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INTRODUCTION 

PROJECT DESCRIPTION 

The Proposed Project consists of new market rate apartment housing and commercial uses on a site 

just outside the boundary of the City of Merced. The proposed Project includes the annexation of the 

subject property, as well as other adjacent properties into the City of Merced. The proposed Project 

is located on approximately 28.4 acres of land at the northeast corner of the intersection of East 

Yosemite Avenue and North Gardner Avenue/ North Parsons Avenue. The Project site currently is the 

only quadrant of the intersection that lies outside the boundary of the City of Merced and is the only 

quadrant of the intersection lacking improved street frontages. 

The proposed Project would consist of 11 three-story buildings with a total of 426 dwelling units (144 

one bedroom, 270 two bedrooms, and 12 units three bedrooms), a 6,000 square foot clubhouse, 

75,000 square foot outdoor recreation space, and a 9,378 square foot dog park for Project residents’ 

use. The general commercial development consisting of 88,090 square feet would be distributed 

among eight single-story buildings to serve the Project residents and the general public. Four of the 

buildings, each approximately 2,000 square feet on average, would house drive-through restaurants 

as part of their square footage. The proposed Project includes a total of 1,007 parking spaces (657 

for residential and 350 for mixed use). Figure 1 below illustrates the proposed Project’s location 

within the Study Area. 

STUDY PURPOSE 

This section summarizes the project’s relative impact on vehicle miles traveled (VMT) in the vicinity 

of the proposed project. The purpose of the report is to evaluate CEQA impacts due to the addition 

of the proposed Project. The analyses for VMT was conducted to determine the proposed Project’s 

impacts on the surrounding roadway network and consistency with the City of Merced’s and Merced 

County’s plans and standards. The VMT analysis is based on the methodology outlined in the 

Governor’s Office of Planning and Research’s (OPR) Technical Advisory on Evaluating Transportation 

Impacts in California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA), published in December 2018. The report 

additionally includes analysis of impacts for pedestrians, bicycles, and transit facilities. 

APPLICABLE VMT GUIDELINES FOR CEQA ANALYSIS 

Senate Bill (SB) 743, which became effective July 1, 2020, changes the way transportation impacts 

are determined in California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) documents. SB 743 replaces the 

metric for determining transportation impacts using motor vehicle delay and Level of Service (LOS) 

to VMT in CEQA traffic impact studies. As a result of the SB 743 final rulemaking and the 

implementation deadline of July 1, 2020, the Merced County Association of Governments (MCAG) 

prepared a regional guide for the seven member jurisdictions ‐ Merced County and the cities of 

Atwater, Dos Palos, Gustine, Livingston, Los Banos, and Merced. The member jurisdictions can adopt 

the recommendations in the regional guidelines as appropriate based on their individual 

circumstances, such as growth policies and economic development goals. 
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This analysis is based on MCAG’s VMT Thresholds and Implementation Guidelines (adopted November 

20221). 

VMT SCREENING CRITERIA 

As stated above, MCAG has prepared VMT Thresholds and Guidelines for various jurisdictions within 

Merced County, adopted November 2022. The VMT Thresholds and Guidelines document includes 

screening criteria that describe proposed project attributes that presumably would produce less-

than-significant impacts. Proposed projects that include the attributes described in the screening 

criteria are thus exempt from VMT analyses. 

The screening criteria include the following project attributes: 

• Within 0.5 miles of a transit priority area or a high-quality transit area and is 

consistent with the Regional Transportation Plan (RTP)/Sustainable Communities Strategy 

(SCS), has a floor area ratio (FAR) equal or greater than 0.75, does not provide an 

excessive amount of parking, or does not reduce the number of affordable residential units. 

