified by a review of
federal and state regulations, and local agency General Plan goals and policies. Potential impacts
related to hazards, hazardous materials, and safety issues, compiled and analyzed based on California
Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) criteria, were determined by comparing potential urban
development proposed under the 2030 General Plan to the existing environment, using guidelines
adopted by state agencies and Merced County.
Merced County
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12.1

SETTING

The environmental and regulatory setting of Merced County with respect to hazards, hazardous
materials, and public safety resources is described in detail in the General Plan Background Report
(Merced County 2007; updated 2012). That document is incorporated by reference into this
Recirculated 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:
http://www.co.merced.ca.us/index.aspx?NID=1971.
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 Community and Economic 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.

12.1.1 ENVIRONMENTAL SETTING
The Background Report’s discussion of the hazard and safety environmental setting describes
information on natural hazards, such as wildland fire hazards, and human-made hazards, such as
hazardous wastes from products such as gasoline, paints, mining wastes, agricultural bi-products,
household cleaning products, and other substances categorized as hazardous materials. The hazards
and public safety issues discussed in the Background Report include:

FIRE HAZARDS
•

Urban Fire Hazards. Urban fires primarily involve the uncontrolled burning of residential,
commercial, or industrial structures due to human-made causes. Between 2001 and 2008,
fires in structures accounted for approximately 20 percent of the Merced County Fire
Department’s call volume, although the rural portions of Merced County have not dealt with
large-scale fire threats.
The Insurance Services Office (ISO), the body that rates fire departments and assigns public
protection classifications for the establishment of fire insurance rates, known as ISO ratings.
The rating system is based on three areas of a community’s fire protection program
including fire dispatch capabilities, Fire Department equipment and personnel, and water
supply. The system ranges from Level 1 to Level 10, with Level 1 being the highest level of
protection, and Level 10 being the lowest. The ISO ratings for Merced County have been
identified at Level 5 for areas with fire hydrants, and at 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.

•

Wildland Fire Hazards. Wildfire hazard has increased as development occurs near the
foothills and large rangelands in the eastern and western areas of Merced County. Much of
this land is within the State Responsibility Area (SRA), and is protected by CAL FIRE. The
Merced County Fire Department provides primary response services to Local Responsibility
Areas (LRA), and offers mutual automatic aid to many of the rural foothill and rangeland
areas. Many of these rural areas have insufficient water supplies to adequately control the
fire. Figure 12-1 shows SRAs used administratively to manage wildland fires within the
county.
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Figure 12-1
State Responsibility Areas within Merced County
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•

Fire Hazard Ratings and Models. CAL FIRE’s Fire and Resource Assessment Program
(FRAP) models fuel and fire hazard severity rankings and potential fire threat, prioritizes fuel
reduction projects, and determines an area’s level of service (LOS) rating within State
Responsibility Areas. Based on this modeled information, FRAP assigns areas to fire hazards
severity rankings ranging from “No Fuel” to “Extreme.” According to FRAP, Merced
County has no Extreme Fire Hazard Severity Zones. The county does, however, contain
critical fire hazard areas in undeveloped areas along State Route 152 near San Luis Reservoir
that are designated as High or Very High. Figure 12-2 illustrates the fire hazard severity
zones within Merced County. In recognition of the severity of wildland fire hazards, the state
has enacted legislation that requires local jurisdictions to adopt minimum standards, such as
defensible space perimeters around structures, and specific building requirements to increase
protection and improve fire prevention and response services. Similarly, the County
administers a fire facilities impact fee, and in 2007 constructed the first new fire station in 30
years close to the Franklin/Beachwood community area, near State Route 140.

HUMAN-MADE HAZARDS
•

Merced County Division of Environmental Health (MCDEH) Hazard Tracking.
Merced County and state law require reporting of unauthorized discharge of waste to waters
of the state that may impact water quality. As the local enforcement agency, MCDEH helps
maintain and update a comprehensive County database that is maintained in the Regional
Water Quality Control Board GEOTRACKER Program, the California Department of
Toxic Substances and Control (DTSC) ENVIROSTOR, and the California Integrated Waste
Management Board (CIWMB) Solid Waste Information System (SWIS) databases. The
current databases, last updated by the County in January 2011, identified 27 closed disposal
sites, 343 leaking underground storage tank (LUST) clean-up sites, 17 military sites
(associated with Castle Air Force Base), 94 active spill leak clean-up sites, 83 leaking
underground fuel tanks (LUFT) sites, 38 permitted underground storage tank (UST)
facilities, and 36 sites classified as “other” sites.
The County also works with the State Water Resources Control Board (SWRCB) under the
Groundwater Ambient Monitoring and Assessment (GAMA) program on the monitoring of
wells contaminated with nitrate and other chemicals. Also, the MCDEH provides oversight
under various federal- and state-directed programs to monitor environmental conditions
through one- and two-year inspection programs.

•

Mercury in Mining Wastes. Mercury and other heavy metals were used to extract gold
during the dredging processes used during the Gold Rush. As a result, residual mercury has
been found within dredge tailings in mined areas in several areas of central and northern
California, including along the Merced River in the vicinity of Snelling. According to
sampling studies assessing the distribution of mercury in the Merced River, there was
significant residual mercury in the sampled dredged tailings as compared to background
levels in undredged sites. However, while mercury levels in fine sediments were below or
within the range of the natural background levels for the Central Valley, the residual mercury
may impact exposure and bioaccumulation levels in the lower Merced River’s aquatic food
web. For an evaluation of this issue, please refer to Impact BIO-1 in Chapter 8, Biological
Resources, of this Draft PEIR.
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Wildland Fire Threat Levels in Merced County
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•

Residual Agricultural Chemicals. As the County continues to support expansion and
intensification of the agricultural economy, risks associated with agricultural chemical
products (pesticides and organic /inorganic fertilizers), residuals, and waste may increase.
However, the increased use of natural organic supplements and best farming practices to
control insects and fertilize ranchland may decrease the potential influence from farming.

•

Land Application of Biosolids. Five ranches in the El Nido area of the county are used for
agronomic land application of biosolids from the East Bay Municipal Utility District. These
ranches contain approved management plans and undergo County inspections to ensure that
safety hazards are minimized.

•

Methamphetamine. Since 1995, the DTSC has administered the Clandestine Drug Lab
Removal program in place to remove and dispose of hazardous substances discovered by
law enforcement officials. This includes the illegal manufacturing of psychoactive drugs,
primarily methamphetamine. According to information provided by DTSC and MCDEH,
from 2000 to 2005, 103 sites were reported as methamphetamine (meth) drug houses. From
2006 to 2009, 29 properties had been reported with liens due to meth lab discoveries.

•

Abandoned Pipelines. Abandoned oil, fuel, and chemical pipelines within Merced County
may be a source of contaminants and hazards. Portions of the former Old Valley Pipeline
(OVP) and Tidewater Associated Oil company (TAOC) pipeline existed within the
boundaries of Merced County. These formerly active pipelines were constructed in the early
1900s and carried crude oil from the southern San Joaquin Valley to the San Francisco Bay
Area. Pipeline operations for the OVP ceased in the 1940s, and in the 1970s for the TAOC
pipelines. When pipeline operations ceased, the pipelines were taken out of commission. The
degree and method of decommissioning varied; in some instances the pipelines were
removed, while in others, they remained in place. Because these pipelines have been
decommissioned, with the majority of pipelines having been removed, they are not readily
identified as underground utilities through the Underground Service Alert North System or
utility surveys. Figure 12-3 illustrates the location of the former OVP and TAOC rights-ofway with respect to the planning area and urban area boundaries in Merced County. The
location of the pipelines shown in Figure 12-3 is based on historical as-built drawings and
the approximated positional accuracy of the alignments is generally +/- 50 feet. The OVP
and TAOC pipelines were installed at depths of up to 10 feet below ground surface. The
steel pipelines were typically encased in a protective coating. (Chevron Environmental
Management Company 2012)1
Working under the direction of State regulatory agencies, Chevron Environmental
Management Company conducted risk assessments at numerous locations with known
historical crude-oil release points along the former OVP and TAOC pipelines. Analytical
results from these risk assessments indicated that the crude-contaminated soil was nonhazardous. Accordingly, it is likely that if soil affected by the historical release of crude oil
from these former pipelines is encountered during construction activities it may be reused as
backfill on site. Properly abandoned crude-oil pipelines may be left in the ground. Parties

1

Chevron Environmental Management Company, 2012. Letter from Mike Oliphant, Chevron, to Bill Nicholson,
Merced County providing information on abandoned pipelines. December 17, 2012.
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considering construction activities in the vicinity of these former pipeline rights-of-way may
wish to prepare for the possibility of encountering abandoned pipelines and pipeline-related
hazardous materials during the course of their work. (Chevron Environmental Management
Company 2012)

AIRPORT SAFETY
•

Merced County Airports. There are three types of airports in Merced County: private
landing strips for individual property owners and/or crop dusting use; municipal airports
(usually within city limits) for public and commercial use; and regional facilities capable of
accommodating cargo, passenger, training, maintenance, and transit operations, as well as
general aviation. Air safety issues related to land use planning are significant because of
incompatibility issues regarding noise and safety. For example, aircraft accidents are most
prevalent in areas immediately adjacent to airports, and primarily occur during takeoff and
landing. The areas of highest impact are at the end of runways due to higher risk for
accidents and higher noise levels during takeoff. The Comprehensive Airport Land Use Plan
provides policy direction for placing compatible land uses near airports and, in conjunction
with regulations of the Federal Aviation Administration and the Caltrans Division of
Aeronautics, establishing clear zones and safety zones for all of the County’s public airports.
Four municipal public airports owned by cities and one airport owned by Merced County are
located within Merced County. Merced County and the cities of Gustine, Los Banos,
Merced, and Turlock operate these airports. The four municipal airports include Gustine
Municipal Airport, Los Banos Municipal Airport, Merced Regional Airport, and Turlock
Municipal Airport. According to the criteria used by the Civil Aeronautics Board, both
Merced Regional Airport and Castle Airport are both recognized as regionally significant
airports. Figure 12-4 12-3 shows the locations of each public airport within the county.
There are also eight private airstrips in Merced County. These airstrips generally serve as
access to large or remote ranches and/or are used for agricultural related crop-dusting
activities.

•

Land Use Compatibility Policy Considerations. Safety compatibility policies should
address both protection of people and property on the ground near airports and the
protection of airport airspace from obstructions and other hazards to flight. Through
compatibility plans, local regulations can be developed and implemented to promote land
uses that will not conflict with airport activities.

•

Protecting People and Property on the Ground. Protecting people and property on the
ground from the potential consequences of near-airport aircraft accidents is a fundamental
safety objective. To accomplish this, restrictions on land use are essential in developing
safety compatibility criteria because the severity of an off-airport aircraft accident is highly
dependent upon the nature of the land use at the accident site. Three characteristics assess
the relative risk of various land uses: 1) the intensity of use, which is the number of people
that development can attract per acre; 2) residential versus non-residential function, because
residential uses are given a higher level of protection than non-residential uses; and 3)
sensitive uses, which fall into two categories: low effective mobility occupancies (e.g., day
care centers, schools, nursing homes) and hazardous materials that can contribute to the
severity of an aircraft accident.
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Merced County Public Airports
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The major findings of the Background Report with respect to hazards and safety issues are set forth
below.

WILDLAND FIRE HAZARDS
•
•

•
•

A lack of funding is the main obstacle to improving fire protection.
Wildland fire hazards exist across the county, but are most prevalent and potentially
destructive in rural foothill areas, specifically along State Route 152 near San Luis Reservoir,
where fuels exist and water resources are scarce.
CAL FIRE is responsible for protecting the majority of wildland areas in the county prone
to wildland fire hazards.
Merced County’s large tracts of range and wildland pose a major fire threat.

HUMAN MADE HAZARDS
•

Merced County has an aggressive program of tracking and inspecting hazardous waste and
other human-caused impacts to the environment and public health because federal, state,
and local regulations mandate cooperative programs. The tracking system includes the
collection of data on underground storage tanks, environmental release sites, and landfills.
Over 150 leaky underground fuel tank sites have been tracked and recorded by the County
inspection program, with assistance from the State.

•

Relative impacts from human-made hazards are considered low due to the low populations
in affected areas, and the relatively low density of hazardous sites and activities. However,
field agriculture and agricultural processing sites, including dairies and cheese manufacturing
plants, have been responsible for elevated salts and nitrates in surface water and ground
water. Impacts to surface and ground water are analyzed in Chapter 13, Hydrology and
Water Resources.

AIRPORT SAFETY
•
•
•

•

A key ingredient in aviation safety is compatible land use planning around airports.
Encroachment due to incompatible land use is one of the greatest threats to increasing the
capability and capacity of the County’s aviation system.
Merced County General Plan airport safety policies should address both protection of
people and property on the ground near airports, and protection of airport airspace from
obstructions and other hazards to flight.
The safety policies set forth in the Merced County Airport Land Use Commission’s (ALUC)
Comprehensive Land Use Plan (CLUP) should be incorporated into the Merced County
General Plan to the greatest extent possible to achieve compatibility.
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12.1.2 REGULATORY SETTING
The Background Report’s discussion of the hazards and safety regulatory setting include the
following federal, state, and local regulations:

FEDERAL
•

Healthy Forests Restoration Act. Legislation passed in 2003 that gives incentives for
communities to engage in comprehensive forest planning. The Act emphasizes the need for
federal agencies to work collaboratively with communities in developing hazardous fuel
reduction projects, and includes statutory incentives for the U.S. Forest Service (USFS) and
the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) to give consideration to the priorities of local
communities as they develop and implement forest management and hazardous fuel
reduction projects.

•

National Fire Plan. The National Fire Plan was developed under Executive Order 11246 in
August 2000, following a landmark wildland fire season. Its intent is to actively respond to
severe wildland fires and their impacts to communities while ensuring sufficient firefighting
capacity for the future. The Plan addresses Firefighting, Rehabilitation, Hazardous Fuels
Reduction, Community Assistance, and Accountability.

•

Disaster Mitigation Act of 2000. The federal Disaster Mitigation Act of 2000 requires a
state mitigation plan as a condition of disaster assistance. There are two different levels of
state disaster plans: “Standard” and “Enhanced.” States that develop an approved Enhanced
State Plan can increase the amount of funding available through the Hazard Mitigation
Grant Program. The Act has also established new requirements for local mitigation plans.

•

U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. The U.S. EPA is primarily responsible for
enforcement and implementation of federal laws and regulations pertaining to hazardous
materials. Merced County is located within EPA Region IX, which includes Arizona,
California, Hawaii, and New Mexico. Management of hazardous materials is governed by the
following laws and agencies: the Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation,
and Liability Act (CERCLA); the Superfund Amendments and Reauthorization Act of 1986;
the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA); the Federal Insecticide, Fungicide,
and Rodenticide Act (FIFRA); the Toxic Substances Control Act of 1976 (TSCA), the
Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA); and the Hazardous Waste
Operations and Emergency Response.

•

U.S. Department of Transportation (DOT). The DOT is responsible for overseeing a
national program to minimize the risks related to commercial transportation of hazardous
materials.

•

Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). FEMA oversees floodplain safety,
manages the national flood insurance program, and prepares Flood Insurance Rate Maps
(FIRM) for communities participating in the federal flood insurance program.

•

Federal Aviation Regulation (FAA) Airport Safety Program. The Airport Safety
Program addresses general aviation airport safety, runway safety, airports certificated under
14 Code of Federal Regulations Part 139, and safety management systems (SMS).
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STATE
•

California Fire Plan. The Strategic California Fire Plan is the State’s road map for reducing
the risk of wildfire. The plan was finalized in June 2010, and directs each CAL FIRE Unit to
prepare a locally specific Fire Management Plan.

•

Madera-Mariposa-Merced Fire Unit Fire Management Plan. The Madera-MariposaMerced 2009 Fire Plan aims to reduce costs and losses from wildfire within the unit, and
identifies the process to achieve this goal. The plan identifies and prioritizes target areas that
will receive the majority of pre-fire management activities.

•

Wildland-Urban Interface Building Standards. On September 20, 2007 the Building
Standards Commission approved the Office of the State Fire Marshal’s emergency
regulations amending the California Code of Regulations, Title 24, Part 2, known as the 2007
California Building Code (CBC). These new codes include provisions for ignition-resistant
construction standards in the wildland urban interface.

•

State Water Resources Control Board. The State Water Resources Control Board
(SWRCB) has primary responsibility to protect water quality and supply. The Regional Water
Quality Control Board is authorized by the Porter-Cologne Water Quality Control Act of
1969 to protect the waters of the state. The RWQCB provides oversight for sites where the
quality of groundwater or surface waters is threatened.

•

California Environmental Protection Agency/Department of Toxic Substance
Control. The Department of Toxic Substances Control, a division of CalEPA, has primary
regulatory responsibility over hazardous materials in California, working in conjunction with
the federal EPA to enforce hazardous materials laws and regulations.

•

California Department of Industrial Relations, Division of Occupational Health
Administration. The California Department of Industrial Relations, Division of
Occupational Safety and Health Administration (CalOSHA), assumes primary responsibility
for developing and enforcing workplace safety regulations within the state.

•

California Department of Transportation. The California Department of Transportation
(Caltrans) regulates the transportation of hazardous materials on state highways. Both
agencies use a system of placards, labels, and shipping papers required to identify the hazards
of shipping each class of hazardous materials. Caltrans is required to implement regulations
established by the DOT through the California Highway Patrol (CHP).

