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Chapter 1 
Introduction and Overview 

Overview 
Merced County (County) has prepared this initial study (IS) and proposed mitigated negative 
declaration (MND) to evaluate the potential environmental consequences associated with the 2018 
Hilmar Cheese Company (HCC) Facility Expansion Project (project). The project consists of a major 
modification to Conditional Use Permit (CUP) #08‐011 to allow for the expansion of the HCC existing 
facility in Hilmar, California on parcels totaling approximately 88 acres (Merced County GIS). The 
project would result in the construction of approximately 101,300 square feet (sf) of new buildings 
and structures in Phase I and approximately 100,800 sf of new buildings and structures in Phase II. 
The buildings would be constructed in two phases over a 5-year period. The project includes 
approximately 114,000 sf of asphalt in Phase I and approximately 90,100 sf of asphalt in Phase II. A 
sphere of influence amendment and annexation of the project site area located south of August 
Avenue has been completed in the service boundaries of Hilmar County Water District (HCWD). As 
part of the County’s permitting process, the project is required to undergo an environmental review 
in accordance with the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). 

Authority 
The preparation of an IS/MND is governed by two principal sets of documents: CEQA (Public 
Resources Code Section 21000, et seq.) and the State CEQA Guidelines (California Code of 
Regulations [CCR] Section 15000, et seq.). Specifically, Section 15063 of the State CEQA Guidelines 
and Sections 15070–15075 of Article 6 guide the process for the preparation of a negative 
declaration or a mitigated negative declaration. Where appropriate and supportive to an 
understanding of the issues, reference will be made either to the statute, the State CEQA Guidelines, 
or appropriate case law. 

This IS/MND, as required by CEQA, contains 1) a project description; 2) a description of the 
environmental setting, potential environmental impacts, mitigation measures for any significant 
effects, and consistency with plans and policies; and 3) names of preparers. 

The mitigation measures included in this IS/MND are designed to reduce or eliminate the potentially 
significant environmental impacts described herein. Where a mitigation measure described in this 
document has been previously incorporated into the project, either as a specific feature of design or 
as a mitigation measure, this is noted in the discussion. Mitigation measures are structured in 
accordance with the criteria in Section 15370 of the State CEQA Guidelines. 

Scope of the IS/MND 
This IS/MND evaluates the project’s effects on the following resource topics. 

 Aesthetics 
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 Agriculture and forestry resources 

 Air quality 

 Biological resources 

 Cultural resources 

 Geology/soils 

 Greenhouse gas emissions 

 Hazards & hazardous materials 

 Hydrology/water quality 

 Land use/planning 

 Mineral resources 

 Noise 

 Population/housing 

 Public services 

 Recreation 

 Transportation/traffic 

 Tribal cultural resources 

 Utilities/ service systems 

 Mandatory findings of significance 

Impact Terminology 
The following terminology is used to describe the level of significance of impacts. 

 A finding of no impact is appropriate if the analysis concludes that the project would not affect 
the particular topic area in any way. 

 An impact is considered less‐than‐significant if the analysis concludes that it would cause no 
substantial adverse change to the environment and requires no mitigation. 

 An impact is considered less‐than‐significant with mitigation incorporated if the analysis 
concludes that it would cause no substantial adverse change to the environment with the 
inclusion of environmental commitments or other enforceable measures that have been agreed 
to by the applicant. 

 An impact is considered potentially significant if the analysis concludes that it could have a 
substantial adverse effect on the environment. For the project, no impacts were determined to 
be potentially significant. 
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IS/MND Organization 
The content and format of this report are designed to meet the requirements of CEQA. The MND 
consists of the findings that the project, as mitigated, would have no significant impacts. The bulk of 
this IS/MND consists of the initial study and supporting studies. This report contains the following 
sections. 

Chapter 1, Introduction and Overview, identifies the purpose and scope of the IS/MND and the 
terminology used in the report. 

Chapter 2, Project Description, identities the location, background, and planning objectives of the 
project and describes it in detail. 

Chapter 3, Environmental Checklist, presents the checklist responses for each resource topic. 
This section includes a brief setting section for each resource topic and identifies the impacts of 
implementing the project. 

Chapter 4, References, identifies all printed references and individuals cited in this IS/MND. 

Chapter 5, List of Preparers, identifies the individuals who prepared this report and their areas 
of technical specialty. 
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Chapter 2 
Project Description 

Project History and Project Overview 
The project site has approval for an existing CUP 08‐011 approved by Merced County in 2008. The 
CUP allows HCC to conduct a variety of conditional uses on the site and to expand the facility in a 
manner consistent with plans reviewed in 2008 by the County. In January 2012, an IS/MND was 
prepared and adopted that identified the potential impacts associated with a major modification to 
CUP 08‐011 (Major Modification No. MM11‐014). This major modification included the following 
components: 

1. Phase I administrative office building (53,000 sf) 

2. Phase I cold storage expansion (60,000 sf) 

3. Phase I cream process building (4,000 sf) 

4. Phase I renewable energy tanks (2) (51,000 sf) 

5. Phase I solar energy production facility 

6. Phase I relocated stormwater retention pond (3.4 acres) 

7. Phase I parking lot (72,000 sf) 

8. Phase II administrative office building (53,000 sf) 

9. Phase II parking lot (56,000 sf)  

Many of these improvements, which were approved under Major Modification No. MM11‐014 have 
been constructed except for (2) the 60,000 Phase I cold storage expansion, (3) Phase I cream 
process building (4,000 sf), (6) Phase I relocated stormwater retention pond (3.4 acres), (8) Phase II 
administrative office building (53,000 sf) and (9) Phase II parking lot (56,000 sf). 

The project consists of Major Modification No. MM11‐014 to CUP 08‐011. The improvements that 
are proposed as a part of the project are in addition to the improvements approved in Major 
Modification No. MM11‐014. The project would include one change to an improvement approved 
under Major Modification No. MM11‐014. The cold storage facility that was approved for Phase I at 
60,000 sf has been modified by the project to include an additional 61,000 sf. In addition, the project 
would include a Phase II cold storage facility that is 81,000 sf.  

The project site has been used for agricultural production and for processing cheese and other dairy 
products. The project would result in the construction of approximately 202,100 sf of new buildings 
and structures and approximately 204,100 sf of new asphalt. A summary of these proposed new 
buildings is provided in Table 2‐1. These buildings would be constructed in two phases over a 
5-year period.  
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Project Location 
The project site is located within the existing HCC facility and on vacant agricultural land (also 
owned by HCC) in the Hilmar area of unincorporated Merced County, as shown in Figure 2-1 and 
Figure 2-2. The closest intersection to the project site is the intersection of Lander Avenue (also 
known as State Route [SR] 165) and August Avenue. The project site includes the existing HCC 
facility (approximately 40.2 acres) and vacant agricultural land (approximately 11.4 acres) adjacent 
and to the north. All of the project facilities would be located west of Lander Avenue and north of 
August Avenue.  

Site Background 
HCC, established in 1984, is a privately held corporation owned by 11 dairy families. Production 
began in 1985. HCC produces a variety of cheeses, including Cheddar, Monterey Jack, Pepper Jack, 
Colby, and Colby‐Jack, from its two facilities in California and Texas. CUP #08‐011 was approved by 
Merced County in 2008, covering the project site. The CUP allows HCC to conduct a variety of 
conditional uses on the site and to expand the facility in a manner consistent with the CUP approved 
in 2008 by the County. 

Existing Setting 
Existing Site Conditions and Surrounding Land Uses 

The project site includes the existing HCC processing facility located at the northwest corner of 
Lander Avenue and August Avenue and the existing agricultural land located at the southwestern 
corner of Lander Avenue and Oslo Road. The current HCC processing facilities consist of milk 
receiving areas, three cheese processing plants, a protein plant, a lactose plant, labs and office 
buildings, a visitor/education center, a wastewater treatment facility, and utilities buildings, located 
primarily at the northwest corner of August Avenue and Lander Avenue. The existing structures are 
up to approximately 85 feet in height. 

HCC operates an onsite water reclamation facility, located south of Oslo Road (east of Oslo Street, 
west of SR 165) on the northwest portion of the project site. The facility includes a maintenance 
shop, wells, blower rooms, evaporator, and a water reclamation building with boiler room. Nearly all 
of the water used in the facility is reclaimed for use as irrigation water and used on local farmland or 
internally for non‐food production applications. HCC also utilizes a private septic system for 
wastewater generated from the existing restrooms in the office building. HCC operates in full 
compliance with all applicable water quality requirements and the facility is designed to be fully 
protective of groundwater and surface water resources. 

The project involves improvements to Assessor’s Parcel Numbers 045‐140‐086, 045‐140‐087, and 
045‐140‐088. The site is zoned A‐1‐General Agriculture, and the General Plan land use designation is 
Agriculture. 
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Figure 2-1. Project Vicinity  
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Figure 2-2. Project Location  
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The project site is located in an unincorporated rural area, surrounded by commercial, agricultural 
and residential land uses immediately north (approximately 0.14 mile) of the unincorporated 
community of Hilmar. Adjacent land uses include: 

 Commercial (Rick’s Saddle Shop) and agricultural uses to the east. 

 Agricultural and rural residential uses to the north. 

 Single-family residential and agricultural uses to the south. 

 Agricultural uses to the west. 

Proposed Project 
Description of the Proposed Project 

The project consists of an application from HCC to Merced County for a modification to existing CUP 
08‐011 to allow for the expansion of the existing facility. The project consists of three new or 
expanded buildings with a maximum height of approximately 40 feet. The project components are 
shown in Figure 2-3 by phase.  

HCC is proposing the following major modifications to the facility. 

 Cold storage facility in two phases. Phase I would add 61,000 sf to the previously approved 
60,000 sf for a total of 121,000 sf. Phase I would also include an approximately 9,400 sf dock. 
Phase II would add 81,000 sf. Phase II would also include an approximately 8,000 sf dock. 

 Additional asphalt in two phases. Phase I would add approximately 114,000 sf of asphalt around 
the proposed cold storage facility. Phase II would add approximately 90,100 sf of asphalt around 
the proposed cold storage facility.  

 Warehouse facility in two phases. Phase I would add approximately 6,900 sf and Phase II would 
add approximately 6,800 sf.  

 Repackaging facilities in two phases. Phase I would add approximately 24,000 sf and Phase II 
would add approximately 5,000 sf. There would be an area next to the Phase I Repackaging 
facility that would be stabilized with gravel and that would be the location of a leach field to 
service the new restrooms proposed for the Phase 1 Repackaging facility.  

Proposed structural improvements are summarized in Table 2‐1. The proposed structures would be 
designed to be architecturally consistent with the style of the existing HCC facility. 
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Figure 2-3. Project Site  
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Table 2-1. Summary of Proposed Structural Additions on the Project Site 

Proposed Additions  Area (sf) Site Location 
Phase I Construction 
Cold storage facility 61,000 Vacant agricultural parcel 
Dock (near the cold storage facility) 9,400 Vacant agricultural parcel 
Asphalt 114,000 Vacant agricultural parcel 
Warehouse facility 6,900 Existing HCC site, north of the existing visitor center 
Repackaging facility  24,000 Vacant agricultural parcel 
Total  215,300 -- 
Phase II Construction 
Cold storage facility 81,000 Vacant agricultural parcel 
Dock (near the cold storage facility) 8,000 Vacant agricultural parcel 
Asphalt 90,100 Vacant agricultural parcel 
Warehouse facility 6,800 Existing HCC site, north of the existing visitor center 
Repackaging facility 5,000 Existing HCC site, directly east of loading docks in 

existing building, south of the vacant agricultural 
parcel.  

Total 190,900 -- 
 

Construction 
The project would include the construction of new buildings and structures. Construction of the 
project is anticipated to begin in March 2019 and would take approximately 5 years. Construction 
activities would occur in two phases (see Table 2‐2).  

Building construction would produce approximately 3,900 cubic yards (cy)of earth during Phase I 
and 2,200 cy of earth during Phase II of the project. The project would require 3,900 cy of fill during 
Phase I of the project and 2,200 cy of fill during Phase II of the project. Because the amount of fill 
required for construction would be equal to the amount produced, no soil is anticipated to be 
exported offsite. Approximately 383 cy of demolished materials, including asphalt, related to site 
clearing for Phase I of the cold storage facility and Phases 1 and 2 of the warehouse facility, would be 
exported. A summary of the construction phases, construction duration, number of workers per day, 
and the total amount of demolished or imported/exported materials is included in Table 2‐2. 

Table 2-2. Demolition and Construction Activities 

Construction 
Phase 

Activity 
Duration 
(days) Schedule 

Maximum 
Number of 
Workers per day 

Volume of 
Demolition 
Materials (cy) 

Phase I Construction 
Cold storage facility, asphalt, and repackaging facility 

Demolition/Site 
Clearing 

5 3/1/19 – 3/7/19 
 
3/8/19 – 3/19/19 
3/18/19 – 3/29/19 
4/4/2019 - 9/18/2019 
 

3 222 

Site Excavation 8 3  
Site Grading 10 6  
Building 
Construction 

120 30  
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Construction 
Phase 

Activity 
Duration 
(days) Schedule 

Maximum 
Number of 
Workers per day 

Volume of 
Demolition 
Materials (cy) 

Architectural 
Coating 

30 8/1/19 – 9/11/19 
 
9/1/19 – 9/10/19 

5  

Paving 7 4  
Warehouse facility 

Demolition/Site 
Clearing 

10 9/1/19 – 9/13/19 
 
9/15/19 – 9/27/19 
10/1/19 – 10/14/19 
10/15/19 – 2/17/20 
 
1/15/20 – 1/23/20 

2 100 

Site Excavation 10 3  
Site Grading 10 6  
Building 
Construction 

90 15  

Paving 7 4  
Phase II Construction 
Cold storage facility, asphalt, and repackaging facility 

Demolition/Site 
Clearing 

5 1/1/24 – 1/1/24 
 
1/8/24 – 1/8/24 
1/18/24 – 1/18/24 
2/4/24 – 2/4/24 
 
6/2/24 – 6/2/24 
 
7/3/24 – 7/3/24 

3  

Site Excavation 8 3  
Site Grading 10 6  
Building 
Construction 

120 30  

Architectural 
Coating 

30 5  

Paving 7 4  
Warehouse facility 

Demolition/Site 
Clearing 

10 6/1/24 – 6/1/24 
 
6/15/24 – 6/15/24 
7/1/24 – 7/1/24 
7/15/24 – 7/15/24 
 
10/15/24 – 10/15/24 

2 61 

Site Excavation 10 3  
Site Grading 10 6  
Building 
Construction 

90 15  

Paving 7 4  
 

Construction Equipment 

Construction equipment required during construction is summarized in Table 2‐3. 

Table 2-3. Summary of Construction Equipment 

Construction Phase Activity Duration (days) 
Phase I Construction 
Cold storage facility, asphalt, and repackaging facility 
Demolition/Site Clearing 1 Front loader 

1 ten-yard dump truck 
Site Excavation 1 tractor, loader, or backhoe 

1 water truck 
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Construction Phase Activity Duration (days) 
Site Grading 1 grader 

1 rubber tire blade 
1 belly scraper 
1 tractor, loader, or backhoe 
1 water truck 

Building Construction 1 reach lift 
1 skip loader 
1 concrete pump 
1 crane  

Architectural Coating 1 airless paint pump 
Paving 1 tractor 

1 paving machine 
Warehouse facility 
Demolition/Site Clearing 1 Front loader 

1 ten-yard dump truck 
Site Excavation 1 tractor, loader, or backhoe 

1 water truck 
Site Grading 1 grader 

1 rubber tire blade 
1 belly scraper 
1 tractor, loader, or backhoe 
1 water truck 

Building Construction 1 reach lift 
1 skip loader 
1 concrete pump 
1 crane  

Paving 1 tractor 
1 paving machine 

Phase II Construction 
Cold storage facility, asphalt, and repackaging facility 
Demolition/Site Clearing 1 Front loader 

1 ten-yard dump truck 
Site Excavation 1 tractor, loader, or backhoe 

1 water truck 
Site Grading 1 grader 

1 rubber tire blade 
1 belly scraper 
1 tractor, loader, or backhoe 
1 water truck 

Building Construction 1 reach lift 
1 skip loader 
1 concrete pump 
1 crane  

Architectural Coating 1 airless paint pump 
Paving 1 tractor 

1 paving machine 
Warehouse facility 
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Construction Phase Activity Duration (days) 
Demolition/Site Clearing 1 Front loader 

1 ten-yard dump truck 
Site Excavation 1 tractor, loader, or backhoe 

1 water truck 
Site Grading 1 grader 

1 rubber tire blade 
1 belly scraper 
1 tractor, loader, or backhoe 
1 water truck 

Building Construction 1 reach lift 
1 skip loader 
1 concrete pump 
1 crane  

Paving 1 tractor 
1 paving machine 

 

Schedule, Lighting, and Construction Hours 

The project site would be fenced during construction, with access limited to construction personnel 
and other authorized personnel only. All construction staging would occur on the project site. 
Nighttime lighting onsite during construction would be limited, providing only lighting that is 
necessary for safety and security. Construction activities would be limited to daytime hours between 
7 a.m. and 6 p.m., consistent with the County’s Noise Ordinance. 

Relocation of Power Lines 

Construction of the project would also require the relocation of existing power lines that are located 
around the vacant agricultural parcel. In order to construct and operate the cold storage facility and 
repackaging facility, the existing power lines would need to be relocated further north of the existing 
cold storage building. New poles and power lines would need to be installed north of the new 
planned asphalt paving on the north side of the Phase II cold storage facility. Additional poles and 
power lines would be installed along the west side of the new cold storage facility and be connected 
to the existing power lines at the northwest corner of the existing cold storage facility. All power line 
installation and modification would be scheduled at a time to minimize downtime for the HCC 
production and operation and would not interrupt service to other Turlock Irrigation District (TID) 
customers.  

Operation 

Operational Employees 

Currently, HCC produces approximately 1.5 million pounds of cheese per day for use in food service, 
ingredients, retail and restaurant trade with the current processing facilities. The project would not 
result in increased production and therefore the amount of production would remain at the current 
levels. Although the new project facilities would not trigger any additional cheese production 
growth, new employees would be needed for operation. As shown in Table 2-4, the project would 
generate 66 employees during Phase I and 22 employees during Phase II of the project.  
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Chapter 3 
Environmental Checklist 

1. Project Title: Hilmar Cheese Major Modification to Conditional Use 
Permit 08-011 

2. Lead Agency Name and Address: Merced County 
Planning and Community Development Department 
2222 “M” Street 
Merced, CA 95340 

3. Contact Person and Phone Number: Brian Guerrero 
209.385.7654 

4. Project Location: 9001 North Lander Avenue, Hilmar, CA 95324 
5. Project Sponsor’s Name and 

Address: 
Hilmar Cheese Company 
P.O. Box 910 
Hilmar, CA 95324 

6. General Plan Designation: Agricultural (“A”) 
7. Zoning: A-1 General Agriculture 
8. Description of Project: 
 The project consists of an application from HCC to Merced County for a major modification to 

existing CUP 08‐011 to allow for the expansion of the existing facility. The project is located on 
four parcels and includes the existing HCC facility (approximately 40.2 acres) and vacant 
agricultural land (approximately 11.4 acres) adjacent and to the north. All of the project facilities 
would be located west of Lander Avenue and north of August Avenue. The project site has been 
used for agricultural production and for processing cheese and other dairy products. The project 
would result in the construction of approximately 101,300 sf of new buildings and structures in 
Phase I and approximately 100,800 sf of new buildings and structures in Phase II. A summary of 
these new buildings is provided in Table 2-1. These buildings would be constructed in two 
phases over a 5-year period. The project includes approximately 114,000 sf of asphalt in Phase I 
and approximately 90,100 sf of asphalt in Phase II. A sphere of influence amendment and 
annexation of the project site area located south of August Avenue has been completed in the 
service boundaries of HCWD.  

9. Surrounding Land Uses and Setting: 
 The project site is located in an unincorporated rural area, surrounded by commercial, 

agricultural and residential land uses and is located immediately north (approximately 0.14 
mile) of the unincorporated community of Hilmar.  

10. Other Public Agencies Whose Approval is Required: 
 Merced County Planning and Community Development Department 

Merced County Department of Public Works, Building and Safety Division  
San Joaquin Valley Unified Air Pollution Control District 
Merced County Health Department, Environmental Health Division 
Merced County Local Agency Formation Commission 
Hilmar County Water District 
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Evaluation of Environmental Impacts 
1. A brief explanation is required for all answers except “No Impact” answers that are adequately 

supported by the information sources a lead agency cites in the parentheses following each 
question. A “No Impact” answer is adequately supported if the referenced information sources 
show that the impact simply does not apply to projects like the one involved (e.g., the project 
falls outside a fault rupture zone). A “No Impact” answer should be explained if it is based on 
project-specific factors as well as general standards (e.g., the project will not expose sensitive 
receptors to pollutants, based on a project-specific screening analysis). 

2. All answers must take account of the whole action involved, including offsite as well as onsite, 
cumulative as well as project-level, indirect as well as direct, and construction as well as 
operational impacts. 

3. Once the lead agency has determined that a particular physical impact may occur, the checklist 
answers must indicate whether the impact is potentially significant, less than significant with 
mitigation, or less than significant. “Potentially Significant Impact” is appropriate if there is 
substantial evidence that an effect may be significant. If there are one or more “Potentially 
Significant Impact” entries when the determination is made, an Environmental Impact Report 
(EIR) is required. 

4. “Negative Declaration: Less-than-Significant with Mitigation Incorporated” applies when the 
incorporation of mitigation measures has reduced an effect from a “Potentially Significant 
Impact” to a “Less-than-Significant Impact”. The lead agency must describe the mitigation 
measures and briefly explain how they reduce the effect to a less-than-significant level. 
(Mitigation measures from Section XVII, “Earlier Analyses”, may be cross-referenced.) 

5. Earlier analyses may be used if, pursuant to tiering, program EIR, or other CEQA process, an 
effect has been adequately analyzed in an earlier EIR or negative declaration [Section 
15063(c)(3)(D)]. In this case, a brief discussion should identify the following: 

a. Earlier Analysis Used. Identify and state where earlier analyses are available for review. 

b. Impacts Adequately Addressed. Identify which effects from the above checklist were within 
the scope of and adequately analyzed in an earlier document pursuant to applicable legal 
standards and state whether such effects were addressed by mitigation measures based on 
the earlier analysis. 

c. Mitigation Measures. For effects that are “Less-than-Significant with Mitigation 
Incorporated,” describe the mitigation measures that were incorporated or refined from the 
earlier document and the extent to which they address site-specific conditions for the 
project. 

6. Lead agencies are encouraged to incorporate into the checklist references to information 
sources for potential impacts (e.g., general plans, zoning ordinances). Reference to a previously 
prepared or outside document should, when appropriate, include a reference to the page or 
pages where the statement is substantiated. 

7. Supporting Information Sources: A source list should be attached, and other sources used or 
individuals contacted should be cited in the discussion. 
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8. This is only a suggested form, and lead agencies are free to use different formats; however, lead 
agencies should normally address the questions from this checklist that are relevant to a 
project’s environmental effects in whatever format is selected. 

9. The explanation of each issue should identify: 

a. the significance criteria or threshold, if any, used to evaluate each question; and 

b. the mitigation measure identified, if any, to reduce the impact to a less-than-significant level. 
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I. Aesthetics 

Potentially 
Significant 

Impact 

Less-than-
Significant with 

Mitigation 
Incorporated 

Less-than-
Significant 

Impact 
No 

Impact 
Would the project:     
a. Have a substantial adverse effect on a scenic 

vista? 
    

b. Substantially damage scenic resources, 
including, but not limited to, trees, rock 
outcroppings, and historic buildings along a 
scenic highway? 

    

c. Substantially degrade the existing visual 
character or quality of the site and its 
surroundings? 

    

d. Create a new source of substantial light or glare 
that would adversely affect daytime or 
nighttime views in the area? 

    

Setting 
The proposed project is in unincorporated Merced County in the San Joaquin Valley. Merced County 
is known for its panoramic views of the Sierra Nevada Mountains and the Coast Ranges, mix of open 
orchard lands and field crop areas, and the seasonal contrasts of lush hillsides and wetlands against 
a backdrop of distant snow-capped mountains. According to the Merced County General Plan, scenic 
vistas within the County include views of the coastal and inland mountain ranges and the Merced, 
San Joaquin, and Bear Creek River corridors (Merced County 2013b). 

The existing facility is located immediately north of the community of Hilmar. The existing visual 
character of the site and surrounding area is best described as a rural area surrounded by 
commercial, agricultural, and residential land uses. The adjacent land uses include commercial and 
agricultural uses to the east, agricultural and residential uses to the north, single-family residential 
and agricultural land uses to the south, and agricultural uses to the west. The cheese processing 
facility consists of a number of buildings and structures including milk receiving areas, three cheese 
processing plants, a protein plant, a lactose plant, labs and office buildings, a visitor/education 
center, a wastewater treatment facility, and utilities buildings, located primarily at the northwest 
corner of August Avenue and Lander Avenue. Existing buildings and structures on the project site 
vary in height with the highest structure reaching approximately 88 feet. Existing buildings in the 
areas adjacent to the project site are mostly single story and exhibit a variety of architectural styles 
and building ages. The project site is within a developed agricultural landscape currently planted 
with corn and winter oats. There are some trees and landscaping features near the existing visitor 
center.  

Typical viewers of the project site are motorists traveling on the surrounding roadways, employees, 
and visitors to the HCC facility. Views are limited to the existing HCC facility, the surrounding 
agricultural lands, and the community of Hilmar.  

According to the California Department of Transportation State Scenic Highway Mapping System, 
there are two designated scenic highways within the County of Merced (California Department of 
Transportation 2011). Interstate 5 (I-5) runs south to north approximately 17 miles southwest of 
the project site and is a designated scenic highway from SR 152 to the Stanislaus County Line. SR 
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152 runs east to west approximately 26 miles southwest of the project site and is a designated 
scenic highway from the Santa Clara County line to the junction of I-5. The project site is not visible 
from either I-5 or SR 152. Lander Avenue and August Road, which directly surround the project site, 
are not locally designated scenic resources.  

Discussion 
Would the project: 

a.  Have a substantial adverse effect on a scenic vista?  

Less-than-Significant Impact. As discussed above, the project site is located in a rural setting 
where there are views of the surrounding agricultural lands. Due to distance and intervening 
topography and buildings, there are no views of these scenic vistas from the project site. The 
proposed project consists of three new buildings with a maximum height of approximately 40 feet. 
At 40 feet, these new buildings would be lower than the existing HCC facility buildings located on the 
project site, which are up to approximately 88 feet high, and the new buildings would not introduce 
any new visual obstructions. Because there are no views of scenic vistas from the project site and 
because the proposed buildings would be lower in height than existing buildings on the project site, 
the proposed project would not have a substantial adverse effect on a scenic vista. Impacts are less 
than significant.  

b.  Substantially damage scenic resources, including, but not limited to trees, rock 
outcroppings, and historic buildings along a scenic highway?  

Less-than-Significant Impact. As described above, the project site is not located adjacent to any 
designated scenic highways. The project site includes both developed areas and active farmland. 
There are no rock outcroppings on the project site. There are some trees and landscaping features 
near the visitor center; however, the trees and the landscaping features would not be removed as 
part of the proposed project. As described in Section V, there is one historic structure (a residence) 
that was identified during the 2011 cultural resources review but is not located on or adjacent to the 
project site. Furthermore, no project activities are planned in the direct vicinity of the residence. 
Therefore, the proposed project would not affect this historic structure or substantially damage any 
other historic resources. Further, as discussed below under item c, the proposed project would be 
consistent with the existing character of the project site. This impact is, therefore, considered less 
than significant.  

c.  Substantially degrade the existing visual character or quality of the site and its 
surroundings?  

Less-than-Significant Impact. The existing visual character of the project site and surrounding 
area is described above in the Setting. As described in the project description, the proposed project 
would consist of three new buildings with a maximum height of approximately 40 feet, which would 
be lower than the existing buildings on the project site. The architectural style of the proposed 
structures would be designed to be architecturally consistent with the style of the existing HCC 
facility.  

The visual character of the project site would not change as the facilities that would be constructed 
as part of the proposed project would be similar in character and function to the existing facilities. 
As such, because the proposed project would be generally consistent with the visual character of the 
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existing facilities, it would not significantly degrade the existing visual character or aesthetic quality 
of the project site and its surroundings, resulting in a less-than-significant impact.  

d.  Create a new source of substantial light or glare that would adversely affect daytime or 
nighttime views in the area? 

Less-than-Significant Impact. Construction of the proposed project would be limited to daytime 
hours typically between 7 a.m. and 6 p.m. Increased truck traffic and transport of construction 
materials to the project site would temporarily increase glare conditions as a result of light 
reflecting off vehicle windshields and construction materials. However, this increase in glare would 
be temporary and would be similar to and subsumed within existing glare conditions. Travel routes 
for construction traffic would include Lander Avenue and August Road, which are considered highly 
travelled routes that characteristically experience moderate levels of daytime glare from light 
reflecting off vehicle windshields. As such, the temporary increase in motor vehicle traffic that 
would occur during construction of the proposed project would not be considered a new source of 
substantial glare. Therefore, construction of the proposed project would not create a new source of 
substantial glare that would affect daytime views in the area. Impacts would be less than significant. 

Operation of the proposed project would involve additional asphalt and concrete driving surfaces. 
New lighting would be installed in the additional hard surface space, resulting in new light sources 
and the potential for glare. This lighting would be placed, orientated and shielded in order to achieve 
minimal effects. The nearest residence is located approximately 175 feet northeast of the asphalt 
area for the Phase 2 cold storage warehouse. This residence could experience some effects from 
these new sources of light and glare. However, the proposed project would be similar to existing 
conditions and would also be designed to meet Merced County’s lighting code (Section 18.41.060), 
which requires the use of directional lighting and minimization of glare and reflections. As such, the 
proposed project’s exterior lighting would not create a new source of substantial light or glare that 
would adversely affect day or nighttime views in the area. Impacts would be less than significant.  
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II. Agricultural and Forestry Resources 

Potentially 
Significant 

Impact 

Less-than-
Significant with 

Mitigation 
Incorporated 

Less-than-
Significant 

Impact 
No 

Impact 
In determining whether impacts on agricultural 
resources are significant environmental effects, lead 
agencies may refer to the California Agricultural 
Land Evaluation and Site Assessment Model (1997) 
prepared by the California Department of 
Conservation as an optional model to use in 
assessing impacts on agriculture and farmland. In 
determining whether impacts on forest resources, 
including timberland, are significant environmental 
effects, lead agencies may refer to information 
compiled by the California Department of Forestry 
and Fire Protection regarding the state’s inventory of 
forest land, including the Forest and Range 
Assessment Project and the Forest Legacy 
Assessment Project, and forest carbon measurement 
methodology provided in the Forest Protocols 
adopted by the California Air Resources Board. 
Would the project: 

    

a. 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? 

    

b. Conflict with existing zoning for agricultural use 
or conflict with a Williamson Act contract? 

    

c. 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 
4526), or timberland zoned Timberland 
Production (as defined by Government Code 
Section 51104(g))? 

    

d. Result in the loss of forest land or conversion of 
forest land to non-forest use? 

    

e. Involve other changes in the existing 
environment that, 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? 

    

Setting 
Approximately 11.4 acres of the project site (north of August Road and east of Lander Avenue) was 
temporarily  fallow land, and has been planted with winter oats which will be planted with silage 
corn after the oats are harvested. This portion of the project site provides approximately 11.4 acres 
of corn and winter oats when in use. Approximately 90,128 acres (nearly 2.6 million tons) of silage 
corn was harvested within the County in 2016 (Merced County 2016a). The potential corn 
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production at the project site represents approximately 0.01% of total corn production in Merced 
County. A comparison between the project’s oat production and County-wide oat production is not 
feasible because the County Department of Agriculture classifies oats, along with beans, rice, and 
wheat as straw. A total of 1,241 tons of straw were produced within the County in 2016 (Merced 
County 2016a).  

As shown in Figure 3.2-1, a portion of the project site is identified as Farmland of Statewide 
Importance (California Department of Conservation 2018). The project site is not under a 
Williamson Act contract and is classified as non-enrolled land (California Department of 
Conservation 2013). The project site is currently zoned A‐1 General Agriculture and is designated as 
Agricultural (“A”) by the County General Plan. Existing cheese processing operations are identified 
as manufacturing and storage uses that are allowed under the zoning designation.  

Merced County has taken increased measures to strengthen protection on farmland. The 2030 
Merced County General Plan includes an Agricultural Land Mitigation policy which calls for 
“establishing and implementing an agricultural mitigation program that matches acres converted 
with farmland acres of similar quality to those converted preserved at a 1:1 ratio” (Merced County 
2013b). Merced County passed an ordinance in 2016, which adopted an Agricultural Mitigation 
Program that seeks to reinforce the General Plan policy identified above. This ordinance added the 
Agricultural Mitigation Program (Title 9, Section 9.30) to the Merced County Code. The ordinance 
mandates that each acre of productive agricultural land that is converted must be mitigated through 
the conveyance of an agricultural easement to a qualified entity, which shall be of equal quality to 
the land proposed for conversion (Merced County 2016b).  

The project site does not contain any forest lands or timberlands nor is it zoned for forest or 
timberland uses. 

Discussion 
Would the project: 

a. 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?  

and 

b. Conflict with existing zoning for agricultural use or conflict with a Williamson Act contract?  

and 

e. 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? 

Less‐than‐Significant Impact. The project would consist of the expansion of the existing cold 
storage space, a new warehouse facility to store cheese packaging parts, and a new repackaging 
facility. Construction of the Cold Storage Facility (Phase 1 and Phase 2); Re-Packaging Facility (Phase 
1); and asphalt around the Cold Storage Facility (Phase 1 and Phase 2) would result in the 
conversion of approximately 9 acres of corn and winter oats cropland (Farmland of Statewide 
Importance) to agricultural manufacturing and storage facilities. As previously described, the 
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conversion represents a decrease of approximately 0.01% of total corn production in Merced 
County. The conversion of Farmland of Statewide Importance (as classified by the Farmland 
Mapping and Monitoring Program [FMMP]) from crop land to agricultural processing associated 
with the project would represent a small fraction of the production capacity of Merced County. 
While crop production from the approximately 9‐acre area would be lost due to the project, the new 
land uses involve agricultural manufacturing, and storage and repackaging facilities which support 
the continued Hilmar Cheese facilities operations. These agricultural commercial and industrial 
operations help support the County’s $939 million dollar dairy industry and are directly 
agriculturally related (Merced County 2016a). Furthermore, to offset the potential impacts to 
Farmland of Statewide Importance, the Applicant would be required to purchase an agricultural 
easement of equal quality, per the Agricultural Mitigation Program ordinance passed in 2016. Thus, 
project‐related impacts on Farmland of Statewide Importance (as classified by FMMP) and 
agricultural uses are considered less than significant. 

As described above, the project site is zoned A‐1 “General Agriculture” and both existing and 
expanded cheese processing operations are identified as manufacturing and storage uses that are 
allowed under the zoning designation. Proposed land uses would be consistent with the existing 
zoning for agricultural use. Therefore, no impact would occur. 

The project site is not under a Williamson Act contract and is classified as non-enrolled land 
(California Department of Conservation 2013). Therefore, the project would not conflict with the 
provisions of a Williamson Act contract. No impact on Williamson Act lands would occur.  

c. 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 
4526), or timberland zoned Timberland Production (as defined by Government Code section 
51104(g))? 

and 

d. Result in the loss of forest land or conversion of forest land to non‐forest use? 

No Impact. The project site and surrounding areas do not include forest land or timberland and are 
not zoned for forestry or timberland uses and would not result in the loss or conversion of such 
lands to non‐forest uses. Therefore, no impact would occur. 
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Figure 3.2.1. Important Farmlands near the Project Area 
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III. Air Quality 

Potentially 
Significant 

Impact 

Less-than-
Significant with 

Mitigation 
Incorporated 

Less-than-
Significant 

Impact 
No 

Impact 
When available, the significance criteria established 
by the applicable air quality management or air 
pollution control district may be relied upon to make 
the following determinations. Would the project: 

    

a. Conflict with or obstruct implementation of the 
applicable air quality plan? 

    

b. Violate any air quality standard or contribute 
substantially to an existing or projected air 
quality violation? 

    

c. Result in a cumulatively considerable net 
increase of any criteria pollutant for which the 
project region is a nonattainment area for an 
applicable federal or state ambient air quality 
standard (including releasing emissions that 
exceed quantitative thresholds for ozone 
precursors)? 

    

d. Expose sensitive receptors to substantial 
pollutant concentrations? 

    

e. Create objectionable odors affecting a 
substantial number of people? 

    

This section provides an analysis of air quality impacts resulting from the project. It summarizes the 
overall regulatory framework for air quality management in California and the region, describes 
existing air quality conditions in the vicinity of the project, and identifies sensitive land uses. 
Environmental effects related to air quality, as well as mitigation measures to reduce or eliminate 
potential impacts, are also discussed. 

Regulatory Setting 

Air Quality Management 
The air quality management agencies of direct importance in Merced County include the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), California Air Resources Board (ARB), and the San Joaquin 
Valley Air Pollution Control District (SJVAPCD). EPA has established federal ambient air quality 
standards for which ARB and the SJVAPCD have primary implementation responsibility. ARB and 
the SJVAPCD are also responsible for ensuring that the California Ambient Air Quality Standards 
(CAAQS) are met. The SJVAPCD has further responsibility for implementing strategies for air quality 
improvement and recommending mitigation measures for new growth and development.  

Air quality is determined primarily by the type and amount of contaminants emitted into the 
atmosphere, the size and topography of the air basin, and its meteorological conditions. State and 
federal criteria pollutant emission standards have been established for six pollutants: carbon 
monoxide (CO), ozone (O3), particulate matter (PM) consisting of PM less than or equal to 10 
microns (PM10) and PM less than or equal to 2.5 microns (PM2.5), nitrogen dioxide (NO2), sulfur 
dioxide (SO2), and lead (Pb). Within the San Joaquin Valley Air Basin, the SJVAPCD is responsible for 
ensuring that these emission standards are not violated. 
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The project may be subject to the following district rules. These are rules that have been adopted by 
SJVAPCD to reduce emissions throughout the San Joaquin Valley.  

 Rule 2201 (New and Modified Stationary-Source Review Rule). This rule applies to all new 
stationary sources and all modifications to existing stationary sources subject to SJVAPCD 
permit requirements that, after construction, emit or may emit one or more pollutants regulated 
by the rule. 

 Rule 3135 (Dust Control Plan Fees). This rule requires the applicant to submit a fee in addition 
to a dust control plan. The purpose of this rule is to recover SJVAPCD’s cost for reviewing these 
plans and conducting compliance inspections. 

 Rule 4101 (Visible Emissions). This rule prohibits emissions of visible air contaminants to the 
atmosphere and applies to any source operation that emits or may emit air contaminants. 

 Rule 4102 (Nuisance). This rule applies to any source operation that emits or may emit air 
contaminants or other materials. In the event that the project or construction of the project 
creates a public nuisance, it could be in violation and subject to SJVAPCD enforcement action. 

 Rule 4641 (Cutback, Slow-Cure, and Emulsified Asphalt, Paving, and Maintenance Operations). 
This rule applies to the manufacture and use of cutback asphalt, slow-cure asphalt, and 
emulsified asphalt for paving and maintenance operations. 

 Regulation VIII (Fugitive PM10 Prohibitions). This is a series of rules (Rules 8011–8081) 
designed to reduce PM emissions (predominantly dust/dirt) generated by human activity, 
including construction, road construction, bulk materials storage, landfill operations, and other 
activities. The project would be required to comply with Regulation VIII by law. 

The Indirect Source Review rule, Rule 9510, which went into effect March 1, 2006, requires 
developers of new residential, commercial and industrial projects to reduce smog-forming and 
particulate emissions generated by their projects. The Indirect Source Review rule seeks to reduce 
the growth in oxides of nitrogen (NOX) and PM10 emissions associated with construction and 
operation of new development, transportation and transit projects in the San Joaquin Valley. This 
rule fulfills the district’s emission reduction commitments in the PM10 and Extreme Ozone 
Attainment Demonstration Plan and 2007 Ozone Plan through emissions reductions for 
construction and use of development projects through design features and onsite measures. Because 
the project is a development project on a facility whose primary functions are subject to SJVAPCD 
Rules 2201 and 2010, namely a food manufacturing facility, the project would be exempt from the 
requirements of Rule 9510. Additionally, as discussed below in the evaluation of impacts for the 
project, construction and operational emissions are anticipated to be below the 2.0 tons per year 
NOX and PM10 thresholds specified in the rule exemptions, and, even if not exempt from the rule 
requirements altogether, the project would be exempt from the mitigation requirements of the rule. 

Federal and State Ambient Air Quality Standards 
Existing air quality conditions in the project area can be characterized in terms of the ambient air 
quality standards that the federal government and California have established for several different 
pollutants. For some pollutants, separate standards have been set for different measurement 
periods. Most standards have been set to protect public health and welfare with an adequate margin 
of safety. For some pollutants, standards have been based on other values (such as protection of 
crops, protection of materials, or avoidance of nuisance conditions). The National Ambient Air 
Quality Standards (NAAQS) describe acceptable conditions, and were first authorized by the federal 
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Clean Air Act of 1970. Air quality is considered in “attainment” if pollutant levels are continuously 
below or equal to the NAAQS and exceed them no more than once each year. The CAAQS, which 
describe adverse conditions, were authorized by the State legislature in 1967. Pollution levels must 
be below the CAAQS before a basin can attain the standard. California standards are generally more 
stringent than the national standards. The pollutants of greatest concern in the project area are CO, 
O3, and PM10 and PM2.5, which are inhalable. Federal and state ambient air quality standards are 
presented in Table 3-1. 

