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City of Visalia
315 E Acequia Ave 
Visalia, CA 93291 

 

SECTION 1 
CEQA Review Process 

Project Title: The Square at Plaza Drive 

1.1    California Environmental Quality Act Guidelines 
 
Section 15063 of the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) Guidelines requires that the 
Lead Agency prepare an Initial Study to determine whether a discretionary project will have a 
significant effect on the environment.  All phases of the project planning, implementation, and 
operation must be considered in the Initial Study. The purposes of an Initial Study, as listed 
under Section 15063(c) of the CEQA Guidelines, include: 
 

(1) Provide the lead agency with information to use as the basis for deciding whether to 
prepare an EIR or negative declaration; 

(2) Enable an applicant or lead agency to modify a project, mitigating adverse impacts 
before an EIR is prepared, thereby enabling the project to qualify for a negative 
declaration; 

(3) Assist in the preparation of an EIR, if one is required, by: 
(a) Focusing the EIR on the effects determined to be significant, 
(b) Identifying the effects determined not to be significant, 
(c) Explaining the reasons for determining that potentially significant effects would 

not be significant, and 
(d) Identifying whether a program EIR, tiering, or another appropriate process can 

be used for analysis of the project's environmental effects. 
(4) Facilitate environmental assessment early in the design of a project; 
(5) Provide documentation of the factual basis for the finding in a negative declaration 

that a project will not have a significant effect on the environment 
(6) Eliminate unnecessary EIRs; 
(7) Determine whether a previously prepared EIR could be used with the project. 
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1.2 Initial Study
 
This document serves as the Initial Study/Mitigated Negative Declaration for the proposed 
modification within "The Square at Plaza Drive" project. The original plan for this 25-acre mixed-
use development, which included office space, residential units, and highway commercial 
businesses within the City of Visalia, was approved via a Conditional Use Permit in 2014. This 
current document focuses on the environmental impacts of the revised project scope, 
specifically the replacement of an existing bank and office building with a new hotel and a 
drive-thru restaurant. The City of Visalia will continue to act as the Lead Agency for this 
modified Project pursuant to the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) and the CEQA 
Guidelines. 
 

1.3    Environmental Checklist 
 
The Lead Agency may use the CEQA Environmental Checklist Form [CEQA Guidelines, Section 
15063(d)(3) and (f)] in preparation of an Initial Study to provide information for determining if 
there are significant effects of the project on the environment. A copy of the completed 
Environmental Checklist is outlined in Section Three. 
 

1.4    Notice of Intent to Adopt a Negative Declaration 
 
The Lead Agency shall provide a Notice of Intent to Adopt a Negative Declaration (CEQA 
Guidelines, Section 15072) to the public, responsible agencies, trustee agencies, and the County 
Clerk within which the project is located, sufficiently before adoption by the Lead Agency of the 
Negative Declaration to allow the public and agencies the review period.  The public review 
period (CEQA Guidelines, Section 15105) shall not be less than 30 days when the Initial 
Study/Negative Declaration is submitted to the State Clearinghouse unless a shorter period, 
not less than 20 days, is approved by the State Clearinghouse. 
 
Before approving the project, the Lead Agency shall consider the proposed Negative 
Declaration together with any comments received during the public review process and shall 
adopt the proposed Negative Declaration only if it finds based on the whole record before it, 
that there is no substantial evidence that the project will have a significant effect on the 
environment and that the Negative Declaration reflects the Lead Agency’s independent 
judgment and analysis. 
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The written and oral comments received during the public review period will be considered by 
The City of Visalia before adopting the Negative Declaration. Regardless of the type of CEQA 
document that must be prepared, the overall purpose of the CEQA process is to: 
 

1) Assure that the environment and public health and safety are protected in the face of 
discretionary projects initiated by public agencies or private concerns; 

2) Provide full disclosure of the project’s environmental effects to the public, the agency 
decision-makers who will approve or deny the project, and the responsible trustee 
agencies charged with managing resources (e.g. wildlife, air quality) that may be 
affected by the project; and 

3) Provide a forum for public participation in the decision-making process on potential 
environmental effects. 

 
According to Section 15070(a) a public agency shall prepare or have prepared a proposed 
negative declaration for a project subject to CEQA when: 
 

The initial study shows that there is no substantial evidence, in light of the 
whole record before the agency, that the project may have a significant effect 
on the environment. Less than significant impacts with mitigation measures 
have been identified. 

 
The Environmental Checklist Discussion contained in Section Three of this document has 
determined that the environmental impacts of the project are less than significant with 
mitigation measures and that a Mitigated Negative Declaration is adequate for adoption by 
the Lead Agency. 
 