•

California Office of Emergency Services. The California Office of Emergency Services
(OES) prepares the State of California Multi-Hazard Mitigation Plan (SHMP). The SHMP
identifies hazard risks, includes vulnerability analysis, and a hazard mitigation strategy. The
SHMP is a federal requirement under the Disaster Mitigation Act of 2000 for the state to
receive federal funding. The Disaster Mitigation Act of 2000 requires a state mitigation plan
as a condition of disaster assistance.
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LOCAL
•

Merced County Department of Public Health, Division of Environmental
Health/Certified Unified Program Agency (CUPA). The MCDEH is certified by the
DTSC as the CUPA. The Department administers the California Accidental Release
Program (CalARP), which aims to prevent releases of regulated substances into the
environment. It also oversees the Hazardous Materials Program, Hazardous Waste Program,
an Underground Storage Tank Program, Area Plan for Emergency Response to Hazardous
Materials Incidents, County Agricultural Commissioner, and the County’s general health and
safety codes.

•

Merced County Airport Land Use Compatibility Plan. The Merced County Airport
Land Use Commission has the authority to review public agency decisions regarding new
land uses near airports, and determine whether actions are contrary to the best interests of
the airport and adjacent areas. The Merced County Airport Land Use Compatibility Plan was
prepared and adopted by the ALUC on June 21, 2012.

12.2 ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS
The hazards and public safety analysis evaluates whether implementation of the proposed urban
development that would occur from total buildout under the 2030 General Plan program could
result in adverse hazard and public safety effects.

12.2.1 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 VIII. Hazards and Hazardous Materials. Implementation of the 2030 General Plan would
result in a significant hazards or hazardous materials impact if the Plan would:
•
•

•
•

•

•
•

Create a significant hazard to the public or the environment through the routine transport,
use, or disposal of hazardous materials. (VIII.a)
Create a significant hazard to the public or the environment through reasonably foreseeable
upset and accident conditions involving the release of hazardous materials into the
environment. (VIII.b)
Emit hazardous emissions or handle hazardous materials, substances or waste within onequarter mile of an existing or proposed school. (VIII.c)
Be located on a site which is included on a list of hazardous materials sites compiled
pursuant to Government Code Section 65962.5 and, as a result, create a significant hazard to
the public or the environment. (VIII.d)
For a project located within an airport land use plan or, where such a plan has not been
adopted, within two miles of a public airport or public use airport, result in a safety hazard
for people residing or working in the project area. (VIII.e)
For a project within the vicinity of a private airstrip, result in a safety hazard for people
residing or working in the project area. (VIII.f)
Impair implementation of or physically interfere with an adopted emergency response plan
or emergency evacuation plan. (VIII.g)
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•

Expose people or structures to a significant risk of loss, injury, or death involving wildland
fires. (VIII.h)

For an evaluation of the potential effect of interference with emergency response, please refer to
Impact TRF-7 in Chapter 19, Transportation, of this Draft PEIR. The impact is identified as being less
than significant after implementation of identified mitigation measures.

12.2.2 ANALYSIS METHODOLOGY
The hazard and public safety evaluation includes a review of natural and man-made hazards in the
county potentially affected by the implementation of the 2030 General Plan project and the total
buildout envisioned under the Plan. The assessment consists of a qualitative review of the existing
conditions in the unincorporated portion of the county and determines whether or not the 2030
General Plan goals and policies would contain adequate measures and provisions to address
potential impacts associated with hazards and public safety.

12.2.3 ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS
The following discussion examines the potential impacts of the proposed project based on the
impact threshold criteria described above.
Impact HAZ-1: Create a significant hazard to the public or the environment through the
routine transport, use, or disposal of hazardous materials or through
accident conditions involving the release of hazardous materials into the
environment.
Implementation of the proposed 2030 General Plan would lead to urban development and other
land use activities that would require the routine transport, use, or disposal of hazardous materials
and wastes within Merced County, and that could result in reasonably foreseeable upset and accident
conditions involving the release of hazardous materials into the environment. Because General Plan
policies, and existing state and County regulatory programs are, and would continue to be in place to
reduce potential hazards, even with increasing commercial and industrial land uses proposed under
the 2030 General Plan, this would be a less-than-significant impact.
Hundreds of businesses currently use hazardous materials within the county. Correspondingly, the
transport, use, and disposal of hazardous materials regularly occurs within the majority of land uses
designated under the 2030 General Plan, in particular industrial uses, agricultural uses and farming
activities, commercial uses, and some residential uses. Because the implementation of the 2030
General Plan would result in an intensification of land uses within unincorporated Merced County,
there would be a likely analogous increase in the amount of hazardous materials transported, stored,
used, and disposed of in the county. Land uses within the 2030 General Plan industrial land use
designation would generate the greatest quantities of hazardous materials because of the supplies
and products typically used during industrial and manufacturing activities. Further, new development
would likely increase the amount of hazardous materials transported along the county’s designated
transportation routes, such as Interstate 5 and State Route 99. Accidental releases of hazardous
materials could also impact air quality, surface and groundwater quality, and sensitive biological
resources. For example, air quality conditions could worsen due to the release of hazardous
pollutants, water quality could be impaired due to leaking underground storage tanks or from
agricultural operation waste, and sensitive species could be exposed to hazardous material spills.
2030 Merced County General Plan
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While the likelihood of hazardous material releases cannot be completely eliminated, the 2030
General Plan Health and Safety, Land Use, and Air Quality Elements contain goals and policies that
address the routine use, storage, transport, and disposal of hazardous materials. Table 12-1 includes
goals and policies from the 2030 General Plan that state the County’s intent to protect residents,
visitors, and property by providing safe use, transport, and disposal of hazardous materials and wastes.
Table 12-1

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to Hazardous
Materials

Goal or Policy
Health and Safety Element
Goal HS-5

Policy HS-5.1:
Compliance with Safety
Standards
Policy HS-5.2:
Hazardous Material and
Waste Transport

Goal or Policy Text
Protect Merced County residents,
visitors, and property through
providing for the safe use, storage,
transport, and disposal of hazardous
materials and wastes.
Require that hazardous materials are
used, stored, transported, and disposed
of in a safe manner, in compliance with
local, State, and Federal safety standards.
Coordinate with the California Highway
Patrol to establish procedures for the
movement of hazardous wastes and
explosives within the County.

Policy HS-5.3:
Incompatible Land Uses

Prohibit incompatible land uses near
properties that produce or store
hazardous waste.

Policy HS-5.4:
Contamination Prevention

Require new development proposals to
protect soils, surface water, and
groundwater from hazardous materials
contamination.

Policy HS-5.5:
Household Hazardous Waste

Continue to administer educational
programs to inform the public about
household hazardous waste and the
proper methods of disposal.
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How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Minimizes upset and accident conditions
involving the release of hazardous materials
into the environment by ensuring the safe
use, storage, transport, and disposal of
hazardous materials and waste.
Ensures that all hazardous materials used,
stored, transported, and disposed of in the
county comply with local, state, and federal
safety standards.
Requires coordination between the
California Highway Patrol, the state agency
responsible for overseeing the
implementation and enforcement of
procedures for the transportation of
hazardous wastes. Enables the County to
support applicable safety procedures on a
local level for the transport of hazardous
materials on county roadways.
Prevents the designation and zoning of
sensitive land uses to be located adjacent to
or near land uses that would produce or
store hazardous waste. The 2030 General
Plan land use diagrams aim to site industrial
uses away from residential and urban
centers, and closer to industrial parks and
major transportation corridors.
Protects residents within existing
developments from soil, surface, and
groundwater contamination by avoiding the
siting of new uses that could result in
contamination issues. Also, ensures that
residential development in urban centers or
as part of new towns is designed in such as
way that minimizes environmental impacts
related to hazardous materials.
An educational program would minimize
hazards related to the usage, storage, and
disposal of household wastes by raising the
County residents’ awareness of the safety
concerns regarding household hazardous
materials, and measures to consider when
using, storing, and disposing such materials.
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Table 12-1

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to Hazardous
Materials

Goal or Policy
Policy HS-5.6:
Hazardous Waste Residual
Repositories

Policy HS-2.20:
Multi-Hazard Functional
Plan Update

Land Use Element
Policy LU-7.5:
Land Use Conflict Reduction

Air Quality Element
Policy AQ-4.7:
Planning Integration

Goal or Policy Text
Prohibit hazardous waste residual
repositories (as defined by the Merced
County Hazardous Waste Management
Plan) to be located in significant
wetland and threatened species habitats
or adjacent to state and federal wildlife
refuges or management areas.
Prepare and include provisions for
mutual aid efforts within the County
Multi-Hazard Functional Plan.

How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Minimizes potential effects of hazardous
waste treatment and repositories on the
natural environment.

Expands the County Multi-Hazard
Functional Plan by incorporating additional
provisions for mutual aid agencies within
Merced County to improve emergency
prevention, preparedness, and response.

Encourage cities to incorporate in their
General Plans land use policies that
minimize potential conflicts with
agriculturally-related industrial
operations and other agricultural
activities at the urban interface through
the provision of appropriate buffers or
other measures.

Reduces land use inconsistencies between
agricultural or industrial operations and
sensitive uses by applying buffering
measures between incompatible uses.

Require land use, transportation, and air
quality planning to be integrated for the
most efficient use of resources and a
healthier environment.

Promotes coordination among land use,
transportation, and air quality planning
efforts to minimize land use inconsistencies
and the likelihood that in the event
hazardous materials are released into the
environment along designated
transportation routes or near disposal sites,
they do not affect nearby sensitive uses.

Source: Merced County, 2011; Planning Partners, 2012.

As shown in Table 12-1, the 2030 General Plan provides numerous policies intended to protect the
health and safety of residents and visitors from the improper use, transport, and disposal of
hazardous materials. For example, Health and Safety Element Goal HS-5 and its implementing
policies aim to protect county residents, visitors, and property by providing safe use, transport, and
disposal of hazardous materials and wastes.
Land use policies and the Land Use Diagram outlined in the 2030 General Plan Land Use Element
are also designed to avoid impacts related to the release of hazardous materials. These policies and
the Land Use Diagram aim to reduce land use conflicts, and minimize the potential for exposure to
contamination related to hazardous materials, including the risks of contamination posed by
abandoned pipelines. For example, it is a County practice to ensure a thorough review of new
development proposals. The Land Use Element contains Policy LU-7.5 that encourages buffers to
be situated between incompatible uses. While the 2030 General Plan does not change any land use
designations, the Land Use Diagram was organized to place similar land uses near each other to
improve land use compatibility and reduce the likelihood that hazards related to incompatible land
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uses affect sensitive land uses. The Air Quality Element contains an analogous policy, Policy
AQ-4.7, that requires land use, transportation, and air quality planning to be integrated for the most
efficient use of resources and a healthier environment. These types of procedures and policies
ensure that incompatible land uses are not located near each other, which minimizes the possibility
that the routine use, transport, storage, and disposal of hazardous materials would create a
significant public health or environmental hazard.
The Merced County Department of Environmental Health oversees the various state and local
hazardous material programs. In this capacity, the County is responsible for providing regulatory
oversight for investigation and clean-up at sites that have hazardous contamination or leaking
underground storage tanks. The Merced County Local Oversight Program also oversees the
implementation of various clean-up programs with coordination from the State Department of
Toxic Substances Control and the State and Regional Water Quality Control Boards. Compliance
with CUPA programs and plans, in conjunction with other federal and state programs and the 2030
General Plan policies, would reduce the impact of reasonably foreseeable accidents or upset
conditions involving the release of hazardous materials.
The MCDEH also regularly updates the Area Plan for Emergency Response to Hazardous Material
Incidents in Merced County, which serves as the County’s emergency response plan for hazardous
material incidents. Policy HS-2.20 in the Health and Safety Element requires the County to prepare
for and include provisions for mutual aid efforts within the County Multi-Hazard Functional Plan.
This plan would contain preparedness measures, planning steps, and response strategies to prepare
for, respond to, and mitigate emergencies involving hazardous materials and the accidental release of
such materials into the environment.
There are numerous policies in place to protect the health and safety of residents and visitors from
hazardous materials. Further, the activities and businesses in the county are generally well
monitored, and the routine use, storage, transport, and disposal of hazardous materials and waste
generated by the various land uses projected under buildout of the 2030 General Plan will occur
within this policy and regulatory context. Both the State of California (Hazardous Materials
Transportation Act) and Merced County have programs and policies in place that seek to limit the
possibility of hazardous materials release and events that have the potential to result in the risk of
death, injury, and property loss. Although the risk of upset and accident conditions involving the
release of hazardous materials into the environment would remain, and the prevention of these types
of accidental risks would not be completely avoided, no feature of the 2030 General Plan or its
implementation would result in unusual land uses or reasonably foreseeable risks. This would be a
less-than-significant impact.
Significance of Impact: Less than significant.
Mitigation Measure: None required.

Merced County
July 2013

12-17

2030 Merced County General Plan
Recirculated Draft PEIR

Hazards and Hazardous Materials

Impact HAZ-2: Emit hazardous emissions or handle hazardous materials, substances or
waste within one-quarter mile of an existing or proposed school.
Implementation of the proposed 2030 General Plan would lead to urban development and the
intensification of land uses that could emit hazardous emissions or result in the handling of
hazardous materials, substances, or waste within one-quarter mile of an existing or proposed school.
Because the 2030 General Plan has incorporated policies to limit the use of hazardous materials near
school sites, and limit the development of proposed schools near existing contamination, this would
be a less-than-significant impact.
School sites are considered sensitive uses that need to be protected when planning for new growth.
Because the 2030 General Plan would result in an increased population, it would also increase the
number of students that need to enroll in school, and increase the need to construct additional
school facilities. As a result, new school sites could be located near land uses that could be expected
to emit hazardous emissions or handle hazardous materials, substances, or waste. New school sites
that may be needed near communities where future growth would be directed, such as Hilmar,
Delhi, and Planada, should be assessed for their potential to expose faculty, students, and staff to
hazardous materials. School site selection should also minimize exposure to hazardous conditions.
For example, properties with known historic industrial uses may have existing soil and groundwater
contamination that would pose health risks to nearby sensitive receptors, such as students. It is also
possible that the related contamination from hazardous uses could migrate within one-quarter mile
of an existing or proposed school. However, there are several state regulations that school sites
would be subject to that would ensure that hazardous exposures are controlled at a safe level. For
example, school projects funded under state programs, including the Office of Public School
Construction, must comply with several requirements pursuant to the California Education Code
and California Code of Regulations that address hazards. Further, the 2030 General Plan Health and
Safety Element contains a number of policies that would ensure the safety of the residents, students,
faculty, staff, and visitors at public school sites. Table 12-2 lists the policies intended to protect the
health and safety of administration, faculty, and students at existing or proposed schools sites.
Table 12-2

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to Hazardous
Materials Near School Sites

Goal or Policy
Health and Safety Element
Policy HS-5.1:
Compliance with Safety
Standards
Policy HS-5.3:
Incompatible Land Uses
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Goal or Policy Text
Require that hazardous materials are used,
stored, transported, and disposed of in a safe
manner, in compliance with local, state, and
federal safety standards.
Prohibit incompatible land uses near
properties that produce or store hazardous
waste.
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How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Ensures that all hazardous materials
used, stored, transported, and
disposed of in the county comply
with local, federal, and state safety
standards.
Prevents and minimizes hazards to
school sites through the designation
and zoning of land uses that would
produce or store hazardous waste to
be located adjacent to or near
sensitive land uses, such as residential
uses.

Merced County
July 2013

Hazards and Hazardous Materials

Table 12-2

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to Hazardous
Materials Near School Sites

Goal or Policy
Policy HS-5.4:
Contamination Prevention

Goal or Policy Text
Require new development proposals to
protect soils, surface water, and groundwater
from hazardous materials contamination.

Public Facilities and Services Element
Policy PFS-8.10:
Encourage early consultation between school
School District Consultants
districts and the County when proposing
new, or modifying existing, school site
locations.

How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Protects residents within new
developments from soil, surface, and
groundwater contamination by
avoiding site development in
locations with pre-existing
contamination issues or locations that
have not been remediated. Also,
ensures that residential development
in urban centers or as part of new
towns is designed in such as way that
minimizes environmental impacts
related to hazardous materials.
Ensures coordination between school
districts and the County when siting
new, or modifying existing, school
facilities to avoid locating such
facilities on sites near hazardous
contamination. Reduces impacts
related to hazards near school sites by
carefully considering health-related
impacts during school site planning.

Source: Merced County, 2011; Planning Partners, 2012.