Affected Environment 
The primary factors that determine air quality are the locations of sources of air pollutants and the 
amount of pollutants emitted from those sources. Meteorological and topographical conditions are 
also important factors. Atmospheric conditions such as wind speed, wind direction, and air 
temperature gradients interact with the physical features of the landscape to determine the 
movement and dispersal of air pollutants.  

Climate and Topography 
The area’s climate is considered “inland Mediterranean” and is characterized by warm, dry summers 
and cool winters. Summer high temperatures often exceed 100°F, averaging in the low 90s in the 
northern valley and high 90s in the south. 

Although marine air generally flows into the basin from the Sacramento–San Joaquin River Delta, 
the surrounding mountain ranges restrict air movement through and out of the valley. Wind speed 
and direction influence the dispersion and transportation of ozone precursors, PM10, PM2.5, and 
CO; the more wind flow, the less accumulation of these pollutants. 

The vertical dispersion of air pollutants in the San Joaquin Valley Air Basin is limited by the presence 
of persistent temperature inversion (warm air over cool air). Because of differences in air density, 
the air above and below the inversion does not mix. O3 and its precursors will mix and react to 
produce higher concentrations under an inversion and will trap directly emitted pollutants, such as 
CO. 

Precipitation and fog tend to reduce or limit pollutant concentrations. O3 needs sunlight for its 
formation, and clouds and fog block the required radiation. CO is slightly water soluble, so 
precipitation and fog tend to reduce CO concentrations in the atmosphere. PM10 is somewhat 
“washed” from the atmosphere with precipitation. Annual precipitation in the valley decreases from 
north to south, with about 20 inches in the north, 10 inches in the middle, and less than 6 inches in 
the southern part of the valley.  

Criteria Pollutants 
The ambient concentrations of criteria pollutants are the primary indicators of air quality; the six 
criteria pollutants are O3, CO, NO2, SO2, Pb, PM10, and PM2.5. The NAAQS and CAAQS have been 
established for these pollutants. O3, NO2, and PM are generally considered to be regional pollutants, 
as these pollutants or their precursors affect air quality on a regional scale. Pollutants such as CO, 
SO2, Pb, and PM are considered to be local pollutants that tend to accumulate in the air in the same 
region where the pollutants were emitted (note that particulate matter is considered to be both a 
local and a regional pollutant). In the project vicinity, O3, PM2.5, and PM10 are considered pollutants 
of concern. Brief descriptions of these pollutants are provided below. Toxic air contaminants (TACs) 
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are also discussed below, although no state or federal ambient air quality standards exist for these 
pollutants. A complete summary of the CAAQS and NAAQS is provided in Table 3-1. 

Ozone 

O3 increases susceptibility to respiratory infections, and is a severe eye, nose, and throat irritant. It 
is an oxidant that can cause extensive damage to plants by leaf discoloration and cell damage, and 
also attacks synthetic rubber, textiles, and other materials. O3 is primarily a summer air pollution 
problem. Reactive organic gases (ROG) and NOX are O3 precursors mainly emitted by mobile 
sources, such as passenger vehicles, and stationary combustion equipment. 

Carbon Monoxide 

CO is a public health concern because it combines readily with hemoglobin and reduces the amount 
of oxygen transported in the bloodstream. CO can cause health problems such as fatigue, headache, 
confusion, dizziness, and even death. Motor vehicles are the dominant source of CO emissions in 
most areas. Data indicate that local CO concentrations do not approach the state standards; 
however, CO concentrations in the vicinity of congested intersections and freeways would be 
expected to be higher than those recorded at the monitoring station. CO concentrations are expected 
to continue to decline in the San Joaquin Valley Air Basin because of existing controls and programs 
and the continued retirement of older, higher-polluting vehicles. 

Table 3-1. National and State Ambient Air Quality Standards 

Criteria Pollutant Average Time 
California 
Standards 

National Standardsa 

Primary Secondary 
Ozone  1-hour 0.09 ppm None None 

8–hour 0.070 ppm 0.070 ppm 0.070 ppm 
Particulate Matter 
(PM10) 

24-hour 50 µg/m3 150 µg/m3 150 µg/m3 
Annual mean 20 µg/m3 None None 

Fine Particulate Matter 
(PM2.5) 

24-hour None 35 µg/m3 35 µg/m3 
Annual mean 12 µg/m3 12.0 µg/m3 15 µg/m3 

Carbon Monoxide  8-hour 9.0 ppm 9 ppm None 
1-hour 20 ppm 35 ppm None 

Nitrogen Dioxide  Annual mean 0.030 ppm 0.053 ppm 0.053 ppm 
1-hour 0.18 ppm 0.100 ppm None 

Sulfur Dioxide  Annual mean None 0.030 ppm None 
24-hour 0.04 ppm 0.014 ppm None 
3-hour None None 0.5 ppm 
1-hour 0.25 ppm 0.075 ppm None 

Lead  30-day Average 1.5 µg/m3 None None 
Calendar quarter None 1.5 µg/m3 1.5 µg/m3 
3-month average None 0.15 µg/m3 0.15 µg/m3 

Sulfates 24-hour 25 µg/m3 None None 
Hydrogen Sulfide  1-hour 0.03 ppm None None 
Vinyl Chloride 24-hour 0.01 ppm None None 
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Criteria Pollutant Average Time 
California 
Standards 

National Standardsa 

Primary Secondary 
Notes: 
a National standards are divided into primary and secondary standards. Primary standards are intended to protect 
public health, whereas secondary standards are intended to protect public welfare and the environment.  
Source: California Air Resources Board 2016 
µg/m3 = micrograms per cubic meter; ppm = parts per million; PM = particulate matter 

 

Inhalable Particulates 

Inhalable particulates (PM10 and PM2.5) can damage human health and retard plant growth. 
Particulates also reduce visibility and corrode materials. Health concerns associated with suspended 
particulate matter focus on those particles small enough to reach the lungs when inhaled. 
Particulate emissions are generated by a wide variety of sources, including agricultural activities, 
industrial emissions, dust suspended by vehicle traffic and construction equipment, and secondary 
aerosols formed by reactions in the atmosphere. 

Toxic Air Contaminants 

TACs are pollutants which may be expected to result in an increase in mortality or serious illness or 
which may pose a present or potential hazard to human health. Health effects include cancer, birth 
defects, neurological damage, damage to the body’s natural defense system, and diseases that lead to 
death. Although CAAQS exist for criteria pollutants, no standards exist for TACs. For TACs that are 
known or suspected carcinogens, ARB has consistently found that there are no levels or thresholds 
below which exposure is risk-free. The TAC of most concern with regard to the project is diesel 
exhaust particulate matter. 

Asbestos is the name given to many naturally occurring fibrous silicate minerals. It has been mined 
for applications requiring thermal insulation, chemical and thermal stability, and high tensile 
strength. It is also found in its natural state in rock or soil (known as naturally occurring asbestos). 
Mapping published by the United States Geological Survey and California Geological Survey indicates 
that the project site does not have any reported historic asbestos mines, historic asbestos prospects, 
asbestos-bearing talc deposits, fibrous amphiboles, or ultramafic rock outcrops (California 
Department of Conservation 2000). 

Valley Fever 

Although not considered a criteria pollutant, Valley Fever (also known as Coccidioidomycosis), an 
infectious disease caused by the fungus Coccidioides immitis commonly found in the San Joaquin 
Valley Air Basin, is transmitted through the air and poses a significant health risk to local residents. 
Valley Fever is caused by inhalation of Coccidioides immitis spores that have become airborne when 
dry, dusty soil or dirt is disturbed by wind, construction, farming, or other activities.  

The Valley Fever fungus tends to be found at the base of hillsides in virgin, undisturbed soil. It 
usually grows in the top few inches of soil, but can grow down to 12 inches. The fungus does not 
survive well in highly populated areas because there is not usually enough undisturbed soil for the 
fungus to grow. The fungus is not likely to be found in soil that has been or is being cultivated and 
fertilized because human-made fertilizers, such as ammonium sulfate, enhance the growth of the 
natural microbial competitors of the Coccidioides fungus. 
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After the fungal spores have settled in the lungs, they change into a multicellular structure called a 
spherule. Valley Fever symptoms generally occur within 2 to 3 weeks of exposure. Approximately 
60% of Valley Fever cases are mild and display flu-like symptoms or no symptoms at all. Of those 
who are exposed and seek medical treatment, the most common symptoms are fatigue, cough, chest 
pain, fever, rash, headache, and joint aches.  

Valley Fever infection is most frequent during summers that follow a rainy winter or spring, 
especially after wind and dust storms. Valley Fever infection is common only in arid and semiarid 
areas of the western hemisphere. In the United States, it is mostly found from southern California to 
southern Texas.  

Most new residents to San Joaquin Valley Air Basin have never been exposed to Valley Fever, and 
consequently are particularly susceptible to the infection. Many longtime residents of the area have 
at some time been exposed to the fungus, become infected, and have recovered, and are thus 
immune. 

Monitoring Data 
Existing air quality conditions in the project area can be characterized in terms of the ambient air 
quality standards that the federal and state governments have established for various pollutants 
(Table 3-1) and by monitoring data collected in the region. Monitoring data concentrations are 
typically expressed in terms of parts per million (ppm) or micrograms per cubic meter (µg/m3). The 
nearest air quality monitoring stations in the vicinity of the project area are the 2334 M Street (ARB 
24510) and S. Coffee Avenue (ARB 24528) monitoring stations, both of which are located in the City 
of Merced approximately 20 to 25 miles southeast of the project site. Although the M Street station is 
closer to the project site, this station does not monitor concentrations of all pollutants. The M Street 
station monitors concentrations of PM10 and PM2.5, while the next closest station, the S. Coffee 
Avenue station, monitors concentrations of ozone and NO2. Air quality monitoring data from these 
stations are summarized in Table 3-2 for the last 3 years for which complete data are available 
(2015–2017). 

Air Quality Standards and Attainment Status 
Areas are classified as either attainment or nonattainment by comparing actual monitored air 
pollutant concentrations to state and federal standards. If a pollutant concentration is lower than 
the state or federal standard, the area is classified as being in attainment of the standard for that 
pollutant. If a pollutant violates the standard, the area is considered a nonattainment area. If data are 
insufficient to determine whether a pollutant is violating the standard, the area is designated 
unclassified. Areas that were previously designated as nonattainment areas but have subsequently 
met the standard are called maintenance areas. 

The state has classified Merced County as being in nonattainment for state standards for ozone, 
PM10, and PM2.5; in attainment for Pb, NO2, SO2, and sulfates; and unclassified for CO, hydrogen 
sulfide, and visibility-reducing particles (California Air Resources Board 2017).  

The EPA has classified Merced County as being in extreme nonattainment for 8-hour O3, and 
moderate nonattainment for PM2.5 (U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 2018). 
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Sensitive Receptors 
SJVAPCD defines sensitive receptors as “facilities that house or attract children, the elderly, people 
with illnesses, or others who are especially sensitive to the effects of air pollutants (San Joaquin 
Valley Air Pollution Control District 2015a).” Typical sensitive receptors include residences, 
hospitals, schools, and places of worship. The adjacent land uses to the project site include mostly 
agricultural uses to the east, with some commercial uses located along Lander Avenue. 
Approximately 175 feet northeast of the proposed Phase 2 asphalt area, there is one single-family 
residence located just south of Oslo Road, which is the closest sensitive receptor to the location of 
future construction activities. North of the project site is mostly agricultural uses, with one single-
family residence located approximately 850 feet from the proposed Phase 2 asphalt surface. To the 
west of the project site, there are mostly agriculture uses, and the nearest sensitive receptors to the 
west is a group of single-family residences south of Oslo Road and a residence on the north side of 
August Avenue, all of which are more than 1,600 feet from where the new project facilities will be 
located. South of the project site are agricultural fields, with the nearest sensitive receptors, 
residences in a large neighborhood, located more than 1,400 feet from where the new project 
facilities will be located. 

Table 3-2. Annual Ambient Air Quality Data at Merced South Coffee Avenue (ARB 24528) and M Street 
Stations (ARB 24510) 

Pollutant Standards 2015 2016 2017 
Ozone—Merced South Coffee Avenue    
 Maximum 1-hour concentration (ppm) 0.102 0.097 0.093 
 Maximum 8-hour concentration (ppm) (State Standard) 0.090 0.087 0.085 
Number of days standard exceededa    
 CAAQS 1-hour (>0.09 ppm) 2 2 0 
 CAAQS 8-hour (>0.070 ppm) 34 29 17 
 NAAQS 8-hour (>0.070 ppm) 29 28 16 
Particulate Matter (PM10)b—Merced M Street    
 Nationalc maximum 24-hour concentration (µg/m3) 97.2 64.3 146.6 
 Stated maximum 24-hour concentration (µg/m3) 94.0 64.5 144.0 
 National second highest concentration (µg/m3) 64.5 62.9 94.1 
 State second highest concentration (µg/m3)e 65.2 62.2 98.5 
Number of days standard exceededa    
 NAAQS 24-hour (>150 µg/m3)f 0 0 0 
 CAAQS 24-hour (>50 µg/m3)f 5 6 12 
Particulate Matter (PM2.5)b—Merced M Street    
 Nationalc maximum 24-hour concentration (µg/m3) 60.8 42.8 66.7 
 Stated maximum 24-hour concentration (µg/m3) 60.8 42.8 66.7 
 National second highest concentration (µg/m3) 41.1 36.3 63.9 
 State second highest concentration (µg/m3)e 41.1 36.3 63.9 
Number of days standard exceededa    
 NAAQS 24-hour (>35 µg/m3)f 5 2 6 
Nitrogen Dioxide (NO2) —Merced South Coffee Avenue    
 State maximum 1-hour concentration (ppb) 50 50 40 
 State second-highest 1-hour concentration (ppb) 49 46 40 
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Pollutant Standards 2015 2016 2017 
 Annual average concentration (ppb) - 6 7 
Number of days standard exceededa    
 CAAQS 1-hour (0.18 ppm) 0 0 0 
Notes:  
An exceedance is not necessarily a violation. 
Measurements usually are collected every 6 days. 
National statistics are based on standard conditions data. In addition, national statistics are based on samplers using 
federal reference or equivalent methods. 
State statistics are based on local conditions data, except in the South Coast Air Basin, for which statistics are based on 
standard conditions data. In addition, State statistics are based on California approved samplers. 
State criteria for ensuring that data are sufficiently complete for calculating valid annual averages are more stringent 
than the national criteria. 
Mathematical estimate of how many days concentrations would have been measured as higher than the level of the 
standard had each day been monitored. 
Source: California Air Resources Board 2018 
CAAQS = California ambient air quality standards; NAAQS = national ambient air quality standards; – = insufficient 
data available to determine the value; ppm = parts per million; µg/m3 = micrograms per cubic meter 

Significance Criteria  
In accordance with Appendix G of the State CEQA Guidelines, the project would be considered to 
have a significant effect if it would result in any of the conditions listed below. 

 Conflict with or obstruct implementation of the applicable air quality plan. 

 Violate any air quality standard or contribute substantially to an existing or projected air quality 
violation. 

 Result in a cumulatively considerable net increase of any criteria pollutant for which the project 
region is a nonattainment area for an applicable federal or state ambient air quality standard 
(including releasing emissions that exceed quantitative thresholds for ozone precursors). 

 Expose sensitive receptors to substantial pollutant concentrations. 

 Create objectionable odors affecting a substantial number of people 

SJVAPCD Thresholds 

Regional Thresholds for Air Basin Attainment of State and Federal Ambient Air 
Quality Standards  

Appendix G in the CEQA Guidelines states that the significance criteria established by the applicable 
air quality management or air pollution control district may be relied upon to determine the 
project’s level of impact. SJVAPCD’s published guidelines, Guidance for Assessing and Mitigating Air 
Quality Impacts (GAMAQI) (San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District 2015a), include the 
thresholds of significance shown in Table 3-3.  
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Table 3-3. SJVAPCD Construction and Operational Thresholds of Significance 

Pollutant/Precursor 
Construction Emissions 

(tons per year) 
Operational Emissions 

(tons per year) 
CO 100 100 
NOX 10 10 
ROG 10 10 
SOX 27 27 
PM10 15 15 
PM2.5 15 15 
Source: San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District 2015a 

 

The SJVAPCD’s 2015 GAMAQI introduced screening-level thresholds for construction and 
operational emissions to help determine when an ambient air quality analysis (AAQA) must be 
performed. An AAQA would entail the use of air dispersion modeling to determine whether emission 
increases from a project will cause or contribute to a violation of the CAAQS or NAAQS. The 
SJVAPCD’s AAQA screening-level thresholds are 100 pounds per day of any criteria pollutant; 
projects with emissions in excess of this threshold would require dispersion modeling, while 
projects below this threshold are presumed to not result in a violation of the CAAQS or NAAQS. 
While the SJVAPCD’s AAQA screening-level thresholds are presented in pounds per day, they have 
been annualized and converted to tons per year for comparison to the project’s annual emissions. 
The annualization is calculated from the SJVAPCD’s 100 pounds per day AAQA screening-level 
threshold and the assumed corresponding 250 day construction period, resulting in a calculated 
annual AAQA-equivalency threshold of 12.5 tons per year. 

Health-Based Thresholds for Project-Generated Pollutants of Human Health 
Concern  

As discussed above, all criteria pollutants are associated with some form of health risk (e.g., asthma, 
asphyxiation). Adverse health effects associated with criteria pollutant emissions are highly 
dependent on a multitude of interconnected variables (e.g., cumulative concentrations, local 
meteorology and atmospheric conditions, as well as the number and character of exposed 
individuals [e.g., age, gender]). Moreover, ozone precursors (ROG and NOX) affect air quality on a 
regional scale. Health effects related to ozone are therefore the product of emissions generated by 
numerous sources throughout a region. Existing models have limited sensitivity to small changes in 
criteria pollutant concentrations, and, as such, translating Project-generated criteria pollutants to 
specific health effects would produce meaningless results.  

In an amicus curiae brief filed in a court case for the Friant Ranch Project in Fresno County, SJVAPCD 
has stated that there is a distinction between TACs and criteria air pollutants with respect to local 
health risk assessments. While local health risk assessments for TACs are routinely performed, 
SJVAPCD concluded that a local health risk assessment for criteria air pollutants would produce 
“speculative results”. The results of such an analysis would be speculative and not produce reliable 
information, because the currently available modeling tools “are not well suited” to correlate an 
individual project’s criteria air pollutant emissions and specific health outcomes. Due to the complex 
processes by which ozone formation occurs, increases in specific amounts of ozone precursor 
emissions (ROG and NOX) from projects do not lead to consistent concentrations of ozone. Further, 
SJVAPCD has concluded that, in the event that modeling tools are developed in the future that are 



Hilmar Cheese Company 
 

Environmental Checklist 
 

 
Hilmar Cheese Major Modification to  
Conditional Use Permit 08-011 3-22 March 2019 

ICF 482.18 
 

sufficient to correlate a project’s emissions with ozone formation and concentrations, there are 
currently no tools available to determine specific health outcomes associated with specific ozone 
concentrations. Current models have been designed to evaluate health outcomes at a regional level 
and not at a localized level (Supreme Court of California 2015). 

As such, an analysis of impacts on human health associated with project-generated regional emissions 
is not included in the project-level analysis. Increased emissions of ozone precursors (ROG and NOX) 
generated by the project could increase photochemical reactions and the formation of tropospheric 
ozone, which at certain concentrations, could lead to respiratory symptoms (e.g., coughing), decreased 
lung function, and inflammation of airways. As documented by SJVAPCD in their amicus curiae brief, 
summarized above, although these health effects are associated with ozone the impacts are a result of 
cumulative and regional ROG and NOX emissions; therefore, specific health outcomes from criteria 
pollutant emissions cannot be solely traced to the project.  

Because localized pollutants generated by a project can directly affect adjacent sensitive receptors, 
the analysis of project-related impacts on human health focuses only on those localized pollutants 
with the greatest potential to result in a significant, material impact on human health. This is 
consistent with the current state-of-practice and published guidance by the California Air Pollution 
Control Officers Association (2009), California Office of Environmental Health Hazard Assessment 
(OEHHA) (2015), and ARB (2000). These pollutants are (1) diesel particulate matter (DPM),1 
(2) locally concentrated CO, and (3) asbestos. As discussed above, the project is not located in an 
area with any reported historic asbestos mines, historic asbestos prospects, asbestos-bearing talc 
deposits, fibrous amphiboles, or ultramafic rock outcrops. As such, this analysis focuses on DPM and 
locally concentration CO. 

Localized Diesel Particulate Matter Concentrations  

The following criteria from SJVAPCD’s GAMAQI were used to determine whether the project would 
result in a significant health risk from receptor exposure to DPM. 

 The project would result in increased cancer risk of more than 20 in 1 million or increased non-
cancer risks of greater than 1.0 hazard index.2 

Localized Carbon Monoxide Concentrations  

The following criteria from SJVAPCD’s GAMAQI were used to determine whether the project would 
result in a significant health risk from receptor exposure to CO. 

 A traffic study for the project indicates that the level of service (LOS) on one or more streets or 
at one or more intersections in the project vicinity will be reduced to LOS E or F.  

                                                             
1 DPM is the primary TAC of concern for mobile sources—of all controlled TACs, emissions of DPM are estimated to 

be responsible for about 70% of the total ambient TAC risk. Given the risks associated with DPM, tools and 
factors for evaluating human health impacts from Project-generated DPM have been developed and are readily 
available. Conversely, tools and techniques for assessing Project-specific health outcomes as a result of 
exposure to other TAC (e.g., benzene) remain limited. These limitations impede the ability to evaluate and 
precisely quantify potential public health risks posed by TAC exposure. 

2 Non-cancer health hazards for chronic and acute diseases are expressed in terms of a hazard index (HI), a ratio of 
TAC concentration to a reference exposure level (REL), below which no adverse health effects are expected, 
even for sensitive individuals. 
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 A traffic study indicates that the project will substantially worsen an already existing LOS F on 
one or more streets or at one or more intersections in the project vicinity.  

Odors 

Odors would be considered significant if the project would be located within 1 mile of sensitive 
receptors and would receive more than one confirmed odor complaint per year averaged over a 
3-year period or three unconfirmed odor complaints per year averaged over a 3-year period. 

Discussion 
This section describes the environmental impacts of the project in the context of air quality. It 
describes the methods used to evaluate the impacts and the thresholds used to determine whether 
an impact would be significant. Measures to mitigate significant impacts are provided, where 
appropriate. 

a. Conflict with or obstruct implementation of the applicable air quality plan? 

A project would be deemed inconsistent with air quality plans if it would result in population and/or 
employment growth that exceeds estimates used to develop applicable air quality plans. Projects 
that propose development that is consistent with the growth anticipated by the relevant land use 
plans would be consistent with the current SJVAPCD air quality plans. If a project proposes 
development that exceeds the anticipated growth projections, the project would be in conflict with 
the SJVAPCD air quality plans and might have a potentially significant impact on air quality, because 
emissions would exceed estimates developed for the region.  

As discussed in Section X, Land Use and Planning, the project would not conflict with any applicable 
land use plan, because the project site has approval of an existing CUP that was approved in 2008. 
Under the approved CUP, HCC can expand its facility in a manner consistent with plans reviewed in 
2008 by the County. Additionally, the project would be consistent with the current agricultural land 
use designation and would meet all of the criteria listed in the Merced County General Plan for its 
proposed land uses. Consequently, the project is consistent with the Merced County General Plan 
and would thus not conflict with the land use assumptions used to develop applicable air quality 
plans.  

As discussed in Section XIII, Population and Housing, the project would not induce substantial 
population growth in the area, either directly or indirectly. The project does not include 
construction of residential units or businesses that would attract new residents but would generate 
new jobs for approximately 88 individuals. Most of these jobs would likely be filled by individuals 
living in the community and/or people that would commute to Hilmar from nearby areas within the 
County. Further, the project site would not include any road or infrastructure improvements that 
would indirectly induce growth. 

Accordingly, the project would be consistent with recent growth projections for the region. Although 
the project would result in criteria pollutant emissions during the construction and operational 
periods, the emissions would not be expected to exceed SJVAPCD significance thresholds nor 
impede attainment or maintenance of the NAAQS or CAAQS. 

Because the project would not conflict with any applicable land use plan or policy, would be 
consistent with recent growth projections for the region, and would not exceed SJVAPCD’s 
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significance thresholds, it would not conflict with or obstruct implementation of the current 
SJVAPCD air quality plans. Therefore, the impact would be less than significant.  

b. Violate any air quality standard or contribute substantially to an existing or projected air 
quality violation? 

Construction Emissions 

Construction of the project has the potential to result in air quality impacts through the use of 
heavy-duty construction equipment, construction worker vehicle trips, and on-road truck hauling 
trips. Additionally, off-gassing from paving and architectural coating activities would result in ROG 
emissions, and fugitive dust emissions would result from site preparation and grading activities. The 
quantified estimates of criteria pollutant emissions from construction activities were produced 
using a combination of emission factors and methodologies from the California Emissions Estimator 
Model (CalEEMod), version 2016.3.2; ARB’s Emission Factors 2017 model; and EPA’s AP-42 
Compilation of Air Pollutant Emission Factors based on project-specific construction data (e.g., 
schedule, equipment, truck volumes). Refer to Appendix A for the assumptions used in the air 
quality analysis and a more detailed description of methodology. 

Construction of Phase I is anticipated to begin in 2019 and end in 2021, while construction of Phase 
II would begin and occur entirely in 2024. The emissions that would result in each year of 
construction have been individually compared to the SJVAPCD’s thresholds of significance (as shown 
in Table 3-3). The annual emissions that have been quantified for the project construction activities 
are shown in Table 3-4. 

Table 3-4. Annual Emissions of Criteria Pollutants from Construction Activities by Year (tons per 
year) 

Year of Construction ROG NOX CO SO2 PM10 PM2.5 
2019 0.1 0.6 0.5 < 0.1 0.2 0.1 
2020 < 0.1 < 0.1 < 0.1 < 0.1 < 0.1 < 0.1 
2021 < 0.1 0.2 0.2 < 0.1 0.1 < 0.1 
2024 0.1 0.4 0.4 < 0.1 0.2 0.1 
SJVAPCD Annual Threshold 10 10 100 27 15 15 
SJVAPCD AAQA screening-
level thresholds1 12.5 12.5 12.5 12.5 12.5 12.5 

SJVAPCD Threshold Exceed? No No No No No No 
Notes: 
1 The SJVAPCD’s 100 pounds of pollutant-per-day AAQA screening-level thresholds have been annualized and 
converted to tons per year for comparison to the project’s annual emissions. The annualization is based on 100 
pounds per day over the assumed 250 day construction period. 
SJVAPCD = San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District; ROG = reactive organic compounds; NOX = nitrogen 
oxides; CO = carbon monoxide; SOx = sulfur oxides; PM10 = particulate matter; PM2.5 = fine particulate matter; 
ambient air quality analysis = AAQA 

 

Based on the levels of emissions in Table 3-4, project construction activities would be substantially 
below the SJVAPCD’s adopted numeric threshold for criteria pollutants and the AAQA screening-
level threshold in all years of construction and would thus not result in a violation of the CAAQS or 
NAAQS. Construction emissions would also be well below the AAQA screening-level threshold and 
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thus no further air dispersion modeling is required. Construction of the project would not result in a 
violation of the CAAQS or NAAQS, and this would be a less-than-significant impact. Consequently, 
this would be a less-than-significant impact.  

Operational Emissions 

During the operational phase of the project, mobile source emissions would be generated by the 
additional employee vehicles that would travel to and from the project site and the one daily 
delivery truck trip. Area source emissions would be caused by incidental activities related to the 
expanded facilities, such as paint reapplications, cleaning, consumer products, and landscaping 
equipment. The project would not result in direct energy source emissions at the project site, 
because the additional facilities would use electricity and not natural gas. While natural gas results 
in combustion and hence criteria pollutant emissions, electricity is produced offsite, and it is not 
standard practice to attribute emissions from electricity consumption to a single project. Both the 
mobile and energy source emissions have been incorporated in the evaluation of the project’s long-
term operational impacts and were quantified using CalEEMod. Refer to Appendix A for the 
CalEEMod output files. 

The estimated annual operational emissions from the project uses are presented in Table 3-5 and 
are compared to SJVAPCD’s criteria pollutant threshold in addition to the calculated annual AAQA-
equivalency threshold of 18.25 tons per year (100 pounds per day average over 365 days per year 
for project operation).  

Table 3-5. Operational Emissions of Criteria Pollutants (tons per year) 

Phase and Emissions Source ROG NOX CO SO2 PM10 PM2.5 
Phase I 0.90 0.05 0.34 < 0.01 0.12 0.03 
Area Sources 0.89 < 0.01 < 0.01 - < 0.01 < 0.01 
Mobile Sources 0.02 0.05 0.33 < 0.01 0.12 0.03 
Phase II 0.48 0.01 0.11 < 0.01 0.04 0.01 
Area Sources 0.47 < 0.01 < 0.01 - < 0.01 < 0.01 
Mobile Sources < 0.01 0.01 0.11 < 0.01 0.04 0.01 
Total Project 1.38 0.06 0.45 < 0.01 0.15 0.04 
Area Sources 1.36 < 0.01 < 0.01 - < 0.01 < 0.01 
Mobile Sources 0.02 0.06 0.44 < 0.01 0.15 0.04 
SJVAPCD Threshold  10 10 100 27 15 15 
SJVAPCD AAQA screening-level 
thresholds1  18.25 18.25 18.25 18.25 18.25 18.25 

Exceeds Threshold? No 1 No No No No No 
Notes: 
1 The SJVAPCD’s 100 pounds of pollutant-per-day AAQA screening-level thresholds have been annualized and 
converted to tons per year for comparison to the proposed project’s annual emissions. The annualization is based 
on 100 pounds per day over 365 days per year. 
SJVAPCD = San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District; ROG = reactive organic compounds; NOX = nitrogen 
oxides; CO = carbon monoxide; SOx = sulfur oxides; PM10 = particulate matter; PM2.5 = fine particulate matter; 
ambient air quality analysis = AAQA 
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As shown in Table 3-5, the emissions generated from operation of the project would be substantially 
below the SJVAPCD’s adopted numeric threshold for criteria pollutants. Operational emissions 
would also be well below the AAQA screening-level threshold and thus no further air dispersion 
modeling is required. The project would not result in a violation of the CAAQS or NAAQS, and this 
would be a less-than-significant impact.  

Construction and Operation Overlap Emissions 

Since construction of Phase II would overlap with the operational activities of Phase I in 2024, Phase 
II construction emissions and Phase I operational emissions need to be combined for an interim year 
analysis to ensure that emissions would not temporarily exceed the SJVAPCD thresholds. The 
emissions that would occur during the combined construction and operational period are shown in 
Table 3-6. 

Table 3-6. Construction and Operational Emissions in 2024 (tons/year) 

Project Activity ROG NOX CO SOX PM10 PM2.5 
Phase II Construction 0.1 0.4 0.4 < 0.1 0.2 0.1 
Phase I Operations 0.9 0.1 0.3 < 0.1 0.1 < 0.1 
Total 1.0 0.4 0.8 < 0.1 0.3 0.1 
SJVAPCD Annual Thresholds 10 10 100 27 15 15 
SJVAPCD AAQA screening-level thresholds1  18.25 18.25 18.25 18.25 18.25 18.25 
SJVAPCD Threshold 
Exceeded? No No No No No No 

Notes: 
1The SJVAPCD’s 100 pounds of pollutant-per-day AAQA screening-level thresholds have been annualized and 
converted to tons per year for comparison to the proposed project’s annual emissions. The annualization is based on 
100 pounds per day over 365 days per year. 
SJVAPCD = San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District; ROG = reactive organic compounds; NOX = nitrogen oxides; 
CO = carbon monoxide; SOx = sulfur oxides; PM10 = particulate matter; PM2.5 = fine particulate matter; ambient air 
quality analysis = AAQA 

 

As shown in Table 3-6, total construction and operational emissions in 2024 from the project would 
not be in excess of SJVAPCD’s adopted numeric thresholds or result in a violation of the CAAQS or 
NAAQS. Consequently, this would be a less-than-significant impact. 

c. Result in a cumulatively considerable net increase of any criteria pollutant for which the 
project region is a nonattainment area for an applicable federal or state ambient air quality 
standard (including releasing emissions that exceed quantitative thresholds for ozone 
precursors)? 

The GAMAQI indicates that if project-specific emissions exceed the thresholds of significance for 
criteria pollutants, the project would be expected to result in a cumulatively considerable net 
increase of any criteria pollutant for which the District is in non-attainment under applicable 
Federal or State ambient air quality standards. As indicated in Tables 3-4 through 3-6, construction 
and operational emissions would not exceed SJVAPCD’s significance thresholds or calculated AAQA-
equivalency thresholds. Consequently, a cumulatively considerable net increase of any 
nonattainment criteria pollutant is not anticipated. This impact is less than significant. 
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d. Expose sensitive receptors to substantial pollutant concentrations? 

Construction 

Diesel Particulate Matter  

Project construction would generate DPM, resulting in the exposure of nearby existing sensitive 
receptors to increases in DPM concentrations. Cancer health risks associated with exposure to diesel 
exhaust are typically associated with chronic exposure, in which a 70-year exposure period is 
assumed. DPM concentrations, and, thus cancer health risks, dissipate as a function of distance from 
the emissions source. 

DPM, which is classified as a carcinogenic TAC by the ARB, is the primary pollutant of concern with 
regard to health risks effects on sensitive receptors. Diesel-powered construction equipment would 
emit DPM that could potentially expose nearby sensitive receptors to pollutant concentrations. 
Given that the project would introduce DPM emissions to an area near existing sensitive receptors, a 
human health risk assessment was performed using EPA’s most recent dispersion model, AERMOD, 
chronic risk assessment values presented by OEHHA, as well as assumptions for model inputs from 
SJVAPCD’s Update to District’s Risk Management Policy to Address OEHHA’s Revised Risk Assessment 
Guidance Document (San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District 2015b). The health risk 
assessment also incorporates OEHHA’s most recent Air Toxics Hot Spots Program Guidance Manual 
for the Preparation of Risk Assessments guidance and calculation methods (California Office of 
Environmental Health Hazard Assessment 2015). As described above, there are sensitive receptors 
located, at the nearest, a distance of 175 feet from the project site. DPM generated during 
construction may expose receptors in the project vicinity to increased health risks.  

A health risk assessment was conducted to analyze the potential health risks associated with 
short-term construction on nearby residential receptors, and takes into account the regulatory 
framework, proximity of contaminants to sensitive receptors, quantity, volume, and toxicity of the 
contaminants, and the likelihood and potential level of exposure. The maximum increased cancer 
risk at any of the nearby residences was calculated to be 2.5 cases per million, and the maximum 
hazard index was calculated to be 0.002. The maximum cancer risk increase occurs at the receptor 
location of 19886 August Avenue, which is a residence approximately 500 feet east of the project 
site. Although this receptor is not the closest receptor to the project site, the prevailing wind 
direction in the area, which blows to the southeast, would cause DPM concentrations at this receptor 
to be a maximum among all nearby receptors. The maximum hazard index would occur at the 
nearest receptor to the project site, a residence located at 9562 Lander Avenue. These levels of 
cancer risk and hazard index are far below SJVAPCD’s cancer risk and hazard thresholds of 20 in 1 
million and 1 (unit-less), respectively. Therefore, this impact would be less than significant. 
Appendix A includes a detailed description of the health risk assessment methods, the AERMOD 
emissions modeling results, and the health risk calculations. 

Asbestos 

Asbestos is a naturally occurring mineral that was previously used in building construction due to 
its heat resistance and strong insulating properties. Exposure to asbestos, however, has been shown 
to cause many disabling and fatal diseases, including lung cancer, mesothelioma, and pleural 
plaques. Demolition of the existing buildings on the project site may expose workers and nearby 
receptors to asbestos if the material was used during construction of the original buildings. However, 
the project would comply with Bay Area Air Quality Management District Regulation 11, Rule 2, 
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Asbestos, Demolition, Renovation, and Manufacturing. The purpose of this rule is to control emissions 
of asbestos to the atmosphere during demolition and building renovation. Because the applicant 
would be required to control asbestos emissions according to Bay Area Air Quality Management 
District regulations, impacts associated with asbestos emissions would be less than significant.  

Valley Fever 

Disturbance of soil containing Coccidioides fungus could expose the general public to spores known 
to cause Valley Fever. Over 75% of Valley Fever cases in California have been in people who live in 
the San Joaquin Valley. Madera County is one of the counties with the highest annual incidence rates 
statewide in 2016 at 31.5 per 100,000 (California Department of Public Health 2016). Construction 
activities in areas known to contain Coccidioides fungus may expose workers and the general public 
to spores that could result in Valley Fever. Compliance with SJVAPCD Regulation VIII/Dust Control 
Plan would reduce the risk of contracting Valley Fever. This impact is considered less than 
significant. 

Operation 

Diesel Particulate Matter 

During the operational period of the project, there would be no major sources of diesel particular 
matter at the facility. The project applicant has indicated that there would be no new stationary 
combustion equipment present at the new facilities. With respect to mobile sources of diesel 
particulate matter, the forklifts used on-site would be electrically powered and would not use diesel 
fuel. As discussed above, the project would result in the addition of one heavy–duty truck trip per 
day for materials delivery, which would use diesel fuel; however, the addition of one truck trip per 
day would not appreciably change the existing pollutant concentrations and background health risks 
at the site. As such, the operational period of the project would not expose sensitive receptors to 
substantial pollutant concentrations. 

Carbon Monoxide 

Elevated levels of CO concentrations are typically found in areas with significant traffic congestion. 
CO is a public health concern because it combines readily with hemoglobin and reduces the amount 
of oxygen transported in the bloodstream. SJVAPCD requires localized CO concentrations associated 
with traffic congestion to be analyzed to ensure that monitored concentrations remain below CAAQS 
and NAAQS, and to ensure that sensitive receptors are not exposed to elevated localized 
concentrations near roadways that may not show up at monitoring stations. SJVAPCD has developed 
a set of preliminary screening criteria that can be used to determine with fair certainty that the 
effect a project has on any given intersection would not cause a potential CO hotspot. A project can 
be said to have no potential to create a CO violation or create a localized “hotspot” if neither of the 
following conditions are met: LOS on one or more streets or intersections will be reduced to LOS E 
or F; or the proposed project would substantially worsen an already LOS F street or intersection 
within the project vicinity.  

According to the transportation impact analysis, all intersections within the vicinity of the project 
would operate at LOS D or better during the existing plus project condition (Fehr & Peers 2018). On 
roadway segments in the project vicinity, existing LOS is C for Lander Avenue along the project site, 
D on Lander Avenue north of the project site, and E on Lander Avenue south of the project site. The 
project would not result in a change in LOS on any of these roadways, as indicated in the 
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Transportation Impact Assessment (Fehr & Peers 2018). On Lander Avenue south of the project site 
where the LOS is E, the project would increase volumes by less than 1%, and such an increase is not 
considered to be substantial. As such, the project would not worsen the LOS at any intersection or 
on any roadway segment, and neither of the SJVAPCD screening criteria conditions are met. 
Therefore, the proposed project would not generate CO hotspots, and this impact would be less than 
significant.  

e. Create objectionable odors affecting a substantial number of people? 

During the construction period, temporary odors from diesel exhaust and paving materials may 
occur. However, the closest sensitive receptor to any of the new project buildings is approximately 
475 feet from the project site and any odors would cease after construction is completed.  

The SJVAPCD has identified certain types of land uses as being commonly associated with odors. 
Based on these land uses, the SJVAPCD has established screening criteria that identifies reasonable 
buffer distances by odor-generating facility in which the location of sensitive receptors located 
within these distances could result in significant odor impacts. Table 3-7 summarizes the SJVAPCD’s 
odor screening distances as a function of facility type. 

Table 3-7. SJVAPCD Project Screening Trigger Levels for Potential Odor Sources 
 

Type of Facility SJVAPCD Recommended Buffer Distance 
Wastewater Treatment Facilities 2 miles 
Sanitary Landfill 1 mile 
Transfer Station 1 mile 
Composting Facility 1 mile 
Petroleum Refinery 2 miles 
Asphalt Batch Plant 1 mile 
Chemical Manufacturing 1 mile 
Fiberglass Manufacturing 1 mile 
Painting/Coating Operations (e.g., auto body shops) 1 mile 
Food Processing Facility 1 mile 
Feed Lot/Dairy 1 mile 
Rendering Plant 1 mile 
Bold text indicates the type of facility represented by the project 
Source: San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District 2015a 

 

The project involves food manufacturing and thus is considered a type of facility that could produce 
unpleasant odors. The screening distance in Table 3-7 for a food processing facility is 1 mile, and, 
because there are sensitive receptors located within 1 mile of the project site, the project could 
create objectionable odors that affect nearby receptors. To evaluate the project’s potential to result 
in future odor complaints, the past record of odor-related complaints has been obtained from 
SJVAPCD (Haywood pers. comm.). In the previous 3 years (October 2015 through October 2018), 
SJVAPCD has received one complaint associated with the existing facilities, but this complaint was 
not related to odor issues of the facilities’ production process. As such, the existing facilities have not 
resulted in any odor complaints in the previous 3 years, and the SJVAPCD’s threshold of one 
complaint per year averaged over a 3-year period is not exceeded. 
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While the project would increase the capacity of the Hilmar Cheese facility, it would not change the 
current production or storage processes currently employed at the facility in such a manner that is 
anticipated to generate increased odors. Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that the past record of 
odor complaints for the existing facilities would be representative of the operations of the project. 
Consequently, because existing operations have not resulted in verified odor complaints that exceed 
SJVAPCD’s threshold and the project would continue to use the same type of production and storage 
methods as existing uses, impacts would be less than significant. 