1.5    Negative Declaration or Mitigated Negative Declaration 
The Lead Agency shall prepare or have prepared a proposed Negative Declaration or Mitigated 
Negative Declaration (CEQA Guidelines Section 15070) for a project subject to CEQA when the 
Initial Study shows that there is no substantial evidence, in light of the whole record before the 
agency, that the Project may have a significant effect on the environment. The proposed 
Negative Declaration or Mitigated Negative Declaration circulated for public review shall 
include the following: 
 

(a) A brief description of the project, including a commonly used name for the project. 
(b) The location of the project, preferably shown on a map. 
(c) A proposed finding that the project will not have a significant effect on the environment. 
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(d) An attached copy of the Initial Study documenting reasons to support the finding.
(e) Mitigation measures, if any. 

 
1.6    Intended Uses of Initial Study/Negative Declaration Documents 
The Initial Study/Negative Declaration document is an informational document that is intended 
to inform decision-makers, other responsible or interested agencies, and the general public of 
the potential environmental effects of the proposed project.  The environmental review process 
has been established to enable public agencies to evaluate environmental consequences and 
to examine and implement methods of eliminating or reducing any adverse impacts. While 
CEQA requires that consideration be given to avoiding environmental damage, the Lead 
Agency must balance any potential environmental effects against other public objectives, 
including economic and social goals. The City of Visalia, as the Lead Agency, will make a 
determination, based on the environmental review for the Environmental Study, Initial Study, 
and comments from the general public, if there are less than significant impacts from the 
proposed project and the requirements of CEQA can be met by adoption of a Mitigated 
Negative Declaration. 
 

1.7    Notice of Determination (NOD) 
The Lead Agency shall file a Notice of Determination within five working days after deciding to 
approve the project. The Notice of Determination (CEQA Guidelines, Section 15075) shall include 
the following: 
(1) An identification of the project including the project title as identified on the proposed 

negative declaration, its location, and the State Clearinghouse identification number for 
the proposed negative declaration if the notice of determination is filed with the State 
Clearinghouse. 

(2) A brief description of the project. 
(3) The agency's name and the date on which the agency approved the project. 
(4) The determination of the agency that the project will not have a significant effect on the 

environment. 
(5) A statement that a negative declaration or a mitigated negative declaration was adopted 

pursuant to the provisions of CEQA. 
(6) A statement indicating whether mitigation measures were made a condition of the 

approval of the project, and whether a mitigation monitoring plan/program was adopted. 
(7) The address where a copy of the negative declaration or mitigated negative declaration 

may be examined. 
(8) The identity of the person undertaking a project which is supported, in whole or in part, 

through contracts, grants, subsidies, loans, or other forms of assistance from one or more 
public agencies or the identity of the person receiving a lease, permit, license, certificate, 
or other entitlement for use from one or more public agencies. 
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1.8    CEQA Process Flow Chart
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City of Visalia 
315 E Acequia Ave 
Visalia, CA 93291 

SECTION 2 
Project Description 

Project Title:  The Square at Plaza Drive 
 
2.1 Project Description and Purpose 
 
This document aims to evaluate the environmental impacts associated with the proposed 
revisions to The Square at Plaza Drive Project. The original plan for this 25-acre mixed-use 
development, which included office space, residential units, and highway commercial 
businesses within the City of Visalia, was approved via a Conditional Use Permit in 2014. This 
current document focuses on the environmental impacts of the revised project scope, 
specifically the replacement of an existing bank and office building with a new hotel and a 
drive-thru restaurant. 
 
The Square at Plaza Drive Project consists of a 25-acre mixed-use development with office 
space, residential units, and highway commercial businesses and complies with Policy LU-P-
15 of the Land Use Element of the 2030 Visalia General Plan. The development is comprised of 
the following uses: 
 

Land Use Square Feet 
Office 

Office Building 1 10,000 
Office Building 3 15,800 
Office Building 4 11,000 
Office Building 5 6,000 

Mixed Use – Office Space 40,000 
Office Total 82,800 

Commercial 
NEW- Home 2 Suites By Hilton Hotel (91 Guestrooms) 48,866 

Hotel (87 Guestrooms) 47,767 
NEW- Restaurant 1 6,300 

Restaurant 2 5,500 
Restaurant 3 5,500 
Restaurant 4 5,500 

Mixed Use – Retail Space 30,000 
Gas Station/Convenience Store 6,000 

Commercial Total 155,433 
Residential 

Townhome Building 1 (5 Units) 12,500 
Townhome Building 2 (3 Units) 5,000 
Townhome Building 3 (5 Units) 12,500 
Townhome Building 4 (5 Units) 12,500 
Townhome Building 5 (5 Units) 12,500 
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Executive Residential Suites (28 Units) 28,000 
Residential Total 83,000 

 
This IS/MND will only evaluate impacts associated with replacing an office building and bank 
building with a hotel and drive-thru restaurant. Changes to the site plan that have occurred 
prior to the current Project were approved administratively and were not subject to CEQA 
analysis. Such changes will not be reflected in this environmental analysis.  
 