In the Health and Safety Element, Policies HS-5.1, HS-5.3, and HS-5.4 require the safe use, storage
and transportation of hazardous materials, and prevent the development of incompatible land uses,
such as schools, near activities that use or produce hazardous materials. Policy PFS-8.10 encourages
early consultation between school districts and the County when proposing new, or modifying
existing, school locations, which would limit the expansion or development of schools near
hazardous sites.
It is also County practice to review project site plans of all development proposals on a case-by-case
basis. This process would also minimize the potential for locating potentially hazardous land uses
near schools, or siting new schools near hazards or incompatible land uses. Both the combination of
federal and state regulations governing the siting of new school facilities and the goals and policies as
outlined in the County’s 2030 General Plan would reduce risks related to hazardous emissions and
the potential harmful effects of hazardous materials near school sites. This would be a less-thansignificant impact.
Significance of Impact: Less than significant.
Mitigation Measure: None required.
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Impact HAZ-3: Be located on a site which is included on a list of hazardous materials sites
compiled pursuant to Government Code Section 65962.5 and, as a result,
create a significant hazard to the public or the environment.
Implementation of the proposed 2030 General Plan would lead to urban development and other
activities that could be located at a location that is included on a list of hazardous materials sites
compiled pursuant to Government Code Section 65962.5 and, as a result, could create a significant
hazard to the public or environment. This would be a potentially significant impact.
There are a number of sites identified in Merced County that contain groundwater or soil
contamination. They are included on a list (i.e., RWQCB Geotracker, Envirostor, CIWMB SWIS
list) of hazardous materials or contaminated sites pursuant to Government Code Section 65962.5.2
The list is available at http://www.envirostor.dtsc.ca.gov/public/search.asp?basic=True. Among the
sites, some have a history of contamination due to hazardous materials spills, leakage from
underground storage tanks, landfills, or other releases that are subject to federal and state
environmental laws and regulations. Many of these sites are also undergoing assessment or
remediation overseen by the Merced County Division of Environmental Health, CalRecycle
(formerly the Integrated Waste Management Board), or the Regional Water Quality Control Board.
Other sites, particularly agricultural sites that have a history of former agricultural operations, may
also contain chemicals including heavy metals and organic compounds that can persist in the soil
and contain residues that could pose health risks to sensitive receptors. Additionally, land uses sited
near abandoned pipelines could be exposed to potential contamination. As a result, land
development allowed under the 2030 General Plan could create a hazard to the public or the
environment if development occurs on contaminated sites. While many contaminated sites are likely
to have development restrictions prior to clean-up and remediation, the possibility remains that
future development under the 2030 General Plan could expose the public and the environment to
site contamination hazards.
In addition to various state programs that require the clean-up of contaminated sites, the County
would regulate hazardous material concerns and site contamination on a case-by-case basis as part of
the development site review process for any future project within the county, including potential
development adjacent to the routes of abandoned pipelines. Further, the 2030 General Plan contains
various policies intended to ensure the safety of county residents, visitors, and businesses, and
reduce the impacts of hazardous sites due to contamination. Table 12-3 lists the policies intended to
protect the health and safety of county residents from contaminated sites.

2

Merced, County of. 2011. Merced County Contaminated Site Listing. Accessed on May 9, 2011 by Juliana Prosperi
(Planning Partners) at http://www.envirostor.dtsc.ca.gov/public/search.asp?basic=True
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Table 12-3

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to Hazardous
Materials Sites

Goal or Policy
Health and Safety Element
Policy HS-5.3:
Incompatible Land Uses

Policy HS-5.4:
Contamination Prevention

How the Goal or Policy Avoids or Reduces
Impact

Goal or Policy Text
Prohibit incompatible land uses near
properties that produce or store
hazardous waste.

Require new development proposals
to protect soils, surface water, and
groundwater from hazardous
materials contamination.

Minimizes hazard impacts related to
contaminated sites by preventing the
designation and zoning of land uses that would
produce or store hazardous waste to be located
adjacent to or near sensitive land uses, such as
residential uses and public uses.
Protects residents within new developments
from soil, surface, and groundwater
contamination by avoiding site development in
locations with pre-existing contamination
issues or locations that have not been
remediated.

Source: Merced County, 2011; Planning Partners, 2012.

In the Health and Safety Element, Policy HS-5.3 would prohibit development on sites where it has
been determined that such construction would further contaminate the surrounding land and
jeopardize the health and safety of the County’s residents. Further environmental investigation may
be required to determine if soils, surface water, or existing structures require remediation, and
whether the site would be safe for public uses after remediation. Policy HS-5.4 would require new
development proposals to protect soils, surface water, and groundwater from hazardous materials
contamination. However, neither policy explicitly states that redevelopment or reuse of previously
contaminated sites would require formal environmental investigations according to recognized
federal and state standards. As a result, while the proposed 2030 General Plan incorporates local
County policies with federal and state regulations that together aim to reduce hazards to the public
related to hazardous contamination and the reuse of formerly contaminated sites, it remains that
toxic chemical, hazards, and other compounds that may persist in soils and groundwater may not be
adequately assessed or remediated, resulting in residual contamination that could continue to pose
health hazards to the County’s residents and visitors. This would be a potentially significant impact.
Significance of Impact: Potentially significant.
Mitigation Measure HAZ-3:
Amend Policy HS-5.4: Contamination Prevention, as follows:
Require new development and redevelopment proposals that have suspected or
historic contamination to address hazards concerns and protect soils, surface water,
and groundwater from hazardous materials contamination by conducting Phase I
Environmental Site Assessments (ESA) according to the American Society for
Testing and Materials (ASTM) standards and applicable Department of Toxic
Substances Control (DTSC) remediation guidelines. Also, complete additional Phase
II Environmental Site Assessments and soil investigations, and any identified or
needed remediation when preliminary studies determine such studies are
recommended.
Merced County
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Environmental Effects of Measure: Because this mitigation measure would result in the
additional protection against hazardous materials releases arising from the development of urban
uses and infrastructure identified in the 2030 General Plan, there would be no additional impacts
beyond those identified for such development in Chapters 5 through 22 of this Draft PEIR.
Level of Significance After Mitigation: Less than significant.
Implementation of Mitigation Measure HAZ-3 would result in a reduction in the potential hazard
impacts to the public or environment due to redevelopment on a contaminated site, or development
adjacent to a contaminated site or pipeline alignment. The policy would require that the owners or
responsible parties of all sites proposed for new development or redevelopment that have perceived
or potential historic contamination due to past agricultural, commercial, or industrial uses must
conduct appropriate environmental site assessments, and remediate contamination if present. No
further changes to County programs would be required.
Impact HAZ-4: Be located within an airport land use plan or, where such a plan has not
been adopted, within the vicinity of a public or private airport, and thereby
result in a safety hazard for people residing or working in the project area.
Implementation of the proposed 2030 General Plan would lead to urban development and other
land use activities that could be located within an area regulated by the Merced County Airport Land
Use Commission’s adopted Airport Land Use Plan or in the vicinity of a private airport, and pose a
safety hazard for people residing or working in the project area. Because the intent of the General
Plan is to ensure that existing and future land uses function without imposing safety hazards or
nuisances upon existing uses, the 2030 General Plan land uses are designed to be consistent with the
Airport Land Use Commission adopted land use restrictions and compatibility criteria in accordance
with the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) for the areas around the five public airports in
Merced County. However, although the 2030 General Plan contains goals and policies to ensure that
all development within the vicinity of public airports do not result in safety hazards, additional
measures may be necessary to ensure future development near private airport facilities does not pose
safety hazards. Therefore, while public safety impacts associated with public airport hazards would
result in a less-than-significant impact, public safety impacts associated with private airports could be
potentially significant.
In June 2012, the ALUC adopted the Merced County Airport Land Use Compatibility Plan
(ALUCP), which contains individual compatibility plans for all five public airports in the county.
The basic function of the ALUCP is to promote land use compatibility between the airports in
Merced County and the land uses that surround them. The ALUCP also sets compatibility criteria
applicable to local agencies reviewing development proposals and preparing land use plans and
zoning ordinances, and to landowners designing new development. The Merced County ALUCP is
primarily concerned with the land uses near the five public use airports in the County: Castle
Airport, Gustine Municipal Airport, Los Banos Municipal Airport, Merced Regional Airport, and the
Turlock Municipal Airport. With the exception of the Castle Airport, each airport’s influence area
extends approximately two miles from the airport runways. The Castle Airport influence area
stretches approximately four miles from the runway end due to the heavy aircraft that the airport
accommodates (Merced County 2012).
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The 2030 General Plan is required to be consistent, to the greatest extent possible, with the policies
adopted by the ALUC reflected in each individual airport’s ALUCP and its corresponding land use
compatibility zone maps. Land uses not consistent with the ALUCPs would need to be modified by
the County in the General Plan, Community Plans, and policy documents to ensure consistency.
However, local agencies do not need to change land use designations to bring them into consistency
with ALUC criteria if the current designations reflect existing development. Instead, applicable plans
would need to establish policies to ensure that the non-conforming uses would not be expanded,
and that redevelopment in the area would be made consistent with the compatibility criteria. In its
June 2012 adoption of the ALUCP, the Merced County ALUC found that the 2030 General Plan
was consistent with the ALUCP, and that there were no incompatible land use designations in the
vicinity of the county’s public use airports.
While land is not redesignated for development in this update, implementation of 2030 General Plan
would still result in new residential and commercial projects. While the exact locations of new
development is not known, the majority of development is anticipated to occur within focused
growth areas, such as cities, city spheres of influence, and within unincorporated designated
communities (i.e., Delhi, Planada, Hilmar, Franklin-Beachwood, Winton). Many of these areas,
specifically the unincorporated designated communities, are situated outside the influence areas of
public and private airports. However, it is likely that some new development may occur within the
vicinity of private airport influence areas. While the majority of the County’s five public use airports
are located near or within designated urbanized areas, no expansion of non-conforming uses would
be permitted to occur near the public airport’s influence areas where they are not in compliance with
the ALUCP compatibility criteria. Any development proposed along urbanized fringe areas (i.e.,
outside the urban area boundary) or near agricultural uses would be allowed based on consistency
with the ALUCP and discretionary review by the County. Table 12-4 lists each public airport within
Merced County and the surrounding existing and proposed land uses.
Table 12-4
Airport

Merced County Public Airports Surrounding Existing and Proposed Land Uses
Size

Location

Castle
Airport

2,777+
acres

Northeast of the City of
Atwater, 6 miles
northwest of the City of
Merced.

Gustine
Municipal
Airport

45
acres

2 miles east of the City of
Gustine, within the city
limits.

Los Banos
Municipal
Airport

125
acres

Western part of the City
of Los Banos.

Merced
Airport

450
acres

Within City of Merced,
2.5 miles from
downtown.

Merced County
July 2013

Existing Land Uses
Mainly agricultural uses with
some farmworker housing;
Winton is located one mile west
of northern end of runway;
Franklin-Beachwood is 2.5 miles
southeast of runway.
Surrounded by agriculture and
wildlife lands; nearest city urban
area is 1.3 miles to west;
Keterson National Wildlife
Refuge is situated 2 miles of
northeast of airport.
Within city limits of Los Banos;
adjacent to multiple urban uses
on east and south; agriculture to
the north and west.
Urban development to north,
east, and southeast; agricultural
land to west and south.
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Proposed Land Uses
Residential development
anticipated along edges of
unincorporated communities
of Franklin-Beachwood and
Winton, otherwise continued
agricultural uses.
Continued agricultural and
open space uses.

Continued agricultural uses in
the County, outside urban area
boundary.
Continued agricultural uses
within unincorporated areas
outside urban area boundaries.
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Table 12-4
Airport
Turlock
Municipal
Airport

Merced County Public Airports Surrounding Existing and Proposed Land Uses
Size
320
acres

Location
Existing Land Uses
North-central Merced
Agriculture to north, east, and
County, 1.5 miles south
west; unincorporated community
of Stanislaus County line, of Ballico and agricultural uses
8 miles east of Turlock,
to south.
one mile north of Ballico.
Source: Draft Merced County Airport Land Use Compatibility Plan, 2011.

Proposed Land Uses
Continued agricultural uses
near airport.

Private airports are located at various locations within the county, many of which consist of private
airstrips associated with agriculture-related uses situated in rural areas of the county. These private
airstrips generally serve as access to large farms, and are used for agricultural related crop-dusting
activities. Siting private airport uses in rural areas designated for agricultural uses may pose fewer
land use conflicts to sensitive uses, but safety impacts may still occur. Further, any new
development near airport facilities that involves multiple stories, large concentrations of people,
sensitive uses such as nursing homes or school sites, and facilities with large antennas or extensive
lighting, could obstruct and create hazards to aviation. The location of new development could also
result in safety hazards to the people who reside and work near the airports due to noise, nuisances,
and accidents related to aircrafts. All new development proposals near private airports would need
to be reviewed on a case-by-case basis to ensure consistency with relevant land use plans and
policies.
Of the five public airports within Merced County, none contain land uses outlined in their ALUCPs
that are inconsistent with the proposed land uses illustrated under the 2030 General Plan Land Use
Diagram. Consistency with the ALUCPs ensures there are no conflicts with land uses, noise, or
other safety hazards that may result in jeopardized safety operations. All public airports are
consistent with the land uses outlined in the 2030 General Plan as discussed below.
The ALUCPs for all public airports contain land use compatibility criteria, referred to as zones, that
prohibit the development of sensitive uses within each airport’s influence area surrounding its
runway. The criteria prohibit the development of children schools, day care centers, libraries,
hospitals, nursing homes, and other sensitive uses within its airport’s influence area. The Castle
Airport influence area is located three miles northeast of the City of Atwater and six miles northwest
of the City of Merced, The majority of unincorporated lands within the Castle Airport’s influence
area consist of agricultural land uses, with the exception of some farm worker housing. While some
non-conforming uses exist, none of these uses would be extended within the airport’s influence area.
All uses proposed for the influence area surrounding the Gustine Municipal Airport remain
agricultural uses under the 2030 General Plan. Likewise, all land uses within unincorporated Merced
County surrounding the Los Banos Municipal Airport would remain agricultural uses, with the
exception of existing non-conforming residential land uses within the east and southeast portions of
the Los Banos city limits.
Similarly, most land uses within unincorporated Merced County that occur south and west of the
Merced Regional Airport located just southwest of the Merced city limits and sphere of influence are
designated for rural agricultural uses. While some land uses to the north, east, and southeast of the
Merced Regional Airport influence area consist of non-conforming residential uses, like the uses
near the Los Banos Municipal Airport, none of these uses would be extended or expanded into the
airport’s influence area. No unincorporated land uses conflict with the Merced Regional Airport
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ALUCP. Lastly, the majority of the Turlock Municipal Airport and its influence area occur within
the north-central portion of unincorporated Merced County. All land uses within the Turlock
Municipal Airport influence area are consistent with the use outlined in its CLUP, as all land uses
consist of agricultural activities. There is no potential that future sensitive land uses (e.g., residential
uses) could be proposed within the Turlock Municipal Airport’s influence area that are not
compatible with the compatibility zones outlined in the CLUP (Cumulative impacts are discussed in
Chapter 22, Required CEQA Analyses).
As stated above, the overall intent of the 2030 Merced County General Plan is to ensure consistency
between existing and future land uses. Specifically, the 2030 General Plan is required by state law to
be consistent with all airport land use plans (Government Code Section 65302.3). As a result, such
plans would also need to specifically address compatibility issues and avoid conflicts with the
compatibility planning criteria, which means the plans must function without posing safety hazards.
For that reason, the 2030 General Plan includes explicit goals and policies that would reduce land
use compatibility issues and safety concerns that could impact the capability and functionality of the
County’s aviation system. Table 12-5 lists the policies applicable to the safe operation of airports and
the safety of county residents.
Table 12-5

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to Airport
Safety

Goal or Policy
Land Use Element
Policy LU-5.B.7:
Screening Industrial Uses

Policy LU-5.D.7:
Castle Air Force Base Reuse
Plan

Goal or Policy Text
Require new industrial uses to be
screened, either by landscaping or site
design, from existing residential uses and
public facilities (e.g., schools, parks) in
order to minimize visual impacts within
Urban Communities.
Use the Castle Air Force Base Reuse Plan
as the Community Plan and the Special
Planning Zone development standards to
guide redevelopment of the former Air
Force Base.

Health and Safety Element
Goal HS-4
Promote the safe operation of airports
and the safety of Merced County residents
by requiring that any new development
within the airport area of influence be
consistent with the requirements of the
Merced County Airport Land Use
Commission’s compatibility plan and
compliant with FAA regulations.
Policy HS-4.1:
Require that development around airports
Airport Land Use
be consistent with the safety policies and
Compatibility Plan
land use compatibility guidelines
contained in the Merced County Airport
Land Use Commission’s adopted Airport
Land Use Compatibility Plan.
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How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Reduces airport safety hazards and
nuisances associated with the visual
appearance of airport facilities by
requiring industrial uses, such as airports
to install screening measures to block or
minimize visual impacts.
Minimizes airport safety hazards related to
former aviation-related sites by promoting
the reuse and redevelopment of the
former air force base.
Requires consistency with the County’s
ALUCPs to ensure the safety of airport
operation and compatibility of the lands
near the airports.

Minimizes land use compatibility issues by
requiring new development to be
consistent with all safety policies and land
use compatibility guidelines contained in
the ALUCPs for each County public use
airport.
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Table 12-5

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to Airport
Safety

Goal or Policy
Policy HS-4.2:
Compliance with FAA
Regulations
Policy HS-7.10:
Aircraft Noise

Goal or Policy Text
Require that development within the
airport approach and departure zones is in
compliance with Part 77 of the FAA
Regulations (regulations that address
objects affecting navigable airspace).
Prohibit new noise-sensitive development
within projected future 60 dB Ldn noise
contour of any public or private airports.

How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Ensure compliance with FAA regulations
that address navigable airspace to
minimize safety hazards between airport
and surrounding land uses.
Prohibits noise-sensitive development
within the vicinity of public and private
airports, thereby minimizing related
hazards.

Source: Merced County, 2011; Planning Partners, 2012.