The Guidelines identify a transit priority area as “an area within one‐half mile of a major 

transit stop that is existing or planned” and they identify a major transit stop as “a site 

containing an existing rail transit station, a ferry terminal served by either a bus or rail 

transit service, or the intersection of two or more major bus routes with a frequency of 

service of 15 minutes or less during the morning and afternoon peak commute periods.” A 

high‐quality transit area or corridor is a corridor with fixed route bus service with service 

intervals no longer than 15 minutes during peak commute hours; 

• Includes local-serving retail with a combined area of less than 50,000 square feet 

(sf); 

• Results in an equal or net reduction in VMT may be considered to have less than 

significant VMT impact. A net reduction in VMT would occur if the land use proposed by the 

project would generate less VMT than the existing land use; 

• Includes 100 percent affordable housing units; 

 • Generates fewer than 1,000 average daily trips (ADT) if consistent with a jurisdiction’s 

General Plan, or generates fewer than 500 ADT if not consistent with a jurisdiction’s General 

Plan; 

• Is an institutional/government and public service use that supports community 

health, safety and welfare (e.g., e.g., police stations, fire stations, government offices, 

utilities, public libraries, community centers, and refuse stations); 

• Is a local park, daycare center, student housing project on or adjacent to a college 

campus, local-serving gas station, bank, and/or K–12 public school; 

• Within areas of low VMT that demonstrate VMT at least 14% below the regional average. 

 

1 https://www.mcagov.org/DocumentCenter/View/3872 
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VMT SIGNIFICANCE STANDARDS 

According to the MCAG VMT Thresholds and Guidelines document, if a project is below the VMT 

threshold, then there is no significant impact based on VMT. The threshold for Merced is 14% below 

the Regional Average for the VMT/Capita metric. 

PROJECT VMT ANALYSIS 

This section describes VMT impacts of the proposed project on the surrounding roadway system 

within the City of Merced and Merced County. VMT analysis includes both reviewing the proposed 

project as it relates to the screening criteria described above as well as implementing the proposed 

project into the latest version of MCAG’s adopted travel demand model (TDM). 

TRAVEL DEMAND MODEL REVIEW 

Upon review of the model, the proposed project occupies the southern portion of traffic analysis zone 

(TAZ) 678, as shown in Figure 1. Review of the model shows that for the base year condition (2022 

scenario) the model includes 11 single family dwelling units and approximately 2,000 square feet of 

warehousing in TAZ 678, indicating a relatively low level of existing development within the project’s 

TAZ. Additionally, the most distant future model scenario (2046) includes 14 single family dwelling 

units, approximately 1,000 square feet of industrial, and approximately 2,000 square feet of 

warehousing in TAZ 678, representing very little assumed growth in the project’s TAZ. 

 

FIGURE 1: PROJECT LOCATION  
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MCAG VMT SCREENING REVIEW 

According to MCAG’s VMT per Capita (by TAZ) screening map (shown in Figure 2), the project site 

falls within an area designated as a Low VMT area (in green) with VMT per Capita that is 76% of the 

regional average (or 10% lower than the threshold identified in the Guidelines). Therefore, according 

to the screening map, the residential portion of the project could be screened out. 

The map also shows areas that can be screened out based on proximity to high quality transit. While 

the project is very close to the transit priority area shown in the map, it does not fall within that area 

and thus cannot be screened out based on that screening criteria. 

Additionally, the project cannot be screened out based on fewer than 1,000 daily trips, a net reduction 

in regionwide VMT, being 100% affordable units, or the retail component being less than 50,000 

square feet 

 

FIGURE 2: PROJECT LOCATION IN MCAG VMT SCNREENING MAP 
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RESIDENTIAL VMT ANALYSIS 

While the screening maps published by MCAG indicate that the residential component of the proposed 

project can be screened out based on being within a Low VMT per Capita area, the base year model 

only has 11 single family dwelling units in the representative TAZ. The travel demand model, which 

has been utilized for the local transportation analysis LTA), has also been used to further evaluate 

residential VMT because the proposed project would substantially increase the number of residential 

units within the TAZ. In order to do this, the multi-family dwelling units were added to the base year 

(2022) model land use and the model was rerun to estimate VMT per Capita for the project. Table 

1 shows that with the addition of the proposed project, VMT per Capita for the project TAZ decreases 

to 63% of the regional average. This confirms the low VMT/Capita area location and represents a 

less than significant impact. 