Hilmar Cheese Company 
 

Environmental Checklist 
 

 
Hilmar Cheese Major Modification to  
Conditional Use Permit 08-011 3-31 March 2019 

ICF 482.18 
 

IV. Biological Resources 

Potentially 
Significant 

Impact 

Less-than-
Significant with 

Mitigation 
Incorporated 

Less-than-
Significant 

Impact 
No 

Impact 
Would the project:     
a. 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 the California Department 
of Fish and Game or U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service? 

    

b. Have a substantial adverse effect on any 
riparian habitat or other sensitive natural 
community identified in local or regional plans, 
policies, or regulations, or by the California 
Department of Fish and Game or U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service? 

    

c. Have a substantial adverse effect on federally 
protected wetlands as defined by Section 404 of 
the Clean Water Act (including, but not limited 
to, marshes, vernal pools, coastal wetlands, etc.) 
through direct removal, filling, hydrological 
interruption, or other means? 

    

d. 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? 

    

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

    

f. Conflict with the provisions of an adopted 
habitat conservation plan, natural community 
conservation plan, or other approved local, 
regional, or state habitat conservation plan? 

    

Setting 
The project site is located in north central Merced County, immediately north of the unincorporated 
community of Hilmar. Much of the project site consists of agricultural fields (summer corn and 
winter oats), and developed agricultural processing buildings and paved areas associated with HCC. 
At the time of the August 2018 site visit, the agricultural fields were fallow. The project site includes 
disturbed/ruderal areas and landscaped vegetation adjacent to HCC facilities, as well as maintained 
water treatment ponds. Disturbed/ruderal areas include unvegetated road shoulders, dirt roads, 
fallow areas, and levees. The project site is relatively flat with elevations ranging from 
approximately 93 to 96 feet above mean sea level. Soil types within the project site include Delhi 
sand and Hilmar loamy sand. Due to the project site being fully affected by agriculture and 
development, it does not contain natural land cover or communities, regulated wetlands and waters,  
riparian habitat, or other sensitive natural communities as defined by the California Department of 
Fish and Wildlife (CDFW) and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
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2018a). Although ornamental landscape is present within the project site, no trees would be 
removed. Ornamental vegetation is not a sensitive natural community as indicated by the CDFW 
Natural Communities List (California Department of Fish and Wildlife 2018a). In addition to the 
onsite water treatment ponds, the nearest aquatic resources to the project site include a concrete-
lined agricultural canal that borders the project site on the north and two freshwater agricultural 
ponds located approximately 0.15 mile southwest and 0.24 mile northwest of the project site(U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service 2018a). The proposed project is located approximately 4 miles north of the 
Merced River and approximately 7 miles east of the San Joaquin River. 

Land uses in the project site vicinity are predominantly agricultural (i.e., orchard, row crops, grain), 
with numerous agricultural and sparse rural residential structures scattered throughout the region, 
and high-density residential development in the community of Hilmar approximately 0.25 mile 
south of the project site.  

Approach to Analysis 
Impacts on biological resources were evaluated based on the likelihood that special-status species, 
sensitive habitats, wildlife corridors, and protected trees could be present within the project site, 
and the potential effects that construction or operation might have on these resources. To evaluate 
whether special-status species or other sensitive biological resources could occur on the project site 
and vicinity, biologists reviewed existing resource information including the following: 

 Hilmar Cheese Company Facility Expansion Project Draft IS/MND (Major Modification No. MM11-
014 to Conditional Use Permit No. CUP08-011) prepared by ICF (ICF 2012).  

 California Natural Diversity Database (CNDDB) species list query of the U.S. Geological Service 
7.5-minute Turlock quadrangle (California Department of Fish and Wildlife 2018b) (Appendix 
B). 

 California Native Plant Society Inventory of Rare and Endangered Plants of California species list 
query of the U.S. Geological Service 7.5-minute Turlock quadrangle (California Native Plant 
Society 2018) (Appendix C). 

  U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Information for Planning and Conservation species list query of 
the project site (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 2018b) (Appendix D). 

 eBird online database of bird distribution and abundance (eBird 2012) 

 U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service National Wetland Inventory (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 2018a) 

 Aerial imagery on Google Earth (Google Earth 2018) 

 Site photographs 

 Species distribution and habitat requirements literature 

Site photographs (below) depicting current conditions and land use were taken on August 16, 2018 
by Leo Mena (ICF). Figure 3.4-1 shows the CNDDB occurrences of special‐status species that have 
been previously identified within 10 miles of the project site (California Department of Fish and 
Wildlife 2018b). Information obtained from all listed resources was used to develop Table 3-8, 
which lists the special-status plant, invertebrate, wildlife, and fish species that have been 
documented in or have the potential to occur in the project region. Each species’ potential to occur 
within the project site was evaluated based on the conditions of the site and surrounding area and 
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recent biological information. While multiple special-status plant, wildlife, and fish species have the 
potential to occur in the project region, suitable habitat for only four special-status wildlife species 
(tricolored blackbird, Swainson’s hawk, white-tailed kite, and northern harrier) is present on the 
project site. These species are discussed below.  

 

Image 3.4-1 Representative photo of development and agricultural fields within the project site 
(looking west) 
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Image 3.4-2 Representative photo of agricultural fields within the project site (taken August, 2018) 
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Figure 3.4-1 CNDDB Occurrences of Special-Status Species within 10 miles of Project Site 
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Table 3-8. Special-Status Species Known to Occur within the Project Region 

Species  

Status 
Fed/State/
Other Distribution Habitat Likelihood of Occurrence 

Plants     
Eryngium racemosum 
Delta button celery 

–/SE/1B.1 San Joaquin River delta, 
floodplains, and adjacent Sierra 
Nevada foothills: Calaveras, 
Merced, San Joaquin, and 
Stanislaus Counties 

Riparian scrub, seasonally 
inundated depressions along 
floodplains on clay soils, below 
250 feet above mean sea level 
(MSL). Blooming period is Jun-Aug. 

None: There are no CNDDB 
records within 5 miles of the 
project site and there is no 
suitable habitat on the project 
site. 

Monardella 
leucocephala 
Merced monardella 

–/–/SSC, 1A Presumed extirpated, last seen in 
1941, historically known from 
northern San Joaquin Valley. 

Moist, sub-alkaline soils associated 
with low elevation grassland, in 
sandy depressions and riverbeds, 
from 115 to 330 feet above MSL. 
Blooming period is May-Aug. 

None: There is one CNDDB 
record within 5 miles of the 
project site from 1941 located 
approximately 3.7 miles west of 
the project site. There is no 
suitable habitat in the project 
site. 

Invertebrates     
Branchinecta 
longiantenna 
Longhorn fairy shrimp 

FE/-/- Eastern margin of central Coast 
Ranges from Contra Costa County 
to San Luis Obispo County; disjunct 
population in Madera County. 

Small, clear pools in sandstone 
rock outcrops of clear to 
moderately turbid clay- or grass-
bottomed pools. 

None: There is one CNDDB 
record within 5 miles of the 
project site located 
approximately 3 miles south, 
but there is no suitable habitat 
in the project site. 

Branchinecta lynchi 
Vernal pool fairy 
shrimp 

FT/-/- Central Valley, central and south 
Coast Ranges from Tehama County 
to Santa Barbara County; isolated 
populations also in Riverside 
County. 

Common in vernal pools; also 
found in sandstone rock outcrop 
pools. 

None: There are no CNDDB 
records within 5 miles of the 
project site and there is no 
suitable habitat in the project 
site. 

Desmocerus 
californicus dimorphus 
Valley elderberry 
longhorn 
beetle 

FT/-/- Stream side habitats below 3,000 
feet throughout the Central Valley. 

Riparian and oak savanna habitats 
with elderberry shrubs; 
elderberries are the host plant. 

None: There are no CNDDB 
records within 5 miles of the 
project site, and there is no 
suitable habitat in the project 
site.  
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Species  

Status 
Fed/State/
Other Distribution Habitat Likelihood of Occurrence 

Lepidurus packardi 
Vernal pool tadpole 
shrimp 

FE/-/- Shasta County south to Merced 
County. 

Vernal pools and ephemeral stock 
ponds. 

None: There are no CNDDB 
records within 5 miles of the 
project site, and there is no 
suitable habitat in the project 
site. 

Fish     
Hypomesus 
transpacificus 
Delta smelt 

FT/SE/– Primarily in the Sacramento–San 
Joaquin Estuary, but has been 
found as far upstream as the 
mouth of the American River on 
the Sacramento River and 
Mossdale on the San Joaquin River; 
range extends downstream to San 
Pablo Bay. 

Occurs in estuary habitat in the 
Delta where fresh and brackish 
water mix in the salinity range of 
2–7 parts per thousand (Moyle 
2002). 

None: There are no CNDDB 
records within 5 miles of the 
project site, and there is no 
suitable habitat within the 
project site. The project site is 
outside of the species’ known 
range. 

Oncorhynchus mykiss 
Central Valley 
Steelhead 

FT/–/– Sacramento and San Joaquin River 
and their tributaries. 

Aquatic; anadromous fish that 
spawns and spends a portion of its 
life in inland streams, typically 
maturing in the open ocean. 

None: There is one CNDDB 
record within 5 miles of the 
project site from 2013 located 
over 2.8 miles southeast in the 
Merced River. There is no 
suitable habitat within the 
project site. 

Amphibians     
Ambystoma 
californiense 
California tiger 
salamander 

FT/ST/– Central Valley, including Sierra 
Nevada foothills, up to 
approximately 1,000 feet, and 
coastal region from Sonoma 
County south to Santa Barbara 
County. 

Small ponds, lakes, or vernal pools 
in grasslands and oak woodlands 
for larvae; rodent burrows, rock 
crevices, or fallen logs for cover for 
adults and for summer dormancy. 

None: There are no CNDDB 
records within 5 miles of the 
project site. Also, there is no 
suitable upland habitat for 
California tiger salamanders 
within 1.24 mile of the project 
site and therefore salamanders 
would not be expected to occur 
within the onsite treatment 
ponds.  

Rana draytonii FT/–/SSC Found along the coast and coastal 
mountain ranges of California from 

Permanent and semi-permanent 
aquatic habitats, such as creeks 

None: There are no CNDDB 
records within 5 miles of the 
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Species  

Status 
Fed/State/
Other Distribution Habitat Likelihood of Occurrence 

California red-legged 
frog 

Mendocino County to San Diego 
County and in the Sierra Nevada 
from Butte County to Stanislaus 
County. 

and cold water ponds with 
emergent and submergent 
vegetation; may aestivate in rodent 
burrows or cracks during dry 
periods. 

project site. California red-
legged frogs are presumed to be 
extirpated from the valley floor. 

Reptiles     
Anniella pulchra 
pulchra 
Northern California 
legless lizard 

–/–/SSC Along the Coast, Transverse, and 
Peninsular Ranges from Contra 
Costa County to San Diego County 
with spotty occurrences in the San 
Joaquin Valley. 

Habitats with loose soil for 
burrowing or thick duff or leaf 
litter; often forages in leaf litter at 
plant bases; may be found on 
beaches, sandy washes, and in 
woodland, chaparral, and riparian 
areas. 

None: There is one CNDDB 
record within 5 miles of the 
project site from 1998 located 
approximately 2.9 miles west in 
an undeveloped area with 
sandy soil and non-native 
grasses and weeds. There is no 
suitable habitat in the project 
site. 

Emys marmorata 
Western pond turtle 

–/SSC The western pond turtle is 
uncommon to common in suitable 
aquatic habitat throughout 
California, west of the Sierra‐ 
Cascade crest and absent from 
desert regions, except in the 
Mojave Desert along the Mojave 
River and its tributaries. 

Occupies ponds, marshes, rivers, 
streams, and irrigation canals with 
muddy or rocky bottoms and with 
watercress, cattails, water lilies, or 
other aquatic vegetation in 
woodlands, grasslands, and open 
forests. Nests are typically 
constructed in upland habitat 
within 0.25 mile of aquatic habitat. 

None: There are no CNDDB 
occurrences within 5 miles of 
the project site and there is no 
suitable habitat for this species 
within the project site. Pond 
turtles are not expected to use 
onsite water treatment ponds 
because these ponds lack 
vegetation for cover and forage, 
frequent routine maintenance, 
fluctuation of water levels, and 
because they do not 
hydrologically connect to any 
suitable aquatic habitat known 
or with potential to support 
western pond turtle.  

Gambelia sila 
Blunt-nosed leopard 
lizard 

FE/SE/FP San Joaquin Valley from Stanislaus 
County through Kern County and 
along the eastern edges of San Luis 
Obispo and San Benito Counties. 

Open habitats with scattered low 
bushes on alkali flats, and low 
foothills, canyon floors, plains, 
washes, and arroyos; substrates 

None: There are no CNDDB 
records within 5 miles of the 
project site and the project site 
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Species  

Status 
Fed/State/
Other Distribution Habitat Likelihood of Occurrence 

may range from sandy or gravelly 
soils to hardpan. 

is outside the known range of 
the species. 

Thamnophis gigas 
Giant garter snake 

FT/ST/- Central Valley from the vicinity of 
Burrel in Fresno County north to 
near Chico in Butte County; has 
been extirpated from areas south 
of Fresno. 

Sloughs, canals, low gradient 
streams and freshwater marsh 
habitats where there is a prey base of 
small fish and amphibians; also 
found in irrigation ditches and rice 
fields; requires grassy banks and 
emergent vegetation for basking and 
areas of high ground protected from 
flooding during winter. 

None: There are no CNDDB 
records within 5 miles of the 
project site and there is no 
suitable habitat in the project site. 
The water treatment ponds within 
the project site do not provide 
suitable habitat for this species 
due to the lack of vegetation for 
cover and forage, frequent routine 
maintenance, fluctuation of water 
levels, and because they do not 
hydrologically connect to any 
suitable aquatic habitat known or 
with potential to support giant 
garter snake.  

Birds     
Agelaius tricolor 
Tricolored blackbird 

–/CSE/SSC Permanent resident in the Central 
Valley from Butte County to Kern 
County. Breeds at scattered coastal 
locations from Marin County south 
to San Diego County; and at 
scattered locations in Lake, 
Sonoma, and Solano Counties. Rare 
nester in Siskiyou, Modoc, and 
Lassen Counties 

Nests in dense colonies in 
emergent marsh vegetation, such 
as tules and cattails, or upland 
sites with blackberries, nettles, 
thistles, and grain fields. Habitat 
must be large enough to support 
50 pairs. Probably requires water 
at or near the nesting colony. 

None (nesting): There are two 
CNDDB records within 5 miles 
of the project site from 
breeding observations in 1933, 
located approximately 0.8 mile 
north and 4 miles east from the 
project site. Both of these 
colonies were presumed 
extirpated in 1991. There is no 
preferred nesting habitat (i.e., 
emergent marsh vegetation) on 
the project site. Although the 
species has been known to nest 
in grain crops, there is no 
suitably sized foraging areas 
nearby that could support a 
nesting colony. Therefore the 
species is not expected to nest 
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Species  

Status 
Fed/State/
Other Distribution Habitat Likelihood of Occurrence 

onsite. The species could 
occasionally forage onsite 
throughout the year.  

Buteo swainsoni 
Swainson's hawk 

–/ST/– Lower Sacramento and San 
Joaquin Valleys, the Klamath Basin, 
and Butte Valley. Highest nesting 
densities occur near Davis and 
Woodland, Yolo County. 

Nests in oaks or cottonwoods in or 
near riparian habitats. Forages in 
grasslands, irrigated pastures, and 
grain fields. 

Moderate: There are three 
CNDDB records within 5 miles 
of the project site The closest 
known nest is 2.0 miles to the 
northwest and was confirmed 
nesting in 2012. There are only 
a few trees on the project site 
that could provide suitable 
nesting substrate; however, 
there are several potential nest 
trees within 0.5 mile of the 
project site. Open agricultural 
fields on and adjacent to the 
project site provide potential 
foraging habitat. Typical crops 
planted onsite are corn and 
wheat, which provide only 
marginal foraging habitat for 
the species. Based on the high 
degree of development and low 
density of trees onsite, there is 
a low probability of nesting on 
the project site.  

Circus cyaneus 
Northern harrier 

–/–/SSC Occurs throughout lowland 
California. Has been recorded in 
fall at high elevations. 

Grasslands, meadows, marshes, 
and seasonal and agricultural 
wetlands. 

Low (foraging habitat only): 
There are no CNDDB records 
within 5 miles of the project 
site. There is no suitable nesting 
habitat on the project site, 
however, suitable foraging 
habitat for this species occurs 
in the open fields within the 
project site. 
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Species  

Status 
Fed/State/
Other Distribution Habitat Likelihood of Occurrence 

Elanus leucurus 
White‐tailed kite 

–/–/FP Lowland areas west of Sierra 
Nevada from the head of the 
Sacramento Valley south, including 
coastal valleys and foothills to 
western San Diego County at the 
Mexico border. 

Low foothills or valley areas with 
valley or live oaks, riparian areas, 
and marshes near open grasslands 
for foraging. 

Low: There are no CNDDB 
records within 5 miles of the 
project site. The few trees 
within the project site could 
provide suitable nesting 
substrate and open agricultural 
fields provide a small amount of 
suitable foraging habitat for this 
species, but the high degree of 
development and low density of 
trees reduce the probability of 
nesting within the project site.  

Vireo bellii pusillus 
Least Bell's vireo 

FE/SE/– Small populations remain in 
southern Inyo, southern San 
Bernardino, Riverside, San Diego, 
Orange, Los Angeles, Ventura, and 
Santa Barbara Counties. 

Riparian thickets either near water 
or in dry portions of river bottoms; 
nests along margins of bushes and 
forages low to the ground; may 
also be found using mesquite and 
arrow weed in desert canyons. 

None: There is one CNDDB 
record within 5 miles of the 
project site from an observation 
of a nesting pair in 1919 located 
approximately 4 miles east 
from the project site. There is 
no suitable habitat in or near 
the project site.  

Mammals     
Dipodomys nitratoides 
exilis 
Fresno kangaroo rat 

FE/SE/– 
 

Historically found from Merced Co. 
south to Central Fresno Co. 

Found at elevations from 200 to 
300 feet in alkali sink habitats 

None: There are no CNDDB 
records within 5 miles of the 
project site and there is no 
suitable habitat in the project 
site. 

Lasiurus cinereus 
Hoary bat 

–/–/M Widespread throughout California Roosts in coniferous and 
deciduous trees, typically within 
forests. 

None: There is one CNDDB 
record within 5 miles of the 
project site from an observation 
in 1925, located approximately 
4.4 miles from the project site 
in an area that is now 
developed (Turlock). Trees 
within the project site are 
located in landscaped areas 
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Species  

Status 
Fed/State/
Other Distribution Habitat Likelihood of Occurrence 

immediately adjacent to the 
existing Hilmar Cheese 
Company facilities and do not 
provide suitable roosting 
habitat for this species.  

Status Explanations: 
– = no status 
Federal 
FE = Federally listed as endangered under the ESA 
FT = Federally listed as threatened under the ESA 
State 
SE = State listed as endangered under CESA 
ST = State listed as threatened under CESA 
SSC = California Species of Special Concern 
FP = California Fully Protected Species 
CSE = Candidate for listing as state endangered under CESA 
California Rare Plant Rank  
1A = Plants presumed extirpated in California and either rare or extinct elsewhere. 
1B = Plants that are rare, threatened, or endangered in California and elsewhere. 
California Native Plant Society Threat Code Extension 
 .1 = Species seriously endangered in California 
Western Bat Working Group (WBWG) Conservation Priority 
M= Medium 
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Discussion 
Would the project: 

a. 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 the California Department of Fish and Game or U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service? 

Less‐than‐Significant Impact with Mitigation Incorporated. Candidate, sensitive, or other 
special‐status species listed in local or regional plans, policies, or regulation, or by the CDFW or U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service with potential to occur on the project site or its vicinity could potentially 
be adversely affected by the proposed project. Potential impacts on special‐status species including 
Swainson’s hawk, white-tailed kite, northern harrier, and tricolored blackbird in addition to other 
raptors and bird species regulated by the Migratory Bird Treaty Act (MBTA), would be considered 
significant; however, impacts can be reduced to a less‐than‐significant level through the 
implementation of Mitigation Measures BIO‐1 and BIO‐2 listed below.  

Agricultural land cover within the project site provides suitable nesting substrate for tricolored 
blackbird and other bird species regulated by the MBTA. Large trees located outside, but within 0.5 
mile of the project site provide suitable nesting substrate for Swainson’s hawk, white-tailed kite, and 
other raptors regulated by the MBTA. These trees include eucalyptus (Eucalyptus spp.) associated 
with the rural structures and residences located east, west, and north of the project site. In addition, 
several large trees are located within the high density residential area immediately south of the 
project site. These trees are not expected to provide suitable nesting substrate for Swainson’s hawk 
or other raptors regulated by the MBTA because of their location within a high density residential 
neighborhood that is expected to experience routine human‐generated disturbance from the 
homeowners. Project activities have the potential to affect active nests of raptors and other bird 
species regulated by the MBTA if any are located within or near the project site; however, these 
impacts would be avoided through the implementation of Mitigation Measure BIO‐1.  

The project site contains fallow agricultural fields that would typically support wheat and corn. 
Agricultural fields only provide marginal foraging habitat for Swainson’s hawk, white-tailed kite, 
northern harrier, tricolored blackbird and other bird species regulated by MBTA. The onsite 
disturbed areas are slivers of areas along roadways and around developed areas and would not be 
considered foraging habitat. Permanent removal of 11.4 acres of marginal foraging habitat would 
not substantially decrease the available foraging habitat for locally nesting birds, including 
Swainson’s hawks. Foraging habitat is not a limited resource within the project vicinity as large 
tracts of agricultural lands are present within a 10-mile radius around the project site that provide 
foraging opportunities for Swainson’s hawks and other nesting birds. However, the cumulative loss 
of foraging habitat for Swainson’s hawk (a state threatened species) as a result of other 
development projects throughout Merced County could be considered cumulatively considerable 
and may result in a reduction in the reproductive potential of Swainson’s hawks in Merced County. 
Compensation to offset the cumulative loss of foraging habitat resulting from proposed project 
activities is provided through the implementation of Mitigation Measure BIO‐2. 

The cumulative loss of foraging habitat for Swainson’s hawk would be a potentially significant 
impact, but would be reduced to a less‐than‐significant level with the implementation of Mitigation 
Measure BIO‐2 described below.  
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Mitigation Measure BIO-1: Avoid disturbance of tree-, shrub-, and ground-nesting 
migratory birds and raptors (including Swainson’s hawk) and conduct preconstruction 
nesting bird surveys. 

If construction activities commence after March 1 of the construction year and cannot be 
confined to the non-breeding season (September 1 through February 28), preconstruction 
nesting bird surveys will be conducted before the start of construction.  

The preconstruction nesting bird surveys will consist of a minimum of two separate surveys to 
look for active migratory bird and raptor nests. Surveys will include a search of all trees, shrubs, 
and ground vegetation that provide suitable nesting substrate in the construction work area. 
Where access is permitted, a 100-foot area around the construction area will be surveyed for 
song birds, a 500-foot area around the construction area will be surveyed for common raptors, 
and a 0.25-mile area around the construction area will be surveyed for Swainson’s hawk. The 
first survey will occur within 14 days prior to construction and the second survey will occur 
within 48 hours prior to the start of construction or prior to vegetation removal. If no active 
nests are detected during these surveys, no additional protection measures are required. If there 
is a lapse in construction activities of 7 days or longer at a previously surveyed area, an 
additional preconstruction survey will be conducted. If an active nest is found in the survey area, 
a no-disturbance buffer will be established around the nest site to avoid disturbance or 
destruction of the nest until the end of the breeding season (August 31) or until after a qualified 
wildlife biologist determines that the young have fledged and are not dependent on the nest site 
for feeding (this date varies by species). The extent of these buffers will be determined by the 
biologist in coordination with the County and CDFW, as applicable. No-disturbance buffer 
distances will depend on the level of construction disturbance, line-of-sight between the nest 
and the disturbance, ambient levels of noise and other disturbances in the area near the nest, 
and other topographical or artificial barriers. Suitable buffer distances may vary between 
species. Generally, buffer distance will be a minimum of 50 feet for passerines, 300 feet for 
raptors, and 1,000 feet for Swainson’s hawk. If site-specific conditions or the nature of the 
activity indicate that a smaller buffer could be used, the biologist will coordinate with CDFW to 
determine the appropriate buffer size and identify additional protection measures (such as nest 
monitoring), as warranted.  

Mitigation Measure BIO-2: Compensate for the loss of 11.4 acres of Swainson’s hawk 
foraging habitat. 

The project proponent will compensate for the permanent removal of suitable foraging habitat 
for Swainson’s hawks by acquiring offsite habitat management lands as described in CDFW’s 
Staff Report Regarding Mitigation for Impacts to Swainson’s Hawks in the Central Valley of 
California (CDFW Staff Report) (California Department of Fish and Game 1994). Consistent with 
the CDFW Staff Report, permanent loss of foraging habitat will be mitigated at a 0.75:1 ratio 
(0.75 acre preserved for every 1 acre affected) based on the proximity of the closest known nest 
located 2 miles from the project site (CNDDB occurrence #2502: June 2012). In lieu of acquiring 
offsite mitigation lands, the project proponent may purchase mitigation credits for Swainson’s 
hawk foraging habitat from a suitable mitigation or conservation bank that sell upland habitat 
credits with equal or similar habitat function to lands that are permanently affected by the 
proposed project.  
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The final mitigation approach for Swainson’s hawk foraging habitat will be presented to the 
County by the project proponent for review and approval to ensure consistency with the CDFW 
Staff Report. If offsite mitigation lands are the preferred approach, the project proponent will 
provide the County with a habitat evaluation prepared by a qualified biologist familiar with the 
foraging requirements of the Swainson’s hawk and using the most recent scientific research. The 
project proponent will prepare a mitigation plan that identifies the land uses and crop type 
proposed for the mitigation lands that are consistent with the needs of Swainson’s hawk and any 
management and reporting actions proposed.  

Prior to starting construction of the project, the project proponent will either provide a 
purchase agreement for the appropriate mitigation credits to the County or will acquire and 
protect mitigation lands deemed adequate by the County. 

b. Have a substantial adverse effect on any riparian habitat or other sensitive natural 
community identified in local or regional plans, policies, or regulations, or by the California 
Department of Fish and Game or U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service? 

No Impact. There is no riparian habitat or other sensitive natural community located within the 
project site; therefore, no impact on riparian habitat or other sensitive natural communities would 
occur as a result of the proposed project.  

c. Have a substantial adverse effect on federally protected wetlands as defined by Section 404 of 
the Clean Water Act (including, but not limited to, marshes, vernal pools, coastal wetlands, etc.) 
through direct removal, filling, hydrological interruption, or other means? 

No Impact. The water treatment ponds within the project site were created and are maintained by 
HCC for facility operation and maintenance. Under the 2015 Clean Water Rule (33 Code of Federal 
Regulations [CFR] 328.3), waste water treatment ponds are not considered waters of the United 
States and are not regulated under Section 404 of the Clean Water Act. There are no federally 
protected wetlands or other jurisdictional waters in the vicinity of the project site that could be 
affected by the proposed project. Therefore, no impact would occur. 

d. 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? 

No Impact. The proposed project is not within an established wildlife corridor and does not involve 
the construction of extensive facilities or fences that could impede wildlife movement. The proposed 
project would not interfere with the movement of any native resident or migratory wildlife species 
or with established native resident or migratory wildlife corridors, and would not impede the use of 
native wildlife nursery sites. No impact would occur. 

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

No Impact. The proposed project does not conflict with any local policies or ordinances pertaining 
to biological resources on the project site. No trees would be removed as part of the proposed 
project. No impact would occur. 

f. Conflict with the provisions of an adopted habitat conservation plan, natural community 
conservation plan, or other approved local, regional, or state habitat conservation plan? 
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No Impact. There are no existing or proposed Habitat Conservation Plans (HCPs) or Natural 
Community Conservation Plans (NCCPs) within the vicinity of the project site (California 
Department of Fish and Wildlife 2018c). The nearest HCP is in the community of Santa Nella in 
western Merced County,  which is approximately 20 miles southwest of the project site (U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service 2018b). Since there are no HCPs or NCCPs that apply to the project site, there 
would be no project impacts related to HCPs and NCCPs. 
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V. Cultural Resources 

Potentially 
Significant 

Impact 

Less-than-
Significant with 

Mitigation 
Incorporated 

Less-than-
Significant 

Impact 
No 

Impact 
Would the project:     
a. Cause a substantial adverse change in the 

significance of a historical resource as defined in 
Section 15064.5? 

    

b. Cause a substantial adverse change in the 
significance of an archaeological resource 
pursuant to Section 15064.5? 

    

c. Directly or indirectly destroy a unique 
paleontological resource or site or unique 
geologic feature? 

    

d. Disturb any human remains, including those 
interred outside of formal cemeteries? 

    

Setting 
Two broad types of historical resources can be expected in the vicinity of the project site: historic 
built environment (i.e., historic buildings and structures) and archaeological sites (including Native 
American sites and non‐Indian historic sites). For the purposes of cultural resources management in 
California, a built environment resource is considered historic in age if it is 45 years or older at the 
time of identification, although not all built environment resources constitute significant historic 
resources under CEQA, as age is only one factor considered in evaluation of significance. 

Methods and Results 
An inventory of cultural resources in the vicinity of the study area was conducted in 2011 as part of 
previous permitting efforts. This inventory included a literature review of pertinent historical 
information, a review of previously recorded resources and studies conducted in the vicinity, a 
review of landform data of the area, consultation with Native American groups in the area as well as 
a pedestrian survey. One historic structure was identified during the 2011 cultural resources 
review. This historic structure is not in or adjacent to the project site. This inventory did not identify 
any built environment or archaeological resources within the project site and determined the 
potential was low for encountering any as-yet undocumented cultural resources during project 
related activities (ICF 2011).  

More recent cultural resources inventory efforts included an updated records search and literature 
review which was conducted on the project site as well as 0.5-mile of the surrounding area as well 
as consultation with local California Native American Tribes, pursuant to Assembly Bill (AB) 52. A 
pedestrian survey was not conducted as part of the current inventory due to the developed nature of 
the project site as well as the negative results of previous pedestrian surveys. Regarding built 
environment resources, the findings of the previous cultural resources inventory are used for the 
impacts analysis of the current project, and no new built environment survey was conducted. 
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Records Search and Literature Review 
An updated records search was performed at the Central Coast Information Center (CCIC) on 
September 11, 2018. This search included the study area as well as 0.5-mile of the surrounding area. 
This search did not identify any additional previously recorded cultural resources within the project 
area. Two additional cultural resources studies have been conducted within 0.5-mile of the project 
area. These studies are detailed below.  

 Applied Earth Works. 1999. Cultural Resources Survey for the Turlock Irrigation District Westside 
Transmission Line Project, Stanislaus and Merced Counties, California. S-3630 

 Earth Touch. 2001. Nextel Communications Wireless Telecommunications Service Facilities 
located in Counties Covered by the Central California Information Center. S-4668 

One previously recorded built environment resource was identified within 0.5-mile of the study 
area. 

 This bridge (BR39C0123) was evaluated as part of the California Department of Transportation 
Structure Maintenance and Investigations and was determined to be ineligible for listing to the 
National Register of Historic Places.  

Correspondence with Native Americans 
In 2014 the State of California passed AB 52, which requires a lead agency under CEQA to consult 
with any California Native American Tribes who have formally requested consultation on projects in 
their jurisdiction. AB 52 recognizes that Tribes may have knowledge regarding the geographic 
regions in which they are traditionally and culturally affiliated.  

On September 28, 2018, the County, pursuant to AB 52, provided formal notification to those 
California Native American Tribes that previously requested to be informed of proposed projects in 
the geographic area per Public Resources Code (PRC) Section 21080.3.1. The County sent letters 
summarizing the project along with accompanying figures showing the regional and project location 
to the following Tribes: 

 Amah Mutsun Tribal Band 

 Southern Sierra Miwuk Nation 

 Dumna Wo-Wah Tribal Government 

 Northern Valley Yokuts Tribe  

As of the date of this writing no Tribes have responded or requested consultation. 

Discussion 
a. Cause a substantial adverse change in the significance of a historical resource as defined in 
Section 15064.5? 

No Impact. The cultural inventory effort conducted in 2011 to support earlier permitting efforts 
identified that no historic built environment resources were located within or adjacent to the 
project area. An updated records search at the CCIC in 2018 did not identify any additional 
previously recorded built environment resources in the project area or within 0.5-mile. As a result, 
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the current analysis finds that there would be no impact to historic built environment resources as a 
result of the project.  

b. Cause a substantial adverse change in the significance of an archaeological resource 
pursuant to Section 15064.5? 

No Impact. A cultural review was conducted for a previous major modification number MM11-014 
to conditional use permit number CUP08-011 in 2011, which consisted of the construction of new 
buildings, structures, and dirt mounding. During the cultural review no previously recorded 
resources were identified within the project area or within 0.5-mile of the project area, no Tribal 
areas of concern were identified during consultation with Native American Tribes, and the 
pedestrian survey did not find any indications of buried archaeological deposits. The 2011 review 
concluded that the proposed project activities had a low potential for encountering as-yet 
undocumented cultural resources within the project area.  

An updated literature review at the CCIC did not identify any previously recorded cultural resources 
in the project area or within 0.5-mile. New consultation with Native American Tribes was also 
initiated and did not result in the identification of any Tribal areas of concern within the project 
area. Additionally, no human remains are known to be located within the project site or on adjacent 
lands; therefore, no impacts are expected. This updated review concluded that the setting of the 
project area has not changed and that the currently proposed project activities hold a low potential 
for encountering as-yet undocumented cultural resources. 

c. Directly or indirectly destroy a unique paleontological resource, site, or geologic feature? 

No Impact. Much of the project site is situated on paved, developed land. The remainder of the 
project site is on tilled agricultural land. Although the sediments underlying the project site are 
theoretically old enough to contain fossilized material, paleontologists generally regard agricultural 
areas to have low potential for significant fossil finds. No unique geologic formations are present in 
the project site; therefore, no impacts are expected.  

d. Disturb any human remains, including those interred outside of formal cemeteries? 

Less-than-Significant Impact with Mitigation Incorporated. Much of the project site is situated 
on paved, developed land, and the remainder of the project site is on tilled agricultural land. No 
human remains are known to be located within the project site or on adjacent lands; therefore, no 
impacts are expected.  
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VI. Geology and Soils 

Potentially 
Significant 

Impact 

Less-than-
Significant with 

Mitigation 
Incorporated 

Less-than-
Significant 

Impact 
No 

Impact 
Would the project:     
a. 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 
issued by the State Geologist for the area 
or based on other substantial evidence of 
a known fault? Refer to Division of Mines 
and Geology Special Publication 42. 

    

 2. Strong seismic ground shaking?     
 3. Seismic-related ground failure, including 

liquefaction? 
    

 4. Landslides?     
b. Result in substantial soil erosion or the loss of 

topsoil? 
    

c. Be located on a geologic unit or soil that is 
unstable or that would become unstable as a 
result of the project and potentially result in 
an onsite or offsite landslide, lateral 
spreading, subsidence, liquefaction, or 
collapse? 

    

d. Be located on expansive soil, as defined in 
Table 18-1-B of the Uniform Building Code 
(1994), creating substantial risks to life or 
property? 

    

e. Have soils incapable of adequately supporting 
the use of septic tanks or alternative 
wastewater disposal systems in areas where 
sewers are not available for the disposal of 
wastewater? 

    

Setting 
The project site is not located within an Alquist-Priolo Earthquake Fault Zone. However, Merced 
County, including the project site, is located within a seismically active region that has been subject 
to major earthquakes in the past. The major active faults in the area include the San Andreas, 
Ortigalita, Calaveras, and Bear Mountain Faults. The closest fault to the project site is the Ortigalita 
Fault Cottonwood Arm section (approximately 25.5 miles from the site), followed by the Calaveras 
Fault (approximately 45 miles from the site). According to the Merced County General Plan, there 
are no known extensions of faults that exist beneath the project site. 

The project site is located within an area designated as “moderate severity, moderate probable 
damage” by the Merced County General Plan’s Seismic Damage Zones Within Merced County Map 
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(Merced County 2013b). According to the Merced County General Plan, there is no record of any 
seismic activity originating in the County. However, the county has experienced ground shaking 
from earthquakes originating elsewhere, including those occurring in 1872, 1906, 1966, 1984, and 
1989. At the very least, minor structural damage has occurred throughout the County as a result of 
these six earthquakes and major structural damage occurred as a result of the earthquake in 1906. 

According to the Merced County General Plan, no specific liquefaction hazard areas have been 
identified in the County. However, the General Plan assumes that liquefaction hazards exist in many 
of Merced County’s wetland areas, which extend from the San Joaquin River west to the Southern 
Pacific Railroad and east toward SR 99 and SR 59 south. The project site is not located on or near a 
wetland. 

The project site is relatively flat. There are no steep slopes near the project site and the area is not 
included or adjacent to an earthquake-induced landslide zone. 

According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture Web Soil Survey, approximately 74% of the project 
site is underlain with Delhi sand and approximately 26% of the project site is underlain with Hilmar 
loamy sand (U.S. Department of Agriculture 2018). Expansive (shrink-swell) soils are fined-grained 
soils (generally high-plasticity clays) that can undergo a significant increase in volume with an 
increase in water content and significant decrease in volume with a decrease in water content. 
Seasonal changes in the water content of expansive soils can result in severe distress to structures 
constructed upon the soil. Volume changes associated with changes in the moisture content of near-
surface expansive soils can cause uplift or heave of the ground when the soils become wet or, less 
commonly, cause settlement when they dry out. 

Soils that have high or very high shrink-swell potential (expansive soil properties) would have liquid 
limits greater than 50% and plasticity indices greater than 30%. Soils with moderate shrink-swell 
potential have liquid limits ranging from 25% to 50% and plasticity indices between 15% and 30%. 
Low shrink-swell potentials are indicated by liquid limits less than 25% and indices less than 15%. 
Both Delhi sand’s and Hilmar loamy sand’s liquid limit rating and plasticity index are 0. 

Regulatory Setting 

Federal 

National Earthquake Hazards Reduction Act (1977) 

In October 1977, the U.S. Congress passed the Earthquake Hazard Reduction Act to reduce the risks 
to life and property in the United States through the establishment and maintenance of effective 
earthquake hazards reduction program. As a result of this act, the National Hazards Reduction 
Program was created and established. The program was amended in 1990 to become the National 
Earthquake Hazards Reduction Program Act, which further developed the objectives, goals, and 
responsibilities of the program. 

The purpose of the act is to: 

 Educate the public, and state and local officials concerning the phenomena of earthquakes, the 
identification of locations and structures which are especially susceptible to damage caused by 
earthquakes, and ways to minimize or reduce the impacts of earthquakes 
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 Encourage the development of technology that is economically feasible, and implement 
construction methods and procedures to make current and future structures in seismic areas, 
earthquake resistant 

 Implement to the greatest extent possible, a system for predicting damaging earthquakes, and 
for identifying, evaluating, and accurately characterizing seismic hazards 

 Develop, publish, and promote a model of building codes and other means to encourage risk of 
seismic activity when making decisions regarding land-use policies and construction activities 

 Develop plans for reconstruction and redevelopment after an earthquake 

 Encourage the development of ways to increase the use of existing scientific and engineering 
knowledge to mitigate earthquake hazards 

 Increase the availability of affordable earthquake insurance 

State 

Alquist-Priolo Earthquake Fault Zoning Act 

California’s Alquist-Priolo Earthquake Fault Zoning Act (Public Resources Code Sec. 2621 et seq.) is 
intended to reduce the risk of life and property from surface fault rupture during earthquakes. The 
Alquist-Priolo Act prohibits the location of most types of structures intended for human occupancy3 

across the traces of active faults and strictly regulates construction in the corridors along active 
faults (earthquake fault zones). It also defines the criteria for identifying active faults, giving legal 
weight to terms such as active, and establishes a process for reviewing building proposals in and 
adjacent to Earthquake Fault Zones. 

Under the Alquist-Priolo Act, faults are zoned and construction along or across them is strictly 
regulated if they are “sufficiently active” and “well-defined.” A fault is considered sufficiently active if 
one or more of its segments or strands shows evidence of surface displacement during Holocene 
time (defined for purposes of the Act as referring to approximately 11,000 years). A fault is 
considered well defined if its trace can be clearly identified by a trained geologist at the ground 
surface or in the shallow subsurface, using standard professional techniques, criteria, and 
judgement (Bryant and Hart 2007). 

Seismic Hazards Mapping Act 

Like the Alquist-Priolo Act, the Seismic Hazards Mapping Act of 1990 (PRC 2690-2699.6) is intended 
to reduce damage resulting from earthquakes. While the Alquist-Priolo Act addresses surface fault 
rupture, the Seismic Hazards Mapping Act addresses other earthquake-related hazards, including 
strong ground shaking, liquefaction4, and seismically induced landslides. Its provisions are similar in 
concept to those of the Alquist-Priolo Act: the state is charged with identifying and mapping areas at 

                                                             
3 With reference to the Alquist-Priolo Act, a structure or human occupancy is defined as one “used or intended for 

supporting or sheltering any use or occupancy, which is expected to have a human occupancy rate of more than 
2,000 person-hours per year” (California Code of Regulations, Title 14, Div. 2, Section 3601 [e]). 