The Health and Safety and Land Use Elements contain a number of policies that establish
requirements for compatible development, some of which focus on promoting land use consistency
between airport operations and surrounding uses, and others that apply screening, adaptive reuse,
and performance standards. The Land Use Element contains two policies that aim to promote land
use consistency with airport operations through screening and landscaping, and adaptive reuse of
former air force base sites. Together, these policies would promote land use consistency and
continued compatibility around airports.
Although the 2030 General Plan contains a number of specific policies to reduce land use
compatibility issues, minimize airport-related nuisances, and ensure that airport safety zones are
established for public airports, no safety provisions are outlined for private airports. While impacts
related to the siting of new sensitive uses next to any of the five public airports would result in a
less-than-significant impact, impacts related to the siting of new sensitive uses near any of the
private airports, often near agricultural operations, could be expected to impact the safety of people
residing or working in the areas around these airports. Therefore, impacts related to the siting of
new uses near private airports would be a potentially significant impact.
Significance of Impact: Potentially significant.
Mitigation Measure HAZ-4:
Amend Policy HS-4.1: Airport Land Use Compatibility Plan as follows:
Require that development around public use airports be consistent with the safety
policies and land use compatibility guidelines contained in the Merced County
Airport Land Use Commission’s adopted Airport Land Use Compatibility Plan, and
ensure that development near private airstrips addresses land use compatibility issues
and complies with Federal Aviation Administration regulations.
Environmental Effects of Measure: Implementation of Mitigation Measure HS-4.1 would result
in a reduction in potential safety hazards due to new development that would occur near private
airstrips by ensuring that development near both public use and private airstrips addresses land use
compatibility issues.
Level of Significance After Mitigation: Less than significant.
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Impact HAZ-5: Expose people or structures to a significant risk of loss, injury, or death
involving wildland fires.
Implementation of the proposed 2030 General Plan would lead to urban development and other
activities that would increase the need to expand existing fire protection services, and could expose
people or structures to a significant risk of loss, injury, or death involving wildland fires. Because the
2030 General Plan contains specific goals and policies designed to prevent wildfire hazards related to
wildland fuel reduction, emergency response, and design solutions, this would be a less-thansignificant impact.
Both urban and wildland fire hazards exist in Merced County. However, according to the California
Department of Forestry and Fire Protection, wildland fires comprise the majority of fires in the
county. As a result, as the county continues to grow and more rural lands are developed, the
potential for urban development within areas that are susceptible to wildland fire hazards will
increase. The 2030 General Plan would allow new urban development near both existing cities and
urban centers, and near rural centers that are located near foothill areas. Development in these rural
areas is likely to be exposed to the greatest risks related to wildland fire hazards since the threat from
wildfires in these areas is moderate to high, due to higher fuel loads and fewer water resources for
fire suppression. The rural areas likely to be most exposed to high wildland fire threats are located
in the far western and eastern parts of the county, particularly west of the San Luis Reservoir (see
Figure 12-2). Some of the unincorporated communities areas that may be more susceptible to
wildland fire hazards because they are located in or near high to very high fire hazard severity zones
include, but are not limited to, the Villages at Laguna San Luis, Fox Hills, and Santa Nella in the
western portion of the county, and the community of Snelling in the northeastern portion of the
county. As the county continues to experience increased residential development within areas of
unincorporated Merced County designated for agricultural and rural residential uses, such
development would occur within the moderate to very high fire hazard severity zones. As a result,
there will be increasing pressure to maintain adequate and safe roadways for emergency access and
evacuation, upgrade fire safety facilities, and safeguard and serve the growing demand for wildland
fire protection.
There are several 2030 General Plan goals, policies, and implementation programs contained in the
Health and Safety Element related to increasing fire response capabilities, supporting fire prevention
measures, and encouraging design solutions that provide better fire response and accessibility to
reduce wildfire impacts. Table 12-6 lists all applicable policies related to wildland fire hazards and
safety.
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Table 12-6

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to Wildland
Fire Hazard Safety

Goal or Policy
Health and Safety Element
Goal HS-3

Goal or Policy Text
Minimize the exposure of County residents
and public and private property to the effects
of urban and wildland fires.

How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Reduces the safety impacts to
county residents by limiting the
siting of residential and sensitive
uses near wildland areas with high to
very high fire hazard severity ratings.
Minimizes fire hazards by requiring
adequate water supplies are available
for fire suppression prior to
occupancy of any structure in an
urban area where public water
systems do not exist.
Reduces risk of fire hazards by
establishing a minimum peak-load
water supply standard for
developments with public water
systems to ensure an adequate water
supply is available to respond to
emergencies.

Policy HS-3.1:
Adequate Water Supplies for
Fire Suppression

Require adequate water supplies be available
for fire suppression prior to occupancy of any
structure in urban areas where a public water
system does not exist prior to occupancy of
any structures located in the County.

Policy HS-3.2:
Minimum Peak-load Water
Supply Standards

Establish minimum peak-load water supply
standards for developments with public water
systems.

Policy HS-3.3:
Sprinkler Systems

Require sprinkler systems in areas where a fire
department determines alternate fire
protection measures are not adequate or to
comply with state law.

Minimizes fire risks related to the
loss of property, such as residences,
through the installation of automatic
sprinkler systems.

Policy HS-3.4:
Smoke Detectors

Encourage installation and maintenance of
smoke detectors in existing residences and
commercial facilities that were constructed
prior to the requirement for their installation.

Minimizes fire risks related to the
loss of property, specifically
residences built prior to the
requirement for smoke detectors, by
requiring the installation of smoke
devices.

Policy HS-3.5:
Vegetation Clear Zones

Encourage and maintain vegetation "clear
zones" around new and existing residential
structures in areas designated as having a high
or extreme fire hazard severity, and assist
property owners in identifying how the clear
zones should be maintained.
Encourage weed abatement programs
throughout the county in order to promote fire
safety.

Reduces wildland fire hazards by
promoting the installation of
defensible space zones around
residential structures in high to
extreme fire hazard severity zones.

Policy HS-3.6:
Weed Abatement

Policy HS-3.7:
Road Fire Buffers

2030 Merced County General Plan
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Encourage fire buffers along heavily traveled
roads within high and extreme hazard zones by
thinning, disking, or controlled burning. Plan
parks, golf courses, utility corridors, roads, and
open space areas so they can serve a secondary
function as a fuel break.
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Reduces wildland fire hazards
through the weed removal and other
highly ignitable vegetation that could
increase fire risks to property.
Designates specific fire roads and
buffers along heavily travelled roads
as a means for evacuation and fuel
breaks in order to minimize wildland
fire hazards.
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Table 12-6

Merced County 2030 General Plan Goals and Policies Relating to Wildland
Fire Hazard Safety

Goal or Policy
Policy HS-3.8:
Cluster Development

Policy HS-3.9:
Building Permit Review

Policy HS-3.10:
Emergency Equipment
Access – New Development

Goal or Policy Text
Encourage cluster developments in areas
identified as subject to high or extreme fire
hazard in order to provide for more localized
and effective fire protection measures, such as
consolidations of fuel build-up abatement,
firebreak maintenance, firefighting equipment
access, and water service provision.
Require all buildings and structures to be
constructed to fire safety standards prescribed
in the Building Code and the County Fire
Prevention Ordinance. Where minimum fire
flow water pressure is not available to satisfy
Fire Department standards, alternate fire
protection measures shall be identified and
incorporated into the development.
Require safe all-weather access for fire and
other emergency equipment as part of the
subdivisions and building permit application
review process.

Policy HS-3.11:
Emergency Equipment
Access – Existing
Development

Encourage the construction of safe all-weather
access for fire and emergency equipment to
serve existing residential uses in areas
designated as having a very high fire hazard
severity.

Policy HS-3.12:
Fire-Resistant Vegetation

Require that development in high fire hazard
areas have fire-resistant vegetation, cleared fire
breaks separating communities or clusters of
structures from native vegetation, or a longterm comprehensive vegetation and fuel
management program.
Require the Uniform Fire Code to be used as a
guide for project-level fire prevention and
suppression activities, including site access,
water supply, fire protection systems, and the
use of fire resistant building materials.

Policy HS-3.13:
Uniform Fire Code

How the Goal or Policy Avoids or
Reduces Impact
Encourages design solutions that
integrate fire protection measures,
such as adequate and safe
accessibility, water services,
firefighting equipment, and
maintenance measures to ensure
wildland fire hazards are minimized.
Enforces compliance with applicable
Building Codes to ensure adequate
water pressure is available and
appropriate fire-resistant materials
are used for construction to
minimize wildland fire hazards.
Minimizes wildland fire risk by
requiring that emergency vehicle and
equipment access is provided as part
of the subdivision and building
permit process.
Reduces the risk of wildland fire
hazards by ensuring that all
firefighting equipment serving
residential uses is provided safe, allweather access in order to provide
quick and efficient emergency
response.
Avoids wildland fire hazards by
requiring residences in high fire
hazard severity zones use only fireresistant vegetation and clear areas
as defensible space.
Minimizes wildland fire hazards by
enforcing the uniform fire code
provisions regarding fire
suppression, site accessibility, water
supply, fire-resistant construction
materials, and fire equipment
systems.

Source: Merced County, 2011; Planning Partners, 2012.

As indicated in Table 12-6, the Health and Safety Element Goal HS-3, and its supporting policies,
aim to minimize the exposure of county residents and public and private property to the effects of
urban and wildland fires. In addition to the proposed goals and policies outlined in the Health and
Safety Element, other federal and state policies and regulations would reduce wildfire risks. Other
state regulations include the Public Resources Code for Fire Safe Regulations (Sections 4290-91) and
related fire and health and safety codes which establish minimum road standards, signage, private
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water supply standards, and defensible space requirements. Likewise, the California Building
Commission’s Wildland-Urban Interface Code, adopted in late 2005 and updated in January 2008,
also includes ignition-resistant construction standards in fire prone areas (similar to Policy HS-3.9).
The proposed 2030 General Plan goals and policies, in combination with federal and state
regulations, would result in a beneficial impact and would reduce wildfire risk and hazard impacts.
This would be a less-than-significant impact.
Significance of Impact: Less than significant.
Mitigation Measure HAZ-5: None required.
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21 ALTERNATIVES ANALYSIS
21.1

INTRODUCTION

Section 15126.6 of the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) Guidelines requires that an
Environmental Impact Report (EIR) describe and comparatively evaluate a range of reasonable
alternatives to a project, or location of the project, that would feasibly attain most of the basic
objectives of the project, but would avoid or substantially lessen any of the project’s significant
effects. The range of alternatives evaluated in the following analysis is dictated by the range of
project significant impacts identified in this Draft PEIR, and evaluated alternatives are limited to
those that would reduce or eliminate identified environmental impacts.
This Draft PEIR found that many significant impacts could be reduced to a less-than-significant
level with implementation of mitigation measures outlined within this document. Exceptions include
impacts in the environmental topics of agricultural resources, air quality, biological resources, global
climate change, groundwater recharge, noise, population growth, traffic, and water supply. Three
alternatives, in addition to the required No Project alternative, were formulated to illustrate the
range of project alternatives that could be implemented as alternatives to the proposed 2030 Merced
County General Plan (2030 General Plan) project. A detailed description of the proposed project is
provided in Chapter 3, Project Description. CEQA does not require the environmental review of
alternatives to be at the same level of detail as that for the proposed project [CEQA Guidelines
Section 15126.6(d)]. The review must be at a sufficient level, however, to allow for a meaningful
comparison of the environmental merits of each.
This meaningful comparison of the identified alternatives is summarized in Table 21-6, shown at the
end of this chapter. Each of the alternatives, as well as its comparative merits, is described below.

21.1.1 FACTORS CONSIDERED IN SELECTION OF ALTERNATIVES
An EIR should briefly describe the rationale for selecting the alternatives to be discussed, identify
any alternatives that were considered by the lead agency but were rejected as infeasible, and briefly
explain the reasons underlying the lead agency’s determination [State CEQA Guidelines Section
15126.6(c)]. This section describes the process used to select the alternatives. The proposed project
and the alternatives addressed in this Draft PEIR are based on several ideas and concepts developed
during the 2030 General Plan community outreach process. Citizen input was essential to the 2030
General Plan process. In 2006, key stakeholder interviews and community workshops were held,
followed by rounds of focus group meetings, joint study sessions, local Municipal Advisory Council
(MAC) meetings, and input from County staff, the Planning Commission, and the Board of
Supervisors. In 2011, a scoping meeting initiated the environmental review process, which further
contributed to the development of the selected alternatives. The alternatives addressed in the Draft
PEIR were also selected in consideration of one or more of the following factors as set forth in
Section 15126.6 of the State CEQA Guidelines:
•

•

The extent to which the alternative would accomplish most of the basic objectives of the
proposed project (15126.6.a);
The extent to which the alternative would avoid or lessen any of the identified significant
environmental effects of the project (15126.6.b);
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•

•

•

The feasibility of the alternative, taking into account location, economic viability,
availability of infrastructure, and consistency with various applicable plans and regulatory
limitations (15126.6.f.1);
The appropriateness of the alternative in contributing to a “reasonable range” of
alternatives (15126.6.c); and,
The requirement of the CEQA Guidelines to consider a “no project” alternative and,
where the “no project” alternative is the environmentally superior alternative, to identify
an “environmentally superior” alternative in addition to the no-project alternative
(15126.6.e).

The significant environmental impacts that the County, in identifying alternatives, seeks to eliminate
or reduce are:
•

•

•

•

•

•

•
•
•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Conversion of Prime Farmland, Unique Farmland, Farmland of Statewide Importance,
Farmland of Local Importance, or Confined Animal Agriculture (Important Farmland)
as shown on the maps prepared pursuant to the Farmland Mapping and Monitoring
Program of the California Resources Agency, to non-agricultural use
Involve other land use changes that would result in conversion of farmland to nonagricultural uses from urban development
Conversion of farmland to non-agricultural uses due to minor subdivision of rural
parcels
Involve other land use changes that would result in conversion of farmland to nonagricultural uses due to inadequate reduced parcel sizes
Increase in operational emissions of PM10 and PM2.5 associated with 2030 General Plan
buildout
Adverse effects to special status species and sensitive habitats due to the conversion of
farmlands and open space
Adverse effect on wetlands, riparian habitat, and other sensitive natural communities
Increase in GHG emissions associated with 2030 General Plan buildout
Increase in GHG emissions that would conflict with an applicable plan, policy, or
regulation adopted for the purpose of reducing GHG emissions
Substantially deplete groundwater supplies or interfere with groundwater recharge to the
degree there would be continued aggravation of groundwater overdraft or a net
reduction in aquifer volume that would negatively impact existing users or habitat needs
Ambient and traffic noise level increases caused by development consistent with the
2030 General Plan
Conflicts with a plan, ordinance, or policy establishing measures of effectiveness on
Merced County roads
Conflicts with a plan, ordinance, or policy establishing measures of effectiveness of State
Highways
Conflicts with an applicable plan, ordinance, or policy establishing measures of
effectiveness of streets within unincorporated cities in Merced County
Lack of sufficient water supply resources and entitlements available to accommodate
continued development through buildout under the 2030 General Plan
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Cumulative Agricultural Resources impacts
Cumulative Air Quality impacts
Cumulative Biological Resources impacts
Cumulative Global Climate Change impacts
Cumulative Hydrology and Water Quality impacts
Cumulative Noise impacts
Cumulative Transportation impacts
Cumulative Utilities and Service System impacts
Irreversible Environmental Changes.

The alternative selection process was complemented by background information provided in the
recently updated 2030 General Plan Background Report (Merced County 2007; updated 2012), the
2030 General Plan Alternatives Report (Merced County 2008), the 2030 General Plan Revised
Alternatives Report (Merced County 2009), the project objectives, and the identification of
community issues collected during outreach workshops and meetings. The discussion of the 2030
General Plan alternatives, as referenced in the Alternatives Report and the Revised Alternatives
Report, is distinct from the alternatives analysis presented in this Draft PEIR. However, there is
some overlap regarding certain concepts. The 2030 General Plan alternatives were designed to
compare various development scenarios for the purpose of exploring different policy directions. The
Draft PEIR alternatives are developed to address scenarios that reduce potentially significant
impacts associated with the proposed 2030 General Plan.
Consistent with CEQA Requirements (CEQA Guidelines Section 15126.6(a)), during the Draft
PEIR preparation process, each alternative scenario was reviewed to develop a range of alternatives
that would feasibly attain most of the project objectives, but also avoid or lessen several significant
effects associated with the proposed project. The objectives of the 2030 General Plan, based upon
regulatory requirements, the vision established within the community workshops, and the County’s
guiding principles as set forth in the 2030 General Plan, are as follows:
1. Adopt a General Plan that complies with state law;
2. Promote a development strategy for city- and unincorporated community-centered growth
that locates urban growth in the incorporated cities and unincorporated communities with
existing urban services, and allows for consideration for new towns;
3. Protect and support agriculture as an integral component to the county’s economic vitality
and quality of life;
4. Sustain and enhance the county’s natural environment, including all critical habitat areas,
watersheds, wildlife corridors, and other natural communities;
5. Identify methods to expand and diversify the county’s local economy in order to create and
sustain employment and business opportunities that enable existing and future residents to
improve their quality of life;
6. Protect the county’s natural resources, including air, water, energy, wildlife, and scenery, to
assure a high quality of life for current and future residents;
7. Require new growth and development to have adequate access to all essential public facilities
and services, including water, sewer, storm water drainage, roadways, schools, government
centers, and recreation; and
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8. Coordinate, network, and maintain a multi-modal countywide transportation system,
including freeways, highways, streets, bicycle and pedestrian pathways, mass transit, airports,
and rail to meet the needs of residents and businesses.

