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INITIAL STUDY CHECKLIST
Description of Project:
Introduction
This Initial Study is an environmental evaluation to determine whether a negative
declaration, mitigated negative declaration, or Environmental Impact Report (EIR) is the
necessary document to comply with the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). This
Initial Study examines the environmental impacts associated with the proposed Santa Fe
Aggregates Snelling Tailings Project (Project). The Project proposed by Santa Fe
Aggregates (Applicant) is an application for a Conditional Use Permit (CUP) for a surface
mine and reclamation plan in northeastern Merced County. The CUP would provide for the
removal and processing of dredger tailings from a site south of the Town of Snelling (see
Figure 3, Existing Conditions Aerial Photograph). The parcels are composed, in large part,
of hundreds of acres of rows of dredger tailings, and are crossed by three irrigation ditches,
as well as a 1.7 mile reach of the Merced River. Upon completion of mining activities,
reclamation of the Project site will be to open space – a stable, self-sustaining grassland,
interspersed with the currently existing wetlands. As a result of the evaluation contained in
this Initial Study, Merced County (County), the CEQA lead agency, has determined the
proposed Project results in potentially significant impacts. Therefore, the appropriate
environmental document to be prepared for the project will be an EIR.
Purpose
An Initial Study is the “preliminary analysis prepared by the lead agency to determine
whether an EIR or a negative declaration must be prepared…” (CEQA Guidelines §
15063(g)). Preparation of an Initial Study is not required to follow a precise format, but must
contain the following information:
a. Description and location of the Project;
b. Description of the environmental setting;
c. Information identifying the environmental effects with a brief explanation to support
the conclusion;
d. Discussion of mitigation, if appropriate;
e. Consistency determination with land use plans and controls; and
f. Name of preparer.
(CEQA Guidelines § 15063(d))
In identifying the environmental effects of the proposed Project, the Initial Study provides an
impact determination of potentially significant, less than significant with mitigation
incorporated, less than significant, or no impact. The Initial Study must provide a brief
explanation for all answers except “No Impact.” The explanation and significance
determination must be based on all phases of project implementation and operation. If the
proposed Project will clearly require an EIR as determined by the Lead Agency, an Initial
Study is not required (CEQA Guidelines § 15063(a)). If the lead agency does prepare an
Initial Study and determines “substantial evidence that any aspect of the project, either
individually or cumulatively, may cause a significant effect on the environment…” an EIR
shall be prepared (CEQA Guidelines § 15063(b).) The Initial Study will assist the
preparation of the EIR by focusing the EIR on effects determined significant in the Initial
Study, identifying those effects not determined significant and not to be addressed in the
EIR, and explaining the reasons for the significance determination for each resource area.
As a public disclosure, this Initial Study also provides local decision makers and the public with
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information regarding the environmental impacts associated with the Project.
Section 15063 of the CEQA Guidelines, the purpose of an Initial Study is to:
1.
2.

3.

4.
5.
6.
7.

According to

Provide the Lead Agency with information to use as the basis for deciding whether to
prepare an EIR or a Negative Declaration.
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.
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.
Facilitate environmental assessment early in the design of a project.
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.
Eliminate unnecessary EIRs.
Determine whether a previously prepared EIR could be used with the project.