4 Liquefaction is a phenomenon in which the strength and stiffness of a soil are reduced by earthquake shaking or 
other rapidly applied loading. Liquefaction and related types of ground failure are of greatest concern in areas 
where well-sorted sandy unconsolidated sediments are present in the subsurface and the water table is 
comparatively shallow.  
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risk of strong ground shaking, liquefaction, landslides, and other corollary hazards, and cities and 
counties are required to regulate development within mapped Seismic Hazard Zones. 

Under the Seismic Hazards Mapping Act, permit review is the primary mechanism for local 
regulation of development. Specifically, cities and counties are prohibited from issuing development 
permits for sites within Seismic Hazard Zones until appropriate site-specific geologic and/or 
geotechnical investigation have been carried out and measures to reduce potential damage have 
been incorporated into the development plans. 

Local 

Merced County General Plan 

The Natural Resources and Health and Safety chapters of the 2030 Merced County General Plan 
includes goals, objectives, and policies to protect its residents from seismic hazards and other 
hazards related to geology and soils, including the following requirements (Merced County 2013a). 

Goals: 

 HS-1: Minimize the loss of life, injury, and property damage of County residents due to seismic 
and geologic hazards. 

 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. 

Policies: 

 Policy HS-1: Require that all new habitable structures be located and designed in compliance 
with the Alquist-Priolo Special Studies Zone Act and related State earthquake legislation. 

 Policy HS-1.4: Require earthquake resistant design for proposed critical structures such as 
hospitals, fire stations, emergency communication centers, private schools, high occupancy 
buildings, bridges and freeway overpasses, and dams that are subject to County permitting 
requirements. 

 Policy HS-1.6: Prohibit habitable structures on areas of unconsolidated landslide debris or in 
areas vulnerable to landslides. 

 Policy HS-1.7: Discourage construction and grading on slopes in excess of 30%. 

 Policy HS-1.8: Require the provisions of the International Building Code be used to regulate 
projects subject to hazards from slope instability. 

 Policy HS-1.9: Require and enforce all standards contained in the International Building Code 
related to construction on unstable soils. 

 Policy NR-3.1: Protect soil resources from erosion, contamination, and other effects that 
substantially reduce their value or lead to the creation of hazards. 

 Policy NR-3.2: Require minimal disturbance of vegetation during construction to improve soil 
stability, reduce erosion, and improve stormwater quality. 

 Policy NR-3.3: Encourage landowners to participate in programs that reduce soil erosion and 
increase soil productivity. This shall include promoting and coordinating the efforts of 
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University of California Cooperative Extension, various Resource Conservation Districts, and 
other similar agencies and organizations. 

Merced County Building Standards 

Unincorporated areas in Merced County must comply with 2009 International Building Code 
provisions, which set minimum standards for design and construction of structures. Merced County 
building code requires a soils report for most non‐residential structures to identify potential 
hazards posed by unstable soils, including expansive soils and soils subject to differential settling, 
liquefaction, and slope failure. 

Discussion 
Would the project: 

a. Expose people or structures to potential substantial adverse effects, including the risk of loss, 
injury, or death involving: 

a1. Rupture of a known earthquake fault, as delineated on the most recent Alquist-Priolo 
Earthquake Fault Zoning Map issued by the State Geologist for the area or based on other 
substantial evidence of a known fault? Refer to Division of Mines and Geology Special 
Publication 42. 

Less-than-Significant Impact. As described above, the project site is not located within a fault zone 
or near a known fault. Therefore, the potential for a surface rupture to occur at the project site is low 
and impacts related to rupture of a known earthquake fault are less than significant. 

a2. Strong seismic ground shaking? 

Less-than-Significant Impact. As discussed in the response to VI.a1, the proposed project is not 
located immediately adjacent to a fault zone. However, because of the project site’s location within a 
seismically active region and in relatively close proximity to several major active faults, the project 
site is likely to experience strong ground shaking during the lifespan of the proposed project. All 
structures in the region could be affected by ground shaking in the event of an earthquake. The 
amount of ground shaking depends on the magnitude of the earthquake, the distance from the 
epicenter, and the type of earth materials between the receptor and the epicenter. The proposed 
project would comply with California design requirements (i.e., California Building Code), which 
would ensure that the project would not expose persons or property to strong seismic ground 
shaking hazards. The impact is less than significant.  

a3. Seismic-related ground failure, including liquefaction? 

No Impact, As discussed above, liquefactions hazards exist in many of the County’s wetland areas. 
As the project site is not located on or near a wetland, the overall risk for liquefaction is low. In 
addition, the proposed project is not located within close proximately to an area that is mapped 
under the Seismic Hazards Mapping Act for being prone to earthquake hazards of liquefaction. As a 
result, implementation of the proposed project would not expose people or structures to substantial 
adverse effects involving liquefaction and no impacts would occur. 
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a4. Landslides? 

No Impact. Landslides and other slope failures are secondary seismic effects that are common 
during or soon after earthquakes. Areas that are most susceptible to earthquake-induced landslides 
are steep slopes underlain by loose, weak soils, and areas on or adjacent to existing landslide 
deposits. As discussed above, the project site is relatively flat. There are no steep slopes near the 
project site and the area is not included or adjacent to an earthquake-induced landslide zone. Hence, 
the project site has a very low probability for an earthquake-induced landslide to occur. As a result, 
implementation of the proposed project would not expose people or structures to substantial 
adverse effects involving landslides and therefore there would be no impact. 

b. Result in substantial erosion or the loss of topsoil? 

Less-than-Significant Impact. There is potential for soil erosion to occur at the site during project 
construction. Approximately 6,100 cy of soils5 and sediment would be stockpiled and reused onsite. 
In addition, the application of water or other dust suppressants to the stockpiles would reduce 
impact. This would reduce possible erosion resulting from construction as well as surface runoff 
during project construction. 

Stockpiling excavated topsoil and minimizing erosion will offset potential soil erosion losses but 
would not address the loss of the soil profile within the footprint of the new facilities. Most of the 
project site is on land designated by the FMMP as urban and build-up land (see Figure 3.2-1) and 
does not contain valuable topsoil. Only a small portion of the project site would be located on FMMP-
designated Farmland of Statewide Importance. Loss of high-quality soil within this portion of the 
project site would represent a minor fraction of the availability of high-quality soil contained on 
agricultural land in the vicinity of the project site. Therefore, the potential loss of topsoil is a less-
than-significant impact. 

c. Be located on a geologic unit or soil that is unstable or that would become unstable as a 
result of the project and potentially result in an onsite or offsite landslide, lateral spreading, 
subsidence, liquefaction, or collapse? 

Less-than-Significant Impact. Refer to response to VI.a3 for a description and impact discussion 
related to potential liquefaction impacts, and the response to VI.a4 for information related to 
potential landslide impacts. 

Lateral spreading is a phenomenon in which surficial soil displaces along a shear zone that has 
formed within an underlying liquefied layer. Upon movement, the surficial soils are transported 
down slope by an earthquake and gravitational forces. Lateral spreading is generally the most 
pervasive and damaging type of ground failure generated by earthquakes. Because the project site is 
generally flat, impacts related to lateral spreading are less than significant. 

Subsidence is the settling of parts of the earth’s crusts, usually a long period of time. In Merced 
County, subsidence is most commonly caused by groundwater withdrawal, hypocompaction, and 
earthquakes. According to the Merced County General Plan, the project site is not located within a 
subsidence area. Therefore, impacts related to soil stability as a result of the project would be less 
than significant. 

                                                             
5 Building construction would produce 3,900 cy of earth during Phase I and 2,200 cy of earth during Phase II of the 

project. 
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d. Be located on expansive soil, as defined in Table 18-1-B of the Uniform Building Code (1994), 
creating substantial risks to life or property? 

No Impact. As discussed above, the soils underlying the project site have a liquid limit rating and 
plasticity index of 0. The liquid limit and plasticity index properties of these soils would rank the 
soils as possessing a low shrink-swell potential. Therefore, Delhi sand and Hilmar loamy sand, the 
soils underlying the project site, are not expansive soils. Therefore, no impacts related to expansive 
soils are anticipated and no mitigation is required. 

e. Have soils incapable of adequately supporting the use of septic tanks or alternative 
wastewater disposal systems in areas where sewers are not available for the disposal of 
wastewater? 

Less-than-Significant Impact. A new septic system is being proposed to process the additional 
domestic waste produced by the added employee count. One new septic tank would be installed but 
no new water delivery system would be installed. The project site already utilizes a private septic 
system for wastewater generated by existing restrooms in the office building. This system is in full 
compliance with all applicable water quality requirements and the facility is designed to be fully 
protective of groundwater and surface water resources. The new septic tank would be built to meet 
the same standards and would have to be approved by the County Environmental Health Division. 
The new septic tank and its connections to HCWD for wastewater treatment would be able to be 
accommodated by soils at the project site and therefore the impact would be less than significant.  
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VII. Greenhouse Gas Emissions 

Potentially 
Significant 

Impact 

Less-than-
Significant with 

Mitigation 
Incorporated 

Less-than-
Significant 

Impact 
No 

Impact 
Would the project:     
a. Generate greenhouse gas emissions, either 

directly or indirectly, that may have a 
significant impact on the environment? 

    

b. Conflict with an applicable plan, policy, or 
regulation adopted for the purpose of 
reducing the emissions of greenhouse gases? 

    

Affected Environment 
This section provides an analysis of climate change impacts resulting from the project. It describes 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions commonly generated, discusses recent GHG inventories, and 
summarizes the current regulatory framework related to GHG emissions and climate change. 
Environmental impacts related to climate change, as well as mitigation measures to reduce or 
eliminate potential impacts are also discussed.  

Climate Change 
The phenomenon known as the greenhouse effect keeps the atmosphere near the Earth’s surface 
warm enough for the successful habitation of humans and other life forms. Present in the Earth’s 
lower atmosphere, GHGs play a critical role in maintaining the Earth’s temperature; GHGs trap some 
of the long-wave infrared radiation emitted from the Earth’s surface that would otherwise escape to 
space.  

Visible sunlight passes through the atmosphere without being absorbed. Some of the sunlight 
striking the Earth is absorbed and converted to heat, which warms the surface. The surface emits 
infrared radiation to the atmosphere, where some of it is absorbed by GHGs and re-emitted toward 
the surface; some of the heat is not trapped by GHGs and escapes into space. Human activities that 
emit additional GHGs to the atmosphere increase the amount of infrared radiation that gets 
absorbed before escaping into space, thus enhancing the greenhouse effect and amplifying the 
warming of the earth (Center for Climate and Energy Solutions n.d.). 

Increases in fossil fuel combustion and deforestation have exponentially increased concentrations of 
GHGs in the atmosphere since the Industrial Revolution. Rising atmospheric concentrations of GHGs 
in excess of natural levels enhance the greenhouse effect, which contributes to global warming of the 
Earth’s lower atmosphere and induces large-scale changes in ocean circulation patterns, 
precipitation patterns, global ice cover, biological distributions, and other changes to the Earth 
system that are collectively referred to as climate change. 

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has been established by the World 
Meteorological Organization and United Nations Environment Programme to assess scientific, 
technical, and socioeconomic information relevant to the understanding of climate change, its 
potential impacts, and options for adaptation and mitigation. The IPCC estimates that the average 
global temperature rise between the years 2000 and 2100 could range from 1.1° Celsius, with no 
increase in GHG emissions above year 2000 levels, to 6.4° Celsius, with substantial increase in GHG 
emissions (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 2007:97–115). Large increases in global 
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temperatures could have substantial adverse effects on the natural and human environments on the 
planet and in California. 

Principal Greenhouse Gases  
The GHGs listed by the IPCC (CO2, CH4, N2O, hydrofluorocarbons [HFCs], perfluorinated compounds 
(PFCs), and sulfur hexafluoride [SF6]) are discussed in this section in order of abundance in the 
atmosphere. California law and the State CEQA Guidelines contain a similar definition of GHGs 
(Health and Safety Code Section 38505(g); 14 CCR Section 15364.5). Water vapor, the most 
abundant GHG, is not included in this list because its natural concentrations and fluctuations far 
outweigh its anthropogenic (human-made) sources.6 The sources and sinks7 of each of these gases 
are discussed in detail below. Generally, GHG emissions are quantified and presented in terms of 
metric tons of carbon dioxide equivalent (CO2e) emitted per year. The primary GHGs associated with 
the project are CO2, CH4, and N2O. HFCs, PFCs, and SF6 are associated primarily with industrial 
processes and, thus, are not discussed herein.  

Methods have been set forth to describe emissions of GHGs in terms of a single gas to simplify 
reporting and analysis. The most commonly accepted method to compare GHG emissions is the 
global warming potential (GWP) methodology defined in the IPCC reference documents. The IPCC 
defines the GWP of various GHG emissions on a normalized scale that recasts all GHG emissions in 
terms of CO2e, which compares the gas in question to that of the same mass of CO2 (CO2 has a global 
warming potential of 1 by definition). Table 3-9 lists the global warming potential of CO2, CH4, and 
N2O, their lifetimes, and abundances in the atmosphere. 

Table 3-9. Lifetimes and Global Warming Potential of Several Greenhouse Gases 

Greenhouse Gases 
Global Warming Potential  
(100 years) 

Lifetime 
(years) 

2005 Atmospheric 
Abundance 

CO2 (ppm) 1 50–200 400 ppm 
CH4 (ppb) 25 9–15 1,834 ppb 
N2O (ppb) 298 121 328 ppb 
Sources: Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 2007; Blasing 2016 
CH4 = methane; CO2 = carbon dioxide; N2O = nitrous oxide; ppm = parts per million by volume; ppb = parts 

per billion by volume. 
 

Carbon Dioxide 

CO2 is the most important anthropogenic GHG and accounts for more than 75% of all GHG emissions 
caused by humans. The primary sources of anthropogenic CO2 in the atmosphere include the 
burning of fossil fuels (including motor vehicles), gas flaring, cement production, and land use 
changes (e.g., deforestation, oxidation of elemental carbon). CO2 can be removed from the 
atmosphere by photosynthetic organisms (e.g., plants). Its atmospheric lifetime of 50–200 years 
ensures that atmospheric concentrations of CO2 will remain elevated for decades even after 

                                                             
6 Although water vapor plays a substantive role in the natural greenhouse effect, the change in GHGs in the 

atmosphere due to anthropogenic actions is enough to upset the radiative balance of the atmosphere and result 
in global warming. 

7 A sink removes and stores GHGs in another form. For example, vegetation is a sink because it removes 
atmospheric CO2 during respiration and stores the gas as a chemical compound in its tissues.  
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mitigation efforts to reduce GHG concentrations are promulgated (Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change 2007).  

Methane 

CH4, the main component of natural gas, is the second most abundant GHG and has a GWP of 21 
(Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 2007). Methane is emitted during the production and 
transport of coal, natural gas, and oil. Methane emissions also result from livestock and other 
agricultural practices and from the decay of organic waste in municipal solid waste landfills. 

Nitrous Oxide 

N2O is a powerful GHG, with a GWP of 310 (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 2007). 
Anthropogenic sources of N2O include agricultural processes (e.g., fertilizer application), nylon 
production, fossil-fuel fired power plants, nitric acid production, and vehicle emissions. N2O also is 
used in rocket engines, racecars, and as an aerosol spray propellant. Natural processes, such as 
nitrification and denitrification, can also produce N2O, which can be released to the atmosphere by 
diffusion. In the United States more than 70% of N2O emissions are related to agricultural soil 
management practices, particularly fertilizer application.  

Regulatory Setting 
Appendix G in the CEQA Guidelines state that the significance criteria established by the applicable 
air quality management or air pollution control district may be relied upon to determine the 
project’s level of impact in terms of GHG emissions. The SJVAPCD updated their CEQA guidelines to 
include guidance for evaluating GHG significance in December 2009.  

Climate change has only recently been widely recognized as an imminent threat to the global 
climate, economy, and population. Thus, the national, state, and local climate change regulatory 
setting is complex and evolving. The following section identifies key legislation, executive orders 
(EOs), and seminal court cases relevant to the environmental assessment of project GHG emissions. 

Federal 

Environmental Protection Agency Endangerment and Cause and Contribute 
Findings (2009) 

On December 7, 2009, the EPA signed the Endangerment and Cause or Contribute Findings for 
Greenhouse Gases under Section 202(a) of the Clean Air Act. Under the Endangerment Finding, EPA 
finds that the current and projected concentrations of the six key well-mixed GHGs—CO2, CH4, N2O, 
SF6, PFCs, and HFCs—in the atmosphere threaten the public health and welfare of current and future 
generations. Under the Cause or Contribute Finding, EPA finds that the combined emissions of these 
well-mixed GHGs from new motor vehicles and new motor vehicle engines contribute to the GHG 
pollution that threatens public health and welfare.  

These findings do not themselves impose any requirements on industry or other entities. However, 
this action is a prerequisite to finalizing EPA’s proposed new corporate average fuel economy 
standards for light-duty vehicles, which EPA proposed in a joint proposal including the Department 
of Transportation’s proposed corporate average fuel-economy standards. 
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State 
The State of California has adopted legislation, and regulatory agencies have enacted policies, 
addressing various aspects of climate change and GHG emissions mitigation. Much of this legislation 
and policy activity is not directed at citizens or jurisdictions but rather establishes a broad 
framework for the state’s long-term GHG mitigation and climate change adaptation program. The 
following key legislation is applicable to the project. 

Assembly Bill 1493—Pavley Rules (2002, Amendments 2009, 2012 rulemaking) 

Known as Pavley I, AB 1493 standards are the nation’s first GHG standards for automobiles. AB 1493 
requires ARB to adopt vehicle standards that will lower GHG emissions from new light-duty autos to 
the maximum extent feasible beginning in 2009. Additional strengthening of the Pavley standards 
(referred to previously as Pavley II, now referred to as the Advanced Clean Cars measure) has been 
proposed for vehicle model years 2017–2025. Together, the two standards are expected to increase 
average fuel economy to roughly 54.5 miles per gallon by 2025. 

Executive Order S-3-05 (2005) 

Signed by Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger on June 1, 2005, EO S-3-05 asserts that California is 
vulnerable to the effects of climate change. To combat this concern, EO S-3-05 established the 
following GHG emissions reduction targets for state agencies. 

 By 2010, reduce GHG emissions to 2000 levels. 

 By 2020, reduce GHG emissions to 1990 levels. 

 By 2050, reduce GHG emissions to 80% below 1990 levels. 

EOs are binding only on state agencies. Accordingly, EO S-03-05 will guide state agencies’ efforts to 
control and regulate GHG emissions but will have no direct binding effect on local government or 
private actions. The Secretary of the California Environmental Protection Agency is required to 
report to the Governor and state legislature biannually on the impacts of global warming on 
California, mitigation and adaptation plans, and progress made toward reducing GHG emissions to 
meet the targets established in this EO. 

Assembly Bill 32—California Global Warming Solutions Act (2006) 

AB 32 sets the same overall year 2020 GHG emissions reduction goals as EO S-3-05, while further 
mandating that the ARB create a plan that includes market mechanisms and implement rules to 
achieve “real, quantifiable, cost-effective reductions” of GHGs. AB 32 further directs state agencies 
and the newly created state Climate Action Team to identify discrete early action GHG reduction 
measures. These actions were adopted in early 2010 and relate to truck efficiency, port 
electrification, tire inflation, and reduction of PFCs, propellants, and sulfur hexafluoride. 

Executive Order S-01-07—Low Carbon Fuel Standard (2007) 

EO S-01-07 essentially mandates: (1) that a statewide goal be established to reduce the carbon 
intensity of California’s transportation fuels by at least 10% by 2020; and (2) that a Low Carbon Fuel 
Standard (LCFS) for transportation fuels be established in California. ARB approved the LCFS on 
April 23, 2009, and the regulation became effective on January 12, 2010 (California Air Resources 
Board 2011). The U.S. District Court for the Eastern District of California ruled in December 2011 
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that the LCFS violates the Commerce Clause of the U.S. Constitution. ARB appealed this ruling in 
2012 and on September 18, 2013, the Ninth U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals upheld the LCFS, ruling that 
the program does not violate the Commerce Clause and remanding the case to the Eastern District. 

California Energy Efficiency Standards for Residential and Nonresidential 
Buildings—Green Building Code (2011), Title 24 Updates (2014, 2017) 

California has adopted aggressive energy efficiency standards for new buildings and has been 
continually updating them for many years. In 2008, the California Building Standards Commission 
adopted the nation’s first green building standards, which include standards for many other built 
environment aspects apart from energy efficiency. The California Green Building Standards Code 
(proposed Part 11, Title 24) was adopted as part of the California Building Standards Code (24 CCR). 
Part 11 establishes voluntary standards that became mandatory in the 2010 edition of the code, 
including planning and design for sustainable site development, energy efficiency (in excess of the 
California Energy Code requirements), water conservation, material conservation, and internal air 
contaminants. The current energy efficiency standards were last adopted in 2016 and took effect on 
January 1, 2017. The standards are planned to be updated periodically in the future, with the next 
updated standards planned for 2019. 

Senate Bill 32 (2016) 

Signed by the Governor in September 2016, Senate Bill (SB) 32 sets the statewide GHG reduction 
goal at 40% below 1990 levels by 2030. SB 32 directed ARB to achieve the state’s more stringent 
GHG emission reductions in a manner that benefits the state’s most disadvantaged communities and 
is transparent and accountable to the public and the Legislature. 

Senate Bills 1078/107 and Executive Order S-14-08—Renewable Portfolio Standard 
(2008) 

SBs 1078 and 107, California’s Renewable Portfolio Standard, obligate investor-owned utilities, 
energy service providers, and Community Choice Aggregations to procure an additional 1% of retail 
sales per year from eligible renewable sources until 20% is reached, no later than 2010. The 
California Public Utilities Commission and California Energy Commission are jointly responsible for 
implementing the program. EO S-14-08 set forth a longer range target of procuring 33% of retail 
sales by 2020. 

Senate Bills 350 and 100—De Leon (Clean Energy and Pollution Reduction Act of 
2015, 100 Percent Clean Energy Act of 2017) (2015, 2018) 

SB 350 was approved by the California legislature in September 2015 and signed by Governor 
Brown in October 2015. Its key provisions are to require the following by 2030: (1) a renewables 
portfolio standard of 50% and (2) a doubling of energy efficiency (electrical and natural gas) by 
2030, including improvements to the efficiency of existing buildings. These mandates will be 
implemented by future actions of California Public Utilities Commission and California Energy 
Commission. SB 100 was approved by the California legislature in August 2018 and signed by 
Governor Brown in September 2018. Its key provisions include updating the SB 350 Renewable 
Portfolio Standard requirement from 50% to 60% by 2030 and establishing a 100% clean energy 
target for the state's retail electricity supply by December 31, 2045. 
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State CEQA Guidelines  

The State CEQA Guidelines require lead agencies to describe, calculate, or estimate the amount of 
GHG emissions resulting from a project. Moreover, the guidelines emphasize the necessity to 
determine potential climate change effects of the project and propose mitigation as necessary. The 
guidelines confirm the discretion of lead agencies to determine appropriate significance thresholds, 
but require the preparation of an EIR if “there is substantial evidence that the possible effects of a 
particular project are still cumulatively considerable notwithstanding compliance with adopted 
regulations or requirements” (Section 15064.4). 

Local  
In the absence of scientific evidence supporting establishment of a numerical threshold, the 
SJVAPCD has adopted performance-based standards to assess project-specific GHG emission impacts 
on global climate change. The SJVAPCD policy provides for a tiered approach in assessing 
significance of project-specific GHG emission increases. 

 Projects complying with an approved GHG emission reduction plan or GHG mitigation program 
which avoids or substantially reduces GHG emissions within the geographic area in which the 
project is located would be determined to have a less-than-significant individual and cumulative 
impact for GHG emissions. Such plans or programs must be specified in law or approved by the 
Lead Agency with jurisdiction over the affected resource and supported by a CEQA compliant 
environmental review document adopted by the Lead Agency. Projects complying with an 
approved GHG emission reduction plan or GHG mitigation program would not be required to 
implement Best Performance Standards. 

 Projects implementing Best Performance Standards would not require quantification of project-
specific GHG emissions. Consistent with CEQA Guidelines, such projects would be determined to 
have a less-than-significant individual and cumulative impact for GHG emissions. 

 Projects not implementing Best Performance Standards would require quantification of project 
specific GHG emissions and demonstration that project specific GHG emissions would be 
reduced or mitigated by at least 29%, compared to Business as Usual (BAU), including GHG 
emission reductions achieved since the 2002-2004 baseline period, consistent with GHG 
emission reduction targets established in ARB’s AB 32 Scoping Plan. Projects achieving at least a 
29% GHG emission reduction compared to BAU would be determined to have a less-than-
significant individual and cumulative impact for GHG.) 

SJVAPCD has adopted GHG guidance to assist lead agencies in determining the level of significance of 
operational-related GHG emissions, pursuant to CEQA. However, much of the guidance for analyzing 
GHG emissions has changed in light of the rulings from the recent Centers for Biological Diversity et 
al. vs. California Department of Fish and Wildlife, the Newhall Land and Farming Company (S217763) 
(hereafter Newhall Ranch) Supreme Court opinion.  

Significance Criteria  
Based on the CEQA Guidelines Appendix G, an impact pertaining to climate change is considered 
significant if it would cause either of the following. 

 Generate a significant amount of GHG emissions, either directly or indirectly. 
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 Conflict with any applicable plan, policy, or regulation adopted for the purpose of reducing 
GHGs. 

Climate change is a global problem and GHGs are global pollutants, unlike criteria air pollutants 
(such as ozone precursors), which are primarily pollutants of regional and local concern. Given their 
long atmospheric lifetimes, GHGs emitted by many sources worldwide accumulate in the 
atmosphere. No single emitter of GHGs is large enough to trigger global climate change on its own. 
Rather, climate change is the result of the individual contributions of countless past, present, and 
future sources. Thus, GHG impacts are inherently cumulative. 

SJVAPCD has not established a quantitative threshold for the evaluation of construction-related GHG 
emissions. SJVAPCD has published Guidance for Valley Land-use Agencies in Addressing GHG Emission 
Impacts for New Projects under CEQA to assist lead agencies in determining the level of significance 
of operation-related GHG emissions pursuant to CEQA (San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control 
District 2009). This guidance has since been incorporated into SJVAPCD’s 2015 GAMAQI. 

The Newhall Ranch case, confirmed that the use of BAU analysis (i.e., 29% below business as usual), 
a performance-based approach, would be satisfactory. However, for a project-level analysis that 
uses ARB’s statewide BAU targets, substantial evidence must be presented to support the use of 
those targets for a particular project at a specific location. The Court notes that this may require 
examination of the data behind the statewide model and adjustment to the levels of reduction from 
BAU used for project evaluation. To date, neither ARB nor any lead agencies have provided any 
guidance on how to adjust AB 32’s statewide BAU target for use at the project level.  

The Newhall Ranch decision suggested several approaches for determining significance of GHG 
emissions are appropriate as alternatives to the percentage below BAU approach, but did not 
foreclose other methodologies that may be used by lead agencies. In any case, the decision affirmed 
that “thresholds only define the level at which an environmental effect ‘normally’ is considered 
significant; they do not relieve the lead agency of its duty to determine the significance of an impact 
independently.” The significance of the project’s GHG emissions is, therefore, evaluated with respect 
to its ability to result in no net GHG emissions.  

Discussion 
This section describes the environmental impacts of the project in the context of GHGs. It describes 
the methods used to evaluate the impacts and the thresholds used to determine whether an impact 
would be significant. Measures to mitigate significant impacts are provided, where appropriate. 

a. Generate greenhouse gas emissions, either directly or indirectly, that may have a significant impact 
on the environment? 

Construction Emissions 

Construction of the project would result in GHG emissions from operation of off-road construction 
equipment and on-road vehicles used to transport workers, building materials, and equipment to 
and from the project site Construction is expected to occur in approximately 4 years, with Phase I 
construction occurring between 2019 and 2021, and Phase II construction occurring in 2024. GHG 
emissions from project construction activity were estimated using the same methodology discussed 
above for criteria pollutants in III. Air Quality, and the results of the construction analysis are 
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summarized in Table 3-10. Refer to Appendix A for the assumptions used in the greenhouse analysis 
and a more detailed description of methodology. 

Table 3-10. Estimated GHG Emissions from Project Construction (metric tons per year) 

Year CO2 CH4 N2O CO2e 
2019 92 < 0.1 < 0.1 94 
2020 8 < 0.1 < 0.1 8 
2021 40 < 0.1 < 0.1 41 
2024 95 < 0.1 < 0.1 96 
Total 235 0.1 < 0.1 240 
CO2 = carbon dioxide; CH4 = methane; N2O = nitrous oxide; CO2e = carbon dioxide 
equivalent, which includes the relative warming capacity (i.e., global warming 
potential) of each GHG 

 

As shown in Table 3-10, it is estimated that construction of the project would result in 
approximately 240 metric tons of CO2e. This is equivalent to adding 51 typical passenger vehicles to 
the road during the construction period (U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 2018). The 
emissions generated during construction of the project would primarily be the result of diesel-
powered off-road construction equipment (e.g., loaders, graders, etc.) and on-road vehicles 
(construction worker commute trips, hauling and water truck trips, etc.). Construction emissions 
would cease once construction of the project is complete and, thus, are considered to be short-term. 
The total construction emissions amortized over a 30-year period, which is a reasonable 
approximation of the lifetime of the project, would equal approximately 8 metric tons per year. 

As discussed above, SJVAPCD’s CEQA Guidelines do not identify a GHG emission threshold for 
construction-related emissions. As such, the project’s GHG emissions during construction have 
been amortized over the length of the project’s lifespan and added to the project’s operational 
emissions, which are discussed below. 

Operational Emissions 

During the operational phase of the project, GHG emissions would result from off-road equipment 
(maintenance/operation activities) and on-road vehicles (which include the additional 66 worker 
commute trips and one daily delivery truck trip). GHG emissions sources also include energy use, 
water consumption, wastewater treatment, and solid waste generation. Energy and water use at the 
site would result in indirect emissions that are emitted at the location of the power plant that is 
producing the electricity that powers the project and provides energy to transport water to the 
project site. However, even though electricity-related emissions do not occur at the project site, 
GHGs are global pollutants that affect the entire planet’s atmosphere and are thus included in the 
project’s emissions. Wastewater treatment and solid waste are also indirect sources of emissions 
and occur as a result of wastewater processing at the treatment plant and solid waste 
decomposition at the landfill, respectively. Although operation of the project would result in plastic 
and cardboard waste, the project sponsor has indicated that all of this solid waste would be recycled 
and would thus not emit methane while decaying at a landfill. Consequently, the project would not 
result in appreciable solid waste emissions during its operation.  

The project would also result in a change in land use from the existing crop land to the warehouse 
facilities and asphalt that are proposed. The reduction in crop land would result in a reduced 
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demand for water, because the land where the crops are, once removed, would no longer be 
watered.  

Operational emissions associated with the project have been estimated using CalEEMod and 
operational inputs provided by the project sponsor including, the amount of projected electricity 
consumption, the amount of projected water consumption, and the number of employees and truck 
trips. With respect to electricity-related GHG emissions, CalEEMod has a built-in electricity emission 
factor for TID, the utility that provides electricity to the project site, of 0.790 pounds of CO2 per 
megawatt hour of electricity. This emission factor is the default value for TID in CalEEMod and 
represents the electricity that TID provided in 2008. The project is anticipated to begin operations in 
2020, which is 12 years later than the 2008 default value in CalEEMod for TID electricity. 
Consequently, an adjusted electricity emission factor value of 0.461 pounds CO2 per megawatt hour 
was inputted into CalEEMod to reflect TID’s shift towards increased renewable energy sources since 
2008. The revised emission factor calculation used TID’s power content label in 2008 and its most 
recent power content label, for 2017 (California Energy Commission 2008; Turlock Irrigation 
District 2018). The adjusted emission factor remains a conservative estimate, because the most 
recent power content label for TID electricity, 2017, is 3 years prior to when the project would be 
operational. TID will increase its renewable energy portfolio between 2017 and 2020 to ensure that 
it is on track to meet state requirements, but this additional progress is not currently accounted for 
in the analysis. 

The analysis of operational emissions includes the emissions associated with a renewable energy 
tank and 60,000 sf of cold storage space that were previously approved but have not yet been 
constructed. Although previously approved, these structures have not yet been constructed and are 
included in the project-level evaluation of emissions below (Table 3-11), because these structures 
are directly related to the current project activities and would be constructed and operated at the 
same time as the project facilities.  

Table 3-11. Operational Greenhouse Gas Emissions (metric tons per year)  

Project Component 
Estimated Total Emissions (metric tons) 

CO2 CH4 N2O CO2e 
Phase I1 1,587 < 1 < 1 1,609 
Area Sources < 0.01 < 0.01 - < 0.01 
Energy Use 1,976 < 1 < 1 1,987 
Mobile Sources 102 < 0.01 - 102 
Solid Waste Generation2 - - - - 
Water Use 12 0 < 0.01 27 
Phase II 1,071 < 1 < 1 1,085 
Area Sources < 1 < 1 - < 1 
Energy Use 1,028 < 1 < 1 1,033 
Mobile Sources 32 < 1 - 32 
Solid Waste Generation2 - - - - 
Water Use 11 < 1 < 1 20 
Total Project 3,161 < 1 < 1 3,200 
Area Sources < 1 < 1 - < 1 
Energy Use 3,004 < 1 < 1 3,020 
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Project Component 
Estimated Total Emissions (metric tons) 

CO2 CH4 N2O CO2e 
Mobile Sources 134 < 1 - 134 
Solid Waste Generation2 - - - - 
Water Use 23 < 1 < 1 46 
Amortized Construction Emissions 7 < 1 < 1 7 
GHG Reductions from Crop Removal -80 < 1 <1 -80 
Total Net GHG Emissions 3,087 < 1 < 1 3,126 
Notes: 
1 Phase I operational emissions include a renewable energy tank and 60,000 sf of cold storage that were 
previously approved but have not yet been constructed. 
2 Operation of the project would result in plastic and cardboard waste; however, all of this waste would be 
recycled and would thus not emit methane during while decaying at a landfill. 
CH4 = methane; CO2 = carbon dioxide; CO2e = carbon dioxide equivalent; N2O = nitrous oxide 

 

As shown in Table 3-11, the project would result in annual GHG emissions, in terms of CO2e, of 3,126 
metric tons per year. Most of the annual operational GHG emissions (94%) are the result of 
electricity consumed in the new project buildings, while employee vehicle and delivery truck trips 
represent 4% of the annual emissions. Emissions associated with the consumption of water and 
generation of wastewater are just 1% of annual emissions. 

As discussed above, there is currently no applicable threshold that is appropriate for evaluating the 
project’s GHG impacts, and, because the project would increase GHG emissions, this is a potentially 
significant impact. However, with the implementation of Mitigation Measures GHG-1 and GHG-2, the 
project would result in a net zero impact with respect to GHG emissions. Because most of the 
project’s operational GHG emissions are the result of building energy consumption, Mitigation 
Measure GHG-1 requires a reduction in building energy emissions through on-site reduction 
measures, such as increased on-site renewable energy production (i.e., through additional solar 
capacity on-site) or the purchase of renewable electricity from Turlock Irrigation District. For 
electricity-related GHG emissions that cannot be avoided through on-site measures or purchased 
renewable energy and for emissions from mobile- and water-related sources, the project sponsor 
would be required to purchase GHG emissions offsets. 

Because the project would, through the purchase of renewable energy and GHG offsets, not result in 
any increased GHG emissions, the project would not generate a significant amount of GHG emissions. 
Accordingly, GHG emissions associated with the project would be less than significant with 
mitigation. 

Mitigation Measure GHG-1: On-Site Greenhouse Gas Emissions Reductions  

The project applicant shall pursue on-site GHG emissions reduction measures to reduce impacts 
associated with construction and operational GHG emissions equivalent to 3,126 metric tons 
CO2e annually (the sum of the operational emissions and the amortized construction emissions), 
which could include any combination of the following, or additional measures.  

 Expand the renewable energy generation capacity at the project site by installing additional 
solar panels, biogas tanks, etc. If additional capacity cannot be added on-site, purchase 
renewable electricity from TID. 
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 Add electric vehicle charging stations to encourage employee electric vehicle purchases. 

 Ensure that refrigeration systems are well maintained to cut energy use and extend 
equipment life, and check refrigerant levels, clean filters, and control operations to ensure 
cooling is provided only as needed. 

 Insulate refrigeration supply piping to maintain a more consistent processing temperature. 

 Use reflective paint on the facility roof to reduce cooling loads. 

 Install skylights and occupancy sensors. 

Mitigation Measure GHG-2: Greenhouse Gas Emissions Offsets  

In the event that the applicant cannot achieve the 3,126 metric-ton CO2e annual reduction in its 
entirety through the implementation of on-site mitigation, the project applicant shall purchase 
offsets to achieve the balance of this reduction. The project proponent would purchase carbon 
offsets annually and provide proof of the transaction and the details of the offsets including 
validation protocol, amounts and vintages, and purchase price prior to each subsequent year to 
the County. 

As discussed above, the project’s GHG emissions rely on the estimated carbon content of TID 
electricity in 2017, but the actual carbon content, and thus electricity-related GHG emissions, 
during the lifetime of the project will likely decrease in future years, consistent with the 
requirements of SB 100. Additionally, vehicle efficiency will increase in future years, which 
would reduce the GHG emissions associated with employee commutes and delivery vehicles. 
Consequently, the amount of carbon offsets required to mitigate emissions is anticipated to 
decrease with each subsequent year of project operation.  

b. Conflict with an applicable plan, policy, or regulation adopted for the purpose of reducing the 
emissions of greenhouse gases? 

As discussed for a) above, the project would result in over 3,000 metric tons CO2e of GHG emissions, 
primarily from the consumption of electricity. Smaller contributions of GHG emissions would occur 
from mobile- and water-related sources. In the absence of mitigation, project emissions would be 
potentially significant, because the increase in GHG emissions could conflict with the state’s plans to 
reduce GHG emissions to meet the 2020, 2030, and 2050 targets, as specified in AB 32, SB 32, and 
EO S-3-05, respectively. Because aggressive action is needed to meet these climate change goals, 
mitigation is necessary to mitigate the project’s contributions to GHG impacts. 

Mitigation Measures GHG-1 and GHG-2, as described above, would result in the project being carbon 
neutral through on-site reduction measures, including purchasing additional renewable energy, 
increasing the generation of renewable energy on-site, and/or purchasing carbon offsets. Because 
the project would not result in an increase of GHG emissions, it would not conflict with the statewide 
GHG reduction targets in 2020, 2030, or 2050 and would not conflict with any plans to reduce GHG 
emissions. Accordingly, this impact would be less than significant with mitigation. 
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VIII. Hazards and Hazardous Materials 

Potentially 
Significant 

Impact 

Less-than-
Significant with 

Mitigation 
Incorporated 

Less-than-
Significant 

Impact 
No 

Impact 
Would the project:     
a. Create a significant hazard to the public or the 

environment through the routine transport, 
use, or disposal of hazardous materials? 

    

b. 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? 

    

c. Emit hazardous emissions or involve handling 
hazardous or acutely hazardous materials, 
substances, or waste within one-quarter mile 
of an existing or proposed school? 

    

d. Be located on a site that is included on a list of 
hazardous materials sites compiled pursuant 
to Government Code Section 65962.5 and, as a 
result, would it create a significant hazard to 
the public or the environment? 

    

e. Be located within an airport land use plan 
area or, where such a plan has not been 
adopted, be within two miles of a public 
airport or public use airport, and result in a 
safety hazard for people residing or working 
in the project area? 

    

f. Be located within the vicinity of a private 
airstrip and result in a safety hazard for 
people residing or working in the project 
area? 

    

g. Impair implementation of or physically 
interfere with an adopted emergency 
response plan or emergency evacuation plan? 

    

h. Expose people or structures to a significant 
risk of loss, injury, or death involving wildland 
fires, including where wildlands are adjacent 
to urbanized areas or where residences are 
intermixed with wildlands? 

    

Setting 
HCC uses a number of hazardous substances for cheese processing activities. In accordance with 
Merced County Code 18.41.050, HCC has a Hazardous Materials Business Plan (HMBP) on file with 
the Merced County Environmental Health Division which includes an emergency 
response/contingency plan and itemizes all hazardous materials on the site. 
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Regulatory Setting 

Federal Regulations 

Resource Conservation and Recovery Act 

Hazardous waste in California is regulated primarily under the authority of the federal Resource 
Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA) 42 U.S. Code (U.S.C.) §6901 et seq. The RCRA was 
established in 1976 to protect human health and the environment, reduce waste, conserve energy 
and natural resources, and eliminate generation of hazardous waste. Under the authority of the 
RCRA, the regulatory framework for managing hazardous waste, including requirements for entities 
that generate, store, transport, treat, and dispose of hazardous waste is found in 40 CFR 2690-299. 
Other applicable federal laws and regulations include the following. 

 49 CFR 172 and 173: These regulations establish standards for the transport of hazardous 
materials and hazardous wastes. The standards include requirements for labeling, packaging, 
and shipping hazardous materials and hazardous wastes, as well as training requirements for 
personnel completing shipping papers and manifests. 

 40 CFR Subchapter I- Solid Wastes: These regulations implement the provisions of the Solid 
Waste Act and the RCRA. They also establish the criteria for the classification of solid waste 
disposal facilities (landfills), hazardous waste characteristic criteria and regulatory thresholds, 
hazardous waste generator requirements, and requirements for management of used oil and 
universal wastes. 

Hazardous Materials Worker Safety Requirements 

The federal Occupational Safety and Health Administration and the California Occupational Safety 
and Health Administration are the agencies responsible for ensuring worker safety in handling and 
use of chemicals in the workplace. The federal regulations pertaining to worker safety are contained 
in CFR Title 29 (Section 1910.146 for work in pipelines or other confined spaces), as authorized in 
the Occupational Safety and Health Act of 1970. The regulations provide standards for safe 
workplaces and work practices, including standards relating to hazardous materials handling. In 
California, California Occupational Safety and Health Administration standards are generally more 
stringent than federal standards. 