21.1.2 ALTERNATIVES ELIMINATED FROM FURTHER CONSIDERATION
The following alternatives were originally considered during the planning process for the proposed
project, but were determined to not be feasible for continued evaluation because the alternatives
would not avoid or lessen several significant environmental effects, or because the alternatives were
too similar to other selected alternatives. As a result, the following alternatives were eliminated from
further consideration.
•

•

•

Unincorporated-Community Growth Alternative. This alternative directs a significant
share of new growth to unincorporated urban communities throughout the county. The
concept underlying the alternative is to provide a larger share of the growth in
unincorporated urban communities (e.g., Specific Urban Development Plans) to enable
the County to enact greater control over development patterns and increase revenue to
pay for needed public facilities and services. This alternative does not include the
creation of new communities or large-scaled master-planned communities, such as New
Urban Communities. This alternative was referred to as Alternative B in the Alternatives
Report (Merced County 2008). This alternative was not chosen for further planning by
the Merced County Board of Supervisors during its initial review in part due to the loss
of important agricultural lands that could occur with implementation of the alternative.
Resource Protection/Infrastructure Availability Alternative. This alternative
emphasizes growth in cities and communities that have both the infrastructure capacity
to support growth and fewer resources (e.g., prime farmland, important habitat) that
could be impacted by growth. Growth allocations would be determined based on a
ranking system that addresses hazards (e.g., floodplains), infrastructure availability (e.g.,
water and sewer capacity) and proximity to important natural resources (e.g., wetlands)
and productive farmland. Cities and communities with a favorable ranking based on the
identified constraints would receive a larger share of growth, while those with significant
constraints would receive a lower proportional share of growth. This alternative was
referred to as Alternative C in the Alternatives Report (Merced County 2008). This
alternative was not chosen for further planning by the Merced County Board of
Supervisors during its initial review because the constraints placed on urban
development would interfere with effective operation of the real estate market within the
county.
Alternative Project Location. None of the alternatives included consideration of an
alternative project location. The CEQA Guidelines (Section 15126.6(3)(f)(2))
recommend considering an alternative project location to reduce potential project
impacts. However, the goals and policies of the proposed project are specific to the
geographic context of the county’s planning area. Buildout of the proposed project
consistent with the 2030 General Plan goals and policies at another location does not
make sense for a General Plan that applies to all parcels within the County’s jurisdiction
and within its planning area. Therefore, the Draft PEIR does not evaluate an alternative
project location.
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21.2 EVALUATION OF ALTERNATIVES
Three action alternatives, in addition to the required No Project alternative, were formulated to
illustrate the range of project alternatives that could be implemented as alternatives to the proposed
2030 Merced County General Plan (2030 General Plan) project. These additional alternatives
include: Alternative 2, City-Centered Growth; Alternative 3, No New Urban Communities; and
Alternative 4, Dairy Digester Requirement. The characteristics of each of the four alternatives are
set forth below, together with an evaluation of their potential environmental effects relative to those
impacts identified for the 2030 General Plan.

ALTERNATIVE 1 – NO PROJECT ALTERNATIVE
CEQA Guidelines require discussion of the “No Project” alternative to allow decision makers to
compare the impacts of approving the proposed project with the impacts of not approving the
proposed project [CEQA Guidelines Section 15126.6(e)]. When the project is a revision or update
of an existing land use plan or regulatory policy, the No Project Alternative will be the continuation
of the existing plan or policy. Under the No Project Alternative, the existing 2000 General Plan
(adopted in 1990) would remain the long-range planning policy document for the county. Therefore,
the effects of continued implementation of the existing 2000 General Plan would be evaluated.
Consequently, current development patterns would continue to occur in accordance with the
existing General Plan, Community Plans, and Zoning Ordinance.
Without approval of the proposed 2030 General Plan, the 2000 General Plan would continue to rely
upon policies adopted in 1990 and would not reflect current state law and recent legislation. Because
the proposed 2030 General Plan contains new and updated goals and policies to better direct urban
development due to population growth, protect natural resources, and preserve agricultural lands,
the No Project Alternative would not include any of the new policies and implementation programs
designed to address the environmental impacts of future county development. Additionally,
implementation of the No Project alternative would not include implementation of the mitigation
measures identified in this Draft PEIR.
As a result, the No Project Alternative would involve a greater amount of land subject to
development. It would likely result in a larger buildout population due to a lack of guiding goals and
policies (designed to manage growth) and a lower-density, sprawling, and scattered development
pattern. Urban and other development permitted under the existing 2000 General Plan goals and
policies, and the current Zoning Ordinance, would continue under the No Project Alternative.
The No Project Alternative would increase the magnitude of anticipated environmental impacts
associated with the proposed project because the new and updated goals and policies included as
part of the proposed 2030 General Plan would not be implemented. Compared to the proposed
2030 General Plan, the existing 2000 General Plan lacks detailed goals and policies to protect scenic
resources and minimize day and nighttime light and glare. The 2000 General Plan lacks goals and
policies designed to prevent and compensate the loss of important farmlands. The 2000 General
Plan also lacks specific policy direction to improve air quality and protect biological and cultural
resources by directing growth to cities, designated unincorporated urban area boundaries, and New
Urban Communities under certain conditions. The lack of new and updated policies would likely
result in greater impacts to scenic resources, air quality, and agricultural, biological, and cultural
resources.
Merced County
July 2013
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Because the No Project Alternative lacks the protective policies set forth in the 2030 General Plan, it
would allow for the conversion of greater amounts of open space land to urban uses and create
more impervious surfaces, which would increase the amount of surface water runoff that also would
have an adverse effect on water quality. The increase in the creation of impervious surfaces would
also reduce groundwater recharge. Compared to the proposed 2030 General Plan, the existing 2000
General Plan lacks extensive goals and policies requiring the efficient and timely provision of public
services, recreation facilities, and utility infrastructure. Further, the 2000 General Plan does not have
updated wildland fire requirements for new development, or new standards for development within
the 100-year and 200-year floodplains. It does not include updated land use and transportation
policies to ensure consistency with state and regional growth, and climate change policies. While the
No Project Alternative would result in some similar environmental impacts to the proposed 2030
General Plan, such as geology, soils, and minerals, most environmental impacts would be greater
because the protective policies contained within the 2030 General Plan or identified as mitigation in
this Draft PEIR would not be implemented. Based on the foregoing, the No Project Alternative
would result in more environmental effects than the proposed 2030 General Plan project.
Table 21-1 includes an evaluation of the relative impacts of implementing Alternative 1 – No Project
Alternative.
Table 21-1

Evaluation of Alternative 1 – No Project Alternative
Impact

Level of
Impact for
Project

Level of Impact of Alternative 1

Aesthetics
Damage to scenic resources within a state
scenic highway
Degradation of the existing visual
character or quality of scenic resources

LS

Create a new source of light or glare
adversely affecting day or nighttime views

PS/LS

Increased magnitude and significance since new goals and
policies, and EIR mitigation would not be implemented

Conversion of important farmland to nonagricultural use

PS/SU

Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be
implemented

Conflict with zoning for agricultural use
or Williamson Act contracts

PS/LS

Increased magnitude and significance since new goals and
policies, and EIR mitigation would not be implemented

Land use changes that result in conversion
of farmland to non-agricultural uses from
urban development
Loss of forest land or changes that could
convert forest land to non-forest uses

PS/SU

Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies would not be implemented

Land use changes that result in conversion
of farmland to non-agricultural uses due
to Minor Subdivision of Rural Parcels

PS/SU

Land use changes that result in conversion
of farmland to non-agricultural uses due
to Minor Subdivision of Rural Parcels and
resultant changes in water use

LS

LS

Increased magnitude and significance since new goals and
policies would not be implemented
Increased magnitude and significance since new goals and
policies would not be implemented

Agricultural Resources

2030 Merced County General Plan
Recirculated Draft PEIR

LS

No change from project
Increased magnitude, but not significance since new goals
and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be implemented
Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies would not be implemented
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Table 21-1

Evaluation of Alternative 1 – No Project Alternative
Impact

Land use changes that result in conversion
of farmland to non-agricultural uses due
to inadequate reduced parcel sizes

Level of
Impact for
Project
LS PS/SU

Level of Impact of Alternative 1
Increased magnitude and significance since new goals and
policies would not be implemented No change from
project

Air Quality
Increase in construction emissions

LS

Increase in operational emissions of ROG,
NOx, CO, and SOx

LS

Increase in operational emissions of PM10
and PM2.5

PS/SU

Increase in carbon monoxide
concentrations at congested intersections
Health risks associated with locating
sensitive receptors near high volume roads
Health risks associated with locating
sensitive receptors near odors and/or
toxic air contaminants

LS
PS/LS
LS

Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies would not be implemented
Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies would not be implemented
Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be
implemented
Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies would not be implemented
Increased magnitude and significance since new goals and
policies, and EIR mitigation would not be implemented
Increased magnitude and significance since new goals and
policies would not be implemented

Biological Resources
Adverse effects to special status species
and sensitive habitats

PS/SU

Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be
implemented
Increased magnitude but not significance since protective
federally-administered policies would remain in place

Adverse effect on wetlands, riparian
habitat and other sensitive natural
communities.

PS/SU

Substantial loss and/or modification of
federally protected wetlands.

PS/LS

Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be
implemented

Potential interference with animal
movement/migration patterns.
Conflict with local policies or ordinances
protecting biological resources.
Conflict with an adopted Habitat
Conservation Plan or Natural Community
Conservation Plan.

PS/LS
LS

Increased magnitude and significance since new goals and
policies, and EIR mitigation would not be implemented
No change from project

LS

No change from project

Cultural Resources
Adverse change in the significance of a
historical resource.
Loss of archaeological resources,
paleontological resources, unique
geological features, or disturbances to
human remains.

PS/LS

Loss of traditional cultural properties
where Native American customs and
traditions are practiced.

PS/LS

Merced County
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PS/LS

Increased magnitude and significance since the new goals
and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be implemented
Increased magnitude and significance since the new goals
and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be implemented

Increased magnitude and significance since the new goals
and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be implemented
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Table 21-1

Evaluation of Alternative 1 – No Project Alternative
Impact

Level of
Impact for
Project

Level of Impact of Alternative 1

Geology, Soils, and Mineral Resources
Expose people or structures to earthquake
fault rupture, strong seismic ground
shaking, or ground failure including
liquefaction, landslides, or dam failure

LS

No change from project since existing protective
requirements would be unchanged

Soil erosion or topsoil loss from exposure
to wind or water erosion
Development or structures on unstable
soils or expansive soils.
Use of septic tanks or alternative
wastewater disposal systems in unfit soils

LS

No change from project since existing protective
requirements would be unchanged
No change from project since existing protective
requirements would be unchanged
Increased magnitude and significance since the new goals
and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be implemented

LS
PS/LS

Global Climate Change
Increase in GHG emissions that would
have a significant environmental impact

PS/SU

Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be
implemented
Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be
implemented

Increase in GHG emissions that would
conflict with an applicable plan, policy, or
regulation adopted for the purpose of
reducing GHG emissions
Hazards and Hazardous Materials

PS/SU

Hazards due to the routine transport, use,
or disposal of hazardous materials or
through accident conditions
Emit hazardous emissions or handles
hazardous materials, within one-quarter
mile of an existing or proposed school
Located on a hazardous materials site and
creates a significant hazard to the public
or the environment

LS

Increased magnitude but not significance since new goals
and policies would not be implemented

LS

Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies would not be implemented

PS/LS

Increased magnitude and significance since new goals and
policies, and EIR mitigation would not be implemented

Results in a safety hazard due to a public
or private airport

PS/LS

Increased magnitude and significance since new goals and
policies, and EIR mitigation would not be implemented

Exposes people or structures to wildland
fires
Hydrology and Water Resources

LS

Increased magnitude and significance since the new goals
and policies would not be implemented

Violation of water quality standards or
degradation of water quality
Deplete groundwater supplies or interfere
with groundwater recharge
Alter existing drainage patterns, including
alteration of a stream course or river

LS

Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies would not be implemented
Increased magnitude but not significance since new goals
and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be implemented
Increased magnitude and significance since new goals and
policies, and EIR mitigation would not be implemented

Increase the rate or amount of storm
water runoff
Allow new development to proceed within
a 100-year flood hazard area

2030 Merced County General Plan
Recirculated Draft PEIR

PS/SU
PS/LS
LS
LS

Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies would not be implemented
Increased magnitude and significance since the new goals
and policies would not be implemented
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Table 21-1

Evaluation of Alternative 1 – No Project Alternative
Impact

Diverge from current state flood
legislation or allow new development to
proceed within a 200-year flood hazard
Expose people or structures to flooding as
a result of the failure of a levee or dam

Level of
Impact for
Project
LS

LS

Level of Impact of Alternative 1
Increased magnitude and significance since the new goals
and policies would not be implemented
No change from project

Land Use Compatibility
Physical division of an established
community
Conflict with applicable plan, policy, or
regulation

PS/LS
LS

Increased magnitude and significance since new goals and
policies, and EIR mitigation would not be implemented
Increased magnitude and significance since the new goals
and policies would not be implemented

Noise
Changes to existing 2000 General Plan
noise policies

LS

Increased magnitude and significance since new goals and
policies would not be implemented

Development of new noise sensitive land
uses
Development of noise-producing uses
near existing sensitive land uses
Traffic noise level increases from urban
development

LS

Increased magnitude and significance since new goals and
policies would not be implemented
Increased magnitude and significance since new goals and
policies would not be implemented
Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be
implemented

Exposure to excessive groundborne
vibration or groundborne noise levels

LS
PS/SU

PS/LS

Increased magnitude and significance since the new goals
and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be implemented

Inducement of population growth for
which inadequate planning has occurred

PS/LS

Increased magnitude and significance since the new goals
and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be implemented

Displacement of substantial amounts of
population and housing units
Public Services

LS

Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies would not be implemented

Demand for additional fire protection and
emergency response services

LS

Increased magnitude and significance since new goals and
policies would not be implemented

Demand for additional police protection
and law enforcement facilities
Demand for additional school facilities
and libraries

LS

Increased magnitude and significance since new goals and
policies would not be implemented
Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies would not be implemented

Population and Housing

Recreation
Increase the use of existing parks or
recreational facilities
Require recreational facilities that have an
adverse physical effect on the
environment

Merced County
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Increased magnitude and significance since the new goals
and policies would not be implemented
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goals and policies would not be implemented
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Table 21-1

Evaluation of Alternative 1 – No Project Alternative
Impact

Level of
Impact for
Project

Level of Impact of Alternative 1

Transportation
Conflict with a plan, ordinance, or policy
establishing measures of effectiveness on
Merced County roads.

PS/SU

Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be
implemented

Conflict with a plan, ordinance, or policy
establishing measures of effectiveness of
State Highways.
Conflict with an applicable plan,
ordinance, or policy establishing measures
of effectiveness of streets within
incorporated cities in Merced County.
Conflict with an applicable congestion
management program.
Result in change to air traffic patterns

PS/SU

Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be
implemented
Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be
implemented

Substantially increase hazards due to a
design feature
Result in inadequate emergency access.

PS/LS

Conflict with adopted polices, plans or
programs regarding, public transit, bicycle,
or pedestrian facilities

PS/LS

PS/SU

LS

No change from project

LS

Increased magnitude and significance since the new goals
and policies would not be implemented

PS/LS

Increased magnitude and significance since the new goals
and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be implemented
Increased magnitude and significance since the new goals
and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be implemented
Increased magnitude and significance since the new goals
and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be implemented

Utilities & Service Systems
Lack of sufficient water supplies and
entitlements to accommodate
development
Require new construction or expansion of
existing water treatment facilities

PS/SU

LS

Lack of adequate wastewater treatment
capacity to serve the projected demand
Require new or substantial alteration of
existing solid waste disposal facilities
Cumulative Impacts

LS

Aesthetics

LS

Agricultural Resources

SU

Air Quality

SU

Biological Resources

SU

2030 Merced County General Plan
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LS

Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be
implemented
Increased magnitude and significance since the new goals
and policies would not be implemented
Increased magnitude and significance since the new goals
and policies would not be implemented
Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies would not be implemented
Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be
implemented
Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be
implemented
Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be
implemented
Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be
implemented
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Table 21-1

Evaluation of Alternative 1 – No Project Alternative
Impact

Cultural Resources

Level of
Impact for
Project
LS

Level of Impact of Alternative 1
Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be
implemented
No change from project

Geology, Soils, and Mineral Resources

LS

Global Climate Change

SU

Hazards and Hazardous Materials

LS

Hydrology and Water Resources

SU

Land Use Compatibility

LS

Noise

SU

Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be
implemented

Population and Housing

LS

Public Services

LS

Recreation

LS

Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be
implemented
Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies would not be implemented
Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies would not be implemented

Transportation

SU

Utilities and Service Systems

SU

Growth Inducement & Secondary Effects

LS

Energy Use

LS

Increased magnitude and significance since the new goals
and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be implemented

Irreversible Commitment of Resources

LS

Irreversible Environmental Changes

SU

Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies would not be implemented
Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies would not be implemented

Potential Environmental Damage from
Accidents

LS

Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be
implemented
Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be
implemented
Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be
implemented
Increased magnitude and significance since new goals and
policies would not be implemented

Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be
implemented
Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be
implemented
Increased magnitude and significance since the new goals
and policies, and EIR mitigation would not be implemented

Increased magnitude but not significance since the new
goals and policies would not be implemented

Notes:
LS = Less than significant impact PS = Potentially significant impact SU = Significant and unavoidable impact
than significant impact after mitigation PS/SU – Significant and unavoidable impact after mitigation