Project Background
The Applicant, Santa Fe Aggregates, is proposing to open and operate a new dredge
tailings mine in northeastern Merced County (see Figure 1, Regional Location ) The
proposed project would remove approximately 8 million tons of aggregate deposited on the
site over a minimum of 20 years. No below-grade mining will occur. The removal of the
dredge tailings would range from approximately 2 feet to 20 feet, depending on the
thickness of the deposit. The annual production is expected to range from 100,000 to
435,000 tons, with sales expected to range between 100,000 and 400,000 tons per year.
The operation is composed of 6 phases, which range from 70 to 132 acres. Operations are
generally expected to run from 6:00AM to 6:00PM, Monday through Saturday, with
expanded operations from 5:00AM to 9:00PM during the peak construction period (generally
May though October), Monday though Saturday. In addition, the Applicant is requesting
occasional 24-hour, 7 day per week operations for limited duration periods to service
emergency and nighttime road projects.
The proposed Project will mine dredge tailings from approximately 624 acres, composed of
8 parcels (7 in their entirety, and a portion of an eighth). The properties are under long-term
lease by the Applicant from two separate landowners. Of the 624 acre mining area, only
421 acres will actually be mined. The remaining area will be excluded from mining to
accommodate setbacks proposed by the Applicant to minimize potential impacts (e.g.,
riparian habitat, wetlands). This site will complement the Applicant’s other aggregate
operations in the region, and will provide a long-term aggregate base rock supply following
closure of their adjacent Doolittle site (estimated to close within two to four years).
Additional information regarding the proposed project, as well as information pertaining to
the operations and closure of the Applicant’s nearby mine, “Doolittle”, are described in
greater detail in subsequent sections of this Initial Study.
Existing and Surrounding Land Uses
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The proposed Project is located on land containing dredger tailings that resulted from mining
in the early to mid-1900s to excavate the Merced River stream channel and floodplain
deposits. Gold was recovered from the excavated material and the tailings were then
deposited in long rows on the floodplain. Because of the steep slopes of the tailings ridges,
along with a lack of any significant topsoil on the tailings (which are basically piles of
variously-sized cobbles), vegetation on the ridges is minimal, although fragmented wetlands
and other isolated habitats have developed in the depressions between tailing ridges. No
agricultural uses (including grazing) can be supported, and thus the land has no productive
use other than as open space and as wildlife habitat.
No residential structures are located within the Project site, although two residences exist
adjacent to the mining boundary, one along Snelling Road adjacent to Scott Ditch and one
in the Sunup Turkey Ranch complex off of Robinson Road. The Town of Snelling exists
adjacent to the central portion of the northern mining boundary. A now-defunct recreational
fishing tackle shack stands on the northwest corner of the Project site, along with the
concrete foundation of what appears to have been a caretaker’s residence. An old oneroom hunting cabin is located south of the Merced River in the approximate center of the
site, but reportedly has not been used for many years (pers. comm. 2005, Bob Thomas,
Sunup Land & Cattle Company landowner). Three privately owned and operated irrigation
canals or ditches, as well as the Merced River, flow from east to west through the Project
site and are shown on Figure 3.
The nearest residence located outside the property boundary is approximately 2,000 feet
south of the Project entrance on Snelling Road, and within 50 feet of the southwestern
Project boundary. Another residence is located about 700 feet from the Project boundary,
just off of Robinson Road. The Town of Snelling is located along the northern Project
boundary. As shown on Figures 2 and 3, the proposed Project site is located in a rural area
of Merced County south of the Town of Snelling. In addition to surrounding dredger tailings,
other land uses adjacent to the Project include the Sunup Land & Cattle Company turkey
farm, cattle grazing lands, orchards south and east of the site; an existing permitted mining
site operated by Santa Fe Aggregates (Doolittle Mine) to the west; and mine tailings, the
town of Snelling, and some row cropping to the north. There are several other aggregate
mining operations in the general vicinity, including Santa Fe Aggregates’ currently permitted
and
operating
Doolittle
operation
(CUP
#
99021)
on the east side of Snelling Road (i.e., immediately across from the proposed Snelling
Tailings Project; see Figure 3), as well as several additional tailings mines or proposed
mines to the east and west of the site.
Williamson Act
Two parcels within the southern portion of the Project boundary are currently included within
a Williamson Act contract. Parcel No. 043-050-008 is 160.5 acres and is comprised entirely
of dredger tailings. Parcel No. 043-070-033 is 93 acres, with only about 9.6 acres of
dredger tailings; the other 72 acres include rangeland, turkey farm buildings, shop buildings,
and associated residences. The Project site boundary includes only the tailings portion of
the 93-acre parcel, though access through non-tailings portions of the parcel would be
required to connect the portion of the site south of the Merced River with the public road
system (i.e., Robinson Road).
General Plan and Zoning Designations
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As shown on Figure 4, General Plan and Zoning, the Project site has a General Plan
designation of Agriculture and most of the Project site is zoned Exclusive Agriculture (A-2),
although a small portion of APN parcels 043-050-041 and 043-050-046 is zoned General
Agriculture (A-1) and falls within the Snelling Specific Urban Development Plan (SUDP)
boundary.
Proposed Mining Operations
This section describes the specific components and activities of the mining operation as
proposed under the submitted application. Table 1, Snelling Tailings Project, summarizes
key components of this Project.
Dredge Tailings Removal
The 624-acre Project site encompasses both mining and non-mining areas. See Figure 5,
Mine Plan. The Project site is comprised almost entirely of dredger tailings and includes
land both north and south of the Merced River, along a 1.7-mile reach of the river.
The total area within the mining perimeter (including the river) is about 552 acres. However,
once the river (11 acres), river setback (at least 42 acres), and wetlands (78 acres in
addition to wetlands included in the river setback) are considered, the actual maximum
acreage to be mined is estimated at 421 acres (see Table 1).
Mining will basically be a land-leveling and excavation operation in order to remove and
crush the existing dredger tailings. Front-end loaders or an excavator will be used to
excavate and load material from the tailings area being mined at any given time. Trucks or
a loader will transport raw materials to a portable, diesel-powered rock plant, at least during
the early years of mining. In later years, the crusher may be changed to a permanent
electric, non-portable facility. Mining will involve the removal of the currently existing
mounded piles of tailings from the current surface approximately 2 to 20 feet from the top of
tailings piles, to what may have been considered historical grade. The depth of tailings on
grade ranges from less than 2 feet deep at the margins of depositional areas to greater than
20 feet deep in some interior areas. No below-grade mining will occur.
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TABLE 1
SNELLING TAILINGS PROJECT
Design/Operating Characteristics