National Fire Plan 

The National Fire Plan was developed in August 2000, after a significant wildland fire season. The 
Plan was developed with the goal of responding to severe wildland fires, and their associated 
impacts to communities. The Plan addresses five issue areas: firefighting, rehabilitation, hazardous 
fuels reduction, community assistance, and accountability. 

State Regulations 

Department of Transportation Hazardous Materials Regulations (49 CFR 100-185) 

U.S. Department of Transportation Hazardous Materials Regulations cover all aspects of hazardous 
materials packaging, handling, and transportation. Part 107 (Hazard Materials Program), 130 (Oil 
Spill Prevention and Response), 172 (Emergency Response), 173 (Packaging Requirements), 174 
(Rail Transportation), 176 (Vessel Transportation), 177 (Highway Transportation), 178 (Packaging 
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Specifications), and 180 (Packaging Maintenance) would all apply to the proposed project and/or 
surrounding uses. 

Hazardous Waste Control Act (Section 25100 et seq.) 

The Department of Toxic Substances Control is responsible for the enforcement of the Hazardous 
Waste Control Act (California Health and Safety Code Section 25100 et seq.), which creates the 
framework under which hazardous wastes are managed in California. The law provides for the 
development of a State hazardous waste program that administers and implements the provisions of 
the federal RCRA cradle-to-grave waste management system in California. It also provides for the 
designation of California-only hazardous waste and development of standards that are equal to or, 
in some cases, more stringent than federal requirements. 

Use and Storage of Hazardous Materials 

The Department of Toxic Substances Control has granted local agencies, such as Merced County 
Health Department/ Environmental Health Division, responsibility for implementing and enforcing 
most hazardous materials regulations in their jurisdiction under the Certified Unified Program 
Agency Program (Health and Safety Code Chapter 6.11). The Certified Unified Program Agency 
Program consolidates, coordinates, and makes consistent portions of the following hazardous 
materials programs: 

 HMBPs (Chapter 6.95 of the HSC, Section 25501 et seq.). 

 The California accidental release prevention program or acutely hazardous materials (Chapter 
6.95 of the HSC, Section 25531 et seq.). 

 State Uniform Fire Code requirements (Section 80.103 of the Uniform Fire Code, as adopted by 
the state fire marshal pursuant to the HSC, Section13143.9). 

 Aboveground storage tanks (HSC, Section 25270.5 [c])). 

 Underground storage tanks (Chapter 6.7 of the HSC, Section 25280 et seq.). 

 Hazardous waste generator requirements (Chapter 6.5 of the HSC, Section 25100 et seq.) 

Merced County Health Department/ Environmental Health Division may also act as an oversight 
agency for investigation and remediation of leaking underground storage tank sites and other 
hazardous materials release sites. 

California Fire Plan 

Similar to the National Fire Plan, the California Fire Plan is the State’s strategy for reducing the risk 
of wildfire and directs each California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection unit to prepare a 
Fire Management Plan for their local jurisdiction. 

Madera-Mariposa-Merced Fire Unit Fire Management Plan 

The Madera-Mariposa-Merced Fire Plan was developed in response to the National Fire Plan, and 
California Fire Plan. The goal of the plan is to reduce losses and costs associated with wildlife within 
the local area, and identify the steps needed to be taken to achieve this goal. Additionally, the plan 
identifies priority areas that would receive pre-fire management activities. 
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Hazardous Materials Business Plans 

Businesses that handle specified quantities of chemicals are required to submit a HMBP in 
accordance with federal and state community right-to-know laws. This plan allows local agencies to 
plan appropriately for a chemical release, fire, or other incident. The HMBP must include: 

 An inventory of hazardous materials with specific quantity data, storage, or containment 
descriptions, ingredients of mixtures, and physical and health hazard information. 

 Site and facility layouts that must be coded for chemical storage areas and other facility safety 
information. 

 Emergency response procedures for a release or threatened release of hazardous materials. 

 Evacuation plans and procedures for the facility. 

 Description of employee training in evacuation and safety procedures in the event of a release or 
threatened release of hazardous materials consistent with employee responsibilities, and proof 
of implementing such training on an annual basis. 

 Identification of local emergency medical assistance appropriate for potential hazardous 
materials incidents. 

 The HMBP is filed with and administered by the Certified Unified Program Agency, which 
ensures review by and distribution to other potentially affected agencies. 

HCC has existing HMBP, which includes an emergency response plan. The existing HMBP is required 
to be updated to reflect the changes in hazardous materials at HCC. 

Local 

Merced County General Plan 

The Health and Safety chapter of the 2030 Merced County General Plan includes goals, objectives, 
and policies to protect its residents from hazards and hazardous materials, including the following 
requirements (Merced County 2013a). 

Goals: 

 Goal HS-3: Minimize the exposure of County residents and public and private property to the 
effects of urban and wildland fires. 

 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 Federal Aviation Administration regulations. 

 Goal HS-5: Protect Merced County residents, visitors, and property through providing for the 
safe use, storage, transport, and disposal of hazardous materials and wastes. 

Policies: 

 Policy HS-4.1: Require that development around 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. 
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 Policy HS-5.1: Require that hazardous materials are used, stored, transported, and disposed of in 
a safe manner, in compliance with local, State, and Federal safety standards. 

 Policy HS-5.2: Prohibit incompatible land uses near properties that produce or store hazardous 
waste. 

 Policy HS-5.4: Require new development proposals to protect soils, surface water, and 
groundwater from hazardous materials contamination. 

Discussion 
Would the project: 

a. Create a significant hazard to the public or the environment through the routine transport, 
use, or disposal of hazardous materials? 

Less‐than‐Significant Impact. The proposed project construction activities would involve routine 
transport, use, and disposal of hazardous materials such as solvents, paints, oils, grease, and 
caulking. Such transport, use, and disposal must be compliant with applicable regulations such as 
the RCRA, U.S. Department of Transportation Hazardous Materials Regulations, and local 
enforcement agency regulations. Although small amounts of solvents, paints, oils, grease, and 
caulking would be transported, used, and disposed of during the construction phase, these materials 
are typically used in construction projects and would not represent a significant hazard through the 
transport, use, and disposal of acutely hazardous materials. Because compliance with existing 
regulations is mandatory, the proposed project is not expected to create a significant hazard to the 
public or the environment through the routine transport, use, or disposal of hazardous materials.  

As discussed in the project setting above, the existing HCC facility uses potentially hazardous 
materials on the project site for cheese processing. The expansion of the HCC facility would not 
result in the use of new hazardous or toxic materials, chemicals, or pesticides. However, the 
expansion of the existing cold storage building would require additional ammonia refrigeration. HCC 
would be required to update their existing HMBP to include the new or modified cheese processing 
facilities. Impacts related to the routine transport, use or disposal of hazardous materials due to 
project implementation would be less than significant. 

b. 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? 

Less‐than‐Significant Impact with Mitigation Incorporated. As described under VIII.a, typical 
construction‐related hazardous materials would be used during construction of the proposed 
project, including gasoline, oil, other vehicle‐related fluids, paints, solvents, and metals. It is possible 
that any of these substances could be released during construction activities. As described 
previously, compliance with federal, state, and local regulations would ensure that all hazardous 
materials are used, stored, and disposed properly, thereby minimizing potential impacts related to a 
hazardous materials release during construction activities. 

As further described under Section VIII.a, proposed project activities would result in the use of 
additional potentially hazardous materials. The existing HMBP includes an emergency response plan 
to respond to accidental releases of hazardous materials. HCC’s existing emergency response plan 
includes an inventory of equipment and first aid for personal protection, evacuation procedures, 
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evacuation map, spill control and decontamination procedures, and incident reporting and 
recording requirements. HCC would be required to comply with the provisions specified in the 
HMBP and with all California Occupational Safety and Health Administration and federal standards 
for the storage and handling of fuels, flammable materials, and fire prevention. 

As a portion of the project site has been used in the past for corn and winter oats production, the 
soils could be contaminated with pesticides and other chemicals associated with agricultural use. 
Mitigation Measure HM‐1 would require the project applicant to prepare a soil survey to test for 
potential contaminants related to prior agricultural uses. 

Adherence to the aforementioned regulations and implementation of Mitigation Measure HM‐1 
would reduce project related impacts to a less‐than‐significant level. 

Mitigation Measure HM‐1: Perform Soil Testing on the Project Site 

Prior to the issuance of building permits, soil samples will be collected from the project site and 
analyzed for potential hazardous materials associated with agricultural use. Soil samples will be 
compared to the environmental screening levels as determined by the California Regional Water 
Quality Control Board (RWQCB) Central Valley Region. If soil samples exceed the environmental 
screening levels, the soil will be investigated and remediated under the oversight of Merced 
County Health Department/ Environmental Health Division in accordance with existing 
regulatory programs. Additionally, the site will be inspected by an environmental professional 
during preliminary grading activities. 

c. Emit hazardous emissions or handle hazardous or acutely hazardous materials, substances, 
or waste within one-quarter mile of an existing or proposed school? 

No Impact. The Hilmar High School and the Elim Elementary School are located approximately 0.9 
mile south of the project site at 7807 Lander Avenue. There are no schools within 0.25 mile of the 
project site, therefore, the proposed project would not emit or handle hazardous materials within 
0.25 mile of a school. No impact would occur.  

d. Be located on a site that is included on a list of hazardous materials sites that complied 
pursuant to Government Code Section 65962.5 and, as a result, would it create a significant 
hazard to the public or the environment? 

Less‐than‐Significant Impact. As of 1988, pursuant to Government Code Section 65962.5, the 
project site has been listed on the State Water Resources Control Board’s Geotracker database as a 
cleanup program site. Wastewater with a high salt content is disposed to onsite wastewater disposal 
fields which has impacted groundwater on site (State Water Resources Control Board 2015). In 
2004 a Cleanup and Abatement Order No. R5-2004-0722 was issued by the Central Valley RWQCB to 
conduct an assessment and cleanup. A final assessment concluded that “the extent and character of 
shallow impacted groundwater has been delineated sufficiently for remedial options to be 
evaluated” (State Water Resources Control Board 2015) and onsite wells are monitored quarterly to 
confirm an appropriate cleanup method. These 20 onsite wells are used to measure total dissolved 
solids, dissolved sodium, chloride, dissolved iron, nitrate as nitrogen, dissolved manganese, and 
sulfate (Central Valley Regional Water Quality Control Board 2018). These constituents are related 
to water quality, are not considered a hazardous material and would not result in a hazard to the 
public or environment during construction.  
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A 1-mile radius search from the project site of the State Water Resources Control Board Geotracker 
database from the project site identified five additional sites with hazardous materials (State Water 
Resources Control Board 2015). Of the five sites, only one case is currently open: 

 The Hilmar Rocket SS site located approximately 0.5 mile south of the project site has an 
“Open—Assessment & Interim Remedial Action”status as of 2011. Five underground storage 
tanks were removed from the site between 1993 and 2004. In addition, in May of 2011, 1,537 
tons of petroleum were removed from the project site (State Water Resources Control Board 
2013). Site assessment activities have indicated significant petroleum impacts to the soil and 
groundwater. 

Based on the distances to the identified sites and the direction of groundwater flow, it is unlikely 
that the sites pose an environmental risk to the project site. Additionally, no documented soil or 
groundwater contamination associated with the abutting properties was found in the records 
search. Although the project site is undergoing verification monitoring for cleanup, the constituents 
being monitored are not considered hazardous. Therefore, the project would not create a significant 
hazard to the public or the environment and the impact is considered less than significant. 

e. For a project within an airport land use plan or, where such a plan has not been adopted, 
within 2 miles of a public airport or public use airport, would the project result in a safety 
hazard for people residing or working in the project area? 

and 

f. For a project within the vicinity of private airstrip, would the project result in a safety hazard 
for people residing or working in the project area? 

No Impact. The closest public use airport is Turlock Municipal Airport, located approximately 10 
miles northeast of the project site. The closest private airstrip is the Turlock Airpark, located 
approximately 3 miles north of the project site. Due to the distance and the fact that the new project 
buildings would have a maximum height of approximately 40 feet, aircraft overflights would not 
pose a safety hazards to individuals on the project site. No impact would occur. 

g. Impair implementation of or physically interfere with an adopted emergency response plan 
or emergency evacuation plan? 

Less‐than‐Significant Impact. Emergency response plans/evacuation plans within Merced County 
are provided by Merced County Office of Emergency Services. Merced County Office of Emergency 
Services provides preparedness before, and coordination during, large‐scale emergencies and 
disasters. Merced County Office of Emergency Services coordinates with partner agencies including 
the six unincorporated cities within the county, special districts and key private agencies in 
providing planning, response, recovery, and mitigation activities as a result of disaster‐related 
incidents. Merced County Office of Emergency Services maintains Emergency Operations Plans, 
which are guidance documents for handling and managing incidents, greater than day‐to‐day scale, 
including large or complex emergency events and disasters. The Emergency Operations Plans are 
written from an “all risk” perspective, addressing traditional threat areas, including fire, law 
enforcement, and the Emergency Medical System, but which also include agricultural terrorism, 
public health threats, and cyber terrorism. 

Construction and operation of the proposed project would not require the closure of any public or 
private streets or roadways and would not impede access of emergency vehicles to the project or 
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any surrounding areas. Furthermore, the project would provide all required emergency access in 
accordance with the requirements of the Merced County Fire Department. Therefore, impacts 
related to implementation of an emergency response/evacuation plan would be less than significant. 

h. Expose people or structures to a significant risk of loss, injury, or death involving wildland 
fires, including where wildlands are adjacent to urbanized areas or where residences are 
intermixed with wildlands? 

Less‐than‐Significant Impact. Government Code 51175‐89 directs the California Department of 
Forestry and Fire Protection to map areas of very high fire hazards within Local Responsibility 
Areas (LRA). Mapping of these areas is based on hazard‐related factors such as fuels, terrain, and 
weather.  

According to the 2007 Merced County Hazard Severity Zones in LRA map, the project site is located 
in an LRA Unzoned area (California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection 2007). Unzoned 
areas are not considered a fire risk and therefore the proposed project would not introduce 
individuals or structures to an area at risk of wildland fires. Implementation of the proposed project 
would also require adherence to Chapter 9.24, Fire Prevention, of the County Code. Additionally, the 
project would be in compliance with all guidelines from the Merced County Fire Department related 
to fire prevention and is also subject to approval by the County Planning and Community 
Development Department. Therefore, the proposed project would not expose people or structures to 
a significant risk of loss, injury, or death from wildfires. Impacts would be less than significant. 
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IX. Hydrology and Water Quality 

Potentially 
Significant 

Impact 

Less-than-
Significant with 

Mitigation 
Incorporated 

Less-than-
Significant 

Impact 
No 

Impact 
Would the project:     
a. Violate any water quality standards or waste 

discharge requirements? 
    

b. Substantially deplete groundwater supplies or 
interfere substantially with groundwater 
recharge, resulting in a net deficit in aquifer 
volume or a lowering of the local groundwater 
table level (e.g., the production rate of pre-
existing nearby wells would drop to a level 
that would not support existing land uses or 
planned uses for which permits have been 
granted)? 

    

c. Substantially alter the existing drainage 
pattern of the site or area, including through 
the alteration of the course of a stream or 
river, in a manner that would result in 
substantial erosion or siltation onsite or 
offsite? 

    

d. Substantially alter the existing drainage 
pattern of the site or area, including through 
the alteration of the course of a stream or 
river, or substantially increase the rate or 
amount of surface runoff in a manner that 
would result in flooding onsite or offsite? 

    

e. Create or contribute runoff water that would 
exceed the capacity of existing or planned 
stormwater drainage systems or provide 
substantial additional sources of polluted 
runoff? 

    

f. Otherwise substantially degrade water 
quality? 

    

g. Place housing within a 100-year flood hazard 
area, as mapped on a federal Flood Hazard 
Boundary or Flood Insurance Rate Map or 
other flood hazard delineation map? 

    

h. Place within a 100-year flood hazard area 
structures that would impede or redirect 
floodflows? 

    

i. 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? 

    

j. Contribute to inundation by seiche, tsunami, 
or mudflow? 
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Setting 

Surface Water Hydrology and Water Quality 
The proposed project is located approximately 4 miles north of the Merced River and approximately 
7.5 miles east of the San Joaquin River. The Merced River flows from east to west prior to its 
confluence with the San Joaquin River approximately 8.3 miles southwest of the proposed project. 
The area surrounding the project site is dominated by agricultural land and irrigation canals. There 
are no natural drainages within the project limits and runoff from the existing site and proposed 
project would be directed to onsite retention ponds. 

The water quality of the Merced River above McSwain Reservoir is typical of snowmelt from the 
Sierra Nevada Mountains and is good to excellent quality. However, the lower Merced River from 
McSwain Reservoir to the San Joaquin River confluence is typical of agricultural return flows. The 
Clean Water Act Section 303(d) list Final 2014 and 2016 Integrated Report identifies waters that are 
impaired and has listed the Merced River for being impaired for chlorpyrifos, mercury, water 
temperature, and toxicity (State Water Resources Control Board 2017). 

The portion of the San Joaquin River from the Merced River to the Tuolumne River (approximately 
15.5 miles north of the project site), is listed as being impaired for 
dichlorodiphenyldichloroethylene (DDE), dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane (DDT), electrical 
conductivity, specific conductivity, water temperature, total dissolved solids, toxicity, and alpha-BHC 
(Benzenehexachloride or alpha-HCH) (State Water Resources Control Board 2017). 

Groundwater Hydrology and Water Quality 
According to the California Department of Water Resources Groundwater Bulletin 118, the proposed 
project is located in the San Joaquin Valley Groundwater Basin, Turlock-Subbasin (Basin Number 5-
22.03). The total surface area of the basin is approximately 347,000 acres or 542 square miles. The 
Turlock-Subbasin lies between the Tuolumne and Merced Rivers and is bounded on the west by the 
San Joaquin River and on the east by the crystalline basement rock of the Sierra Nevada foothills 
(California Department of Water Resources 2006). 

The groundwater quality in the subbasin is predominantly of sodium-calcium bicarbonate type, with 
sodium bicarbonate and sodium chloride types at the western margin and a small area in the 
northcentral portion of the subbasin. Total dissolved solids range from 100 to 8,300 milligrams per 
liter with typical ranges of 200 to 500 milligrams per liter. The Department of Public Health Services 
measured total dissolved solids values in 71 wells and the results ranged from 100 to 930 
milligrams per liter with an average of 335 milligrams per liter (California Department of Water 
Resources 2006). Groundwater quality impairments in the subbasin are generally small localized 
areas of hard groundwater, nitrate, chloride, boron, and DBCP (California Department of Water 
Resources 2006). 

Flooding 
The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) delineates floodplains throughout the nation 
and presents the information on Flood Insurance Rate Maps. According to the Flood Insurance Rate 
Map #0647C0175G dated December 2, 2008, the proposed project is located in Flood Zone X which 
is considered to be outside the 100-year flood zone (Federal Emergency Management Agency 2008). 
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Regulatory Setting 

Federal Regulations 

Clean Water Act 

The Clean Water Act, as amended by the Water Quality Act of 1987, is the major federal legislation 
governing water quality. The objective of the Clean Water Act is “to restore and maintain the 
chemical, physical, and biological integrity of the Nation’s waters.” Applicable sections of the federal 
Clean Water Act (33 U.S.C. 1251-1376) include: 

 Sections 303 and 304, providing water quality standards, criteria, and guidelines. 

 Section 401, requiring an applicant for any federal permit that proposes an activity that might 
result in discharge to waters of the United States to obtain certification from the state that the 
discharge will comply with other provisions of the Clean Water Act. Certification is provided by 
the RWQCB. 

 Section 402, establishing the National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES), a 
permitting system for the discharge of pollutants (except for dredged or fill material) into 
waters of the United States. This permit program is administered by the RWQCB. The proposed 
project would have a footprint of greater than 1 acre; however, the proposed project would not 
discharge into waters of the United States. As a result, an NPDES General Construction Permit 
would not be required. 

 Section 404, establishing a permit program for the discharge of dredged or fill material into 
waters of the United States. This permit program is administered by the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers. 

Federal Flood Insurance Program 

Congress, alarmed by increasing costs of disaster relief, passed the National Flood Insurance Act of 
1968 and the Flood Disaster Protection Act of 1973. The intent of these acts is to reduce the need for 
large publicly funded flood control structures and disaster relief restricting development on 
floodplains. 

FEMA administers the National Flood Insurance Program to provide subsidized flood insurance to 
communities that comply with FEMA regulations limiting development in floodplains. FEMA issues 
Flood Insurance Rate Maps for communities participating in the National Flood Insurance Program. 
These maps delineate flood hazard zones in the community. 

State Regulations 

Porter-Cologne Water Quality Act 

The State of California’s Porter-Cologne Water Quality Control Act (California Water Code, Section 
13000 et seq.) provides the basis for water quality regulation in California. The act requires a Report 
of Waste Discharge for any discharge of waste (liquid, solid, or otherwise) to land or surface waters 
that may impair a beneficial use of surface or groundwater of the state. Based on the report, the 
RWQCBs issue waste discharge requirements to minimize the effect of the discharge. 
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Report of Waste Discharge 

The Report of Waste Discharge is pursuant to California Water Code Section 13260. Section 13260 
states that persons discharging or proposing to discharge waste that could affect the quality of the 
waters of the State, other than into a community sewer system, will file a Report of Waste Discharge 
containing information which may be required by the Central Valley RWQCB. The waste discharge 
requirement for Hilmar Cheese Company (Order No. R5-2010-0008) includes discharge prohibitions 
and specifications, solids specifications, and effluent and groundwater limitations. Order R5-2010-
0008 was amended by Order R5-2013-0029 to amend waste discharge from a 1 to a 2-A8 
classification. Hilmar Cheese Company requested this modified classification because of 
implementation of extensive treatment to reduce biochemical oxygen demand and salinity in its 
discharge. The proposed project would require minor modification to existing discharge 
requirements.  

Urban Water Management Planning Act (Water Code Section 10610) per 1983 AB 797 

As stated in Merced County’s General Plan, the act requires all water suppliers with greater than 
3,000 users, or a demand greater than 3,000 acre-feet annually, to prepare and adopt an Urban 
Water Management Plan by 1985, and to update the plan every 5 years. 

Local Regulations 

Merced County General Plan 

The Water chapter of the 2030 Merced County General Plan includes goals, objectives, and policies 
to protect its residents from hydrologic hazards and other potential issues regarding water quality. 
The following goals and policies are most applicable (Merced County 2013a). 

Goals: 

 Goal W-1: Ensure a reliable water supply sufficient to meet the existing and future needs of the 
County. 

 Goal W-2: Protect the quality of surface and groundwater resources to meet the needs of all 
users. 

 Goal W-3: Maximize the efficient use and reuse of water supplies through water conservation, 
water recycling, and public education. 

 Goal W-4: 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. 

 Goal HS-2: Minimize the possibility of loss of life, injury, or damage to property as a result of 
flood hazards. 

                                                             
8 Category 2 threat to water quality: “Those discharges of waste that could impair the designated beneficial uses of 

the receiving water, cause short-term violations of water quality objectives, cause secondary drinking water 
standards to be violated, or cause a nuisance. Category A complexity: “Any discharge of toxic wastes; any small 
volume discharge containing toxic waste; any facility having numerous discharge points and groundwater 
monitoring; or any Class 1 waste management unit.” 

Category A complexity: “Any discharge of toxic wastes; any small volume discharge containing toxic waste; any 
facility having numerous discharge points and groundwater monitoring; or any Class 1 waste management 
unit.” 
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 Goal PFS-3: Ensure the management of storm water in a safe and environmentally sensitive 
manner through the provision of adequate storm drainage facilities that protect people, 
property, and the environment. 

Policies: 

 Policy W-1.1: Ensure that continued supplies of surface and groundwater are available to serve 
existing and future uses by supporting water districts and agencies in groundwater 
management and water supply planning; requiring that new development have demonstrated 
long-term water supply; and assisting both urban and agricultural water districts in efforts to 
use water efficiently. 

 Policy W-2.1: Ensure that land uses and development on or near water resources will not impair 
the quality or productive capacity of these water resources. 

 Policy W-2.2: Prepare updated development regulations, such as best management practices, 
that prevent adverse effects on water resources from construction and development activities. 

 Policy W-2.3: Encourage the use of natural channels for drainage and flood control to benefit 
water quality and other natural resource values. 

 Policy W-2.5: Enforce septic tank and onsite system regulations of the RWQCB to protect the 
water quality of surface water bodies and groundwater quality. 

 Policy W-2.7: Monitor and enforce provisions of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
NPDES program to control non-point source water pollution. 

 Policy W-2.8: Coordinate with the State Water Resources Control Board, RWQCB, and other 
responsible agencies to ensure that sources of water contamination (including boron, salt, 
selenium, and other trace element concentrations) do not enter agricultural or domestic water 
supplies, and will be reduced where water quality is already affected.  

 Policy W-3.6: Promote efficient water conveyance systems in new construction, including 
systems for recycling greywater. 

 Policy HS-2.15: Encourage flood control designs that respect natural topography and vegetation 
of waterways while retaining dynamic flow and functional integrity. 

 Policy PFS-3.1: Require storm water management plans for all Urban Communities to reduce 
flood risk, protect soils from erosion, control stormwater runoff, and minimize impacts on 
existing drainage facilities. 

 Policy PFS-3.2: Require that new development in unincorporated communities include adequate 
stormwater drainage systems. This includes adequate capture, transport, and 
detention/retention of stormwater. 

 Policy W-4.1: Encourage the protection of watersheds, aquifer recharge areas, and areas 
susceptible to ground and surface water contamination by identifying areas such as: 

 A) Consider the implementation of zoning and development regulations to protect water 
resources; 

 B) Encourage community drainage systems and contaminant control measures; and 

 C) Coordinate with other agencies and entities with responsibilities for water quality and 
watershed protection 
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Discussion 
Would the project: 

a. Violate any water quality standards or waste discharge requirements? 

Less-than-Significant Impact. The proposed project involves construction in two phases. Phase I 
would include a cold storage facility, a dock (near the cold storage facility), asphalt, warehouse 
facility, and a repackaging facility. Phase II would include a cold storage facility, a dock (near the 
cold storage facility), asphalt, a warehouse facility, and a repackaging facility. The additional 
discharge from operational stormwater runoff is estimated at 49,223 cubic feet, and would be 
captured in the onsite retention basins; no discharge would enter the local waterways. Thus, there 
would be a less-than-significant impact.  

b. Substantially deplete groundwater supplies or interfere substantially with groundwater 
recharge, resulting in a net deficit in aquifer volume or a lowering of the local groundwater 
table level (e.g., the production rate of pre-existing nearby wells would drop to a level that 
would not support existing land uses or planned uses for which permits have been granted)? 

Less-than-Significant Impact. Currently, 11.4 acres of the project site is under active agricultural 
production and is used to grow corn and oats for part of the year. The corn and winter oats are each 
planted for approximately half of the year, using the same agricultural land. Corn requires an 
estimated 36 inches of water per year on this property while oats require an estimated 18 inches of 
water per year on this property.  

As stated in the project description, it is anticipated that operation of Phase I of the project would 
require approximately 28,509 gallons of water per day and operation of Phase II of the project 
would require approximately 21,540 gallons of water per day. The two phases combined would use 
approximately 18 million gallons of water annually. The proposed project would replace 11.4 acres 
of agricultural land used for the production of corn and oats. With an approximate area of 11.4 acres, 
this is an estimated 51.3 acre-feet per year, or 16.7 million gallons of water per year. This equates to 
a total estimated increase in water of 1.3 million gallons annually.  

The increase in water usage and impervious surface created by the proposed project would be 
accommodated by the stormwater retention ponds. These retention ponds would allow for 
increased groundwater recharge to occur. The project would not deplete groundwater supplies or 
interfere with groundwater recharge; therefore, the impact is less than significant. 

c. Substantially alter the existing drainage pattern of the site or area, including through the 
alteration o the course of a stream or river, in a manner that would result in substantial 
erosion or siltation on site or off site? 

Less-than-Significant Impact. As discussed in the project setting, the project site is relatively flat 
with no onsite streams or rivers. While the proposed project would increase the amount of 
impervious surface creating additional stormwater runoff, the existing retention ponds would 
handle the flows during the storm season. Therefore, the proposed project would not result in a 
significant alteration to the existing drainage pattern of the site or area, and would not result in 
offsite erosion or siltation. Impacts would be less than significant. 
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d. Substantially alter the existing drainage pattern of the site or area, including through the 
alteration of the course of a stream or river, or substantially increase the rate of amount of 
surface runoff in a manner that would result in flooding on site or off site? 

Less-than-Significant Impact. As discussed under Section IX.c, the proposed project would not 
result in a significant alteration to the existing drainage pattern of the site or area and would not 
result in offsite erosion or siltation. This impact is considered to be less than significant.  

e. Create or contribute runoff water that would exceed the capacity of existing or planned 
stormwater drainage systems or provide substantial additional sources or polluted runoff? 

Less- than-Significant Impact. All stormwater is processed through the water reclamation plant 
using the onsite storm drain ponds. The proposed project would not result in offsite stormwater 
runoff. Additionally, HCC has not received notice from the RWQCB to submit a notice of 
nonapplicability or obtain an Industrial General Permit. California Code, Water Code WAT 
§13399.30 (a) (2), reads, “(2) Any person, including a person subject to waste discharge 
requirements under Section 1342(p) of Title 33 of the United States Code, that discharges, proposes 
to discharge, or is suspected by a regional board or the state board of discharging storm water 
associated with industrial activity that has not obtained coverage under an appropriate storm water 
NPDES permit, shall submit to the regional board, within 30 days from the date on which a notice is 
sent by the regional board, the appropriate notice of intent to obtain coverage or a notice of 
nonapplicability that specifies the basis for not needing to obtain coverage under an NPDES permit.” 
Impacts would be less than significant.  

f. Otherwise substantially degrade water quality? 

Less-than-Significant Impact. As described above, the proposed project would not result in any 
construction or operational impacts on water quality. All potential runoff would be directed to the 
onsite retention ponds. Potential construction impacts are addressed above and there are no other 
means by which construction or operation of the proposed project would substantially degrade 
water quality. Impacts would be less than significant. 

g. Place housing within a 100-year flood hazard area, as mapped on a federal Flood Hazard 
Boundary or Flood Insurance Rate Map or other flood hazard delineation map? 

No Impact. The project site is not located within a 100-year flood hazard area and the project would 
not include the construction of housing (Federal Emergency Management Agency 2008). As a result, 
the proposed project would not place housing within a flood zone. No impact would occur. 

h. Place within a 100-year flood hazard area structures that would impede or redirect flood 
flows? 

No Impact. The proposed project site is not located within a 100-year flood hazard area. As a result, 
the proposed project would not place structures within a flood zone that could impede or redirect 
flood flows. No impact would occur. 

i. 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? 

Less-than-Significant Impact. According to the Merced County General Plan, virtually no urban 
area in the County is free from flooding in the event of a dam failure. The project site is located 
within the potential dam failure inundation area for the New Exchequer Dam located at McClure 
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Reservoir and Merced River. The New Exchequer Dam is owned and maintained by Merced 
Irrigation District which is required by the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission to develop an 
Emergency Action Plan and conduct a test exercise of this plan every 5 years to ensure an effective 
and coordinated emergency response in the event of a dam failure. Although flooding from a dam 
failure could occur at the project site, the project site would not include residential units and 
implementation of the Emergency Action Plan would ensure that potential safety impacts to onsite 
employees resulting from a dam failure would be minimized. This impact is considered to be less 
than significant. 

j. Contribute to inundation by seiche, tsunami, or mudflow? 

No Impact. The project site is not located near the Pacific Ocean and is considered too far away to be 
subject to a tsunami. As such, project impacts related to tsunamis would not occur. Similarly, a 
seiche could occur within San Francisco Bay or any large body of water; however, the project site is 
not located along the ocean shoreline or within the vicinity of a large body of water, and the project 
site is not located within a flood zone. Due to the distance from any shoreline, any seiche activity 
would not impact the project site. Also, the proposed project would not contribute to inundation by 
a mudflow. The project site is relatively flat with no nearby steep slopes, the area is not included or 
adjacent to an earthquake-induced landslide zone, and is not within a flood zone. As a result, the 
proposed project would not have the potential to contribute to inundation by seiche, tsunami, or 
mudflow. No impact would occur. 
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X. Land Use and Planning 

Potentially 
Significant 

Impact 

Less-than-
Significant with 

Mitigation 
Incorporated 

Less-than-
Significant 

Impact 
No 

Impact 
Would the project:     
a. Physically divide an established community?     
b. Conflict with any applicable land use plan, 

policy, or regulation of an agency with 
jurisdiction over the project (including, but 
not limited to, a general plan, specific plan, 
local coastal program, or zoning ordinance) 
adopted for the purpose of avoiding or 
mitigating an environmental effect? 

    

c. Conflict with any applicable habitat 
conservation plan or natural community 
conservation plan? 

    

Setting 
The project site is located in unincorporated Merced County, in a rural agricultural setting. Existing 
land uses on the project site and in surrounding areas include agricultural, commercial, and rural 
residential uses. The project site is located on a vacant agricultural parcel adjacent to the existing 
cheese processing facilities. There are no residential uses or associated housing units located on the 
project site. The nearest community is Hilmar, which is immediately south of the project site. 

The project site is under the jurisdiction of the County’s General Plan and zoning regulations. The 
General Plan Land Use designation for the project site is Agricultural (Merced County 2013b). 
Special agricultural commercial uses are allowed in Agricultural areas when they directly relate to 
and are part of an existing and permitted agricultural enterprise or operation. The existing facility is 
considered an agricultural processing facility and is permitted for operation by the County under a 
CUP.  

The proposed project is subject to General Plan Policy LU-2.5 which requires a review of the 
following 10 criteria for the location of characteristically-specific commercial uses on large parcels 
or in sparsely populated areas. 

1. The use requires location in a rural area because one or more of the following characteristics: 
unusual site area requirements, natural resource production purposes, the use is directly 
agricultural related, or because of specific operational characteristics which pose a health or 
safety problem to urban populations. 

2. The use is located near or readily accessible to a probable work force. 

3. The use is consistent with the intent and policies of the Agricultural, Natural Resources, and 
Health and Safety Elements. 

4. The use will not significantly impact adjacent agricultural, recreational, natural, cultural, 
wildlife, or other identified Natural Resources Element. 

5. The use is protected from hazards identified in the Health and Safety Element. 
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6. The use is not located on productive agricultural land when nonproductive agricultural land is 
available in the vicinity of the proposed project. 

7. The use is limited in size, time of operation, or length of permit authority where necessary to 
ensure compatibility with adjacent land uses. 

8. The use shall not have a detrimental effect on surface or groundwater resources. 

9. The use shall provide adequate infrastructure and improvements to reduce impacts on county 
services. 

10. The use shall have access to adequate transportation facilities without creating abnormally high 
traffic volumes and shall provide road improvements to mitigate impacts generated by the 
project. 

The project site is not within the service boundaries of any water or wastewater purveyor. However, 
it is located adjacent to the northern boundary of the HCWD service area. HCWD is a public service 
district responsible for providing water, sewer, and storm water services to the unincorporated 
community of Hilmar. As part of major modification to CUP 08-011 (Major Modification No. MM11-
014) in 2012, HCC annexed 34 acres south of August Road into the HCWD service area to provide 
sewer services to the administrative offices constructed as part of that modification. 

Discussion 
Would the project: 

a. Physically divide an established community? 

No Impact. The proposed project would involve the construction of approximately 202,100 sf of 
new buildings and structures and approximately 204,100 sf of new asphalt located within the 
existing HCC facility and vacant agricultural land in unincorporated Merced County. The community 
of Hilmar is located south of the project site and the proposed project would not result in the 
physical division of Hilmar. No impact would occur. 

b. Conflict with any applicable land use plan, policy, or regulation of an agency with jurisdiction 
over the project (including, but not limited to, a general plan, specific plan, local coastal 
program, or zoning ordinance) adopted for the purpose of avoiding or mitigating an 
environmental effect? 

Less-than-Significant Impact. The project site has approval for an existing CUP 08-011 approved 
by Merced County in 2008. The CUP allows HCC to conduct a variety of conditional uses on the site 
and expand the facility in a manner consistent with plans reviewed in 2008 by the County. The 
project consists of an application from HCC to Merced County for a modification to the existing CUP 
08-011 to allow for the expansion of the existing facility. As previously discussed, this project would 
be consistent with the current agricultural land use designation and would meet all of the criteria 
listed in the Merced County General Plan for its proposed land uses. As such, the proposed project 
would not conflict with any applicable land use plan, policy, or regulation and potential project 
impacts are considered less than significant. 

c. Conflict with any applicable habitat conservation plan or natural community conservation 
plan? 
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No Impact. There are no existing or proposed HCPs or NCCPs within the vicinity of the project area. 
The nearest HCP is the community of Santa Nella in western Merced County, which is approximately 
20 miles southwest of the project area. Since there are no HCPs or NCCPs that apply to the project 
site, there would be no impacts to HCPs and NCCPs as a result of the proposed project. 
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XI. Mineral Resources 

Potentially 
Significant 

Impact 

Less-than-
Significant with 

Mitigation 
Incorporated 

Less-than-
Significant 

Impact 
No 

Impact 
Would the project:     
a. Result in the loss of availability of a known 

mineral resource that would be of value to the 
region and the residents of the state? 

    

b. Result in the loss of availability of a locally 
important mineral resource recovery site 
delineated on a local general plan, specific 
plan, or other land use plan? 

    

Setting 
According to the Merced County General Plan Open Space and Conservation Element, current 
mineral extraction within the County is mainly limited to sand and gravel (Merced County 2013b). 
The project site is not located on or within the vicinity of a potential sand and gravel resource area 
(Merced County 2012a). The Mineral Resource Zone (MRZ) Map for Concrete Aggregate in Merced 
County (Clinkenbeard 1999) indicates that the project site is located in an MRZ-1 zone, indicating 
there are no resources present. 

Discussion 
Would the project: 

a. Result in the loss of availability of a known mineral resource that would be of value to the 
region and the residents of the state?  

and 

b. Result in the loss of availability of a locally important mineral resource recovery site 
delineated on a local general plan, specific plan, or other land use plan? 

No Impact. As discussed above, the project site is not located in an area with significant mineral 
resources. There would be no impact.  
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XII. Noise 

Potentially 
Significant 

Impact 

Less-than-
Significant with 

Mitigation 
Incorporated 

Less-than-
Significant 

Impact 
No 

Impact 
Would the project:     
a. Expose persons to or generate noise levels in 

excess of standards established in a local 
general plan or noise ordinance or applicable 
standards of other agencies? 

    

b. Expose persons to or generate excessive 
groundborne vibration or groundborne noise 
levels? 

    

c. Result in a substantial permanent increase in 
ambient noise levels in the project vicinity 
above levels existing without the project? 

    

d. Result in a substantial temporary or periodic 
increase in ambient noise levels in the project 
vicinity above levels existing without the 
project? 

    

e. Be located within an airport land use plan 
area, or, where such a plan has not been 
adopted, within two miles of a public airport 
or public use airport and expose people 
residing or working in the project area to 
excessive noise levels? 

    

f. Be located in the vicinity of a private airstrip 
and expose people residing or working in the 
project area to excessive noise levels? 

    

Setting  

Noise Background 
Noise is commonly defined as unwanted sound that annoys or disturbs people and potentially 
causes an adverse psychological or physiological effect on human health. Because noise is an 
environmental pollutant that can interfere with human activities, evaluation of noise is necessary 
when considering the environmental impacts of a project. 

Sound is mechanical energy (vibration) transmitted by pressure waves over a medium such as air or 
water. It is characterized by various parameters that include the rate of oscillation of sound waves 
(frequency), the speed of propagation, and the pressure level or energy content (amplitude). In 
particular, the sound pressure level is the most common descriptor used to characterize the 
loudness of an ambient (existing) sound level. Although the decibel (dB) scale, a logarithmic scale, is 
used to quantify sound intensity, it does not accurately describe how sound intensity is perceived by 
human hearing. The human ear is not equally sensitive to all frequencies in the entire spectrum, so 
noise measurements are weighted more heavily for frequencies to which humans are sensitive in a 
process called “A-weighting,” written as “dBA” and referred to as “A-weighted decibels.” Table 3-12 
summarizes typical A-weighted sound levels for different noise sources. 
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In general, human sound perception is such that a change in sound level of 1 dB cannot typically be 
perceived by the human ear, a change of 3 dB is just noticeable, a change of 5 dB is clearly 
noticeable, and a change of 10 dB is perceived as doubling or halving the sound level. 

Different types of measurements are used to characterize the time-varying nature of sound. These 
measurements include the equivalent sound level (Leq), the minimum and maximum sound levels 
(Lmin and Lmax), percentile-exceeded sound levels (such as L10, L20), the day-night sound level (Ldn), 
and the community noise equivalent level (CNEL). Sensitivity to noise increases during the evening 
and at night because excessive noise interferes with the ability to sleep, and the Ldn and CNEL values 
take this into consideration, as they involve averaging cumulative noise exposure over a 24-hour 
period. Ldn and CNEL values differ by less than 1 dB. As a matter of practice, Ldn and CNEL values are 
considered to be equivalent and are treated as such in this assessment.  