TABLE 1: VMT PER CAPITA RESULTS FOR TAZ 678 

 SFDU MFDU 

% OF 
REGIONAL VMT 

PER CAPITA 

MEETS LOW VMT 
THRESHOLD 
(LESS THAN 

86%) 

MCAG SCREENING MAPS   76% Yes 

2022 NO PROJECT MODEL 11  78% Yes 

2022 PLUS PROJECT MODEL 11 426 63% Yes 

Source: MCAG and DKS Associates 

COMMERCIAL VMT ANALYSIS 

The commercial portion of the project consists of approximately 88,000 square feet of commercial 

space. This commercial space includes a number of individual structures including four drive-thru 

restaurants. Because the commercial component of the project is cumulatively more than 50,000 

square feet of building space, it cannot be immediately screened out as “locally serving” retail, as 

discussed in the section above.  

Nor can it be screened out based on reduced overall regional VMT with the addition of the project. 

In order to test this screening criterion, only the commercial component of the project was added to 

the travel demand model and the overall network-based VMT was calculated both without and with 

the proposed project. Results of this analysis are summarized in Table 2. This information indicates 

that the addition of the proposed project would cause a very small increase in regionwide VMT. The 

table shows that the addition of the commercial portion of the project results in an increase of 0.02% 

regionwide. This is a very small increase, however only an increase of absolute zero or a decrease 

represents a change that can screen out a commercial project. 
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TABLE 2: NETWORK BASED VMT WITHOUT AND WITH COMMERCIAL 

VMT SPEED BIN 
2022 NO 
PROJECT 

2022 WITH 
COMMERCIAL 

% CHANGE 

0 TO 7.5 MPH  3,300   3,300  - 

7.5 TO 12.5 MPH  16,400   16,400  - 

12.5 TO 17.5 MPH  9,800   9,800  - 

17.5 TO 22.5 MPH  24,100   24,000  -0.4% 

22.5 TO 27.5 MPH  674,000   676,600  +0.4% 

27.5 TO 32.5 MPH  144,300   142,100  -1.5% 

32.5 TO 37.5 MPH  588,300   589,800  0.3% 

37.5 TO 42.5 MPH  213,300   213,500  0.1% 

42.5 TO 47.5 MPH  551,600   552,500  0.2% 

47.5 TO 52.5 MPH  147,900   147,700  -0.1% 

52.5 TO 57.5 MPH  360,100   359,500  -0.2% 

57.5 TO 62.5 MPH  863,700   862,700  -0.1% 

62.5 TO 67.5 MPH  2,492,100   2,492,400  +0.0% 

67.5 TO 72.5 MPH  1,659,400   1,659,400  - 

TOTAL REGIONWIDE VMT  7,748,300   7,749,700  +0.02% 

Source: DKS Associates 

Based on this analysis, the commercial portion of the project cannot be screened out. However, 

additional analysis is required to determine if the project truly is regional serving. This can be more 

appropriately determined based on the project building composition and the local commercial 

environment whether the commercial portion of the project represents a regionally serving or locally 

serving project. 

The project as described would consist of eight structures totaling approximately 88,000 square feet 

of commercial space. While the exact square footage of each structure was not provided, the provided 

site plan shows that all of the structures appear to be similar in size, indicating that the structures 

all appear to be approximately 11,000 square feet or less. Additionally, the applicant has indicated 
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that four of the ten buildings will include drive thru uses (which typically represent either fast food 

restaurants or drive-thru coffee shops and would on average be 2,000 square feet or less, with a 

maximum total square footage of 8,000). While these building sizes and drive thru uses can often 

be present in regionally serving commercial developments, a simplified market analysis was 

completed to help determine if the project can be considered to be local serving even though it 

exceeds the 50,000 square foot threshold. 

Based on review of online mapping sources including Google Maps, and OpenStreet Map, a map was 

created showing locations of fast food restaurants and shopping centers in the general area of the 

project. Additionally, one, two, and five mile drive sheds were generated to estimate approximately 

how much retail is located close to the project site. Figure 3 shows how much existing retail 

commercial currently exists in the project study area. 