PS/LS – Less

Source: Planning Partners, 2012.
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Implementation of the No Project Alternative would not fully meet the following objectives of the
proposed 2030 General Plan project.
•
•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Adopt a General Plan that complies with state law;
Promote a development strategy for city- and unincorporated community-centered
growth that locates urban growth in the incorporated cities and unincorporated
communities with existing urban services, and allows for consideration for new towns;
Protect and support agriculture as an integral component to the County’s economic
vitality and quality of life;
Sustain and enhance the County’s natural environment, including all critical habitat areas,
watersheds, wildlife corridors, and other natural communities;
Identify methods to expand and diversify the County’s local economy in order to create
and sustain employment and business opportunities that enable existing and future
residents to improve their quality of life;
Protect the County’s natural resources, including air, water, energy, wildlife, and scenery,
to assure a high quality of life for current and future residents;
Require new growth and development to have adequate access to all essential public
facilities and services, including water, sewer, storm water drainage, roadways, schools,
government centers, and recreation; and
Coordinate, network, and maintain a multi-modal countywide transportation system,
including freeways, highways, streets, bicycle and pedestrian pathways, mass transit,
airports, and rail to meet the needs of residents and businesses.
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ALTERNATIVE 2 – CITY-CENTERED GROWTH
Under the City-Centered Growth Alternative, urban growth would be directed to the six
incorporated cities and designated unincorporated urban community areas. The six incorporated
cities and the unincorporated urban community areas in Merced County would accept additional
population growth by increasing their density and by developing contiguous land within their
spheres of influence (SOI) boundaries.
This alternative would discourage new development in the county’s unincorporated areas, especially
in unincorporated rural areas outside existing designated unincorporated urban community
boundaries (i.e., Rural Residential Centers, Rural Centers, Isolated Urban Areas). This alternative
would revise or remove goals and policies that permit development in Rural Residential Centers,
Rural Centers, New Urban Communities, or Isolated Urban Areas. Policies LU-1.2 and LU-1.3
(Countywide Growth and Development); Goal LU-3 and Policies LU-3.1 through LU-3.4 (Rural
Residential Centers); Goal LU-4 and Policies LU-4.1 through LU-4.8 (Rural Centers); Goal LU-5.F
and Policies LU-5.F.1 through LU-5.F.5 (New Urban Communities); and Goal LU-8 and Policies
LU-8.1 through LU-8.2 (Isolated Urban Communities) would be removed from the Land Use
Element.
Under this alternative, land within the cities’ SOI would be annexed as necessary. New development
under this alternative would be consistent with current growth trends. This alternative implies the
establishment of cooperative development and fiscal arrangements between the County and the six
cities. However, under this alternative, while more growth would be directed to the six incorporated
cities, Merced County would not have land use discretion over development activities within the
each city’s planning area. This alternative assumes that cities may have fewer protective
environmental policies compared to the County. With the exception of policies that permit urban
development outside designated unincorporated urban community area boundaries (i.e., Rural
Centers), all other proposed 2030 General Plan goals and policies would apply.
The City-Centered Growth Alternative would decrease the magnitude of most anticipated
environmental impacts associated with the proposed project because urban development would be
directed to cities and designated unincorporated urban communities, and away from important
farmlands and natural resources. Assuming that development within cities and designated
unincorporated urban communities more efficiently uses land resources compared to development
within rural parts of the unincorporated county, this alternative would result in a compact and
smaller development footprint, and there would be fewer impacts on environmental resources. As a
result, the City-Centered Growth Alternative would convert less open space and important
farmlands, preserve scenic resources, reduce vehicle miles traveled and related automobile emissions,
convert less sensitive plant and wildlife habitat, better protect undiscovered cultural resources,
reduce exposure of structures and people to high wildfire risk, decrease the creation of impervious
surfaces and surface water runoff associated with increased urbanization, and reduce impacts
associated with the construction of utilities and facilities needed to serve growth. Based on the
foregoing, the City-Centered Growth Alternative would result in fewer environmental effects than
the proposed 2030 General Plan project.
Table 21-2 includes an evaluation of the relative impacts of implementing Alternative 2 – CityCentered Growth Alternative.

Merced County
July 2013

21-13

2030 Merced County General Plan
Recirculated Draft PEIR

Alternatives Analysis

Table 21-2

Evaluation of Alternative 2 – City-Centered Growth Alternative
Impact

Level of
Impact for
Project

Level of Impact of Alternative 2

Aesthetics
Damage to scenic resources within a state
scenic highway

LS

No change from project

Degradation of the existing visual
character or quality of scenic resources
Create a new source of light or glare
adversely affecting day or nighttime views

LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance since less
growth would occur within the unincorporated county
Decreased magnitude but not significance since less
growth would occur within the unincorporated county

Agricultural Resources
Conversion of important farmland to nonagricultural use
Conflict with zoning for agricultural use
or Williamson Act contracts

PS/LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance since less
growth would occur within the unincorporated county
Decreased magnitude but not significance since less
growth would occur within the unincorporated county

PS/SU
PS/LS

Land use changes that result in conversion
of farmland to non-agricultural uses from
urban development

PS/SU

Loss of forest land or changes that could
convert forest land to non-forest uses
Land use changes that result in conversion
of farmland to non-agricultural uses due
to Minor Subdivision of Rural Parcels
Land use changes that result in conversion
of farmland to non-agricultural uses due
to Minor Subdivision of Rural Parcels and
resultant changes in water use

LS

No change from project

PS/SU

No change from project

LS

No change from project

LS PS/SU

No change from project

Land use changes that result in conversion
of farmland to non-agricultural uses due
to inadequate reduced parcel sizes

Decreased magnitude but not significance since less
growth would occur within the unincorporated county

Air Quality
Increase in construction emissions

LS

Increase in operational emissions of ROG,
NOx, CO, and SOx

LS

Increase in operational emissions of PM10
and PM2.5

PS/SU

Decreased magnitude but not significance since less
growth would occur within the unincorporated county,
and resulting development would be more compact

Increase in carbon monoxide
concentrations at congested intersections

LS

Health risks associated with locating
sensitive receptors near high volume roads
Health risks associated with locating
sensitive receptors near odors and/or
toxic air contaminants

PS/LS

Increased magnitude but not significance since more
traffic congestion would occur within the incorporated
cities
Decreased magnitude but not significance since fewer
vehicle trips would occur on high volume roads
Increased magnitude but not significance since compact
development could be located more closely to urban
sources of odors and toxic air contaminants

2030 Merced County General Plan
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Decreased magnitude but not significance since less
growth would occur within the unincorporated county,
and resulting development would be more compact
Decreased magnitude but not significance since less
growth would occur within the unincorporated county and
automobile use and trucking operations would be reduced

LS
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Table 21-2

Evaluation of Alternative 2 – City-Centered Growth Alternative
Impact

Level of
Impact for
Project

Level of Impact of Alternative 2

Biological Resources
Adverse effects to special status species
and sensitive habitats

PS/SU

Decreased magnitude but not significance since less
growth would occur within the unincorporated county

Adverse effect on wetlands, riparian
habitat and other sensitive natural
communities
Substantial loss and/or modification of
federally protected wetlands
Potential interference with animal
movement/migration patterns.

PS/SU

Decreased magnitude but not significance since less urban
development would occur within the unincorporated
county
Decreased magnitude but not significance since less
growth would occur within the unincorporated county
Decreased magnitude but not significance since less
growth would occur within the unincorporated county

Conflict with local policies or ordinances
protecting biological resources
Conflict with an adopted Habitat
Conservation Plan or Natural Community
Conservation Plan
Cultural Resources

PS/LS
PS/LS
LS

No change from project

LS

No change from project

Adverse change in the significance of a
historical resource.

PS/LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance since less urban
development would occur within rural areas in the
unincorporated county
Decreased magnitude but not significance since less urban
development would occur within rural areas or on
farmland within the unincorporated county

Loss of archaeological resources,
paleontological resources, unique
geological features, or disturbances to
human remains.
Loss of traditional cultural properties
where Native American customs and
traditions are practiced.
Geology, Soils, and Mineral Resources

PS/LS

Expose people or structures to earthquake
fault rupture, strong seismic ground
shaking, or ground failure including
liquefaction, landslides, or dam failure

LS

No change from project

Soil erosion or topsoil loss from exposure
to wind or water erosion
Development or structures on unstable
soils or expansive soils.

LS

No change from project

LS

No change from project

Use of septic tanks or alternative
wastewater disposal systems in unfit soils

PS/LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance since less
growth would occur within the unincorporated county,
reducing the need for septic tanks or alternative
wastewater disposal systems

PS/SU

Decreased magnitude but not significance since more
growth would occur within cities and existing urbanized
areas, reducing automobile use

PS/LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance since less urban
development would occur within rural areas in the
unincorporated county

Global Climate Change
Increase in GHG emissions that would
have a significant environmental impact

Merced County
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Table 21-2

Evaluation of Alternative 2 – City-Centered Growth Alternative
Impact

Increase in GHG emissions that would
conflict with an applicable plan, policy, or
regulation adopted for the purpose of
reducing GHG emissions
Hazards and Hazardous Materials

Level of
Impact for
Project
PS/SU

Level of Impact of Alternative 2
Decreased magnitude but not significance since more
growth would occur within cities and existing urbanized
areas, reducing automobile and energy use and increasing
reliance on existing public infrastructure and services

Hazards due to the routine transport, use,
or disposal of hazardous materials or
through accident conditions

LS

No change from project

Emit hazardous emissions or handles
hazardous materials, within one-quarter
mile of an existing or proposed school
Located on a hazardous materials site and
creates a significant hazard to the public
or the environment
Results in a safety hazard due to a public
or private airport

LS

No change from project

PS/LS

No change from project

PS/LS

Increased magnitude and significance since more growth
would occur within public airport influence areas in
Merced and Los Banos

Exposes people or structures to wildland
fires

LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance since less
growth would occur within rural areas of the
unincorporated county where there is a higher wildfire
threat

LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance since more
development would occur within existing urbanized areas
where existing storm water infrastructure is in place
Decreased magnitude but not significance since less lowdensity development would occur within the
unincorporated county, reducing impervious surfaces and
improving groundwater recharge potential
Increased magnitude and significance since more highdensity development would occur adjacent to streams in
Los Banos and Merced

Hydrology and Water Resources
Violation of water quality standards or
degradation of water quality
Deplete groundwater supplies or interfere
with groundwater recharge

PS/SU

Alter existing drainage patterns, including
alteration of a stream course or river

PS/LS

Increase the rate or amount of storm
water runoff

LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance since more
high-density development would occur, decreasing impacts
to surface water runoff

Allow new development to proceed within
a 100-year flood hazard area
Diverge from current state flood
legislation or allow new development to
proceed within a 200-year flood hazard
Expose people or structures to flooding as
a result of the failure of a levee or dam

LS

No change from project

LS

No change from project

LS

No change from project

PS/LS

No change from project

Land Use Compatibility
Physical division of an established
community
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Table 21-2

Evaluation of Alternative 2 – City-Centered Growth Alternative
Level of
Impact for
Project
LS

No change from project

Changes to existing 2000 General Plan
noise policies
Development of new noise sensitive land
uses

LS

No change from project

LS

No change from project

Development of noise-producing uses
near existing sensitive land uses

LS

No change from project

Traffic noise level increases from urban
development
Exposure to excessive groundborne
vibration or groundborne noise levels

PS/SU

No change from project

PS/LS

No change from project

PS/LS

No change from project

LS

No change from project

Demand for additional fire protection and
emergency response services

LS

No change from project

Demand for additional police protection
and law enforcement facilities

LS

No change from project

Demand for additional school facilities
and libraries
Recreation

LS

No change from project

Increase the use of existing parks or
recreational facilities
Require recreational facilities that have an
adverse physical effect on the
environment
Transportation

LS

No change from project

LS

No change from project

Conflict with a plan, ordinance, or policy
establishing measures of effectiveness on
Merced County roads.

PS/SU

Decreased magnitude but not significance since highdensity development would reduce vehicle trips but would
result in increased traffic congestion

Conflict with a plan, ordinance, or policy
establishing measures of effectiveness of
State Highways.
Conflict with an applicable plan,
ordinance, or policy establishing measures
of effectiveness of streets within
incorporated cities in Merced County.
Conflict with an applicable congestion
management program.

PS/SU

No change from project

PS/SU

Increased magnitude but not significance since more
growth would occur within incorporated cities, increasing
traffic congestion on city roadways

Impact
Conflict with applicable plan, policy, or
regulation
Noise

Population and Housing
Inducement of population growth for
which inadequate planning has occurred
Displacement of substantial amounts of
population and housing units

Level of Impact of Alternative 2

Public Services

Merced County
July 2013
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No change from project
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Table 21-2

Evaluation of Alternative 2 – City-Centered Growth Alternative
Level of
Impact for
Project
LS

No change from project

Substantially increase hazards due to a
design feature

PS/LS

No change from project

Result in inadequate emergency access.

PS/LS

Conflict with adopted polices, plans or
programs regarding, public transit, bicycle,
or pedestrian facilities
Utilities & Service Systems

PS/LS

Increased magnitude but not significance since more
growth would occur within incorporated cities, increasing
traffic congestion
Decreased magnitude but not significance since alternative
transportation modes would be better supported within
higher-density urbanized areas

Lack of sufficient water supplies and
entitlements to accommodate
development
Require new construction or expansion of
existing water treatment facilities
Lack of adequate wastewater treatment
capacity to serve the projected demand

PS/SU

No change from project

LS

No change from project

LS

No change from project

Require new or substantial alteration of
existing solid waste disposal facilities
Cumulative Impacts

LS

No change from project

Aesthetics

LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance since less
growth would occur within the rural landscapes of the
unincorporated county

Agricultural Resources

SU

Decreased magnitude but not significance since growth
would be at increased densities, thereby reducing the
amount of land converted to urban uses

Air Quality
Biological Resources

SU
SU

No change from project
Decreased magnitude but not significance since growth
would be at increased densities, thereby reducing the
amount of land converted to urban uses

Cultural Resources

LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance since growth
would be at increased densities, thereby reducing the
amount of land converted to urban uses

Geology, Soils, and Mineral Resources
Global Climate Change

LS
SU

No change from project
No change from project

Hazards and Hazardous Materials
Hydrology and Water Resources

LS
SU

Land Use Compatibility

LS

No change from project
Decreased magnitude but not significance since growth
would be at increased densities, thereby reducing the
amount of water used per residence
No change from project

Noise
Population and Housing

SU
LS

No change from project
No change from project

Impact
Result in change to air traffic patterns
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Table 21-2

Evaluation of Alternative 2 – City-Centered Growth Alternative
Impact

Public Services

Level of
Impact for
Project
LS

Level of Impact of Alternative 2
Decreased magnitude but not significance since growth
would be at increased densities, thereby permitting the
more efficient delivery of services
Decreased magnitude but not significance since growth
would be at increased densities, thereby permitting the
more efficient delivery of services

Recreation

LS

Transportation

SU

Decreased magnitude but not significance since growth
would be at increased densities, thereby permitting the
more efficient delivery of public transportation services

Utilities and Service Systems

SU

Decreased magnitude but not significance since growth
would be at increased densities, thereby permitting the
more efficient delivery of services

Growth Inducement & Secondary Effects
Energy Use

LS
LS

No change from project
Decreased magnitude but not significance since growth
would be at increased densities, thereby permitting more
efficient energy use

Irreversible Commitment of Resources

LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance; although
growth would be at increased densities, major
commitments of resources would still occur

Irreversible Environmental Changes

SU

Potential Environmental Damage from
Accidents

LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance; although
growth would be at increased densities, major
environmental changes would still occur
Decreased magnitude but not significance since growth
would be at increased densities, thereby permitting the
more efficient delivery of services, including those related
to public safety

Notes:
LS = Less than significant impact PS = Potentially significant impact SU = Significant and unavoidable impact
than significant impact after mitigation PS/SU – Significant and unavoidable impact after mitigation

PS/LS – Less

Source: Planning Partners, 2012.

Implementation of the City-Centered Growth Alternative would not fully meet the following
objectives of the proposed 2030 General Plan project.
•

Promote a development strategy for city- and unincorporated community-centered
growth that locates urban growth in the incorporated cities and unincorporated
communities with existing urban services, and allows for consideration for new towns.

ALTERNATIVE 3 – NO NEW URBAN COMMUNITIES
Under the No New Urban Communities Alternative, no New Urban Communities would be
permitted within the unincorporated county, nor would the County accept applications for the
establishment of New Urban Communities. This alternative would remove goals and policies that
permit New Urban Communities. Goal LU-5.F, and supporting Policies LU-5.F.1 through LU-5.F.5
would be removed from the Land Use Element. Instead, this alternative would include a revised
Merced County
July 2013
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policy that would prohibit new development, such as large-scale master-planned communities in
unincorporated rural areas outside designated unincorporated urban area boundaries. Similar to the
City-Centered Growth Alternative, new development under this alternative would be limited to
incorporated areas within the six cities in the county, and to existing designated unincorporated
urban area boundaries. Also, new development would be consistent with current growth trends.
While the objective supporting consideration of New Urban Communities, and all goals and policies
that allow consideration of New Urban Communities would be removed from the 2030 General
Plan with the adoption of this alternative, all other proposed 2030 General Plan goals, objectives,
and policies would remain.
Similar to the City-Centered Growth Alternative, the No New Urban Communities Alternative
would decrease the magnitude of many anticipated environmental impacts associated with the
proposed project because new development outside cities and designated unincorporated urban
areas would not be permitted. Because development would not occur outside cities or the
boundaries of designated unincorporated urban areas, there would be fewer impacts on
environmental resources. As a result, like the City-Centered Growth Alternative, the No New Urban
Communities Alternative would convert less open space and important farmlands than the 2030
General Plan to developed uses, preserve scenic resources, reduce vehicle miles traveled and related
automobile emissions, convert less sensitive plant and wildlife habitat, better protect undiscovered
cultural resources, and decrease the creation of impervious surfaces and surface water runoff
associated with urbanization. The main reason for these reduced impacts is that the New
Communities would be growth inducing and are assumed to result in growth over and above the
buildout from the General Plan without adding urban communities. Based on the foregoing, the No
New Urban Communities Alternative would result in fewer environmental effects than the proposed
2030 General Plan project.
Table 21-3 includes an evaluation of the relative impacts of implementing Alternative 3 – No New
Urban Communities Alternative.
Table 21-3

Evaluation of Alternative 3 – No New Urban Communities Alternative
Impact

Level of
Impact for
Project

Level of Impact of Alternative 3

Aesthetics
Damage to scenic resources within a state
scenic highway

LS

Degradation of the existing visual
character or quality of scenic resources

LS

Create a new source of light or glare
adversely affecting day or nighttime views

Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur adjacent to Interstate 5,
a state designated scenic highway
Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated County

PS/LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated County

PS/SU

Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county

Agricultural Resources
Conversion of important farmland to nonagricultural use
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Table 21-3

Evaluation of Alternative 3 – No New Urban Communities Alternative
Impact

Conflict with zoning for agricultural use
or Williamson Act contracts
Land use changes that result in conversion
of farmland to non-agricultural uses from
urban development
Loss of forest land or changes that could
convert forest land to non-forest uses
Land use changes that result in conversion
of farmland to non-agricultural uses due
to Minor Subdivision of Rural Parcels
Land use changes that result in conversion
of farmland to non-agricultural uses due
to Minor Subdivision of Rural Parcels and
resultant changes in water use
Land use changes that result in conversion
of farmland to non-agricultural uses due
to inadequate reduced parcel sizes
Air Quality

Level of
Impact for
Project
PS/LS

PS/SU

Level of Impact of Alternative 3
Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county
Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county

LS

No change from project

PS/SU

No change from project

LS

No change from project

LS PS/SU

No change from project

Increase in construction emissions
Increase in operational emissions of ROG,
NOx, CO, and SOx

LS
LS

No change from project
Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county

Increase in operational emissions of PM10
and PM2.5

PS/SU

Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county

Increase in carbon monoxide
concentrations at congested intersections
Health risks associated with locating
sensitive receptors near high volume roads

LS

Health risks associated with locating
sensitive receptors near odors and/or
toxic air contaminants
Biological Resources

PS/LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county
No change from project

LS

Adverse effects to special status species
and sensitive habitats

PS/SU

Adverse effect on wetlands, riparian
habitat and other sensitive natural
communities
Substantial loss and/or modification of
federally protected wetlands

PS/SU

Merced County
July 2013

No change from project

Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county
Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county
Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county

PS/LS
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Table 21-3

Evaluation of Alternative 3 – No New Urban Communities Alternative
Impact

Potential interference with animal
movement/migration patterns.