For a point source such as a stationary compressor or construction equipment, sound attenuates 
based on geometry at a rate of 6 dB per doubling of distance. For a line source such as free-flowing 
traffic on a freeway, sound attenuates at a rate of 3 dB per doubling of distance (California 
Department of Transportation 2013a). Atmospheric conditions including wind, temperature 
gradients, and humidity can change how sound propagates over distance and can affect the level of 
sound received at a given location. The degree to which the ground surface absorbs acoustical 
energy also affects sound propagation. Sound that travels over an acoustically absorptive surface 
such as grass attenuates at a greater rate than sound that travels over a hard surface such as 
pavement. The increased attenuation is typically in the range of 1 to 2 dB per doubling of distance. 
Barriers such as buildings and topography that block the line of sight between a source and receiver 
also increase the attenuation of sound over distance. 

Table 3-12. Typical A-Weighted Sound Levels 

Common Outdoor Activities Noise Level (dBA) Common Indoor Activities 
 100 Rock band 
Jet flyover at 1,000 feet   
 100  
Gas lawnmower at 3 feet   
 90  
Diesel truck at 50 feet at 50 mph  Food blender at 3 feet 
 80 Garbage disposal at 3 feet 
Noisy urban area, daytime   
Gas lawnmower, 100 feet 70 Vacuum cleaner at 10 feet 
Commercial area  Normal speech at 3 feet 
Heavy traffic at 300 feet 60  
  Large business office 
Quiet urban daytime 50 Dishwasher in next room 
   
Quiet urban nighttime 40 Theater, large conference room 

(background) 
Quiet suburban nighttime   
 30 Library 
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Quiet rural nighttime  Bedroom at night, concert hall 
(background) 

 20  
  Broadcast/recording studio 
 10  
   
 0  
Source: California Department of Transportation 2013a. 

 

Vibration Background 
Operation of heavy construction equipment, particularly the types used for pile driving and 
pavement breaking, create seismic waves that radiate along the surface of the earth and downward 
into the earth. These surface waves can be felt as ground vibration. Vibration from operation of this 
equipment can result in effects ranging from annoyance of people to damage of structures. Varying 
geology and distance will result in different vibration levels containing different frequencies and 
displacements. In all cases, vibration amplitudes will decrease with increasing distance.  

Perceptible ground-borne vibration is generally limited to areas within a few hundred feet of 
construction or vibration-generating (e.g., mining) activities. As seismic waves travel outward from 
a vibration source, they excite the particles of rock and soil through which they pass and cause them 
to oscillate. The actual distance that these particles move is usually only a few ten-thousandths to a 
few thousandths of an inch. The rate or velocity (in inches per second) at which these particles move 
is the commonly accepted descriptor of the vibration amplitude, referred to as the peak particle 
velocity (PPV). Table 3-13 summarizes typical vibration levels generated by construction 
equipment. 

Table 3-13. Vibration Source Levels for Demolition and Construction Equipment 

Equipment PPV at 25 feet PPV at 50 feet PPV at 75 feet PPV at 100 feet PPV at 400 feet 
Large bulldozer 0.089 0.0315 0.0171 0.0111 0.0014 
Loaded trucks 0.076 0.0269 0.0146 0.0095 0.0012 
Jackhammer 0.035 0.0124 0.0067 0.0044 0.0005 
Small bulldozer 0.003 0.0011 0.0006 0.0004 0.0033 
Sources: California Department of Transportation 2013b; Federal Transit Administration 2006.  
PPV = peak particle velocity 

 

Vibration amplitude attenuates over distance and is a complex function of how energy is imparted 
into the ground and the soil conditions through which the vibration is traveling. The following 
equation can be used to estimate the vibration level at a given distance for typical soil conditions 
(Federal Transit Administration 2006). PPVref is the reference PPV from Table 3-13. 

PPV = PPVrefx (25/Distance)1.5 

Tables 3-14 and 3-15 summarize guidelines developed by California Department of Transportation 
for damage and annoyance potential from transient and continuous vibration that is usually 
associated with construction activity. Equipment or activities typical of continuous vibration include 
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excavation equipment, static-compaction equipment, tracked vehicles, traffic on a highway, 
vibratory pile drivers, pile-extraction equipment, and vibratory-compaction equipment. Equipment 
or activities typical of single-impact (transient) or low-rate repeated impact vibration include 
impact pile drivers, blasting, drop balls, “pogo stick” compactors, and crack-and-seat equipment. 

Table 3-14. Guideline Vibration Damage Potential Threshold Criteria 

Structure and Condition 

Maximum PPV (in/sec) 

Transient Sources 
Continuous/Frequent 
Intermittent Sources 

Extremely fragile historic buildings, ruins, ancient 
monuments 

0.12 0.08 

Fragile buildings 0.2 0.1 
Historic and some old buildings 0.5 0.25 
Older residential structures 0.5 0.3 
New residential structures 1.0 0.5 
Modern industrial/commercial buildings 2.0 0.5 
Source: California Department of Transportation 2013b. 
Note: Transient sources create a single isolated vibration event, such as blasting or drop balls. 
Continuous/frequent intermittent sources include impact pile drivers, pogo-stick compactors, crack-and-seat 
equipment, vibratory pile drivers, and vibratory-compaction equipment. 

 

Table 3-15. Guideline Vibration Annoyance Potential Critera 

Structure and Condition 

Maximum PPV (in/sec) 

Transient Sources 
Continuous/Frequent 
Intermittent Sources 

Barely perceptible 0.04 0.01 
Distinctly perceptible 0.25 0.04 
Strongly perceptible 0.9 0.10 
Severe 2.0 0.4 
Source: California Department of Transportation 2013b. 
Note: Transient sources create a single isolated vibration event, such as blasting or drop balls. 
Continuous/frequent intermittent sources include impact pile drivers, pogo-stick compactors, crack-and-seat 
equipment, vibratory pile drivers, and vibratory-compaction equipment. 

Ambient Noise Environment 
The project is located in a rural area in Merced County. Land uses surrounded the project site are 
mostly farm and agricultural uses, with some residential land uses also located adjacent to, or near, 
the project site.  

The ambient noise environment on the project site and in the vicinity is mostly characteristic of a 
rural area, with the addition of noise from stationary equipment at the existing Hilmar Cheese 
Facility (including boilers, truck traffic, etc.). Noise from vehicle traffic on Lander Avenue as well as 
the equipment noise from the facility are the dominant noise sources at the project site. A noise 
measurement survey consisting of six short-term (15-minute) ambient noise measurements was 
conducted to quantify existing ambient noise levels in the vicinity of the project site. One long-term 
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noise measurement, conducted near the project site in 2011, is also included for informational 
purposes.  

The noise measurement locations are shown in Figure 3.7-1, and Table 3-16 summarizes the results 
of the noise measurement survey. Information pertaining to the long-term noise measurement 
conducted in 2012 is also included below. The complete dataset of measured noise levels is included 
as Appendix F. During the short-term noise measurement survey, sky conditions were clear with air 
temperatures ranging from the high 60s to the high 70s later in the day. The wind speed throughout 
the day was approximately 1 mile per hour. 
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Figure 3.7-1. Noise Measurement Locations 
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The long-term noise measurement was conducted near the east driveway of Nyman Brothers (at 
20445 August Avenue) about 40 feet from the center of August Avenue. The measured noise level 
during the 24-hour period was 72.5 Ldn, which is mostly dominated by vehicles traveling on August 
Avenue, as well as activity at the adjacent dairy farm. The high percentage of truck traffic on August 
Avenue also resulted in the high noise level at the measurement location. 

As shown in Table 3-16, the short-term measurement taken near the northeastern corner of the 
project site (measurement ST-5) was 65.5 dBA Leq. At this location, traffic noise from the adjacent 
Lander Avenue was the dominant noise source. Near the southeastern portion of the project site 
(Measurement ST-4), the measured ambient noise during the 15-minute measurement period was 
was 64.4 dBA Leq. This measurement location is closer to the currently operating Hilmar Cheese 
Facility (which has sources of stationary noise), but the noise levels at these two locations were still 
similar.  

The 15- minute Leq noise levels measured south of the Hilmar Cheese Facility at ST-3 (near Lander 
Avenue) and ST-2 (in the open space/agricultural land located behind residences along Amethyst 
Drive) were 65.3 and 52.7 dBA Leq, respectively. ST-3 was located substantially closer to, and was 
much more influenced by, traffic noise along Lander Avenue. ST-2 was in a quiet area mostly 
removed from nearby roadways. 

Noise measurements to the west of the project site were also conducted. ST-1 was taken along 
August Avenue (near the LT-1 location) just east of the southern portion of the HCC Facility. Noise 
sources influencing the measurement in this area included cows at the adjacent (across August 
Avenue) dairy farm making noise against the metal fence while they fed, the operational equipment 
at the HCC Facility, as well as car and truck traffic both at the existing HCC facility and along August 
Avenue. The 15-minute average noise level recorded at ST-1 was 64.4 dBA Leq.  

A noise measurement was also taken near the residences located northwest of the project site along 
Oslo Road. At this location, noise from the facility was not audible, and the overall noise level 
recorded was 41.9 dBA Leq. The predominant noise in this area was the background sound of cars 
located on Lander Avenue, and sound of roosters nearby. Refer to Table 3-16 for a summary of the 
short-term noise measurements.  

Table 3-16. Noise Level Measurements Near Project Site 

Measurement 
No.1 

Measurement 
Location 

Date and 
Time 

Primary Observed Noise 
Sources 

Measured Noise 
Level (dBA) 

Leq Lmax Lmin 
ST-1 Adjacent to home on 

north side of August 
Avenue west of 
Hilmar Cheese 
Facility (20400 
block). 

October 16, 
2018, at 
11:55 a.m. 

Traffic along August 
Avenue, Cows clanging the 
feeding troughs, boiler 
exhaust and other 
operational noise from 
Hilmar Cheese facility, 
truck traffic at Hilmar 
Cheese Facility, and cows 
mooing intermittently.  

64.4 71.5 57.7 

ST-2 Open space behind 
20144 Amethyst 
Drive. 

October 16, 
2018, at 
11:20 a.m. 

Relatively quiet area, with 
dog barks, noise from the 
Hilmar Cheese facility 
(boiler and other 

52.7 63.7 50.1 
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Measurement 
No.1 

Measurement 
Location 

Date and 
Time 

Primary Observed Noise 
Sources 

Measured Noise 
Level (dBA) 

Leq Lmax Lmin 
equipment noise), and 
some intermittent cargo 
truck noise. 

ST-3 North of home at 
8815 Lander Avenue. 

October 16, 
2018, at 
10:25 a.m. 

Predominantly vehicle 
traffic noise, with some 
noise from the Hilmar 
Cheese facility (boiler and 
other equipment noise), 
and intermittent dog 
barks in the distance.  

65.3 74.4 51.7 

ST-4 Driveway of home at 
southeast corner of 
Lander Avenue and 
August Avenue. 

October 16, 
2018, at 
3:00 p.m. 

Predominantly noise from 
Traffic along Lander 
Avenue, as well as 
loading/unloading 
(including some relatively 
loud clanking) noise at the 
adjacent work yard. Minor 
distant noise of dog barks 
intermittently.  

64.4 85.8 55.5 

ST-5 Home at southeast 
corner of Lander 
Avenue and Oslo 
Road. 

October 16, 
2018, at 
2:32 p.m. 

Consistent traffic noise 
from Lander Avenue. One 
plane overflight. 
Intermittent dog barking.  

65.5 76.7 46.2 

ST-6 Home at southeast 
corner of Oslo Street 
and Oslo Road. 

October 16, 
2018, at 
2:02 p.m. 

Very distant noise of 
traffic on Lander Avenue. 
Roosters cawing nearby.  

41.9 56.0 37.7 

LT-12 Nyman Brothers 
Dairy, 20445 August 
Avenue (40 feet from 
roadway centerline) 

September 
20, 2012 – 
September 
21, 2012 

 Ldn: 72.5 

See Appendix F for complete dataset of measured noise levels. 
Notes:  
 1 ST = short-term (15-minute) ambient noise measurement. 
2 The LT measurement was measured in 2012 in the Major Modification No. MM11‐014 2012 IS/MND analysis. 
dBA = A-weighted decibel; Leq = equivalent; Lmax = maximum sound level; Lmin = minimum sound level; Ldn = day-night 
sound level 

Regulatory Setting 

Federal 
There are no federal laws or regulations pertaining to noise that are relevant to the proposed 
project. 
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State 

California Code of Regulations, Title 24, Part 2 

Title 24 of the California Code of Regulations, Part 2, California Noise Insulation Standards, 
establishes minimum noise insulation standards to protect persons within new hotels, motels, 
dormitories, long-term care facilities, apartment houses, and dwellings other than single-family 
residences. Under this regulation, interior noise levels that are attributable to exterior noise sources 
cannot exceed the 45 Ldn in any habitable room. The noise metric is either the Ldn or the CNEL, 
consistent with the noise element of the local general plan. 

Local 

Merced County Noise Ordinance 

Chapter 10.60 Noise Control of the Merced County Code establishes sound level limits for any 
property within the unincorporated area of the County. Section 10.60.030, Sound level limitations, of 
the County Code outlines sound level limits in the County.  

A. No person shall cause, suffer, allow, or permit the operation of any sound source on private 
property in such a manner as to create a sound level that results in any of the following, when 
measured at or within the real property line of the receiving property: 

1. Exceeds the background sound level by at least 10 dBA during daytime hours (7:00 a.m. to 
10:00 p.m.) and by at least 5 dBA during nighttime hours (10:00 p.m. to 7:00 a.m.). The 
background sound level for purposes of this section shall be determined as set forth in 
Section 10.60.060 (sound measurement procedures); or assumed to be: 

2. Sixty-five (65) dBA Ldn on residential real property or seventy (70) dBA Ldn on 
nonresidential real property; or  

3. Seventy-five (75) dBA Lmax on residential real property or eighty (80) dBA Lmax on 
nonresidential real property. 

Note from construction activity is exempt from these limitations, provided that it is limited to the 
daytime hours between 7:00 a.m. and 6:00 p.m., and all construction equipment is properly muffled 
and maintained. Nighttime construction is prohibited between 6:00 p.m. and 7:00 a.m., except for 
emergency work, or when the sound level does not exceed any applicable relative or absolute limits 
specified above. 

Merced County General Plan 

The health and safety element of the Merced County General Plan (Merced County 2013a) contains 
policies and guidelines that pertain to noise in the County. The following noise level standards from 
the General Plan have been developed in order to quantify noise effects in the County. Table 3-17 
shows the noise level standards for noise-sensitive areas affected by traffic, railroad, or airport noise 
sources in the County.  
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Table 3-17. Merced County Noise Standards for New Uses Affected by Traffic, Railroad, and Airport 
Noise 

New Land Use 
Sensitive1 
Outdoor Area (Ldn) 

Sensitive Interior2 
Area (Ldn) Applicable Notes 

All Residential 65 45 3 
Transient Lodging 65 45 3,4 
Hospitals & Nursing Homes 65 45 3, 4, 5 
Theaters & Auditoriums --- 35 4 
Churches, Meeting Halls, Schools, 
Libraries, etc. 

65 
65 

40 
40 

4 
4 

Office Buildings 65 45 4 
Commercial Buildings --- 50 4 
Playgrounds, Parks, etc. 70 ---  
Industry 65 50 4 
Notes:  
1 Sensitive Outdoor Areas include primary outdoor activity areas associated with any given land use at which noise-
sensitivity exists and the location at which the County’s exterior noise level standards are applied.  
2 Sensitive Interior Areas include any interior area associated with any given land use at which noise sensitivity exists 
and the location at which the County’s interior noise level standards are applied. Examples of sensitive interior spaces 
include, but are not limited to, all habitable rooms of residential and transient lodging facilities, hospital rooms, 
classrooms, library interiors, offices, worship spaces, theaters. Interior noise level standards are applied within noise-
sensitive areas of the various land uses with windows and doors in the closed positions.  
3 Railroad warning horn usage shall not be included in the computation of Ldn.  
4 Only the interior noise level standard shall apply if there are no sensitive exterior spaces proposed for these uses.  
5 Since hospitals are often noise-generating uses, the exterior noise level standards are applicable only to clearly 
identified areas designated for outdoor relaxation by either hospital staff or patients 
Source: Merced County 2012b 
Ldn = day-night sound level 

 

Table 3-18 shows the interior and exterior noise level standards for noise-sensitive areas affected 
by existing non-transportation noise sources in the County. In addition to these standards, the 
policies in this section address ways to reduce or eliminate existing and future conflicts between 
land uses and noise. 

Table 3-18. Non-Transportation Noise Standards Median (L50) / Maximum (Lmax)1 

Outdoor Area2 Interior3 
Receiving Land Use Daytime Nighttime Day or Night Applicable Notes 
All Residential 55 / 75 50 / 70 35 / 55  
Transient Lodging 55 / 75 --- 35 / 55 4 
Hospitals & Nursing Homes 55 / 75 --- 35 / 55 5, 6 
Theaters & Auditoriums --- --- 30 / 50 6 
Churches, Meeting Halls, Schools, 
Libraries, etc. 

55 / 75 --- 35 / 60 6 

Office Buildings 60 / 75 --- 45 / 65 6 
Commercial Buildings 55 / 75 --- 45 / 65 6 
Playgrounds, Parks, etc. 65 / 75 --- --- 6 
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Outdoor Area2 Interior3 
Receiving Land Use Daytime Nighttime Day or Night Applicable Notes 
Industry 60 / 80 --- 50 / 70 6 
Notes: 
1 These standards shall be reduced by 5 dB for sounds consisting primarily of speech or music, and for recurring impulsive 
sounds. If the existing ambient noise level exceeds the standards in this table, then the noise level standards shall be 
increased at 5 dB increments to encompass the ambient.  
2 Sensitive Outdoor Areas include primary outdoor activity areas associated with any given land use at which noise-
sensitivity exists and the location at which the County’s exterior noise level standards are applied.  
3 Sensitive Interior Areas include any interior area associated with any given land use at which noise-sensitivity exists and 
the location at which the County’s interior noise level standards are applied. Examples of sensitive interior spaces include, 
but are not limited to, all habitable rooms of residential and transient lodging facilities, hospital rooms, classrooms, library 
interiors, offices, worship spaces, theaters. Interior noise level standards are applied within noise-sensitive areas of the 
various land uses with windows and doors in the closed positions.  
4 Outdoor activity areas of transient lodging facilities are not commonly used during nighttime hours.  
5 Since hospitals are often noise-generating uses, the exterior noise level standards are applicable only to clearly identified 
areas designated for outdoor relaxation by either hospital staff or patients.  
6 The outdoor activity areas of these uses (if any) are not typically used during nighttime hours.  
7 Where median (L50) noise level data is not available for a particular noise source, average (Leq) values may be 
substituted for the standards of this table provided the noise source operates for at least 30 minutes. If the source operates 
less than 30 minutes the maximum noise level standards shown shall apply.  
Source: Merced County 2012b 
 

The following policies from the Merced County General Plan pertain to the proposed project: 

 Policy HS-7.1: Noise Standards for New Land Uses: Require new development projects 
(industry, in this case) to meet the standards shown in Tables HS-1 and HS-2 (Tables 3-17 and 
3-18 in this document), at the property line of the proposed use, through either project design 
or other noise mitigation techniques. 

 Policy HS-7.3: Existing Rural Sources: Discourage new noise sensitive land uses in rural areas 
with authorized existing noise generating land uses. 

 Policy HS-7.4: 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 
could significantly impact the viability of the commercial or industrial areas. 

 Policy HS-7.5: Noise Generating Activities: Limit noise generating activities, such as 
construction, to hours of normal business operation. 

 Policy HS-7.7: 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 (Table 3-18 in this document) or if groundborne vibration 
levels exceed 70 VdB. Identify and evaluate potential noise or groundborne vibration impacted 
areas and identify possible means to correct the identified noise/land use incompatibilities.  

 Policy HS-7.12: New Project Noise Mitigation Requirements: Require new projects to 
include appropriate noise mitigation measures to reduce noise levels in compliance with the 
Table HS-2 standards within sensitive areas. If a project includes the creation of new non-
transportation noise sources, require the noise generation of those sources to be mitigated so 
they do not exceed the interior and exterior noise level standards of Table HS-2 at existing 
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noise-sensitive areas in the project vicinity. However, if a noise-generating use is proposed 
adjacent to lands zoned for residential uses, then the noise generating use shall be responsible 
for mitigating its noise generation to a state of compliance with the standards shown in Table 
HS-2 at the property line of the generating use in anticipation of the future residential 
development. 

Significance Criteria 
In accordance with Appendix G of the CEQA Guidelines, the proposed project would be considered to 
have a significant impact if it would result in any of the following: 

 Expose persons to or generate noise levels in excess of standards established in a local general 
plan or noise ordinance or applicable standards of other agencies. 

 Expose persons to or generate excessive groundborne vibration or groundborne noise levels. 

 Result in a substantial permanent increase in ambient noise levels in the project vicinity above 
levels existing without the project. 

 Result in a substantial temporary or periodic increase in ambient noise levels in the project 
vicinity above levels existing without the project. 

 Be located within an airport land use plan area, or, where such a plan has not been adopted, be 
within 2 miles of a public airport or public use airport and expose people residing or working in 
the project area to excessive noise levels. 

 Be located in the vicinity of a private airstrip and expose people residing or working in 
theproject area to excessive noise levels. 

Discussion 
Would the project: 

a. Expose persons to or generate noise levels in excess of standards established in the local 
general plan or noise ordinance, or applicable standards of other agencies? 

Construction Noise 

Less-than-Significant Impact. Construction of the project would generate noise and would 
temporarily increase noise levels at adjacent residential and agricultural land uses. The noise levels 
generated during construction depend on the type of construction equipment used, the timing and 
duration of the noise generating activities, and the distances between construction noise sources 
and noise sensitive receptors. To evaluate the impacts of construction activity, construction noise 
levels were determined using equipment noise reference levels developed by the Federal Highway 
Administration. 

Table 3-19 shows the list of equipment that is expected to be used for project construction. For each 
type of equipment that is likely to be used for proposed project construction, the Lmax sound level 
values and the typical acoustical utilization factors at a source-receiver distance of 50 feet are 
shown, as reported in Federal Highway Administration’s Roadway Construction Noise Model User’s 
Guide (Federal Highway Administration 2006). An equipment utilization factor is the percentage of 
time each piece of construction equipment is typically operated at full power over a specified time 
period (e.g., 1 hour) and is used to estimate Leq values from the corresponding Lmax values. Also 
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shown in Table 3-19 are the Leq values at a distance of 50 feet, which have been calculated based on 
the Lmax values and utilization factors.  

Table 3-19. Noise Levels of Equipment Proposed for Project Construction 

Equipment 
Lmax at 50 

feet (dBA)1 

Acoustical 
Usage/Utilization Factor 

(percent usage)2 Leq at 50 feet 
Backhoe/Loader 78 40 74 
Concrete Mixer Truck 79 40 75 
Concrete Pump Truck 81 20 74 
Reach lift/Forklift3 84 40 80 
Crane 81 16 73 
Grader 85 40 81 
Scraper 84 40 80 
Tractor 84 40 80 
Paver/Paving Machine 77 50 74 
Water Truck 4 76 40 72 
1 These values represent the loudest noise levels generated by each equipment type at a distance of 50 feet. 
2 The utilization factor is the percentage of time each piece of construction equipment is typically operated 
at full power over a specified time period. 
3 Represented by Tractor from Federal Highway Administration’s User’s Guide. 
4 Represented by Dump Truck from Federal Highway Administration’s User’s Guide. 
Source: Federal Highway Administration 2006 
dBA = A-weighted decibel; Lmax = maximum sound level; Leq = equivalent sound level 

 

To evaluate the combined construction noise from simultaneous operation of multiple equipment 
items, construction noise levels of the three loudest pieces of equipment expected to be used during 
a single phase of project construction have been summed. Combining construction equipment noise 
levels in this manner represents a conservative scenario that ensures that the worst-case noise 
levels that could occur are evaluated.  

The phase with the loudest proposed construction equipment is the site grading phase, during 
which a grader, scraper and tractor would all be used. The combined noise level (Lmax and Leq) from 
the operation of these three pieces of equipment operating simultaneously has been calculated as a 
worst-case scenario. Average 1-hour Leq values were calculated using the Lmax values and utilization 
factors. Anticipated average (Leq) and maximum (Lmax) construction noise at various distances from 
the project site for this worst-case scenario are shown in Table 3-20.  
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Table 3-20. Noise Levels of Equipment proposed for Project Construction 

Source Data   

Maximum 
Sound 
Level 
(dBA) 

Utilization 
Factor 

Leq Sound 
Level (dBA) 

Construction Condition: Site Grading      
Source 1: Grader - Sound level (dBA) at 50 feet =  85 40% 81.0 
Source 2: Scraper - Sound level (dBA) at 50 feet =  84 40% 80.0 
Source 3: Tractor - Sound level (dBA) at 50 feet =  84 40% 80.0 
Calculated Data:            
All Sources Combined- Lmax sound level (dBA) at 50 feet =  89 
All Sources Combined- Leq sound level (dBA) at 50 feet =  85 
Distance Between 
Source and 
Receiver (feet) 

  Geometric 
Attenuation 

(dB) 

 

    

Calculated 
Lmax Sound 
Level (dBA) 

Calculated Leq 
Sound Level 

(dBA) 
  

  
 

   
 

50 
 

0  
  

89 85 
100 

 
-6  

  
83 79 

175 
 

-11  
  

78 74 
200 

 
-12  

  
77 73 

300 
 

-16  
  

74 70 
400 

 
-18  

  
71 67 

500 
 

-20  
  

69 65 
600  -22    68 64 
685  -23    66 62 
700  -23    66 62 
800  -24    65 61 
900  -25    64 60 
1000  -26    63 59 
1200  -28    62 58 
1400  -29    60 56 
1600  -30    59 55 
1800  -31    58 54 
2000  -32    57 53 
2500  -34    55 51 
3000   -36      54 50 
Notes:  
This calculation does not include the effects, if any, of local shielding from walls, topography or other barriers 
which may reduce sound levels further. 
Geometric attenuation based on 6 dB per doubling of distance. 
dBA = A-weighted decibel; dB = decibel; Lmax = maximum sound level; Leq = equivalent sound level  

 

The closest noise-sensitive land use to project construction areas is a residence located on Lander 
Avenue, south of Oslo Road, approximately 175 feet northeast of the proposed asphalt area for the 
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Phase 2 cold storage warehouse. As shown in Table 3-20, Leq noise levels at a distance of 175 feet 
could be about 74 dBA Leq at this nearby residence.  

As described previously, noise from construction activity is exempt from the limitations in the noise 
ordinance so long as activity is limited to the daytime hours between 7:00 a.m. and 6:00 p.m., and all 
construction equipment is properly muffled and maintained. Proposed project construction would 
be limited to these daytime exempt hours, and all equipment would be muffled and maintained in 
accordance with the noise ordinance. Therefore, construction noise impacts related to the 
generation of noise in excess of local standards would be less than significant.  

Operational Noise 

Stationary Equipment 

Less-than-Significant Impact. The project would include installation of new noise-generating 
equipment associated with operation of project facilities, which includes roof mounted HVAC 
equipment on each building to condition the occupied space, a roof-mounted air-handling unit on 
each repackaging facility, and two cooling towers (one for each of the two cold storage warehouses).  

HVAC and air handling equipment can produce sound levels from 70 to 75 dBA at a distance of 50 
feet (Hoover and Keith 2000). Even if two HVAC or air handling units were operating in the same 
exact location at 75 dBA at 50 feet, the combined noise level from the two equipment units would be 
78 dBA. In this worst-case scenario, if the two units were located at the shortest distance between 
the proposed project buildings and the nearest residence (475 feet9), the attenuation over this 
distance would be a reduction of 20 dB. Thus, the noise from the stationary equipment at the nearest 
residence would be 59 dBA, which is well below the existing noise level of 65.5 at this location (refer 
to ST-5 in Table 3-16). Additionally, hourly nighttime noise levels in the project area, as measured 
during the long-term measurement, are in the low to mid-60 dBA range. In actuality, the HVAC and 
air handling equipment would be located at greater distances away from the nearest residence than 
475 feet, because a distance of 475 feet assumes that the equipment would be located in the far 
corner of the building. Additional noise attenuation effects, such as molecular absorption and 
ground effect attenuation, would also occur and have not been incorporated into the estimate. As 
such, it is probable that the noise level at the nearest residence would be lower than the worst-case 
estimate of 59 dBA. Consequently, HVAC and air handling equipment is not expected to result in an 
exceedance of the County’s noise ordinance, which limits noise increases to 10 dBA during daytime 
hours and 5 dBA during nighttime hours.  

The two new cooling towers, which would be installed at the cold storage warehouses, are 
anticipated to have fans in the towers with a nameplate horsepower of 25. The cooling towers are 
expected to emit a noise level of about 69 dBA at 50 feet based on the anticipated 25 horsepower of 
the towers and analytical equations for cooling tower equipment (Hoover and Keith 2000). The 
shortest (i.e., worst-case) distance between a cooling tower and the nearest residence would be 475 
feet. At this distance, noise from the cooling tower would decrease by approximately 20 dB based on 
geometric attenuation alone (i.e., not including ground attenuation or other effects). With cooling 
tower noise reduced by 20 dB, the noise at the nearest residence would be approximately 49 dBA, 
which is substantially below the existing noise level of 65.5 at this location (refer to ST-5 in Table 

                                                             
9 475 feet is the distance between the Phase 2 cold storage warehouse building and the residence located northeast 

from the site on Lander Avenue. 
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3-16). If the cooling tower were to operate simultaneously with and in the exact location as the 
HVAC and air handling equipment, it would increase the worst-case noise level described above 
from 59 dBA to 59.5 dBA. Consequently, cooling tower noise, even in conjunction with other 
stationary equipment noise, is not expected to result in an exceedance of the County’s noise 
ordinance at the nearest sensitive land use. 

Traffic Noise 

Less-than-Significant Impact. The project would result in additional employees working at the site, 
and those employees would travel to the site on a daily basis, which would increase the traffic 
volumes on roadways near the project site. With respect to traffic noise, a 3 dBA increase is barely 
perceptible to people, while a 5 dBA increase is readily noticeable; an increase of less than 3 dBA is 
generally not perceptible outside of controlled laboratory conditions (California Department of 
Transportation 2014). A doubling of traffic volume results in a 3 dB increase in noise. Therefore as a 
general rule a doubling of the traffic volume is needed before the change would be perceptible. 
Table 3-21 shows the existing traffic volumes, the existing plus project traffic volumes, and the 
percentage increases for traffic on Lander Avenue and August Avenue. Because there would be 88 
new employees at the project site and one additional daily truck trip, there would be 89 new daily 
roundtrips per day and 178 one-way trips per day. The existing plus project volumes in Table 3-21 
represent a worst-case scenario, because the values assume that all 178 of the project-related trips 
could occur on any of the roadways. In reality, some trips would occur on August Avenue only and 
some trips would occur on Lander Avenue only. Nevertheless, this evaluation of traffic volumes and 
noise is a conservative, worst-case analysis. 

Table 3-21. Existing and Cumulative Traffic Volume Increases Associated with Project Trips 

Roadway Segment 

Average Daily Traffic Volumes 

Existing Volumes 
Worst-Case Existing 
+ Project Volumes1 % Increase 

August Avenue 
Along project site 2,170 2,378 8% 
Lander Avenue 
north of August 
Avenue 18,140 18,318 1% 

south of August 
Avenue 17,880 18,058 1% 

Notes:  
1 For the worst-case existing plus project scenario, it is assumed that all 178 daily one-way trips 
could occur on any roadway segment. As such, 178 trips are added to the existing volumes on each 
roadway for a worst-case increase in volumes. 

 

As shown in Table 3-21, the project would result in an increase in traffic noise on the roadway 
segments near the intersection of Lander Avenue and August Avenue. The increases on these 
roadways would be a maximum of 8% on August Avenue along the project site, while the volume 
increase on Lander Avenue would be approximately 1%. Because these increases are substantially 
below the percentage increase that would result in a perceptible increase in noise (i.e., a 100% 
increase), the additional vehicle volumes from the new employees are not expected to result in a 
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perceptible increase in noise on any roadways in the project vicinity. This impact is less than 
significant, and no mitigation is required. 

b. Expose persons to or generate excessive groundborne vibration or groundborne noise levels? 

Less-than-Significant Impact. The operation of heavy-duty construction equipment can generate 
localized ground-borne vibration and noise at buildings adjacent to the construction areas. Ground-
borne vibration rarely causes damage to normal buildings, with the occasional exception of blasting 
or pile-driving during construction. Project construction is not expected to use impact or vibratory 
pile driving. Table 3-13 summarizes typical vibration velocity levels for the various types of 
construction equipment that may be used for the proposed project. Large earth-moving equipment, 
which would be required during proposed project construction, can generate vibration levels 
similar to those of a large bulldozer. As such, for evaluation of vibration impacts the vibration 
velocity levels for the most vibration-intensive equipment type (i.e., a large bulldozer) would be 
assumed to occur to provide a conservative estimate of vibration impacts from construction near 
the proposed project site.  

The closest residence to proposed project construction areas is the residence located along Lander 
Avenue (south of Oslo Road) approximately 175 from the nearest project construction area.  

Based on the PPV reference levels shown in Table 3-13, vibration levels from a large bulldozer could 
be as high as 0.089 PPV at 25 feet.10 At a distance of 175 feet from earth-moving activities, which is 
the location of the nearest residence to the edge of project construction areas, vibration levels would 
be approximately 0.005 PPV inch per second.  

As shown in Table 3-14, continuous or frequent intermittent sources of vibration, such as vibration 
from construction activities, could damage older residential structures if the vibration level is in 
excess of 0.3 inches per second, and could damage newer residential structures if the vibration level 
is in excess of 0.5 inches per second. A vibration level of 0.005 inches per second at the nearest 
residence is substantially lower than the level required to damage older structures (0.3 inches per 
second). Therefore, vibration impacts related to damage at nearby residences would be less than 
significant.  

As shown in Table 3-15, continuous or frequent intermittent sources of vibration, such as vibration 
from construction activities, is considered to be distinctly perceptible if the vibration level is in 
excess of 0.04 inches per second. The large bulldozer vibration level of 0.005 inches per second 175 
feet away at the nearest residence is well below this level. Therefore, vibration impacts related to 
annoyance would be less than significant.  

Because vibration generated during construction is not expected to exceed the thresholds for 
building damage or perceptibility or annoyance at any nearby sensitive land uses, this impact would 
be less than significant.  

c. Result in a substantial permanent increase in ambient noise levels in the project vicinity 
above levels existing without the project? 

Less-than-Significant Impact. As discussed under item a., the project would result in noise levels of 
59 dBA, for a worst-case scenario, from the operation of the new stationary equipment at the new 
buildings. The estimated noise level from the equipment is expected to be less than the measured 

                                                             
10 This value is based on the distances specified and the reference levels and formula shown in Table 3-13. 
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daytime noise level at the nearest residence and would thus not constitute a substantial increase in 
ambient noise levels. Similarly, equipment noise is not expected to exceed an increase of 5 dBA over 
the anticipated nighttime noise levels, as determined by the nighttime hourly noise levels from the 
long-term measurement. 

d. Result in a substantial temporary or periodic increase in ambient noise levels in the project 
vicinity above levels existing without the project? 

Less-than-Significant Impact. As discussed under checklist item a., although proposed project 
construction noise could conservatively generate noise up to 74 dBA Leq at the nearest noise-
sensitive land use, construction activities associated with the proposed project would occur only 
during exempt daytime hours. In addition, all construction equipment would be properly muffled 
and maintained as required by the County noise ordinance. Because project construction would 
occur only within allowable hours and all equipment would be properly muffled and maintained, 
any temporary increases in noise from construction activities would not be considered substantial. 
Therefore, potential construction noise impacts related to a substantial temporary increase would 
be less than significant. No mitigation is required. 

e. For a project located within an airport land use land use plan or, where such a plan has not 
been adopted, within 2 miles of a public airport or public use airport, expose people residing or 
working in the project area to excessive noise levels? 

No Impact. The closest public airport to the project site is the Gustine Municipal Airport located 
over 12 miles to the southwest of the project site. The Modesto City-County Airport is located over 
14 miles to the north of the project site, and the Merced County Castle Airport is located over 14.5 
miles to the east of the project site. At these distances, aircraft activity from these relatively small 
public-use airports would not be expected to expose persons at the project site to excessive noise 
levels. There would be no impact related to excessive aircraft noise from public airports, and no 
mitigation is required. 

f. For a project within the vicinity of a private airstrip, expose people residing or working in the 
project area to excessive noise levels? 

No Impact. There are no private airstrips in the vicinity of the project site. The nearest private 
airstrip is the Turlock Airpark, which is located almost 3 miles north of the project site. This private-
use airport has an average of only 29 aircraft take-offs and landings per week. Based on the distance 
between the nearest private airstrip and the proposed project site, persons at the project site would 
not be exposed to excessive noise from any private airstrip activities. There would be no impact 
related to excessive aircraft noise from private airstrips, and no mitigation is required. 
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XIII. Population and Housing 

Potentially 
Significant 

Impact 

Less-than-
Significant with 

Mitigation 
Incorporated 

Less-than-
Significant 

Impact 
No 

Impact 
Would the project:     
a. Induce substantial population growth in an 

area, either directly (e.g., by proposing new 
homes and businesses) or indirectly 
(e.g., through extension of roads or other 
infrastructure)? 

    

b. Displace a substantial number of existing 
housing units, necessitating the construction 
of replacement housing elsewhere? 

    

c. Displace a substantial number of people, 
necessitating the construction of replacement 
housing elsewhere? 

    

Setting 
The nearest community to the project site is the community of Hilmar to the south of the project 
site. The proposed project is a commercial manufacturing project and does not include any 
residential development. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, the population of the Hilmar-Irwin 
Census-designated place grew from a population of 4,807 people in 2000 to 5,197 people in 2010, a 
growth rate of approximately 8.1% (U.S. Census Bureau 2000, 2010). The growth rate in Hilmar was 
substantially lower than the rest of Merced County, which experienced a growth rate of 
approximately 21.5% during the same time period. The Merced County Association of Governments 
predicts that Merced County will continue to grow approximately 35.4% between 2020 and 2040 
(Merced County Association of Governments 2016).  

As of September 2018, the unemployment rate in Merced County is approximately 5.9% (State of 
California Employment Development Department 2018). The unemployment rate has decreased 
substantially since August 2010 when the unemployment rate was at 16.4%. Construction of the 
proposed project would provide job opportunities for construction workers and operation of the 
proposed facilities would employ approximately 88 additional new employees. 

Discussion 
Would the project: 

a. Induce substantial population growth in an area, either directly (e.g., by proposing new 
homes and businesses) or indirectly (e.g., through extension of roads or other infrastructure)? 

Less-than-Significant Impact. The project involves the expansion of the existing HCC facility and 
would not include the construction of any residential units. Construction of the project would result 
in a temporary increase in construction-related job opportunities in the local area. However, these 
jobs are likely to be filled by the existing construction labor force from the surrounding 
communities. In addition, job opportunities would be temporary, and is not likely to cause workers 
to relocate households to the project vicinity.  
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The project would result in an indirect increase in population through the establishment of new job 
opportunities associated with the HCC facility expansion. It is anticipated that the project would 
generate new jobs for approximately 88 individuals. As discussed earlier, Merced County is expected 
to grow by approximately 35.4% between 2020 and 2040, and it is anticipated that the majority of 
the new jobs would be filled by individuals currently living in the community and/or people that 
would commute to Hilmar from nearby areas within the County. Thus, as the anticipated growth 
associated with the project would be within the applicable growth projections, this incremental 
employment growth would not result in substantial indirect population growth beyond what has 
already been forecasted. 

b. Displace substantial numbers of existing housing, necessitating the construction of 
replacement housing elsewhere? 

No Impact. The project site is located within the existing HCC facility and vacant agricultural land. 
There are no existing residential structures on the project site. As such, the project would not 
displace any existing housing or necessitate the construction of replacement housing elsewhere. No 
impact would occur. 

c. Displace substantial numbers of people, necessitating the construction of replacement 
housing elsewhere? 

No Impact. The project site is located within the existing HCC facility and vacant agricultural land. 
There are no existing residential structures on the project site. As such, the project would not 
displace any people or necessitate the construction of replacement housing elsewhere. No Impact 
would occur. 
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XIV. Public Services 

Potentially 
Significant 

Impact 

Less-than-
Significant with 

Mitigation 
Incorporated 

Less-than-
Significant 

Impact 
No 

Impact 
Would the project:     
a. Result in substantial adverse physical 

impacts associated with the provision of 
new or physically altered governmental 
facilities or a need for new or physically 
altered governmental facilities, the 
construction of which could cause 
significant environmental impacts, in order 
to maintain acceptable service ratios, 
response times, or other performance 
objectives for any of the following public 
services: 

    

a1. Fire protection?     
a2. Police protection?     
a3. Schools?     
a4. Parks?     
a5. Other public facilities?     

Setting 

Fire Protection 
The Merced County Fire Department (MCFD) is responsible for providing fire suppression services 
throughout Merced County. Of the 22 fire stations located throughout the county, Hilmar Fire 
Station 95 located at 20021 West Falke Street, approximately 1 mile south of the project site, is the 
closest to the project site and would be mostly likely to respond in the event of an emergency 
(Merced County 2018a). Additional fire engines that could serve the project site would come from 
Turlock, Delhi, Stevinson, and Livingston. The MCFD has also contracted with the California 
Department of Forestry and Fire Protection to provide additional fire protection services. 

The MCFD has established requirements for onsite water storage for fire protection and adequate 
fire department access. The County Fire Code (Section 10.301(c)) requires all projects to provide 
approved water supplies capable of delivering adequate fire flow for fire protection to all premises 
upon which buildings or portions of buildings are constructed. Furthermore, the County requires 
two access points to ensure escape and emergency service options. Existing emergency 
response/contingency plans maintained by HCC address procedures that would be implemented in 
the event of a fire-related emergency during facility operations. HCC is compliant with County 
requirements that establish that developers pay fair share costs for fire protection facilities and 
services for new developments.  