This proposed revisions to The Square at Plaza Drive Master Plan adheres to the principles of 
the original plan, which emphasized high-quality, larger-scale office and commercial uses. 
Introducing a hotel and drive-thru restaurant aims to enhance the area's hospitality and dining 
options, contributing positively to the local community and economy. The development will 
include dedicated parking areas integrated into the surrounding development.  
 
Consistent with the high-quality architectural standards outlined in the initial Project, the 
design of the hotel and restaurant will feature contemporary and modern elements aimed at 
complementing the existing area's aesthetic. Landscaping will be a critical component of the 
Site design, ensuring the new structures are seamlessly integrated into the environment. In 
accordance with the City Site Plan Review process, as outlined in the original approval, the hotel 
and restaurant structures will be evaluated to ensure their consistency with the revised Project 
plan, the Master Plan, and other City-adopted policies and development standards. 
 
The document's overall purpose is to facilitate a detailed review of the environmental impacts 
resulting from this specific modification to The Square at Plaza Drive Master Plan.  
 
This Project will be the third Master Planned BRP development in Visalia to incorporate 
sustainable design features that will provide a basis for structures to be certified under the 
"Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED)" green building rating system. The 
Master Plan will include the following features prescribed in the LEED program: 
 

1) Avoidance of prime farmland or key habitat areas; 
2) Location of the Project within ¼ mile of bus stops and integration of transit into the 

project design; 
3) Providing bicycle facilities, including on-site bicycle racks; 
4) Preferential parking for vanpools, carpools, and low-emission vehicles; 
5) Implementing on-site bio-swale stormwater management system to retain 

stormwater; 
6) Performance standards for containing errant light; 
7) Use of trees and highly reflective materials to reduce heat buildup; 
8) Shared parking; 
9) Reduction in on-site water consumption by 50 percent through the use of selected 

plant materials and building features. 
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Chapter 17.24 of the Visalia Municipal Code describes the City's BRP district: 
 
The purpose and intent of the planned business research park zone district is to provide for 
business, scientific, educational, and light industrial uses in a campus-type setting. Planned 
business research parks are to be planned and developed as integrated units via specific or 
Master plans and are intended to accommodate large-scale office developments at locations 
that provide close-in employment opportunities; promote Visalia's community identity 
through special site development standards such as lot sizes, setbacks, landscaping, building 
scale, parking, open areas, etc.; and provide on-site ancillary uses including day care, food 
service, banks, recreation, etc., served by a variety of transportation modes to reduce vehicle 
trips. 
 
2.2 Project Location 
 
The proposed Project is set to occur in the northwest corner of the Square at Plaza Drive Master 
Plan Site, located within the City of Visalia. N Keeley Street bounds the Site to the west, E Crowley 
Ave to the north, and Plaza Drive to the east. The Site is approximately 5 miles west of downtown 
Visalia. The Project involves construction on APNs 081-170-27 and 081-170-028. The Site is 
topographically flat, with similar BRP developments to the north and east. A car dealership and 
vacant/agricultural land currently exist to the west. Highway 198 borders the Site to the south. 
The Site is zoned BRP (Business Research Park) and will not need to change. The Visalia General 
Plan Designation is BRP, Business Research Park. The Site is currently vacant land. The gas 
station/convenience store has been developed in the Site's northeast corner. 
 
2.3 Other Permits and Approvals 
 
The following discretionary approvals are required from the City of Visalia for the proposed 
Project: 
 

• Conditional Use Permit 
• San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District (SJVAPCD). The proposed Project is 

within the jurisdiction of the SJVAPCD and will be required to comply with Rules VIII, 3135, 
4101, and 9510. 

• Central Valley Regional Water Quality Control Board, SWPPP. The proposed project site 
is within the jurisdiction of the Central Valley Regional Water Quality Control Board 
(RWQCB). The Central Valley RWQCB will require a Storm Water Pollution Prevention Plan 
(SWPPP) to prevent impacts related to stormwater because of project construction. 
 

The following ministerial approvals are required from the City of Visalia for the proposed 
Project: 
 

• City of Visalia Building and Encroachment Permits 
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Figure 2-1. Regional Location Map 
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Figure 2-2. Vicinity Map 