Level of
Impact for
Project
PS/LS

Level of Impact of Alternative 3

Conflict with local policies or ordinances
protecting biological resources

LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county
No change from project

Conflict with an adopted Habitat
Conservation Plan or Natural Community
Conservation Plan

LS

No change from project

Cultural Resources
Adverse change in the significance of a
historical resource.

PS/LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county

Loss of archaeological resources,
paleontological resources, unique
geological features, or disturbances to
human remains.

PS/LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county

Loss of traditional cultural properties
where Native American customs and
traditions are practiced.

PS/LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county

Geology, Soils, and Mineral Resources
Expose people or structures to earthquake
fault rupture, strong seismic ground
shaking, or ground failure including
liquefaction, landslides, or dam failure
Soil erosion or topsoil loss from exposure
to wind or water erosion

LS

No change from project

LS

No change from project

Development or structures on unstable
soils or expansive soils.
Use of septic tanks or alternative
wastewater disposal systems in unfit soils

LS

No change from project

PS/LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county

Increase in GHG emissions that would
have a significant environmental impact

PS/SU

Increase in GHG emissions that would
conflict with an applicable plan, policy, or
regulation adopted for the purpose of
reducing GHG emissions
Hazards and Hazardous Materials

PS/SU

Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county
Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county

Hazards due to the routine transport, use,
or disposal of hazardous materials or
through accident conditions

LS

No change from project

Emit hazardous emissions or handles
hazardous materials, within one-quarter
mile of an existing or proposed school

LS

No change from project

Global Climate Change
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Table 21-3

Evaluation of Alternative 3 – No New Urban Communities Alternative
Impact

Located on a hazardous materials site and
creates a significant hazard to the public
or the environment
Results in a safety hazard due to a public
or private airport
Exposes people or structures to wildland
fires

Level of
Impact for
Project
PS/LS

No change from project

PS/LS

No change from project

Level of Impact of Alternative 3

LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county, reducing the need to provide fire
protection services

LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county
Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county

Hydrology and Water Resources
Violation of water quality standards or
degradation of water quality
Deplete groundwater supplies or interfere
with groundwater recharge

PS/SU

Alter existing drainage patterns, including
alteration of a stream course or river

PS/LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county

Increase the rate or amount of storm
water runoff

LS

Allow new development to proceed within
a 100-year flood hazard area
Diverge from current state flood
legislation or allow new development to
proceed within a 200-year flood hazard

LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county
No change from project

LS

No change from project

Expose people or structures to flooding as
a result of the failure of a levee or dam

LS

No change from project

PS/LS

No change from project

Conflict with applicable plan, policy, or
regulation
Noise

LS

No change from project

Changes to existing 2000 General Plan
noise policies

LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county

Development of new noise sensitive land
uses

LS

Development of noise-producing uses
near existing sensitive land uses

LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county
Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county

Land Use Compatibility
Physical division an established
community

Merced County
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Table 21-3

Evaluation of Alternative 3 – No New Urban Communities Alternative
Impact

Traffic noise level increases from urban
development
Exposure to excessive groundborne
vibration or ground- borne noise levels
Population and Housing
Inducement of population growth for
which inadequate planning has occurred
Displacement of substantial amounts of
population and housing units
Public Services
Demand for additional fire protection and
emergency response services

Level of
Impact for
Project
PS/SU

PS/LS

PS/LS

LS

LS

Demand for additional school facilities
and libraries

LS

Recreation
Increase the use of existing parks or
recreational facilities

LS

Conflict with a plan, ordinance, or policy
establishing measures of effectiveness on
Merced County roads.
Conflict with a plan, ordinance, or policy
establishing measures of effectiveness of
State Highways.
Conflict with an applicable plan,
ordinance, or policy establishing measures
of effectiveness of streets within
incorporated cities in Merced County.
Conflict with an applicable congestion
management program.

PS/SU

Result in change to air traffic patterns
Substantially increase hazards due to a
design feature

LS
PS/LS

2030 Merced County General Plan
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Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county
Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county
Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county

LS

Require recreational facilities that have an
adverse physical effect on the
environment
Transportation

Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county
Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county
Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county
No change from project

LS

Demand for additional police protection
and law enforcement facilities

Level of Impact of Alternative 3

Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county
Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county
Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county
Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county
Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county

PS/SU

PS/SU

LS

No change from project
No change from project
Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county
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Table 21-3

Evaluation of Alternative 3 – No New Urban Communities Alternative
Impact

Result in inadequate emergency access.

Conflict with adopted polices, plans or
programs regarding, public transit, bicycle,
or pedestrian facilities

Level of
Impact for
Project
PS/LS

PS/LS

Level of Impact of Alternative 3
Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county
No change from project

Utilities & Service Systems
Lack of sufficient water supplies and
entitlements to accommodate
development
Require new construction or expansion of
existing water treatment facilities

PS/SU

Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county
Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county
Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county

LS

Lack of adequate wastewater treatment
capacity to serve the projected demand

LS

Require new or substantial alteration of
existing solid waste disposal facilities

LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county

Cumulative Impacts
Aesthetics

LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county

Agricultural Resources

SU

Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county

Air Quality
Biological Resources

SU
SU

Cultural Resources

LS

No change from project
Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county
Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county

Geology, Soils, and Mineral Resources
Global Climate Change

LS
SU

No change from project
No change from project

Hazards and Hazardous Materials
Hydrology and Water Resources

LS
SU

Land Use Compatibility

LS

No change from project
Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county
No change from project

Noise
Population and Housing

SU
LS

No change from project
No change from project

Public Services

LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county
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Table 21-3

Evaluation of Alternative 3 – No New Urban Communities Alternative
Impact

Recreation

Level of
Impact for
Project
LS

Level of Impact of Alternative 3
Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county
Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county

Transportation

SU

Utilities and Service Systems
Growth Inducement & Secondary Effects

SU
LS

Energy Use

LS

Irreversible Commitment of Resources

LS

Irreversible Environmental Changes

SU

Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county

Potential Environmental Damage from
Accidents

LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county

No change from project
Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county
Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county
Decreased magnitude but not significance since no New
Urban Communities would occur within the
unincorporated county

Notes:
LS = Less than significant impact PS = Potentially significant impact SU = Significant and unavoidable impact
than significant impact after mitigation PS/SU – Significant and unavoidable impact after mitigation

PS/LS – Less

Source: Planning Partners, 2012.

Implementation of the No New Urban Communities Alternative would not fully meet the following
objective of the proposed 2030 General Plan project.
•

Promote a development strategy for city- and unincorporated community-centered
growth that locates urban growth in the incorporated cities and unincorporated
communities with existing urban services, and allows for consideration for new towns.

ALTERNATIVE 4– DAIRY DIGESTER REQUIREMENT ALTERNATIVE
Under the Dairy Digester Requirement Alternative, all existing and new dairies in the county would
be required to install a manure digester system sized to sufficiently capture methane gas, reduce
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, and to generate an alternative source of energy. California GHG
emissions contributing to global climate change are attributable in large part to human activities
associated with the industrial, transportation, residential, commercial, institutional, and agricultural
sectors. In Merced County, the greatest contributor to the county’s total GHG emissions is
agriculture. To reduce GHG emissions associated with agricultural operations, specifically diary
operations, this alternative involves collaboration between the County and confined livestock
operators to identify potential funding assistance for the implementation of methane biogas control
2030 Merced County General Plan
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systems and related renewable energy generation systems. New development under this alternative
would be consistent with current growth trends. Under this alternative, all proposed 2030 General
Plan goals and policies would apply.
The Dairy Digester Requirement Alternative would decrease the magnitude of increased GHG
emissions impacts because this alternative would substantially reduce methane and nitrous oxide
emission from dairy cattle. It would reduce conflicts with applicable plans, policies, and regulations
adopted for the purpose of reducing GHG emissions. Under this alternative, the mitigated emission
estimates assume that by 2020, 90 percent of the methane and nitrous oxide emissions from dairy
cattle mature would be captured (Yolo County 2010). The 90 percent reduction would not apply to
non-dairy GHG emissions generated by beef cattle, steers, poultry, goats, hogs, sheep, or lambs, nor
would it apply to enteric fermentation emissions from dairy cattle.
Table 21-4 compares the emissions associated with the Diary Digester Requirement Alternative in
2020 and 2030 to the 2020 and 2030 Business as Usual (BAU) emissions. In 2020, the Diary
Digester Requirement Alternative would reduce emissions by 32.3 percent compared to BAU. In
2030, the Diary Digester Requirement Alternative would reduce emissions by 35.3 percent. This
alternative would reduce GHG emission impacts to a less-than-significant level because the emission
reduction in 2020 would exceed the California Air Resources Board’s (CARB) Scoping Plan 29
percent reduction threshold.
Table 21-4

Comparison of Business as Usual (2020 and 2030) to Agricultural
Alternative (2020 and 2030)
2020 BAU

2020 Diary Digester
Requirement
Alternative

2030 BAU

2030 Diary Digester
Requirement
Alternative

1,891,148

1,465,102

2,356,991

1,633,445

Area Source

76,396

17,892

105,270

24,658

Electricity

174,234

92,957

256,869

131,092

Natural Gas

152,317

136,780

214,322

184,102

Water & Wastewater

36,359

21,601

50,059

29,741

56,754
2,697,604

56,754
1,489,941

86,721
2,979,833

86,721
1,645,822

145,651
414,532
65,466

145,651

142,148

142,148

393,805

413,873

393,179

42,814
3,863,298

65,362
6,671,448

42,745

Emission Source Category
Transportation

Solid Waste
Ag – Livestock
Ag- Equipment
Ag – Fertilizers
Ag - Water Pumping
Total

5,710,459

Percent Reduction from BAU

32.3%

4,313,655
35.3%

Source: URS Corporation, 2012.

Implementation of the Diary Digester Requirement Alternative would also reduce conflicts with
applicable plans, policies, and regulations adopted for the purpose of reducing GHG emissions. The
CARB Climate Change Scoping Plan represents the primary plan to reduce GHG emissions
throughout California. This Plan is designed to reduce California’s statewide 2020 GHG emissions
by 29 percent as compared to the 2020 BAU scenario (CARB, 2008). Under the proposed 2030
General Plan, Merced County’s 2020 and 2030 mitigated emissions will exceed the 29 percent
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reduction threshold in 2020 and 2030 (as compared to BAU emissions). Since emission reductions
proposed under the Diary Digester Requirement Alternative would exceed the 29 percent emission
reduction goal within unincorporated Merced County, this alternative would be consistent with
California’s Climate Change Scoping Plan, and it would reduce the potential conflict with applicable
plans, policies, or regulations designed to reduce GHG emission to a less-than-significant level. With
the exception of a reduction in GHG emissions (shown in Table 21-4) and water quality impacts,
and increased air quality and potential human health impacts, all remaining environmental impacts
would be the same as the proposed project.
Table 21-5 includes an evaluation of the relative impacts of implementing Alternative 4 – Dairy
Digester Requirement Alternative.
Table 21-5

Evaluation of Alternative 4 – Dairy Digester Requirement Alternative
Impact

Level of
Impact for
Project

Level of Impact of Alternative 4

Aesthetics
Damage to scenic resources within a state
scenic highway
Degradation of the existing visual character
or quality of scenic resources

LS

No change from project

LS

No change from project

Create a new source of light or glare
adversely affecting day or nighttime views
Agricultural Resources

PS/LS

No change from project

Conversion of important farmland to nonagricultural use

PS/SU

No change from project

Conflict with zoning for agricultural use or
Williamson Act contracts
Land use changes that result in conversion
of farmland to non-agricultural uses from
urban development
Loss of forest land or changes that could
convert forest land to non-forest uses

PS/LS

No change from project

PS/SU

No change from project

LS

No change from project

PS/SU

No change from project

LS

No change from project

LS PS/SU

No change from project

Land use changes that result in conversion
of farmland to non-agricultural uses due to
Minor Subdivision of Rural Parcels
Land use changes that result in conversion
of farmland to non-agricultural uses due to
Minor Subdivision of Rural Parcels and
resultant changes in water use
Land use changes that result in conversion
of farmland to non-agricultural uses due to
inadequate reduced parcel sizes
Air Quality
Increase in construction emissions
Increase in operational emissions of ROG,
NOx, CO, and SOx

2030 Merced County General Plan
Recirculated Draft PEIR

No change from project
Increased magnitude but not significance since dairy
digesters may increase criteria pollutant emissions

LS
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Table 21-5

Evaluation of Alternative 4 – Dairy Digester Requirement Alternative
Impact

Increase in operational emissions of PM10
and PM2.5
Increase in carbon monoxide
concentrations at congested intersections

Level of
Impact for
Project
PS/SU
LS

Level of Impact of Alternative 4
Increased magnitude but not significance since dairy
digesters may increase criteria pollutant emissions
No change from project

Health risks associated with locating
sensitive receptors near high volume roads
Health risks associated with locating
sensitive receptors near odors and/or toxic
air contaminants
Biological Resources

PS/LS

No change from project

Adverse effects to special status species and
sensitive habitats
Adverse effect on wetlands, riparian habitat
and other sensitive natural communities
Substantial loss and/or modification of
federally protected wetlands

PS/SU

No change from project

PS/SU

No change from project

PS/LS

No change from project

Potential interference with animal
movement/migration patterns.
Conflict with local policies or ordinances
protecting biological resources
Conflict with an adopted Habitat
Conservation Plan or Natural Community
Conservation Plan

PS/LS

No change from project

LS

No change from project

LS

No change from project

Adverse change in the significance of a
historical resource.

PS/LS

No change from project

Loss of archaeological resources,
paleontological resources, unique geological
features, or disturbances to human remains.

PS/LS

No change from project

Loss of traditional cultural properties where
Native American customs and traditions
are practiced.

PS/LS

No change from project

Expose people or structures to earthquake
fault rupture, strong seismic ground
shaking, or ground failure including
liquefaction, landslides, or dam failure

LS

No change from project

Soil erosion or topsoil loss from exposure
to wind or water erosion

LS

No change from project

Development or structures on unstable
soils or expansive soils.
Use of septic tanks or alternative
wastewater disposal systems in unfit soils

LS

No change from project

PS/LS

No change from project

LS

Increased magnitude but not significance since diary
digesters may increase criteria pollutant emissions

Cultural Resources

Geology, Soils, and Mineral Resources
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Table 21-5

Evaluation of Alternative 4 – Dairy Digester Requirement Alternative
Impact

Level of
Impact for
Project

Level of Impact of Alternative 4

Global Climate Change
Increase in GHG emissions that would
have a significant environmental impact

PS/SU

Decreased magnitude and significance since the dairy
digester requirement would reduce overall GHG emissions

Increase in GHG emissions that would
conflict with an applicable plan, policy, or
regulation adopted for the purpose of
reducing GHG emissions
Hazards and Hazardous Materials

PS/SU

Decreased magnitude and significance since the dairy
digester requirement would reduce overall GHG emissions

Hazards due to the routine transport, use,
or disposal of hazardous materials or
through accident conditions

LS

No change from project

Emit hazardous emissions or handles
hazardous materials, within one-quarter
mile of an existing or proposed school

LS

No change from project

PS/LS

No change from project

PS/LS

No change from project

LS

No change from project

LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance since the dairy
digesters would reduce potential water quality impacts

Located on a hazardous materials site and
creates a significant hazard to the public or
the environment
Results in a safety hazard due to a public or
private airport
Exposes people or structures to wildland
fires
Hydrology and Water Resources
Violation of water quality standards or
degradation of water quality
Deplete groundwater supplies or interfere
with groundwater recharge

PS/SU

No change from project

Alter existing drainage patterns, including
alteration of a stream course or river
Increase the rate or amount of storm water
runoff

PS/LS

No change from project

LS

No change from project

Allow new development to proceed within
a 100-year flood hazard area

LS

No change from project

Diverge from current state flood legislation
or allow new development to proceed
within a 200-year flood hazard
Expose people or structures to flooding as
a result of the failure of a levee or dam
Land Use Compatibility

LS

No change from project

LS

No change from project

Physical division an established community
Conflict with applicable plan, policy, or
regulation

PS/LS
LS

No change from project
No change from project

LS

No change from project

Noise
Changes to existing 2000 General Plan
noise policies

2030 Merced County General Plan
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Table 21-5

Evaluation of Alternative 4 – Dairy Digester Requirement Alternative
Level of
Impact for
Project
LS

No change from project

LS

No change from project

PS/SU

No change from project

PS/LS

No change from project

PS/LS

No change from project

LS

No change from project

LS

No change from project

LS

No change from project

Demand for additional school facilities and
libraries
Recreation

LS

No change from project

Increase the use of existing parks or
recreational facilities

LS

No change from project

Require recreational facilities that have an
adverse physical effect on the environment
Transportation

LS

No change from project

Conflict with an plan, ordinance, or policy
establishing measures of effectiveness on
Merced County roads.