As part of the major modification to CUP (08-011) (Major Modification NO. MM11-014) in 2012, HCC 
developed an automatic aid agreement with the MCFD and Turlock Fire Department which 
stipulated that the Turlock Fire Department would respond to any confirmed fire or rescue 
emergency at the HCC facilities. This agreement was made in order to ensure adequate response 



Hilmar Cheese Company 
 

Environmental Checklist 
 

 
Hilmar Cheese Major Modification to  
Conditional Use Permit 08-011 3-112 March 2019 

ICF 482.18 
 

times since MCFD does not have a ladder truck necessary to service the HCC structures in the event 
of an emergency. 

Police Services 
Police services for the project site are provided by the Merced County Sheriff’s Department. 
According to the Sheriff’s Office and a preliminary evaluation of the project, they would be able to 
provide adequate law enforcement to the completed facility. HCC is compliant with County 
requirements that establish that developers pay fair share costs for law enforcement facilities and 
services for new developments. 

Schools 
Residents in the vicinity of the project site are served by the Hilmar Unified School District which 
offers pre-kindergarten through 12th grade to approximately 2,400 students and comprises five 
schools. The Hilmar Unified School District has two elementary schools, one middle school, and two 
high schools (Hilmar Unified School District 2018).  

Parks 
Refer to Section XV, Recreation, for a discussion of park and recreational facilities. 

Discussion 
Would the project result in substantial adverse physical impacts associated with: 

a1. Fire protection? 

Less-than-Significant Impact. Construction of the project would use fuels and other combustible 
products that have the potential to contribute to fire hazards. However, the construction contractor 
would be required to meet all fire safety requirements prior to initiating construction activities. 

Operation of the project is not expected to generate substantial increases in demand for fire 
protection services as all facilities would be designed in accordance with all applicable building 
codes and standards. Furthermore, the proposed project would only result in minor increases in 
structures that would be susceptible to fire. HCC is currently in compliance with applicable County 
requirements for fire safety and emergency access, and all structures constructed as part of the 
proposed project would comply with all applicable building codes, safety and fire codes and 
therefore would remain in compliance once the project is completed. Additional contingencies for 
fire safety and prevention practices are already in place under HCC’s emergency response plan. HCC 
would also be subject to the County’s fair share development fees to provide additional fire 
protection services and facilities as determined by the County during the CUP approval process. 

As described earlier, HCC has developed an automatic aid agreement with the MCFD and Turlock 
Fire Department to ensure that the project site is adequately served in an acceptable time frame in 
the event of a confirmed fire or rescue. As such, the project would not generate the need for new or 
physically altered fire station facilities, the construction of which could cause environmental 
impacts related to providing adequate fire protection services. Impacts would be less than 
significant. 

a2. Police protection? 
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Less-than-Significant Impact. According to the Sheriff’s Office and a preliminary evaluation of the 
project, there would be adequate law enforcement personnel and resources to provide for the 
completed facility. Furthermore, HCC would also be subject to the County’s fair share development 
fees to provide additional law enforcement services and facilities. As such, the project would not 
generate the need for new or physically altered sheriff facilities, the construction of which could 
cause environmental impacts related to providing adequate police protection services. Impacts 
would be less than significant. 

a3. Schools? 

Less-than-Significant Impact. The project does not include any residential development and would 
not have any direct impacts related to increases in the number of students attending Hilmar Unified 
School District schools. However, the project would create approximately 88 new jobs during 
project operation, as discussed in Section XIII.a. It is anticipated that the majority of the new jobs 
would be filled by individuals currently living in the community and/or people that would commute 
to Hilmar from nearby areas within the County. Likewise, workers employed for construction of the 
project are not likely to result in workers relocating into the community. As such, the project would 
not result in any substantial increases in students attending Hilmar Unified School District schools. 
Impacts would be less than significant. 

a4. Parks? 

Less-than-Significant Impact. Open space and parks are typically provided to serve residential 
populations. The project does not propose residential units, and would therefore not directly 
increase demand on parks through increased population. As discussed in Section XIII, the project 
would result in approximately 88 new jobs. Since it is anticipated that many of these jobs would be 
filled by the local population, this increase in employment opportunities would not result in an 
increase in demand on recreational facilities such that there would be a need for the provision of 
new or physically altered facilities. 

During construction, workers might use nearby parks in Hilmar for lunch breaks or other 
recreational purposes. However, this increase in construction workers would be temporary, and no 
permanent change in the usage of recreational facilities is likely to result from project construction. 
Therefore, the project would have a less-than-significant impact on park facilities. 

a5. Other public facilities? 

No Impact. The proposed project would not affect the demand for any other public services. No 
impact would occur. 
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XV. Recreation 

Potentially 
Significant 

Impact 

Less-than-
Significant with 

Mitigation 
Incorporated 

Less-than-
Significant 

Impact 
No 

Impact 
Would the project:     
a. 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? 

    

b. Include recreational facilities or require the 
construction or expansion of recreational 
facilities that might have an adverse physical 
effect on the environment? 

    

Setting 
Parks and recreation services are provided by the County’s Parks & Recreation Department. No 
parks or recreational facilities are located on the project site. The closest recreation facilities are 
located in the community of Hilmar, south of the project site, which includes Hilmar Park located 
approximately 1 mile away (Merced County 2018b). The County uses an acreage/population ratio 
for parks to determine parkland needs in unincorporated communities. 

Discussion 
Would the project:  

a. 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?  

and 

b. Include recreational facilities or require the construction of or expansion of recreational 
facilities that might have an adverse physical effect on the environment? 

Less-than-Significant Impact. The proposed project does not include the construction or 
expansion of any recreational facilities or residential development. As described in Section XIV, no 
permanent change in the usage of recreational facilities is likely to result from project 
implementation. Therefore, the proposed project would not increase the use of existing park and 
recreational facilities, would not result in the substantial deterioration of existing parks, and would 
not require the construction or expansion of new recreational facilities. Impacts would be less than 
significant. 
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XVI. Transportation/Traffic 

Potentially 
Significant 

Impact 

Less-than-
Significant with 

Mitigation 
Incorporated 

Less-than-
Significant 

Impact 
No 

Impact 
Would the project:     
a. Conflict with an applicable plan, ordinance, or 

policy establishing measures of effectiveness 
for the performance of the circulation system, 
taking into account all modes of 
transportation, including mass transit and 
non-motorized travel and relevant 
components of the circulation system, 
including, but not limited to, intersections, 
streets, highways and freeways, pedestrian 
and bicycle paths, and mass transit? 

    

b. 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? 

    

c. Result in a change in air traffic patterns, 
including either an increase in traffic levels or 
a change in location that results in substantial 
safety risks? 

    

d. Substantially increase hazards because of a 
design feature (e.g., sharp curves or dangerous 
intersections) or incompatible uses (e.g., farm 
equipment)? 

    

e. Result in inadequate emergency access?     
f. Conflict with adopted policies, plans, or 

programs regarding public transit, bicycle or 
pedestrian facilities, or otherwise decrease the 
performance or safety of such facilities? 

    

Setting 
This chapter summarizes the potential transportation and traffic impacts related to construction 
and operation of the project based on the transportation assessment report prepared for the project 
by Fehr & Peers (2018). Included are a review of existing conditions, a summary of applicable 
policies and regulations related to transportation and traffic, and an analysis of existing and 
cumulative environmental impacts of the project. Where feasible, mitigation measures are 
recommended to reduce the level of expected impacts. The transportation assessment is included as 
Appendix G to this Initial Study. 

Roadway System 
The project site is located at the northwest and southwest corners of the Lander Avenue (SR 
165)/August Avenue intersection north of the community of Hilmar in unincorporated Merced 
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County. Regional access to the site is provided from SR 165. Adjacent land uses are primarily 
agricultural and industrial. The roadways in the study area are described below. 

Lander Avenue (SR 165) is a north‐south oriented highway that forms the eastern boundary of the 
project site. Generally, one travel lane per direction is provided on Lander Avenue. Two southbound 
travel lanes are provided from the northern driveway to August Road; one northbound travel lane is 
provided on this same segment. SR 165 is a major north‐south route within Merced County, 
connecting SR 99, approximately 4 miles north in the City of Turlock, to I‐5, 35 miles to the south. No 
bicycle or pedestrian facilities are provided in Lander Avenue in the study area. Unrestricted access 
to the project site is provided from a driveway connection to SR 165. The speed limit changes from 
45 miles per hour south of the project driveway to 55 miles per hour north of the driveway. 

August Road is an east‐west two‐lane road that bisects the project site. No on-street parking is 
permitted within the project area and no bicycle or pedestrian facilities are provided. As the 
designated truck route to the facility, all trucks going to the project site enter through August 
Avenue. No bicycle or pedestrian facilities are provided, except for a mid-block crossing that 
connects the buildings located on the north side of August Avenue with the buildings located on the 
south side of August Avenue. 

Western August Driveway (Driveway 1) is the primary heavy truck driveway for the facility, 
located on the western edge of the existing facility. This driveway primarily serves loading dock area 
and access to staff and visitor parking supplies is restricted. This driveway provides unrestricted 
access to the site. 

Central August Driveway (Driveway 2) is located between Driveways 1 and 3 on August Avenue. 
The north leg of the driveway is restricted to service vehicles only and experiences very low levels of 
activity. The southern leg-of the driveway is off-set and serves the existing office building. These 
driveways provide unrestricted access to the site. 

Eastern August Driveway (Driveway 3) is located on August Avenue approximately 260 feet east 
of the Lander Avenue/August Avenue intersection. It serves as an entry/exit for the main Visitor 
Center parking lot and provides unrestricted access to the site. 

Lander Avenue Driveway (Driveway 4) is located on Lander Avenue approximately 800 feet 
north of the Lander Avenue/August Avenue intersection and provides unrestricted access to the 
employee parking lot as well as the Visitor Center parking lot and overflow parking lot. A dedicated 
left-turn lane into the site is provided from Lander Avenue, as well an acceleration lane for vehicles 
exiting the facility. 

Traffic Conditions 

Study Intersections 

Project impacts on the project area roadway facilities were determined by measuring the effect 
project traffic would have on operations of the Lander Avenue (SR 165)/August Avenue intersection 
as well as site access driveways during the morning (7:00 to 9:00 AM) and evening (4:00 to 6:00 
PM) peak periods. For this study, the following scenarios were evaluated: 

 Existing – Existing (2018) conditions based on recent traffic counts. 

 Existing With Project – Existing (2018) conditions with project-related traffic. 
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 Cumulative Without Project – Future forecast conditions, which considers local and regional 
traffic growth. No roadway improvements in the immediate project vicinity were assumed. 

 Cumulative With Project – Future forecast conditions plus project-related traffic. 

Analysis Methods 

The operations of roadway facilities are described with the term “level of service” or LOS. LOS is a 
qualitative description of traffic flow from a vehicle driver’s perspective based on factors such as 
speed, travel time, delay, and freedom to maneuver. Six levels of service are defined ranging from 
LOS A (best operating conditions) to LOS F (worst operating conditions). LOS E corresponds to 
operations “at capacity.” When volumes exceed capacity, stop-and-go conditions result and 
operations are designated as LOS F. 

Signalized Intersections 

Traffic conditions at signalized intersections were evaluated using the method developed by the 
Transportation Research Board, as documented in the 2010 Highway Capacity Manual 
(Transportation Research Board HCM2010). The 2010 Highway Capacity Manual method calculates 
control delay at an intersection based on inputs such as traffic volumes, lane geometry, signal 
phasing and timing, pedestrian crossing times, and peak hour factors. Control delay is defined as the 
delay directly associated with the traffic control device (i.e., a stop sign or a traffic signal) and 
specifically includes initial deceleration delay, queue move-up time, stopped delay, and final 
acceleration delay. These delay estimates are considered meaningful indicators of driver discomfort 
and frustration, fuel consumption and lost travel time. The relationship between average control 
delay and LOS for signalized intersections is summarized in Table 3-22. 

In Merced County, acceptable operations at signalized intersections are defined as LOS D for 
intersections on regional roadways, such as Lander Avenue (SR 165), or LOS C for intersections on 
minor roadways, such as August Avenue. 

Unsignalized Intersections 

For unsignalized (all-way stop-controlled and side-street stop-controlled) intersections, the 
Transportation Research Board’s 2010 Highway Capacity Manual method for unsignalized 
intersections was used. With this method, operations are defined by the average control delay per 
vehicle (measured in seconds). The control delay incorporates delay associated with deceleration, 
acceleration, stopping, and moving up in queue. Table 3-22 summarizes the relationship between 
delay and LOS for unsignalized intersections. At side-street stop-controlled intersections, the delay 
is calculated for each stop-controlled movement and for the left-turn movement from the major 
street. The intersection average delay and highest movement/approach delay are reported for side-
street stop-controlled intersections. 

Table 3-22. Signalized Intersection LOS Criteria 

Level of 
Service Description 

Delay in 
Seconds 

A Progression is extremely favorable and most vehicles arrive during the green 
phase. Most vehicles do not stop at all. Short cycle lengths may also contribute 
to low delay. 

≤ 10 
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Level of 
Service Description 

Delay in 
Seconds 

B Progression is good, cycle lengths are short, or both. More vehicles stop than 
with LOS A, causing higher levels of average delay. 

> 10–20 

C Higher congestion may result from fair progression, longer cycle lengths, or 
both. Individual cycle failures may begin to appear at this level, though many 
still pass through the intersection without stopping. 

> 20–35 

D The influence of congestion becomes more noticeable. Longer delays may 
result from some combination of unfavorable progression, long cycle lengths, 
or high V/C ratios. Many vehicles stop, and the proportion of vehicles not 
stopping declines. Individual cycle failures are noticeable. 

> 35.0 to 
55.0 

E This level is considered by many agencies to be the limit of acceptable delay. 
These high delay values generally indicate poor progression, long cycle 
lengths, and high V/C ratios. Individual cycle failures are frequent 
occurrences. 

> 55.0 to 
80.0 

F This level is considered unacceptable with oversaturation, which is when 
arrival flow rates exceed the capacity of the intersection. This level may also 
occur at high V/C ratios below 1.0 with many individual cycle failures. Poor 
progression and long cycle lengths may also be contributing factors to such 
delay levels. 

> 80.0 

Source: Transportation Research Board 2010 
 

Table 3-23. Unsignalized Intersection LOS Criteria 

Level of 
Service Description 

Delay in 
Seconds 

A Little or no delays < 10 

B Short traffic delays > 10–15 

C Average traffic delays > 15–25 

D Long traffic delays > 25 to 35 

E Very long traffic delays > 35 to 50 

F Extreme traffic delays with intersection capacity exceeded > 50 

Source: Transportation Research Board 2010 

Roadway Segments 

Roadway segments were analyzed by comparing roadway segment volumes to daily roadway 
segment capacities. LOS thresholds from the 2030 Merced County General Plan Program EIR were 
used to evaluate the roadway segment LOS. The LOS thresholds are presented in Table 3-24. For 
each type of roadway, thresholds are reported in average daily traffic volume (ADT). For this 
analysis August Avenue is classified as a 2-lane County Road and Lander Avenue (SR 165) is defined 
as a 2-lane highway south of August Avenue and a 3-lane facility north of August Avenue. 
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Table 3-24. Roadway Segment Average Daily Volume LOS Thresholds 

Roadway Classification LOS A LOS B LOS C LOS D LOS E LOS F 

Two-Lane Highway 2,300 7,600 14,200 20,000 27,400 <27,400 

Three-Lane Highway 11,400 20,400 31,100 41,100 49,000 <49,000 

Four-Lane Highway 20,500 33,200 48,000 62,200 70,600 <70,600 

County Road - - 7,700 15,000 16,100 <16,100 

Source: Fehr & Peers 2018 
LOS = Level of Service 

Existing Traffic Counts 

Weekday morning (7:00 a.m. to 9:00 a.m.) and evening (4:00 p.m. to 6:00 p.m.) peak period 
intersection turning movement counts were conducted at the study intersection and primary 
driveways, including counts of pedestrians, bicyclists and trucks. Forty‐eight‐hour counts were 
conducted on August Avenue and California Department of Transportation data was reviewed to 
determine daily traffic on SR 165. For the study intersection and driveways, the single hour with the 
highest traffic volumes during the count periods was identified. The peak hour volumes are 
presented on Figure 3.16-1 along with the existing lane configuration and traffic control. The 
existing traffic counts are provided in Appendix A of the transportation assessment (see 
Appendix G). 

Vehicle classification counts were conducted to determine the level of truck traffic in the area 
because trucks behave differently than passenger vehicles as they take longer to accelerate, 
decelerate, and negotiate turns. Therefore, they directly affect intersection operations. Based on the 
existing driveway counts at HCC, peak hour driveway volumes consist of about 85% passenger 
vehicles and 15% trucks during the AM peak hour and 84% passenger vehicles and 16% trucks 
during the PM peak hour. To reflect the operational characteristics of large trucks, the observed 
heavy vehicle percentages for each movement were used in the intersection operation analysis. 

Existing Intersection Operations 

Existing operations were evaluated using the methodology described previously for the weekday 
AM and PM peak hours at the study intersection and driveways, as summarized in Table 3-25. The 
analysis is based on the volumes, lane configurations and traffic control shown on Figure 3.16-1. 
Observed peak hour factors1 were used at all intersections for the existing analysis, in addition to 
the heavy vehicle percentages discussed previously. 

As shown, the study intersection and driveways currently operate at acceptable service levels 
during both AM and PM peak hours, indicating good operations with little delay. Detailed 
intersection LOS calculation worksheets are presented in Appendix G. Field observations confirmed 
the calculated levels of service. 
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Figure 3.16-1. Existing (2018) Peak Hour Intersection Traffic Volumes, Lane Configurations and Traffic Controls 
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Table 3-25. Existing (2018) Peak Hour Level of Service 

Location Control1 
Peak 
Hour Delay (in seconds)2 LOS 

1. Lander Avenue (SR 165)/August Avenue Signal AM 
PM 

11 
12 

B 
B 

2. Driveway 1/August Avenue SSSC AM 
PM 

2 (11) 
2 (11) 

A (B) 
A (B) 

3. Driveway 2/August Avenue SSSC AM 
PM 

3 (8) 
4 (9) 

A (A) 
A (A) 

4. Driveway 3/August Avenue SSSC AM 
PM 

1 (10) 
1 (11) 

A (A) 
A (B) 

5. Driveway 4/Lander Avenue SSSC AM 
PM 

0 (19) 
2 (23) 

A (C) 
A (C) 

Notes: 
1 Signal = signalized intersection, SSSC = side street stop-controlled intersection 
2 Delay presented as seconds per vehicle; for side-street stop-controlled intersections, delay presented as 
Intersection average (worst approach). 
Source: Fehr & Peers 2018 
LOS = Level of Service; SR = State Route 

Existing Roadway Operations 

Existing roadway segment operations were evaluated for the weekday condition for the roadway 
segments in the project vicinity, as summarized in Table 3-26. The existing volumes were compared 
to the LOS thresholds presented in Table 3-24. As a three-lane highway, Lander Avenue north of 
August Avenue currently operates at LOS D, which is within the LOS standard for the roadway, while 
the two-lane portion of Lander Avenue south of August Avenue operates at LOS E, which is 
considered deficient based on Merced County standards. August Avenue in the site vicinity operates 
at LOS C. 

Bicycle and Pedestrian Activities 
Pedestrian facilities include sidewalks, crosswalks, and pedestrian signals. With the rural, 
agricultural setting and location along a state highway, pedestrian facilities are not provided on the 
public roadways adjacent to the site. However, within the existing Hilmar Cheese site, landscaped 
pedestrian pathways are provided to connect the various facilities and parking lots. A mid-block 
crossing is located on August Avenue approximately 260 feet west of Lander Avenue connecting the 
office building to the visitors center and other facilities north of August Avenue. 

Bicycle facilities include the following: 

 Bike paths (Class I) – Paved trails that are separated from roadways. 

 Bike lanes (Class II) – Lanes on roadways designated for use by bicycles through striping, 
pavement legends, and signs. 
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 Bike routes (Class III) – Designated roadways for bicycle use by signs only; may or may not 
include additional pavement width for cyclists. 

Presently no bicycle facilities exist; however, Class II bike lanes are proposed for portions of SR 165 
from Bloss Avenue north to the Merced County Line. Bicycle parking is not currently provided on the 
site. 

Table 3-26. Existing (2018) Roadway Segment Level of Service 

Roadway Location Travel Lanes ADT LOS 

August Avenue Along Project Site 2 2,710 C 

SR 165-Lander Avenue North of August Avenue 3 18,140 D 

SR 165-Lander Avenue South of August Avenue 2 17,880 E 

Notes: Bold indicates deficient operations 
Source: Fehr & Peers 2018 
ADT = Average Daily Traffic; LOS = Level of Service; SR = State Route 

Transit Service 
Transit service is not provided in the project site vicinity. 

Rail Service 
No passenger rail service or facilities are provided in the study area. 

Methodology 

Significant Criteria 
Significance criteria are used to establish what constitutes an impact. For this analysis, in addition to 
the checklist from Appendix G of the CEQA Guidelines listed above, the criteria used to determine 
impacts on intersections and freeways are based on recently prepared environmental documents 
within Merced County. 

 The project substantially increases hazards or congestion due to a design feature (e.g., sharp 
curves) or incompatible uses (e.g., farm equipment). 

 The project results in inadequate emergency access. 

 The project conflicts with adopted transportation policies, plans, or programs. 

Definition of Significant Intersection Impact 

The project would create a significant adverse impact on traffic conditions at a signalized 
intersection in the County if: 

 The addition of project traffic causes a signalized intersection to deteriorate from an acceptable 
level to an unacceptable level; the Merced County General Plan specifies the following peak hour 
LOS standards: 

a. For roadways located within rural areas: LOS C or better (applied to August Avenue) 
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b. For roadways located outside Urban Communities that serve as connectors between Urban 
Communities: LOS of D or better (applied to Lander Avenue) 

c. For roadways located within Urban Communities: LOS of D or better 

 The project would increase traffic volumes by more than 5% at a signalized intersection 
operating at an unacceptable level without the project 

 The addition of project traffic causes the LOS at an unsignalized intersection to degrade from an 
acceptable to an unacceptable service level or causes an unsignalized intersection to meet traffic 
signal warrants based on the peak hour volume warrant 

Definition of Significant Roadway Segment Impacts 

A project would create a significant adverse impact on traffic conditions of roadway segments in the 
County if: 

 The addition of project traffic causes a roadway segment to deteriorate from an acceptable level 
to an unacceptable level. 

 The addition of project traffic increases the volume on a roadway segment operating at an 
unacceptable level by more than 5%. 

Project Trip Estimates 

Project Trips 
Project trip generation refers to the process for estimating the amount of vehicular traffic a project 
would add to the surrounding roadway system. Estimates of the total amount of traffic entering and 
exiting the project driveways are calculated for an average weekday. Separate estimates are created 
for the peak 1-hour periods during the morning and evening commute periods when traffic volumes 
on the surrounding streets are highest. 

Based on the Institute of Transportation Engineers’ (ITE) Trip Generation Manual (10th Edition) 
(Institute of Transportation Engineers 2008), the project is expected to generate up to 620 new 
daily trips including 70 peak hour trips in the AM peak hour (59 trips in and 11 trips out) and 71 
peak hour trips in the PM peak hour (14 trips in and 57 trips out) upon completion of both Phases 1 
and 2. Use of ITE trip generation rates may overstate actual trip generation from the project as it is 
expected to increase the number of employees at the site by 88, and add one additional truck trip 
per day. Based on each employee generating approximately 2 trips per day, and one additional 
round-trip truck trip, approximately 180 new daily trips could be generated. Use of the higher trip 
generation, as estimated using the ITE trip generation rates, to identify potential impacts to the 
transportation system presents a conservative assessment of potential project impacts and allows 
for flexibility in future staffing levels. 

New vehicle trips that could be generated by the approved site uses that have not yet been 
constructed were calculated based on ITE’s average vehicle trip generation rates (Table 6 in 
Appendix G). These uses could be constructed without further approvals. The approved project uses 
are expected to generate approximately 810 daily trips, including 122 vehicle trips during the AM 
peak hour and 120 trips during the PM peak hour. These trips were assigned to the roadway 
network and accounted for in the analysis of cumulative conditions. 
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Preliminary trip distribution percentages were developed based on the location of the site, the 
surrounding land uses, and existing travel patterns in the area as presented on Figure 3.16-2 in 
conjunction with the project trip assignment. 

Cumulative Trips 
There are a number of potential roadway improvements planned within Merced County, such as SR 
165 bypass project, which would realign SR 165 from the Merced/Stanislaus County line to the 
south of Hilmar and widening of SR 99. Full funding of these projects has not been identified; no 
roadway improvements over existing conditions were included in the analysis of Cumulative 
conditions. 

Several sources of data were reviewed during the development of cumulative traffic forecasts for the 
study locations, including a computerized travel demand model and historic growth rates. The 2018 
Merced County Association of Governments Regional Transportation Plan/Sustainable Communities 
Strategy for Merced County (2018 RTP/SCS) documents expected levels of traffic growth on SR 165 
through 2042 under a number of different land use and roadway network scenarios. Under the 2018 
RTP/SCS scenario, traffic volumes on Lander Avenue in the project vicinity are expected to remain 
largely the same through 2042, with a total of 1% growth between now and 2042. Other land use 
and roadway network scenarios documented in the 2018 RTP/SCS projected negative traffic growth 
along the SR 165 corridor (Merced County Association of Governments 2018). 

For the purpose of this analysis, existing through traffic on Lander Avenue and August Avenue was 
increased by 5%. Additionally, traffic that could be generated by the approved development on the 
site was added to the resulting volumes to represent Cumulative without Project forecasts, as 
presented on Figure 3.16-3 for intersections and for roadway segments (see Table 12 in Appendix 
G). 

The peak hour project volumes from Figure 3.16-2 were added to the Cumulative without Project 
traffic volumes to determine cumulative traffic volumes with the proposed project, as presented on 
Figure 3.16-4. 
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Figure 3.16-2. Project Trip Distribution Percentages and Assignment  
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Figure 3.16-3. Cumulative Peak Hour Intersection Traffic Volumes, Lane Configurations and Traffic Control 
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Figure 3.16-4. Cumulative with Project Peak Hour Intersection Traffic Volumes, Lane Configurations and Traffic Controls   
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Figure 3.16-5. Existing with Project Peak Hour Intersection Traffic Volumes, Lane Configurations and Traffic Controls  
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Discussion 
Would the project: 

a. Conflict with an applicable plan, ordinance or policy establishing measures of effectiveness 
for the performance of the circulation system, taking into account all modes of transportation 
including mass transit and non‐motorized travel and relevant components of the circulation 
system, including but not limited to intersections, streets, highways and freeways, pedestrian 
and bicycle paths, and mass transit? 

and 

b. 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? 

Construction 

Less‐than‐Significant Impact with Mitigation Incorporated. 

Construction Vehicles 

Given the topography of the site and proposed project activities, significant import or export of fill 
material would not be required. Therefore, the number of construction vehicles accessing the site 
would be minimal during the grading phase. Additionally, project construction would likely stage 
any large vehicles (i.e., earth‐moving equipment, cranes, etc) on the project site prior to beginning 
site work and would remove these vehicles upon completion of construction. As such, a daily influx 
of construction equipment would be minimal. For these reasons, the proposed project would not 
have a significant impact due to heavy vehicles involved in construction of the site. 

Construction Worker Traffic 

While there would not be a large number of heavy construction vehicles accessing the site on a daily 
basis, there would be a number of workers involved in construction activities. Based on the initial 
construction phasing plan, an average of 30-construction workers are expected to be onsite during 
the building construction phase, with lower levels of workers needed during site preparation and 
wrap-up. 

To assess the impact of these workers, vehicle trips per employee were estimated based on an 
average of 30 construction workers. This estimate was developed by applying a vehicle occupancy 
rate of 1.25 persons per vehicle. After applying this factor, it is anticipated that 30 construction 
workers would generate no more than 60 peak hour vehicle trips, and on a typical day, workers 
would generate no more than 24 peak hour trips (assuming all workers arrive or depart during the 
same peak hour). Given that 24 vehicle trips is less than the projected AM or PM peak hour trip 
generation for the project, traffic from construction workers is not anticipated to generate 
additional impacts beyond those under existing conditions. This is a conservative analysis and 
assumes that all the on‐site workers enter and depart the site during peak traffic periods (i.e., 7:00 
to 9:00 a.m. and 4:00 to 6:00 p.m.). Because workers are likely to arrive and depart at different times 
depending on their schedules, the actual construction-related traffic would be less than the project‐
related traffic. Implementation of Mitigation Measure TR‐1 would minimize the effects of 
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construction-related activity and would reduce any construction‐related impacts to a less‐than‐
significant level. 

Mitigation Measure TR‐1: Construction Management Plan 

Prior to the issuance of a Building Permit, the project applicant will prepare a construction 
management plan including the following items: 

 A set of comprehensive traffic control measures, including scheduling of major truck trips 
and deliveries to avoid peak hours; lane closure proceedings; signs, cones, and other 
warning devices for drivers; and designation of construction access routes; 

 Permitted construction hours; 

 Location of construction staging; 

 Provision of onsite parking for all construction employees, site visitors, and inspectors; and 

 Provisions for street sweeping to remove construction related debris on public streets. 

Operation-Existing Plus Project Conditions 

The existing peak hour traffic volumes (Figure 3.16-4) were added to the proposed project traffic 
volumes (Figure 3.16-1) to estimate the Existing Plus Project peak hour traffic volumes, as shown on 
Figure 3.16-5. No roadway improvements were assumed over existing conditions, except for the 
planned driveway consolidations and relocations. 

Intersection Level of Service 

Less‐than‐Significant Impact. The Existing with Project conditions analysis results are presented 
in Table 3-27. The addition of project traffic would result in increased delay at the Lander Avenue 
(SR 165)/August Avenue intersection during the morning and evening peak hours, although the 
intersection would continue to operate at acceptable service levels. The project driveways would 
also continue to operate at an overall LOS A with the addition of project traffic, although some 
vehicles waiting to turn from the site onto the major roadways may experience increased delay. 

Table 3-27. Existing and Existing with Project Peak Hour Intersection Level of Service 

Intersection Control1 
Peak 
Hour 

Existing Existing with Project 
Delay2 LOS Delay2 LOS 

1. Lander Avenue (SR 
165)/August Avenue 

Signal AM 11 B 12 B 
PM 12 B 12 B 

2. Driveway 1/August Avenue SSSC AM 2 (11) A (B) 2(11) A(B) 
PM 2 (11) A (B) 2(11) A(B) 

3. Driveway 2/August 
Avenue/Project Driveway 

SSSC AM 3 (12) A (A) 2 (12) A (B) 
PM 4 (9) A (A) 4 (9) A (B) 

4. Driveway 4/August Avenue SSSC AM 1 (10) A (A) 1 (11) A (B) 
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Intersection Control1 
Peak 
Hour 

Existing Existing with Project 
Delay2 LOS Delay2 LOS 

PM 1 (11) A (B) 1(11) A (B) 

5. Driveway 5/Lander Avenue SSSC AM 0 (19) A (C) 1 (20) A (C) 
PM 2 (23) A (C) 2 (26) A (D) 

Notes: 
1. Signal = signalized intersection, SSSC = side street stop-controlled intersection 
2. Delay presented as seconds per vehicle; for side-street stop-controlled intersections, delay presented as 
Intersection average (worst approach). 
Source: Fehr & Peers 2018 
LOS = Level of Service; SR = State Route 

Roadway Level of Service 

Less-than-Significant Impact. Existing with Project daily roadway segment operations were 
evaluated, as summarized in Table 3-28. Lander Avenue south of August Avenue currently operates 
at a deficient LOS E. The project would add traffic to this roadway segment but it would continue to 
operate at LOS E. The project would increase traffic volumes on this roadway segment by 1%, which 
is less than the 5% increase which triggers a project specific significant impact. Therefore, the 
project impact is less than significant. 

Table 3-28. Existing with Project Roadway Segment Levels of Service 

Roadway Location 
Travel 
Lanes 

Existing Existing with Project 

ADT LOS2 ADT LOS 
Percent 
Increase 

August Avenue Along Project 
Site 2 2,170 C 2,966 C 9% 

Lander Avenue North of 
August Avenue 3 18,140 D 18,452 D 2% 

Lander Avenue South of 
August Avenue 2 17,880 E 18,004 E 1% 

Notes: Bold indicates deficient operations. 
Source: Fehr & Peers 2018 
ADT = Average Daily Traffic; LOS = Level of Service 

Operation-Cumulative Conditions 

Intersection Level of Service 

Less-than-Significant Impact. The Cumulative Without and With Project analysis results are 
presented in Table 3-29. In the Cumulative Without Project condition, the study intersection and 
driveways surrounding the project site are projected to operate at an average LOS B or better during 
both peak hours. The addition of project traffic would slightly increase delay at the Lander Avenue 
(SR 165)/ August Avenue during both peak hours, although the intersection would continue to 
operate at LOS B. The driveways would continue to operate at overall acceptable service levels. 
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Table 3-29. Cumulative Without and With Project Peak Hour Intersection Level of Service 

Intersection Control1 
Peak 
Hour 

Without Project With Project 
Delay2 LOS Delay2 LOS 

1. Lander Avenue (SR 
165)/August Avenue 

Signal AM 12 B 14 B 
PM 15 B 16 B 

2. Driveway 1/August Avenue SSSC AM 2 (11) A (B) 2 (11) A (B) 
PM 2 (11) A (B) 3 (11) A (B) 

3. Driveway 2/August Avenue SSSC AM 4 (10) A(A) 3 (10) A (A) 
PM 5 (10) A(A) 5 (11) A (B) 

4. Driveway 3/August Avenue SSSC AM 0 (11) A (B) 1 (11) A (B) 
PM 1 (11) A (B) 1 (11) A (B) 

5. Driveway 4/Lander Avenue SSSC AM 0 (21) A (C) 1 (23) A (C) 
PM 2 (27) A (D) 3 (31) A (D) 

Notes: 
1 Signal = signalized intersection, SSSC = side street stop controlled intersection 
2 Delay presented as seconds per vehicle; for side-street stop-controlled intersections, delay presented as 
Intersection average (worst approach). 
Source: Fehr & Peers 2018 
LOS = Level of Service; SR = State Route 

Roadway Level of Service 

Less-than-Significant Impact. Roadway segment forecasts were developed based on the method 
described previously and accounts for regional growth and the approved development on the 
project site. Proposed project traffic was added to the Without Project forecast. Daily levels of 
service are presented in Table 3-30. August Avenue is projected to operate at LOS C without and 
with the project. The three-lane segment of Lander Avenue is projected to operate at LOS D without 
and with the project. Lander Avenue, south of August Avenue, is projected to degrade to LOS E in the 
Cumulative without Project scenario. The project would increase traffic on this roadway segment. 
Lander Avenue (SR 165), south of August Avenue is projected to continue operating at LOS E in the 
cumulative condition. The project would increase traffic volumes on this roadway segment by 1%, 
which is less than the 5% increase which triggers a project specific significant impact. Therefore, the 
project impact is less than significant. Although the project specific impact is less than significant, 
the project applicant will be required to pay all applicable local and regional traffic impact fees that 
will fund the construction of future roadway improvements in Merced County prior to the issuance 
of Building Permits. 
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Table 3-30. Cumulative Roadway Segment Level of Service 

Roadway Location 
Travel 
Lanes 

Without Project With Project 

ADT LOS ADT LOS 
Percent 
Increase 

August Avenue Along Project 
Site 2 3,410 B 3,666 B 8% 

Lander Avenue North of August 
Avenue 3 19,450 D 19,762 D 2% 

Lander Avenue South of August 
Avenue 2 18,940 E 19,064 E 1% 

Notes: Bold indicates deficient operations 
Source: Fehr & Peers 2018 
ADT = Average Daily Traffic; LOS = Level of Service 

c. Result in a change in air traffic patterns, including either an increase in traffic levels or a 
change in location that results in substantial safety risks? 

No Impact. The project site is not located within an airport land use plan or within the vicinity of a 
public use airport. Turlock Municipal Airport, the closest public airport to the project site, is located 
approximately 10 miles to the northeast at a distance where the proposed project would not impact 
air traffic patterns. Turlock Airpark is located approximately 3 miles north of the project site where 
the proposed project similarly would not impact air traffic patterns. No impact would occur. 

d. Substantially increase hazards because of a design feature (e.g., sharp curves or dangerous 
intersections) or incompatible uses (e.g., farm equipment)? 

No Impact. The proposed project does not include construction or expansion of new roads and 
would not introduce incompatible uses. No impact would occur.  

e. Result in inadequate emergency access? 

Less-than-Significant Impact. Factors such as number of access points, roadway width, and 
proximity to fire stations determine whether a project provides sufficient emergency access. The 
closest fire station to the project site is located approximately 1.1 miles to the south at Falke Street 
in Hilmar-Irwin. The portion of the project site north of August Avenue has multiple points of entry 
from two roadways. If one entrance is blocked or obstructed, there are other entry points; therefore, 
the impact is less than significant. 

f. Conflict with adopted policies, plans, or programs regarding public transit, bicycle, or 
pedestrian facilities, or otherwise decrease the performance or safety of such facilities? 

Less-than-Significant Impact with Mitigation Incorporated. As described above, there are no 
public transit, bicycle, or pedestrian facilities in the immediate vicinity of the project site. However, 
bicycles are currently used within the northern portion of the project site for employee circulation 
and Class II bicycle lanes are planned on Lander Avenue. The applicant would be required to provide 
one bicycle space for every 25 required parking spots per Merced County Code (Chapter 18.40.020); 
therefore, the project would not conflict with any policy or plan for bicycle facilities. 

Pedestrian access is provided through a system of existing and proposed pathways and crossings, as 
shown on the site plan. Pathways on the north campus connect to the south campus via a mid-block 



Hilmar Cheese Company 
 

Environmental Checklist 
 

 
Hilmar Cheese Major Modification to  
Conditional Use Permit 08-011 3-140 March 2019 

ICF 482.18 
 

crossing on August Avenue. On the southern portion of the site, a pathway from the mid-block 
crossing connects to the main entrance of the Phase 1 Administrative Building.  

Fehr & Peers completed a pedestrian crossing assessment for the August Avenue pedestrian 
crossing to determine if the existing crossing treatment is appropriate for the actual level of activity 
that is occurring as well as projected levels of activity under project and future conditions. The 
crosswalk treatment identification tool combines academic research on crosswalk treatment 
effectiveness with national best practices. Key inputs for the tool include: speed limit, pedestrian 
volume, roadway volumes, crossing distance, number of lanes, presence of bicyclists, presence of 
transit, presence of a median, presence of on-street parking, and expected motorist compliance 
(yielding). 

Pedestrian count data was collected at the crosswalk on August Avenue during the morning, late-
morning to early afternoon (11:00 to 1:00 p.m.), and evening peak periods. Additionally, 72 hours of 
count data was collected in the vicinity of the crossing to document the level of vehicular activity 
during the times of peak pedestrian activity. 

The analysis of existing conditions indicates that the existing crossing treatments are appropriate 
given the vehicle volumes, pedestrian volumes, and other roadway characteristics. Addition of 
project traffic in the existing condition does not trigger the need for additional crossing treatments, 
which currently include a high visibility crosswalk and pedestrian actuated warning lights. 

In the cumulative conditions, pedestrian activity is expected to increase with development of the 
Phase 2 office building, and traffic volumes on August Avenue are expected to further increase 
considering the vehicle traffic generated by approved but not yet constructed uses on the site, as 
well as from the proposed project. With the potential increases in pedestrian activity and vehicular 
activity, additional crossing treatments may be required upon completion of the Phase 2 office. 
Additional treatments that could be considered include advance yield lines, overhead flashing 
beacons or a pedestrian signal, or other treatment. 

Mitigation Measure TR-2 would require the monitoring of operations of the midblock crossing on 
August Avenue and the installation of crossing treatments if necessary.  

Mitigation Measure TR-2: Monitor Midblock Crossing on August Avenue 

The County of Merced shall require the applicant to monitor operations of the midblock crossing 
on August Avenue after completion of the currently proposed project and the Phase 2 office, and 
install additional crossing treatments, if necessary, based on field conditions. 

Implementation of Mitigation Measure TR-2 would reduce impacts to a less-than-significant level. 
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XVII. Tribal Cultural Resources 

Potentially 
Significant 

Impact 

Less-than-
Significant with 

Mitigation 
Incorporated 

Less-than-
Significant 

Impact 
No 

Impact 
Would the project:     
a. Cause a substantial adverse change in the 

significance of a tribal cultural resource, as 
defined in Public Resources Code §21074 as 
either a site, feature, place, or cultural 
landscape that is geographically defined in 
terms of the size and scope of the landscape, 
sacred place, or object with cultural value to a 
California Native American tribe, and that is: 

    

  Listed or eligible for listing in the 
California Register of Historical Resources, 
or in a local register of Historical 
Resources as defined in Public Resources 
Code §5020.1(k), or 

    

  A resource determined by the lead agency, 
in its discretion and supported by 
substantial evidence, to be significant 
pursuant to criteria set forth in 
subdivision (c) of Public Resources Code 
§5024.1. In applying the criteria set forth 
in subdivision (c) of Public Resources Code 
§5024.1, the Lead Agency shall consider 
the significance of the resource to a 
California Native American tribe. 

    

Setting 
Tribal cultural resources are sites, features, places, cultural landscapes, sacred places, and objects 
with cultural value to a California Native American tribe that are either included or determined to be 
eligible for inclusion in the California Register of Historical Resources or included in a local register 
of historical resources. ICF has prepared a detailed cultural resources inventory report (Appendix E) 
(ICF 2018).  