 

 

FIGURE 3: COMMERCIAL USES IN PROJECT VICINITY 
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The figure shows that there are currently four fast food locations (Wingstop, Panda Express, Papa 

Murphy’s, and Port of Subs) within a one-mile drive of the proposed project site and six fast food 

locations (Togo’s, Five Guys, The Habit Burger, Crumbl Cookies, and two Subway locations) within 

a two-mile drive shed of the project site. Additionally, there are two shopping centers (The 

Promenade and East Yosemite Plaza) within a one-mile drive of the proposed project site and two 

additional shopping centers (Yosemite Crossings and Raley’s Plaza) within two miles of the project 

site.  

The map shows that there is a variety of both restaurants and shopping to the southwest of the 

project site (with much of it being more than a two-mile drive from the project site) but there are no 

current shopping or dining opportunities to the east and north of the project site. With the housing 

growth that has recently occurred to the east and north of the project site (including the UC Merced 

campus and its associated housing), the commercial development contained within the proposed 

project will provide needed shopping and dining opportunities for the local residents in the area. Thus 

it is reasonable to consider this commercial development as locally serving and thus assume it will 

have a less than significant impact in terms of VMT. 

 

OTHER CEQA IMPACTS 

ALTERNATIVE MODES OF TRANSPORTATION 

PEDESTRIAN IMPACTS 

A significant impact occurs if a proposed project conflicts with applicable or adopted policies, plans, 

or programs related to pedestrian facilities or otherwise decreases the performance or safety of 

pedestrian facilities. 

The City of Merced municipal code contains the following in Section 18.32.060 (“Sidewalks”): 

Sidewalks shall be installed along all streets and may be required in other locations where 

sidewalks are deemed necessary by City standard. 

The proposed project site is located on parcels that are currently adjacent to but outside the City of 

Merced. The applicant proposes that the project site be annexed to the City of Merced prior to project 

construction. There are currently improved sidewalks along the western side of North Garnder 

Avenue and the southern side of East Yosemite Avenue across from the project site, however there 

are no sidewalks on either the east side of Gardner or the north side of East Yosemite along the 

project site frontage. The project must be designed to include sidewalks consistent with City of 

Merced design standards and approved by City staff. The proposed project will have a less than 

significant impact on pedestrian activity as long as it designs and implements sidewalks along the 

project’s roadway frontage. 
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BICYCLE IMPACTS 

A significant impact occurs if a proposed project conflicts with applicable or adopted policies, plans, 

or programs related to bicycle facilities or otherwise decreases the performance or safety of bicycle 

facilities. 

The proposed project site is located on parcels that are currently adjacent to but outside the City of 

Merced. The applicant proposes that the project site be annexed to the City of Merced prior to project 

construction. There are not currently striped bike lanes along North Gardner Avenue or East Yosemite 

Avenue adjacent to the project site. The City of Merced Bicycle Transportation Plan (2013) indicates 

a future Class 2 bike lane along North Gardner Avenue adjacent to the project site, but does not 

indicate which side of the roadway it would be on (or both). The plan does not indicate any bike lanes 

on East Yosemite adjacent to the site. The proposed project will have a less than significant impact 

on bicycle connectivity as long as it complies with City requirements regarding bike lanes along its 

roadway frontage and supplies safe access from the project site to those facilities. 

TRANSIT IMPACTS 

A significant impact occurs if a proposed project conflicts with a program, plan, ordinance, or policy 

regarding existing or planned transit facilities. 

Currently, the UC Merced bus route is the only transit service operating near the Project. This route 

currently has stops near the project along East Yosemite Avenue just east of Gardner/ Parsons at at 

Chaparral, adjacent to the proposed project’s main entrance. The route currently has a 30 minute 

headway on weekdays and a 60 minute headway on weekends. 

The proposed Project could increase transit demand in its vicinity as well as within the City of Merced. 

This may necessitate the need to increase transit frequency beyond that currently provided. 

It is suggested that the proposed Project coordinate with the City of Merced and bus service providers 

as each phase is constructed to adjust transit frequencies to handle changes in transit demand near 

the Project’s vicinity.  

The project applicant will have a less than significant impact on transit as long as the project 

applicant complies with requirements set forth by the transit JPA. 