PS/SU

No change from project

Conflict with a plan, ordinance, or policy
establishing measures of effectiveness of
State Highways.
Conflict with an applicable plan, ordinance,
or policy establishing measures of
effectiveness of streets within incorporated
cities in Merced County.
Conflict with an applicable congestion
management program.

PS/SU

No change from project

PS/SU

No change from project

LS

No change from project

Result in change to air traffic patterns
Substantially increase hazards due to a
design feature
Result in inadequate emergency access.

LS
PS/LS

No change from project
No change from project

PS/LS

No change from project

Conflict with adopted polices, plans or
programs regarding, public transit, bicycle,
or pedestrian facilities

PS/LS

No change from project

Impact
Development of new noise sensitive land uses
Development of noise-producing uses near
existing sensitive land uses
Traffic noise level increases from urban
development
Exposure to excessive groundborne
vibration or ground- borne noise levels
Population and Housing
Inducement of population growth for
which inadequate planning has occurred
Displacement of substantial amounts of
population and housing units
Public Services
Demand for additional fire protection and
emergency response services
Demand for additional police protection
and law enforcement facilities
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Table 21-5

Evaluation of Alternative 4 – Dairy Digester Requirement Alternative
Impact

Level of
Impact for
Project

Level of Impact of Alternative 4

Utilities & Service Systems
Lack of sufficient water supplies and
entitlements to accommodate development

PS/SU

No change from project

Require new construction or expansion of
existing water treatment facilities
Lack of adequate wastewater treatment
capacity to serve the projected demand

LS

No change from project

LS

No change from project

Require new or substantial alteration of
existing solid waste disposal facilities

LS

No change from project

Cumulative Impacts
Aesthetics

LS

No change from project

Agricultural Resources
Air Quality

SU
SU

No change from project
Increased magnitude but not significance since diary
digesters may increase criteria pollutant emissions

Biological Resources
Cultural Resources

SU
LS

No change from project
No change from project

Geology, Soils, and Mineral Resources
Global Climate Change

LS
SU

Hazards and Hazardous Materials

LS

No change from project
Decreased magnitude and significance since the dairy
digester requirement would reduce overall GHG emissions
so that Merced County would make no cumulatively
considerable contribution to this effect.
No change from project

Hydrology and Water Resources

SU

Decreased magnitude but not significance since the dairy
digesters would reduce potential water quality impacts

Land Use Compatibility
Noise

LS
SU

No change from project
No change from project

Population and Housing
Public Services

LS
LS

No change from project
No change from project

Recreation
Transportation

LS
SU

No change from project
No change from project

Utilities and Service Systems
Growth Inducement & Secondary Effects

SU
LS

No change from project
No change from project

Energy Use

LS

Decreased magnitude but not significance since digestion
would provide an alternative sources of energy

Irreversible Commitment of Resources
Irreversible Environmental Changes

LS
SU

No change from project
No change from project

Potential Environmental Damage from
Accidents

LS

No change from project

Notes:
LS = Less than significant impact PS = Potentially significant impact SU = Significant and unavoidable impact
than significant impact after mitigation PS/SU – Significant and unavoidable impact after mitigation

PS/LS – Less

Source: Planning Partners, 2012.
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Implementation of the Dairy Digester Requirement Alternative would fully meet all the objectives of
the proposed 2030 General Plan project.

21.3 COMPARISON OF THE ENVIRONMENTAL MERITS OF EACH ALTERNATIVE
In Table 21-6, the symbol “-5” means that an alternative has a lower magnitude of impact and level
of significance than that for the project (e.g., the adverse environmental condition is less than for the
project, so that the impact is less than significant rather than significant). The symbol “-1” means
that an alternative has a lower magnitude of impact than that for the project (e.g., the adverse
environmental condition is somewhat less than for the project, but the significance of the impact is
unchanged). The symbol “0” means that the alternative has an environmental effect that is equal in
significance and magnitude to the proposed project. The symbol “+1” means that an alternative has
a higher magnitude of impact than that for the project (e.g., adverse environmental condition is
more than for the project, but the significance of the impact is unchanged). Finally, the symbol “+5”
means that an alternative has a more significant impact than the proposed project (i.e., a significant
impact rather than less than significant). These numerical values have been assigned to these
categories in order to assess each alternative across a large number of impact areas.
Definition
Decreased magnitude and significance of impact compared to proposed project

Numerical Value (as shown in
Table 21-6)
-5

Decreased magnitude of impact, but no change in level of significance
Same magnitude and significance of impact as proposed project

-1
0

Increased magnitude of impact, but no change in level of significance
Increased magnitude and significance of impact compared to proposed project

1
5

Because the emphasis of the alternatives analysis is on minimizing or avoiding impacts, those
categories associated with avoiding or causing impacts not attributable to the project are assigned a
value of -5 or 5 respectively. If an alternative lessens or increases the magnitude of an impact
without changing its significance, the category is assigned a value of -1 or 1. The number at the
bottom of Table 21-6 indicates, for each alternative, the net number of identified impacts of the
project that were avoided or reduced by the alternative.
CEQA requires the selection of an environmentally superior alternative; however, if the
environmentally superior alternative is the “No Project” alternative, the EIR shall also identify an
environmentally superior alternative among the other alternatives (CEQA Guidelines Section
15126.6(e)(2)). In the case of this PEIR, the No Project Alternative is the least effective of the
evaluated alternatives in reducing or avoiding the environmental effects of the 2030 General Plan.
Rather, the No Project Alternative would result in substantially greater numbers of adverse effects
and an increase in the severity of impacts compared to the proposed 2030 General Plan. Based on a
comparative evaluation of all the alternatives, Alternative 3 (No New Urban Communities
Alternative) would reduce the magnitude of the most impacts as an action alternative. Alternative 3
would be the environmentally superior alternative.
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Merced County will consider the selection of a preferred project upon review of this Draft PEIR
and other information in the public record. Identification of an environmentally superior alternative
does not require that Merced County choose that alternative. In choosing a preferred project,
Merced County is required to make written findings regarding its choice of a project to implement,
including the reasons why it chose not to implement an environmentally superior alternative or
alternatives, if the selected project is not the environmentally superior alternative. In the findings,
Merced County must set forth its reasoning for proceeding with the 2030 General Plan project. Such
reasoning could include the social, economic, or other benefits provided by the 2030 General Plan
project. This process allows a lead agency to balance any environmental harm with other factors
appropriate in judging the merits of a project.
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for Project

Alternative 1
No Project

Alternative 2
City-Centered
Growth

Alternative 3
No New Urban
Communities

Alternative 4
Dairy Digester
Requirement

LS

5

0

-1

0

LS

5

-1

-1

0

PS/LS

5

-1

-1

0

Conversion of important farmland to nonagricultural use

PS/SU

1

-1

-1

0

Conflict with zoning for agricultural use or
Williamson Act contracts

PS/LS

5

-1

-1

0

Land use changes that result in conversion
of farmland to non-agricultural uses from
urban development

PS/SU

1

-1

-1

0

LS

0

0

0

0

Land use changes that result in conversion
of farmland to non-agricultural uses due to
Minor Subdivision of Rural Parcels

PS/SU

1

0

0

0

Land use changes that result in conversion
of farmland to non-agricultural uses due to
Minor Subdivision of Rural Parcels and
resultant changes in water use

LS

1

0

0

0

Land use changes that result in conversion
of farmland to non-agricultural uses due to
inadequate reduced parcel sizes

LS PS/SU

50

0

0

0

Table 21-6

of Impact
Relative Comparison Level
of Alternatives

Impact

Damage to scenic resources within a state
scenic highway
Degradation of the existing visual character
or quality of scenic resources

Aesthetics

Create a new source of light or glare
adversely affecting day or nighttime views
Agricultural Resources

Loss of forest land or changes that could
convert forest land to non-forest uses
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July 2013
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Table 21-6

Relative Comparison of Alternatives
Level of Impact
for Project

Alternative 1
No Project

Alternative 2
City-Centered
Growth

Alternative 3
No New Urban
Communities

Alternative 4
Dairy Digester
Requirement

Increase in construction emissions

LS

1

-1

0

0

Increase in operational emissions of ROG,
NOx, CO, and SOx

LS

1

-1

-1

1

Increase in operational emissions of PM10
and PM2.5

PS/SU

1

-1

0

1

Increase in carbon monoxide
concentrations at congested intersections

LS

1

1

0

0

Health risks associated with locating
sensitive receptors near high volume roads

PS/LS

5

-1

-1

0

Health risks associated with locating
sensitive receptors near odors and/or toxic
air contaminants

LS

5

1

0

1

Adverse effects to special status species and
sensitive habitats

PS/SU

1

-1

-1

0

Adverse effect on wetlands, riparian habitat
and other sensitive natural communities

PS/SU

1

-1

-1

0

Substantial loss and/or modification of
federally protected wetlands

PS/LS

1

-1

-1

0

Potential interference with animal
movement/migration patterns.

PS/LS

5

-1

-1

0

Conflict with local policies or ordinances
protecting biological resources

LS

0

0

0

0

Conflict with an adopted Habitat
Conservation Plan or Natural Community
Conservation Plan

LS

0

0

0

0

Impact
Air Quality

Biological Resources
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Table 21-6

Relative Comparison of Alternatives
Level of Impact
for Project

Alternative 1
No Project

Alternative 2
City-Centered
Growth

Alternative 3
No New Urban
Communities

Alternative 4
Dairy Digester
Requirement

Adverse change in the significance of a
historical resource.

PS/LS

5

-1

-1

0

Loss of archaeological resources,
paleontological resources, unique geological
features, or disturbances to human remains.

PS/LS

5

-1

-1

0

Loss of traditional cultural properties where
Native American customs and traditions
are practiced.

PS/LS

5

-1

-1

0

Expose people or structures to earthquake
fault rupture, strong seismic ground
shaking, or ground failure including
liquefaction, landslides, or dam failure

LS

0

0

0

0

Soil erosion or topsoil loss from exposure
to wind or water erosion

LS

0

0

0

0

Development or structures on unstable
soils or expansive soils.

LS

0

0

0

0

PS/LS

5

-1

-1

0

Increase in GHG emissions that would
have a significant environmental impact

PS/SU

1

-1

-1

-5

Increase in GHG emissions that would
conflict with an applicable plan, policy, or
regulation adopted for the purpose of
reducing GHG emissions

PS/SU

1

-1

-1

-5

Impact
Cultural Resources

Geology, Soils, and Mineral Resources

Use of septic tanks or alternative
wastewater disposal systems in unfit soils
Global Climate Change
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Table 21-6

Relative Comparison of Alternatives
Level of Impact
for Project

Alternative 1
No Project

Alternative 2
City-Centered
Growth

Alternative 3
No New Urban
Communities

Alternative 4
Dairy Digester
Requirement

Hazards due to the routine transport, use,
or disposal of hazardous materials or
through accident conditions

LS

1

0

0

0

Emit hazardous emissions or handles
hazardous materials, within one-quarter
mile of an existing or proposed school

LS

1

0

0

0

Located on a hazardous materials site and
creates a significant hazard to the public or
the environment

PS/LS

5

0

0

0

Results in a safety hazard due to a public or
private airport

PS/LS

5

5

0

0

LS

5

-1

-1

0

LS

1

-1

-1

-1

Deplete groundwater supplies or interfere
with groundwater recharge

PS/SU

1

-1

-1

0

Alter existing drainage patterns, including
alteration of a stream course or river

PS/LS

5

5

-1

0

Increase the rate or amount of storm water
runoff

LS

1

-1

-1

0

Allow new development to proceed within
a 100-year flood hazard area

LS

5

0

0

0

Diverge from current state flood legislation
or allow new development to proceed
within a 200-year flood hazard

LS

5

0

0

0

Expose people or structures to flooding as
a result of the failure of a levee or dam

LS

0

0

0

0

Impact
Hazards and Hazardous Materials

Exposes people or structures to wildland
fires
Hydrology and Water Resources
Violation of water quality standards or
degradation of water quality
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Table 21-6

Relative Comparison of Alternatives
Level of Impact
for Project

Alternative 1
No Project

Alternative 2
City-Centered
Growth

Alternative 3
No New Urban
Communities

Alternative 4
Dairy Digester
Requirement

PS/LS

5

0

0

0

LS

5

0

0

0

Changes to existing 2000 General Plan
noise policies

LS

5

0

-1

0

Development of new noise sensitive land uses

LS

5

0

-1

0

Development of noise-producing uses near
existing sensitive land uses

LS

5

0

-1

0

Traffic noise level increases from urban
development

PS/SU

1

0

-1

0

Exposure to excessive groundborne
vibration or ground- borne noise levels

PS/LS

5

0

-1

0

Inducement of population growth for
which inadequate planning has occurred

PS/LS

5

0

-1

0

Displacement of substantial amounts of
population and housing units

LS

1

0

0

0

Demand for additional fire protection and
emergency response services

LS

5

0

-1

0

Demand for additional police protection
and law enforcement facilities

LS

5

0

-1

0

Demand for additional school facilities and
libraries

LS

1

0

-1

0

LS

5

0

-1

0

Impact
Land Use Compatibility
Physical division an established community
Conflict with applicable plan, policy, or
regulation
Noise

Population and Housing

Public Services

Recreation
Increase the use of existing parks or
recreational facilities
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Table 21-6

Relative Comparison of Alternatives
Alternative 3
No New Urban
Communities
-1

Alternative 4
Dairy Digester
Requirement

1

Alternative 2
City-Centered
Growth
0

PS/SU

1

-1

-1

0

Conflict with a plan, ordinance, or policy
establishing measures of effectiveness of
State Highways.

PS/SU

1

0

-1

0

Conflict with an applicable plan, ordinance,
or policy establishing measures of
effectiveness of streets within incorporated
cities in Merced County.

PS/SU

1

1

-1

0

Conflict with an applicable congestion
management program.

LS

0

0

0

0

Result in change to air traffic patterns

LS

5

0

0

Substantially increase hazards due to a
design feature

PS/LS

5

0

-1

0

Result in inadequate emergency access.

PS/LS

5

1

-1

0

Conflict with adopted polices, plans or
programs regarding, public transit, bicycle,
or pedestrian facilities

PS/LS

5

-1

0

0

Lack of sufficient water supplies and
entitlements to accommodate development

PS/SU

1

0

-1

0

Require new construction or expansion of
existing water treatment facilities

LS

5

0

-1

0

Lack of adequate wastewater treatment
capacity to serve the projected demand

LS

5

0

-1

0

Level of Impact
for Project

Alternative 1
No Project

LS

Conflict with a plan, ordinance, or policy
establishing measures of effectiveness on
Merced County roads.

Impact
Require recreational facilities that have an
adverse physical effect on the environment

0

Transportation

Utilities and Service Systems
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Table 21-6

Relative Comparison of Alternatives
Alternative 3
No New Urban
Communities
-1

Alternative 4
Dairy Digester
Requirement

1

Alternative 2
City-Centered
Growth
0

PS/LS

1

-1

-1

0

Agricultural Resources

PS/SU

1

-1

-1

0

Air Quality

PS/SU

1

0

0

1

Biological Resources

PS/SU

1

-1

-1

0

Cultural Resources

PS/LS

1

-1

-1

0

Level of Impact
for Project

Alternative 1
No Project

LS

Aesthetics

Impact
Require new or substantial alteration of
existing solid waste disposal facilities

0

Cumulative Impacts

Geology, Soils, and Mineral Resources

LS

0

0

0

0

PS/SU

1

0

0

-5

Hazards and Hazardous Materials

LS

1

0

0

0

Hydrology and Water Resources

PS/SU

1

-1

-1

-1

Global Climate Change

Land Use Compatibility

LS

5

0

0

0

PS/SU

1

0

0

0

Population and Housing

LS

1

0

0

0

Public Services

LS

1

-1

-1

0

Noise

Recreation

LS

1

-1

-1

0

Transportation

PS/SU

1

-1

-1

0

Utilities and Service Systems

PS/SU

1

0

0

0

Growth Inducement & Secondary Effects

LS

5

0

-1

0

Energy Use

LS

5

-1

-1

-1

Irreversible Commitment of Resources

LS

1

-1

-1

0

PS/SU

1

-1

-1

0

LS

1

-1

-1

0

+229 +224

-23

-57

-15

Irreversible Environmental Changes
Potential Environmental Damage from
Accidents
Impacts Relative to Project
Source: Planning Partners, 2012.
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