Efforts to identify tribal cultural resources included formal notification by the County on September 
28, 2018 to tribes that have previously requested to be notified of proposed projects in the 
geographic area that they are traditionally and culturally affiliated per PRC Section 21080.3.1. The 
County sent letters summarizing the project along with accompanying figures showing the regional 
and project location to the Amah Mutsun Tribal Band, Southern Sierra Miwuk Nation, Dumna Wo-
Wah Tribal Government, and Northern Valley Yokuts Tribe. As of the date of this writing no tribes 
have responded or requested consultation. 

Discussion 
Would the project cause a substantial adverse change in the significance of a Tribal Cultural 

Resource, defined in Public Resources Code section 21074 as either a site, feature, place, 
cultural landscape that is geographically defined in terms of the size and scope of the 
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landscape, sacred place, or object with cultural value to a California Native American tribe, and 
that is: 

a.i. Listed or eligible for listing in the California Register of Historical Resources, or in a local 
register of historical resources as defined in Public Resources Code section 5020.1(k)? 

Less-than-Significant Impact with Mitigation Incorporated. No traditional cultural properties or 
tribal cultural resources were identified within the project area as a result of procedures conducted 
under the guidelines of AB 52 and per Public Resources Code Section 21080.3.1. None of the Tribes 
contacted (Amah Mutsun Tribal Band, Southern Sierra Miwuk Nation, Dumna Wo-Wah Tribal 
Government, and Northern Valley Yokuts Tribe) responded to the County to request consultation or 
provide evidence of resources present in the project area. Accordingly, no substantial adverse 
change to known tribal cultural resources is anticipated. 

The proposed project would not cause a substantial adverse change in the significance of a tribal 
cultural resource as defined in Section 5020.1(k) because the tribes have not indicated that any 
tribal cultural resources exist in the project area and no know tribal cultural resources are known to 
exist in the project area. 

Additionally, if a tribal cultural resource is unexpectedly identified during project activities, 
Mitigation Measure TCR-1 would be implemented. Culturally appropriate mitigation for a tribal 
cultural resource is different than mitigation for archeological resources, and appropriate mitigation 
measures should be identified through consultation with a Tribal government. In the event that a 
tribal cultural resource is unexpectedly identified during the course of the project, and the CEQA 
lead agency determines that the project may cause a substantial adverse change to it, the CEQA lead 
agency will rely on mitigation measures described in the Public Resources Code that, if the CEQA 
lead agency determines to be feasible, may avoid or minimize the significant adverse impacts. [Pub. 
Resources Code, § 21084.3 (b).] Therefore, Mitigation Measure TCR-1 is provided to reduce impacts 
to a tribal cultural resource to less-than-significant levels. 

Mitigation Measure TCR-1: Standard Mitigation for Tribal Cultural Resources when no 
Tribal Cultural Resources have been Identified 

In the event that a tribal cultural resource is unexpectedly identified during the course of the 
proposed project, and the CEQA lead agency determines that the project may cause a substantial 
adverse change to a tribal cultural esource, the CEQA lead agency will employ one or more of the 
following standard mitigation measures identified in PRC Section 21084.3(b):  

1. Avoidance and preservation of the resources in place, including, but not limited to, planning 
and construction to avoid the resources and protect the cultural and natural context, or 
planning greenspace, parks, or other open space, to incorporate the resources with 
culturally appropriate protection and management criteria.  

2. Treating the resource with culturally appropriate dignity, taking into account the Tribal 
cultural values and meaning of the resource, including, but not limited to, the following:  

A. Protecting the cultural character and integrity of the resource;  

B. Protecting the traditional use of the resource;  

C. Protecting the confidentiality of the resource.  
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3. Permanent conservation easements or other interests in real property, with culturally 
appropriate management criteria for the purposes of preserving or utilizing the resources 
or places. 

4. Protecting the resource. 

a.ii. A resource determined by the lead agency, in its discretion and supported by substantial 
evidence, to be significant pursuant to criteria set forth in subdivision (c) of Public Resources 
Code Section 5024.1? In applying the criteria set forth in subdivision (c) of Public Resources 
Code Section 5024.1, the lead agency shall consider the significance of the resource to a 
California Native American tribe.)? 

No Impact. Merced County, as lead agency, has determined that there would not be any substantial 
adverse change to a tribal cultural resource as defined in PRC Section 5024.1 because no tribal 
cultural resources as defined have been identified in the project area. There would be no impact. 
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XVIII. Utilities and Service Systems 

Potentially 
Significant 

Impact 

Less-than-
Significant with 

Mitigation 
Incorporated 

Less-than-
Significant 

Impact 
No 

Impact 
Would the project:     
a. Exceed wastewater treatment requirements 

of the applicable Regional Water Quality 
Control Board? 

    

b. 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? 

    

c. Require or result in the construction of new 
stormwater drainage facilities or expansion 
of existing facilities, the construction of which 
could cause significant environmental 
effects? 

    

d. Have sufficient water supplies available to 
serve the project from existing entitlements 
and resources, or would new or expanded 
entitlements be needed? 

    

e. Result in a determination by the wastewater 
treatment provider that serves or may serve 
the project that it has adequate capacity to 
serve the project’s projected demand in 
addition to the provider’s existing 
commitments? 

    

f. Be served by a landfill with sufficient 
permitted capacity to accommodate the 
project’s solid waste disposal needs? 

    

g. Comply with federal, state, and local statutes 
and regulations related to solid waste? 

    

Setting 
Water used by HCC is currently provided by groundwater from onsite irrigation wells. The existing 
HCC facility operates a 3.4 acre retention pond and onsite water reclamation facility, which process 
nearly all the water used at HCC for reclaimed use as irrigation water on nearby farmland or 
internally for non-food production applications. The administration buildings of the HCC facility 
connect to the HCWD wastewater system. HCWD provides wastewater services to approximately 
1,500 connections (Merced County Local Agency Formation Commission 2007).  

Modesto/Winton Disposal in Atwater provides solid waste collection, recycling, transportation, and 
disposal services to Hilmar and the project site. Hilmar is served by the Highway 59 Disposal Site in 
Merced. According to the California Department of Resources Recycling and Recovery (CalRecycle), 
the Highway 59 Disposal Site is permitted to accept up to 1,500 tons per day and has a total 
permitted capacity of over 30 million cy and an estimated remaining capacity of 93.4%.  
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Discussion 
Would the project: 

a. Exceed wastewater treatment requirements of the applicable Regional Water Quality Control 
Board? 

No Impact. HCC operates a 3.4-acre retention pond and an onsite water reclamation facility on the 
project site, which includes a maintenance shop, wells, blower rooms, evaporator, and a water 
reclamation building with a boiler room. Nearly all of the process water used at HCC is reclaimed for 
use as irrigation water and is used on local farmland or internally for non-food production 
applications. The project would also utilize the existing HCC private septic system for wastewater 
generated from the existing restrooms in the office building. 

The RWQCB Central Valley Region issued HCC a waste discharge requirement permit in January 
2010 which allows the facility to discharge 1.9 million gallons per day (mgd) of process water, with 
the opportunity to increase discharges to 2.5 mgd, into the project’s existing retention ponds. The 
project would be required to comply with the existing waste discharge requirement permit and  
would be able to accommodate additional wastewater generated by the proposed project. 
Therefore, there would be no impact. 

b. 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? 

No Impact. Water used by HCC is currently provided by groundwater from onsite irrigation wells. 
The project includes continued use of existing irrigation wells. Prior to the major modification to the 
HCC facility in 2012, the agricultural uses on the property at the time used approximately 64,277 
gallons of water per day. The previous modifications reduced the water per day consumption on the 
property by 58,277 gallons of water per day. Operation of the project would require approximately 
50,049 gallons of water per day once all phases of the project are completed. This water 
consumption would still be less than what was drawn from the irrigation wells prior to the 
expansion made in 2012. As such, the existing wells would have the capacity to serve the project and 
there would be no impact.  

Overall, the proposed facilities would generate approximately 770 gallons per day of sewage and 
approximately 49,223 cubic feet of stormwater, all of which would be treated with the existing 
onsite water reclamation facilities and existing septic system. Therefore, there would be no increase 
in wastewater generated by the project as everything would be treated on site. 

c. Require or result in the construction of new stormwater drainage facilities or expansion of 
existing facilities, the construction of which could cause significant environmental effects? 

No Impact. As discussed in Section IX, Hydrology and Water Quality, the project would increase 
impervious surface area, thus creating additional stormwater runoff. However, the existing 
retention pond on the HCC site has the capacity to handle the additional flows during the storm 
season. There would be no impact. 

d. Have sufficient water supplies available to serve the project from existing entitlements and 
resources, or would new or expanded entitlements be needed? 
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No Impact. The project would increase the daily amount of water pumped from HCC’s on site 
irrigation wells by 50,049 gallons of water per day. However, the water usage would be less than 
water used for agricultural uses prior to HCC facility expansion in 2012. As such, the existing wells 
are sufficient to serve the proposed project, and no new wells are proposed. No other water 
resources or entitlements would be used or significantly affected as a result of the proposed project. 
There would be no impact. 

e. Result in a determination by the wastewater treatment provider that serves or may serve the 
project that it has adequate capacity to serve the project’s projected demand in addition to the 
provider’s existing commitments? 

No Impact. As discussed above under the response to XVII.b, the proposed project is not projected 
to increase wastewater demand beyond the available capacity onsite to handle wastewater. In 
addition, wastewater would be treated onsite with the existing water reclamation facilities and 
septic system. As such, there would be no impact to the area’s wastewater treatment provider.  

f. Be served by a landfill with sufficient permitted capacity to accommodate the project’s solid 
waste disposal needs? 

Less-than-Significant Impact. The project involves the expansion of the HCC facility and would 
result in the addition of approximately 88 new employees. Daily solid waste generation is expected 
to increase by 22 cy due to the increase in employees on the project site and new operations.  

The project’s solid waste generation would be less than 1.5% of the total daily acceptance capacity 
at the Highway 59 Disposal Site. The current solid waste facility has sufficient capacity to serve the 
proposed project’s solid waste disposal needs and impacts would be less than significant. 

g. Comply with federal, state, and local statutes and regulations related to solid waste? 

Less-than-Significant Impact. The State of California requires that all jurisdictions achieve 
compliance with AB 341, a state mandate that required jurisdictions to achieve 75% diversion of 
solid waste from landfills by 2020. AB 939 was designed to focus on source reduction, recycling and 
composting, and environmentally safe landfilling and transformation activities. As of 2017, 
CalRecycle has set the following targets for the Merced County Solid Waste Regional Agency: 

1. Per Resident Disposal Rate: 10.7 pounds per person per day 

2. Per Employee Disposal Rate Target: 38.8 pounds per person per day 

In 2017, Merced County Solid Waste Regional Agency reported an annual per capita disposal rate of 
5.4 pounds per person per day and a per employee rate of 18.7 per person per day (California 
Department of Resources Recycling and Recovery 2017). The Merced County Solid Waste Regional 
Agency has 43 waste diversion programs including composting, recycling, source reduction, 
transformation, facility recovery, policy incentives, and public education to help the community 
reach the target goals set by CalRecycle (California Department of Resources Recycling and 
Recovery 2016). It is not expected that the project would result in any physical impacts due to non-
compliance with federal, state, and local statutes and regulations related to solid waste. Impacts 
would be less than significant. 
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XIX. Mandatory Findings of Significance 

Potentially 
Significant 

Impact 

Less-than-
Significant with 

Mitigation 
Incorporated 

Less-than-
Significant 

Impact 
No 

Impact 
a. Does the project have the potential to degrade 

the quality of the environment, substantially 
reduce the habitat of a fish or wildlife species, 
cause a fish or wildlife population to drop 
below self-sustaining levels, threaten to 
eliminate a plant or animal community, 
substantially reduce the number or restrict 
the range of a rare or endangered plant or 
animal, or eliminate important examples of 
the major periods of California history or 
prehistory? 

    

b. Does the project have impacts that are 
individually limited but cumulatively 
considerable? (“Cumulatively considerable” 
means that the incremental effects of a project 
are considerable when viewed in connection 
with the effects of past projects, the effects of 
other current projects, and the effects of 
probable future projects.) 

    

c. Does the project have environmental effects 
that will cause substantial adverse effects on 
human beings, either directly or indirectly? 

    

Discussion 
a. Does the project have the potential to degrade the quality of the environment, substantially 
reduce the habitat of a fish or wildlife species, cause a fish or wildlife population to drop below 
self‐sustaining levels, threaten to eliminate a plant or animal community, reduce the number or 
restrict the range of a rare or endangered plant or animal, or eliminate important examples of 
the major periods of California history or prehistory? 

Less‐than‐Significant Impact with Mitigation Incorporated. As discussed throughout this 
document, the proposed project would not substantially degrade the quality of the environment. As 
described above under Section IV, the proposed project includes mitigation measures to reduce 
potential impacts to special‐status animal species. Implementation of Mitigation Measures BIO‐1, 
BIO‐2 would reduce potential impacts to special‐status animal species (i.e., migratory birds and 
raptors) to a less‐than-significant level.  

b. Does the project have impacts that are individually limited but cumulatively considerable? 
(“Cumulatively considerable” means that the incremental effects of a project are considerable 
when viewed in connection with the effects of past projects, the effects of other current projects, 
and the effects of probable future projects.) 

Less‐than‐Significant Impact with Mitigation Incorporated. The analysis of cumulative impacts 
was completed based on the 2030 Merced County General Plan (Merced County 2013a) and the 
Hilmar Community Plan (Merced County 2008). The Merced County General Plan outlines the 
County’s goals concerning land use. The cumulative impacts discussed below are evaluated in 
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conjunction with growth based on the adopted General Plan, which projects a population growth 
rate of 2.2% between 2005 and 2030, resulting in a 2030 projected population of 417,000 (Merced 
County 2013b:2-12). According to the Hilmar Community Plan, over the past two decades, Hilmar 
has roughly doubled in size and population every 10 years (Merced County 2008). The Hilmar 
Community Plan included five population projections for the year 2025 which ranged from 5,445 
people to 20,631 people. To avoid excessive expansion into productive farmland, the Plan provides 
development opportunities within the central core of Hilmar and steers development toward 
physical barriers and away from dairies and larger parcels with productive agricultural uses. 

The proposed project would result in direct impacts on biological resources, hazards and hazardous 
materials, transportation and traffic, and tribal cultural resources; however, all of the direct impacts 
would be mitigated to a level below significance with incorporation of the mitigation measures 
described throughout this document. While the proposed project would result in less-than‐
significant impacts with mitigation, cumulative impacts could occur if the project would make a 
cumulatively considerable contribution to impacts on a resource. 

Biological resources can result in a cumulative impact if past, present, and reasonably foreseeable 
future project have the potential to impact biological resources. As provided in Section IV, the 
proposed project will implement mitigation measures that would require preconstruction surveys 
for nesting raptors. Although prior development has resulted in significant cumulative impacts on 
multiple species throughout the Central Valley through the elimination of habitat, with the 
implementation of Mitigation Measures BIO‐1 and BIO‐2 the proposed project is not expected to 
make a considerable contribution to significant cumulative impacts related to biological resources. 

Cumulative impacts related to hazards and hazardous materials could occur where future 
development would place structures and people in proximity to significant sources of safety hazards 
or hazardous materials. Hazardous materials treatment, transport, and storage are governed by 
County, state, and federal regulations. There is also a potential for exposure to small amounts of 
hazards/hazardous materials during construction activity. However, treatment of 
hazards/hazardous accidental spills and releases are highly regulated and tend to be localized to 
small areas, and procedures and protocols exist to minimize exposure of people to hazardous 
materials and the cumulative impact is anticipated to be less than significant. Furthermore, with 
respect to the proposed project, Mitigation Measure HM‐1 would require soil sampling on the 
project site to test for potential contaminants associated with prior agricultural use. This mitigation 
measure would ensure that potentially hazardous materials are identified and properly remediated 
if found.  

The traffic analysis considers project‐level and cumulative‐level impacts by analyzing the 
contribution of the proposed project to regional roadways and evaluates the proposed project’s 
consistency with the regional congestion management plan. As determined in Section XVI, with 
implementation of Mitigation Measure TR‐1, potential project and cumulative impacts would be less 
than significant. 

c. Does the project have environmental effects that will cause substantial adverse effects on 
human beings, either directly or indirectly? 

Less‐than‐Significant Impact with Mitigation Incorporated. The proposed project would have 
potentially significant environmental effects on air quality, geology and soils, hazards and hazardous 
materials, noise, and transportation and traffic that could cause substantial adverse effects on 
human beings, either directly or indirectly. However, implementation of Mitigation Measures HM‐1 
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and TR‐1 would reduce these impacts to a less‐than-significant level. No other direct or indirect 
adverse effects on human beings have been identified. 
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Analysis of Cumulative Conditions 
The Cumulative Without and With Project analysis results are presented in Table 11. In the Cumulative 
without Project condition, the study intersection and driveways are projected to operate at an average LOS 
B or better during both peak hours.  The addition of Project traffic would slightly increase delay at the 
Lander Avenue (SR 165)/ August Avenue during both peak hours, although the intersection would continue 
to operate at LOS B. The driveways would continue to operate at overall acceptable service levels.  

Table 11:  Cumulative Without and With Project Peak Hour Intersection Levels of Service 

Intersection Control1 Peak Hour 
Without Project With Project 

Delay2  LOS3 Delay2 LOS3 

1. Lander Avenue (SR 
165)/August Avenue Signal AM  

PM 
12 
15 

B 
B 

14 
16 

B 
B 

2. Driveway 1/ August 
Avenue SSSC AM 

PM 
2 (11) 
2 (11) 

A (B) 
A (B) 

2 (11) 
3 (11) 

A (B) 
A (B) 

3. Driveway 2/ August 
Avenue SSSC AM  

PM 
4 (10) 
5 (10) 

A (A) 
A (A) 

3 (10) 
5 (11) 

A (A) 
A (B) 

4. Driveway 3/ August 
Avenue SSSC AM  

PM 
0 (11) 
1 (11) 

A (B) 
A (B) 

1 (11) 
1 (11) 

A (B) 
A (B) 

5. Driveway 4/ Lander 
Avenue SSSC AM  

PM 
0 (21) 
2 (27) 

A (C) 
A (D) 

1 (23) 
3 (31) 

A (C) 
A (D) 

Notes: 
1. Signal = signalized intersection, SSSC = side street stop controlled intersection 
2. Delay presented as seconds per vehicle; for side-street stop-controlled intersections, delay presented as Intersection 

average (worst approach).  
3. LOS = Level of Service 

Source: Fehr & Peers, 2018. 

Roadway segment forecasts were developed based on the method described previously and accounts for 
regional growth and the approved development on the site. Project traffic was added to the Without Project 
forecast. Daily levels of service are presented in Table 12.  August Avenue is projected to operate at LOS C 
without and with the Project. The three-lane segment of Lander Avenue is projected to operate at LOS D 
without and with the Project. Lander Avenue, south of August Avenue, is projected to degrade to LOS E in 
the Cumulative without Project scenario. The project would increase traffic on this roadway segment.  

 







































































































































































































 

 

Appendix C:  
Crosswalk Tool Assessment Worksheets 
 

 





Location

User

Input Parameters Value Intersection Characteristics Yes No

55

35 1071.5
44.2

618.3

188 380.9

74

114

3

3

5

30

15

15

2

0

Moderate

 *Fehr & Peers is monitoring ongoing discussions re: patent concerns for the RRFB and 
jurisdictions should consult legal counsel before installing the RRFB at this time.*

Expected Motorist Compliance

Frequent at-grade transit?

Bicycle lanes?

Heavy bicycle traffic?

Major/minor road intersection?

Midblock/off-set intersection?

Speed Limit

Peak Hour Pedestrian Vol

Major Road Peak Hour Volume Total

Major Road Peak Hour Vol Dir 1

Major Road Peak Hour Vol Dir 2

Heavy truck traffic?

Existing infrastructure limit treatments?

Ped start-up/end clearance time

August Avenue Mid-Block Crossing; Existing 

Date : 11-9-2018Kathrin Tellez

Avg Pedestrian Walking Speed

On-street parking?

15th Percentile Crossing Speed

Downtown area?

Built-up area of an isolated community?

Median refuge island?

Sufficient width for a median?

Actual Total Pedestrian Delay

Pedestrian Crossing Distance

1st Half Crossing Distance

2nd Half Crossing Distance

Number of Lanes

LOW 
(or Speed > 35 MPH)

MODERATE HIGH

LOS A-D 
(average delay up to 30 

seconds)

LEVEL 3
2 Lane Road: In-Pavement 

Flashers, Overhead Flashing 
Beacons

Multi-Lane Road: RRFB
Plus LEVELS 1 and 2

LEVEL 2
Curb Extentions, Bus Bulb, 

Reduced Curb Radii, 
Staggered Pedestrian 

Refuge
Plus LEVEL 1

LEVEL 1
High Visibility Crosswalk 

Markings, Advanced Yield 
Lines, Advance Signage

LOS E-F 
(average delay greater 

than 30 seconds)

LEVEL 4
PHB*, RRFB, or Direct 

Pedestrians to Nearest Safe 
Crossing

Plus LEVELS 1, 2, and 3

LEVEL 3
2 Lane Road: In-Pavement 

Flashers, Overhead Flashing 
Beacons

Multi-Lane Road: RRFB
Plus LEVELS 1 and 2

LEVEL 2
Curb Extentions, Bus Bulb, 

Reduced Curb Radii, 
Staggered Pedestrian 

Refuge
Plus LEVEL 1

PEDESTRIAN
LEVEL OF 
SERVICE

EXPECTED MOTORIST COMPLIANCE

TREATMENT IDENTIFICATION MATRIX FOR UNCONTROLLED LOCATIONS

Type RecommendationsUncontrolled Intersection 1 of 2

In-pavement flashers

Paired Treatments for Consideration**

Curb Extensions, Bus Bulb, Reduced Curb 
Radii, Staggered Pedestrian Refuge, High 

Visibility Crosswalk Markings, Advance 
Yield Lines, Advance signage

Candidate for Median Refuge Island? NO
Candidate for Road Diet? NO

Other Treatments for Consideration**
2 lane road: In-pavement flashers, 

overhead flashing beacons; Multi-lane 
road: RRFB

Pedestrian LOS C

Candidate Pedestrian Treatment Identified In-pavement flashers

Signalized or Unsignalized Crossing? Unsignalized Crossing

http://www.fehrandpeers.com/


Location

User

Input Parameters Value Intersection Characteristics Yes No

55

70 1071.5
44.2

618.3

320 380.9

110

210

3

3

5

30

15

15

2

0

Moderate

Downtown area?

Built-up area of an isolated community?

Median refuge island?

Sufficient width for a median?

Actual Total Pedestrian Delay

Pedestrian Crossing Distance

1st Half Crossing Distance

2nd Half Crossing Distance

Number of Lanes

Ped start-up/end clearance time

August Avenue Mid-Block Crossing; Cumulative without Project

Date : 11-9-2018Kathrin Tellez

Avg Pedestrian Walking Speed

On-street parking?

15th Percentile Crossing Speed

 *Fehr & Peers is monitoring ongoing discussions re: patent concerns for the RRFB and 
jurisdictions should consult legal counsel before installing the RRFB at this time.*

Expected Motorist Compliance

Frequent at-grade transit?

Bicycle lanes?

Heavy bicycle traffic?

Major/minor road intersection?

Midblock/off-set intersection?

Speed Limit

Peak Hour Pedestrian Vol

Major Road Peak Hour Volume Total

Major Road Peak Hour Vol Dir 1

Major Road Peak Hour Vol Dir 2

Heavy truck traffic?

Existing infrastructure limit treatments?

LOW 
(or Speed > 35 MPH)

MODERATE HIGH

LOS A-D 
(average delay up to 30 

seconds)

LEVEL 3
2 Lane Road: In-Pavement 

Flashers, Overhead Flashing 
Beacons

Multi-Lane Road: RRFB
Plus LEVELS 1 and 2

LEVEL 2
Curb Extentions, Bus Bulb, 

Reduced Curb Radii, 
Staggered Pedestrian 

Refuge
Plus LEVEL 1

LEVEL 1
High Visibility Crosswalk 

Markings, Advanced Yield 
Lines, Advance Signage

LOS E-F 
(average delay greater 

than 30 seconds)

LEVEL 4
PHB*, RRFB, or Direct 

Pedestrians to Nearest Safe 
Crossing

Plus LEVELS 1, 2, and 3

LEVEL 3
2 Lane Road: In-Pavement 

Flashers, Overhead Flashing 
Beacons

Multi-Lane Road: RRFB
Plus LEVELS 1 and 2

LEVEL 2
Curb Extentions, Bus Bulb, 

Reduced Curb Radii, 
Staggered Pedestrian 

Refuge
Plus LEVEL 1

PEDESTRIAN
LEVEL OF 
SERVICE

EXPECTED MOTORIST COMPLIANCE

TREATMENT IDENTIFICATION MATRIX FOR UNCONTROLLED LOCATIONS

Type RecommendationsUncontrolled Intersection 1 of 2

In-pavement flashers

Candidate Pedestrian Treatment Identified
Overhead Flashing Beacon or In-

Pavement Flashers

Signalized or Unsignalized Crossing? Unsignalized Crossing

Paired Treatments for Consideration**

Curb Extensions, Bus Bulb, Reduced Curb 
Radii, Staggered Pedestrian Refuge, High 

Visibility Crosswalk Markings, Advance 
Yield Lines, Advance signage

Candidate for Median Refuge Island? NO
Candidate for Road Diet? NO

Other Treatments for Consideration** RRFB

Pedestrian LOS E

http://www.fehrandpeers.com/


Location

User

Input Parameters Value Intersection Characteristics Yes No

55

70 1071.5
44.2

618.3

349 380.9

133

216

3

3

5

30

15

15

2

0

Moderate

Downtown area?

Built-up area of an isolated community?

Median refuge island?

Sufficient width for a median?

Actual Total Pedestrian Delay

Pedestrian Crossing Distance

1st Half Crossing Distance

2nd Half Crossing Distance

Number of Lanes

Ped start-up/end clearance time

August Avenue Mid-Block Crossing; Cumulative with Project

Date : 11-9-2018Kathrin Tellez

Avg Pedestrian Walking Speed

On-street parking?

15th Percentile Crossing Speed

 *Fehr & Peers is monitoring ongoing discussions re: patent concerns for the RRFB and 
jurisdictions should consult legal counsel before installing the RRFB at this time.*

Expected Motorist Compliance

Frequent at-grade transit?

Bicycle lanes?

Heavy bicycle traffic?

Major/minor road intersection?

Midblock/off-set intersection?

Speed Limit

Peak Hour Pedestrian Vol

Major Road Peak Hour Volume Total

Major Road Peak Hour Vol Dir 1

Major Road Peak Hour Vol Dir 2

Heavy truck traffic?

Existing infrastructure limit treatments?

LOW 
(or Speed > 35 MPH)

MODERATE HIGH

LOS A-D 
(average delay up to 30 

seconds)

LEVEL 3
2 Lane Road: In-Pavement 

Flashers, Overhead Flashing 
Beacons

Multi-Lane Road: RRFB
Plus LEVELS 1 and 2

LEVEL 2
Curb Extentions, Bus Bulb, 

Reduced Curb Radii, 
Staggered Pedestrian 

Refuge
Plus LEVEL 1

LEVEL 1
High Visibility Crosswalk 

Markings, Advanced Yield 
Lines, Advance Signage

LOS E-F 
(average delay greater 

than 30 seconds)

LEVEL 4
PHB*, RRFB, or Direct 

Pedestrians to Nearest Safe 
Crossing

Plus LEVELS 1, 2, and 3

LEVEL 3
2 Lane Road: In-Pavement 

Flashers, Overhead Flashing 
Beacons

Multi-Lane Road: RRFB
Plus LEVELS 1 and 2

LEVEL 2
Curb Extentions, Bus Bulb, 

Reduced Curb Radii, 
Staggered Pedestrian 

Refuge
Plus LEVEL 1

PEDESTRIAN
LEVEL OF 
SERVICE

EXPECTED MOTORIST COMPLIANCE

TREATMENT IDENTIFICATION MATRIX FOR UNCONTROLLED LOCATIONS

Type RecommendationsUncontrolled Intersection 1 of 2

Overhead Flashing Beacon or In-Pavement Flashers

Candidate Pedestrian Treatment Identified
Overhead Flashing Beacon or In-

Pavement Flashers

Signalized or Unsignalized Crossing? Unsignalized Crossing

Paired Treatments for Consideration**

Curb Extensions, Bus Bulb, Reduced Curb 
Radii, Staggered Pedestrian Refuge, High 

Visibility Crosswalk Markings, Advance 
Yield Lines, Advance signage

Candidate for Median Refuge Island? NO
Candidate for Road Diet? NO

Other Treatments for Consideration** RRFB

Pedestrian LOS E

http://www.fehrandpeers.com/


Location

User

Input Parameters Value Intersection Characteristics Yes No

55

35 1071.5
44.2

618.3

217 380.9

97

120

3

3

5

30

15

15

2

0

Moderate

Downtown area?

Built-up area of an isolated community?

Median refuge island?

Sufficient width for a median?

Actual Total Pedestrian Delay

Pedestrian Crossing Distance

1st Half Crossing Distance

2nd Half Crossing Distance

Number of Lanes

Ped start-up/end clearance time

August Avenue Mid-Block Crossing; Existing With Project

Date : 11-9-2018Kathrin Tellez

Avg Pedestrian Walking Speed

On-street parking?

15th Percentile Crossing Speed

 *Fehr & Peers is monitoring ongoing discussions re: patent concerns for the RRFB and 
jurisdictions should consult legal counsel before installing the RRFB at this time.*

Expected Motorist Compliance

Frequent at-grade transit?

Bicycle lanes?

Heavy bicycle traffic?

Major/minor road intersection?

Midblock/off-set intersection?

Speed Limit

Peak Hour Pedestrian Vol

Major Road Peak Hour Volume Total

Major Road Peak Hour Vol Dir 1

Major Road Peak Hour Vol Dir 2

Heavy truck traffic?

Existing infrastructure limit treatments?

LOW 
(or Speed > 35 MPH)

MODERATE HIGH

LOS A-D 
(average delay up to 30 

seconds)

LEVEL 3
2 Lane Road: In-Pavement 

Flashers, Overhead Flashing 
Beacons

Multi-Lane Road: RRFB
Plus LEVELS 1 and 2

LEVEL 2
Curb Extentions, Bus Bulb, 

Reduced Curb Radii, 
Staggered Pedestrian 

Refuge
Plus LEVEL 1

LEVEL 1
High Visibility Crosswalk 

Markings, Advanced Yield 
Lines, Advance Signage

LOS E-F 
(average delay greater 

than 30 seconds)

LEVEL 4
PHB*, RRFB, or Direct 

Pedestrians to Nearest Safe 
Crossing

Plus LEVELS 1, 2, and 3

LEVEL 3
2 Lane Road: In-Pavement 

Flashers, Overhead Flashing 
Beacons

Multi-Lane Road: RRFB
Plus LEVELS 1 and 2

LEVEL 2
Curb Extentions, Bus Bulb, 

Reduced Curb Radii, 
Staggered Pedestrian 

Refuge
Plus LEVEL 1

PEDESTRIAN
LEVEL OF 
SERVICE

EXPECTED MOTORIST COMPLIANCE

TREATMENT IDENTIFICATION MATRIX FOR UNCONTROLLED LOCATIONS

Type RecommendationsUncontrolled Intersection 1 of 2

In-pavement flashers

Candidate Pedestrian Treatment Identified In-pavement flashers

Signalized or Unsignalized Crossing? Unsignalized Crossing

Paired Treatments for Consideration**

Curb Extensions, Bus Bulb, Reduced Curb 
Radii, Staggered Pedestrian Refuge, High 

Visibility Crosswalk Markings, Advance 
Yield Lines, Advance signage

Candidate for Median Refuge Island? NO
Candidate for Road Diet? NO

Other Treatments for Consideration**
2 lane road: In-pavement flashers, 

overhead flashing beacons; Multi-lane 
road: RRFB

Pedestrian LOS C

http://www.fehrandpeers.com/

	Chapter 1  Introduction and Overview
	Overview
	Authority
	Scope of the IS/MND
	Impact Terminology
	IS/MND Organization

	Chapter 2  Project Description
	Project History and Project Overview
	Project Location
	Site Background
	Existing Setting
	Existing Site Conditions and Surrounding Land Uses

	Proposed Project
	Description of the Proposed Project
	Table 2-1. Summary of Proposed Structural Additions on the Project Site
	Construction
	Table 2-2. Demolition and Construction Activities
	Construction Equipment
	Table 2-3. Summary of Construction Equipment

	Schedule, Lighting, and Construction Hours
	Relocation of Power Lines

	Operation
	Operational Employees
	Table 2-4. Employees Generated by the Project

	Operational Truck Trips
	Operational Water Use and Generation of Sewage, Stormwater, and Solid Waste


	Required Permits and Approvals


	Chapter 3  Environmental Checklist
	Environmental Factors Potentially Affected
	Determination
	Evaluation of Environmental Impacts
	Setting
	Discussion
	Setting
	Discussion
	Regulatory Setting
	Air Quality Management
	Federal and State Ambient Air Quality Standards

	Affected Environment
	Climate and Topography
	Criteria Pollutants
	Ozone
	Carbon Monoxide
	Table 3-1. National and State Ambient Air Quality Standards

	Inhalable Particulates
	Toxic Air Contaminants
	Valley Fever

	Monitoring Data
	Air Quality Standards and Attainment Status

	Sensitive Receptors
	Table 3-2. Annual Ambient Air Quality Data at Merced South Coffee Avenue (ARB 24528) and M Street Stations (ARB 24510)

	Significance Criteria
	SJVAPCD Thresholds
	Regional Thresholds for Air Basin Attainment of State and Federal Ambient Air Quality Standards
	Table 3-3. SJVAPCD Construction and Operational Thresholds of Significance

	Health-Based Thresholds for Project-Generated Pollutants of Human Health Concern
	Localized Diesel Particulate Matter Concentrations
	Localized Carbon Monoxide Concentrations
	Odors


	Discussion
	Construction Emissions
	Table 3-4. Annual Emissions of Criteria Pollutants from Construction Activities by Year (tons per year)

	Operational Emissions
	Table 3-5. Operational Emissions of Criteria Pollutants (tons per year)

	Construction and Operation Overlap Emissions
	Table 3-6. Construction and Operational Emissions in 2024 (tons/year)

	Construction
	Diesel Particulate Matter
	Asbestos
	Valley Fever

	Operation
	Diesel Particulate Matter
	Carbon Monoxide
	Table 3-7. SJVAPCD Project Screening Trigger Levels for Potential Odor Sources


	Setting
	Approach to Analysis
	Table 3-8. Special-Status Species Known to Occur within the Project Region

	Discussion
	Setting
	Methods and Results
	Records Search and Literature Review
	Correspondence with Native Americans
	Discussion
	Setting
	Regulatory Setting
	Federal
	National Earthquake Hazards Reduction Act (1977)

	State
	Alquist-Priolo Earthquake Fault Zoning Act
	Seismic Hazards Mapping Act

	Local
	Merced County General Plan
	Merced County Building Standards


	Discussion
	Affected Environment
	Climate Change
	Principal Greenhouse Gases
	Table 3-9. Lifetimes and Global Warming Potential of Several Greenhouse Gases
	Carbon Dioxide
	Methane
	Nitrous Oxide


	Regulatory Setting
	Federal
	Environmental Protection Agency Endangerment and Cause and Contribute Findings (2009)

	State
	Assembly Bill 1493—Pavley Rules (2002, Amendments 2009, 2012 rulemaking)
	Executive Order S-3-05 (2005)
	Assembly Bill 32—California Global Warming Solutions Act (2006)
	Executive Order S-01-07—Low Carbon Fuel Standard (2007)
	California Energy Efficiency Standards for Residential and Nonresidential Buildings—Green Building Code (2011), Title 24 Updates (2014, 2017)
	Senate Bill 32 (2016)
	Senate Bills 1078/107 and Executive Order S-14-08—Renewable Portfolio Standard (2008)
	Senate Bills 350 and 100—De Leon (Clean Energy and Pollution Reduction Act of 2015, 100 Percent Clean Energy Act of 2017) (2015, 2018)
	State CEQA Guidelines

	Local

	Significance Criteria
	Discussion
	a. Generate greenhouse gas emissions, either directly or indirectly, that may have a significant impact on the environment?
	Construction Emissions
	Table 3-10. Estimated GHG Emissions from Project Construction (metric tons per year)

	Operational Emissions
	Table 3-11. Operational Greenhouse Gas Emissions (metric tons per year)
	b. Conflict with an applicable plan, policy, or regulation adopted for the purpose of reducing the emissions of greenhouse gases?



	Setting
	Regulatory Setting
	Federal Regulations
	Resource Conservation and Recovery Act
	Hazardous Materials Worker Safety Requirements
	National Fire Plan

	State Regulations
	Department of Transportation Hazardous Materials Regulations (49 CFR 100-185)
	Hazardous Waste Control Act (Section 25100 et seq.)
	Use and Storage of Hazardous Materials

	California Fire Plan
	Madera-Mariposa-Merced Fire Unit Fire Management Plan
	Hazardous Materials Business Plans

	Local
	Merced County General Plan



	Discussion
	Setting
	Surface Water Hydrology and Water Quality
	Groundwater Hydrology and Water Quality
	Flooding
	Regulatory Setting
	Federal Regulations
	Clean Water Act
	Federal Flood Insurance Program

	State Regulations
	Porter-Cologne Water Quality Act
	Report of Waste Discharge
	Urban Water Management Planning Act (Water Code Section 10610) per 1983 AB 797

	Local Regulations
	Merced County General Plan



	Discussion
	Setting
	Discussion
	Setting
	Discussion
	Setting
	Noise Background
	Table 3-12. Typical A-Weighted Sound Levels

	Vibration Background
	Table 3-13. Vibration Source Levels for Demolition and Construction Equipment
	Table 3-14. Guideline Vibration Damage Potential Threshold Criteria
	Table 3-15. Guideline Vibration Annoyance Potential Critera

	Ambient Noise Environment
	Table 3-16. Noise Level Measurements Near Project Site


	Regulatory Setting
	Federal
	State
	California Code of Regulations, Title 24, Part 2

	Local
	Merced County Noise Ordinance
	Merced County General Plan
	Table 3-17. Merced County Noise Standards for New Uses Affected by Traffic, Railroad, and Airport Noise
	Table 3-18. Non-Transportation Noise Standards Median (L50) / Maximum (Lmax)1


	Significance Criteria

	Discussion
	Construction Noise
	Table 3-19. Noise Levels of Equipment Proposed for Project Construction
	Table 3-20. Noise Levels of Equipment proposed for Project Construction

	Operational Noise
	Stationary Equipment
	Traffic Noise
	Table 3-21. Existing and Cumulative Traffic Volume Increases Associated with Project Trips


	Setting
	Discussion
	Setting
	Fire Protection
	Police Services
	Schools
	Parks

	Discussion
	Setting
	Discussion
	Setting
	Roadway System
	Traffic Conditions
	Study Intersections
	Analysis Methods
	Signalized Intersections
	Unsignalized Intersections
	Table 3-22. Signalized Intersection LOS Criteria
	Table 3-23. Unsignalized Intersection LOS Criteria

	Roadway Segments
	Table 3-24. Roadway Segment Average Daily Volume LOS Thresholds

	Existing Traffic Counts
	Existing Intersection Operations
	Table 3-25. Existing (2018) Peak Hour Level of Service

	Existing Roadway Operations

	Bicycle and Pedestrian Activities
	Table 3-26. Existing (2018) Roadway Segment Level of Service

	Transit Service
	Rail Service

	Methodology
	Significant Criteria
	Definition of Significant Intersection Impact
	Definition of Significant Roadway Segment Impacts


	Project Trip Estimates
	Project Trips
	Cumulative Trips

	Discussion
	Construction
	Construction Vehicles
	Construction Worker Traffic

	Operation-Existing Plus Project Conditions
	Intersection Level of Service
	Table 3-27. Existing and Existing with Project Peak Hour Intersection Level of Service
	Roadway Level of Service
	Table 3-28. Existing with Project Roadway Segment Levels of Service

	Operation-Cumulative Conditions
	Intersection Level of Service
	Table 3-29. Cumulative Without and With Project Peak Hour Intersection Level of Service

	Roadway Level of Service
	Table 3-30. Cumulative Roadway Segment Level of Service


	Setting
	Discussion
	Setting
	Discussion
	Discussion


	I. Aesthetics
	II. Agricultural and Forestry Resources
	III. Air Quality
	IV. Biological Resources
	V. Cultural Resources
	VI. Geology and Soils
	VII. Greenhouse Gas Emissions
	VIII. Hazards and Hazardous Materials
	IX. Hydrology and Water Quality
	X. Land Use and Planning
	XI. Mineral Resources
	XII. Noise
	XIII. Population and Housing
	XIV. Public Services
	XV. Recreation
	XVI. Transportation/Traffic
	XVII. Tribal Cultural Resources
	XVIII. Utilities and Service Systems
	XIX. Mandatory Findings of Significance
	Chapter 4  References
	Written References
	Personal Communications

	Chapter 5  List of Preparers
	Merced County
	ICF
	Fehr & Peers

	Appendix A Project Construction and Operational Data and Construction Emissions
	Appendix B California Natural Diversity Database Species List
	Appendix C California Native Plant Society Inventory of Rae and Endangered Plants of California Species List
	Appendix D U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Information for Planning and Conservation Species List
	Appendix E Cultural Resources Inventory List
	Appendix F Short-Term Noise Monitoring Results
	Appendix G Transportation Assessment