Description / Parameters / Assumptions1

OPERATIONAL ACTIVITIES
Mining
Processing

Reclamation
MINE AND RECLAMATION DATA
Acreages
Total Parcel(s)
Acreage to be Mined
Acreage to be Reclaimed
Volume
Average Annual Mine Production
Average Annual Sales
Maximum Annual Mine Production
Maximum Annual Mine Sales
Total Production
Waste in Processing
Operations Period2
Mining
Reclamation

Excavation/land leveling using front-end loaders or
excavators
Aggregate processing plant (portable diesel-powered
rock crushing plant initially; possible electric crusher
in later phases
Reclamation contours will be established during
tailings removal and will not be a separate operation;
Revegetation will entail natural recruitment with
supplemental seeding, as necessary
624± acres
421± acres
421± acres
200,000 tons
200,000 tons
435,000 tons
400,000 tons
8 million tons
None
Maximum of 50 years
Concurrent with mining; completion within 1-2 years
after mining cessation

Operating Hours and Work Force
Operating Hours3

6:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m. (Monday –Saturday); see Note
3 below

Notes:
1
All values approximate.
2
Mining and reclamation may be completed within a shorter timeframe depending on market
demand for the product.
3
Mining, processing, sales, and truck transport would occur between 6:00AM and 6:00PM six days
per week. Occasionally operating hours may be 5:00AM to 9:00PM due to extended operating hours.
The Project may also periodically operate 24-hours per day, 7 days per week for limited durations to
service nighttime road improvement projects.

Removal of dredger tailings near and around wetlands will involve a slightly different
process currently successfully utilized at the Applicant’s Doolittle site. In general, tailings
are removed with a front end loader between and around wetland areas. The loader leaves
a setback or small buffer of tailings around all wetland areas, thus ensuring that the
wetlands are not disturbed. Following removal of the majority of the tailings around a
wetland, a backhoe or excavator is used to pull back any remaining above-grade material
away from the wetland areas, thus preventing tailings from falling or washing into the
wetlands.
Irrigation ditch crossings will be necessary in order to move the aggregate product from
some portions of the Project site to the processing areas. These crossings will be designed
to span the ditches without creating disturbance or depositing fill in wetland areas. It is
anticipated that the use of flat longbed railroad cars may be utilized for the crossing. The
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mining protocol employed along the edges of wetlands will also be employed along the
edges of the irrigation ditches.
Phasing
Overall Project phasing is shown on Figure 6, Phasing Plan. As a result of contractual
agreements between the Applicant and the two landowners owning the parcels on which the
proposed mine will be developed, the Applicant will alternate active mine development
between the two land owners during Phases 1a and 1b and Phases 2a and 2b. Only one
crusher will be active at any one time; therefore, processing would not occur in more than
one phase (or location) at any time.
Operations would commence with Phase 1a. Mining, processing and stockpiling in Phase
1a will occur until a portion of material is crushed, processed, and stockpiled, at which point
mining operations will move to Phase 1b. Stockpiles from Phase 1a will continue to be sold
while mining operations (crushing and processing) occur at Phase 1b. As the Applicant only
plans to utilize one portable rock crushing plant at any given time, processing would not
occur simultaneously at two sites. The Applicant will alternate operations between Phases
1a and 1b until mining in this area is complete, and only stockpiles remain for sales. This
procedure will continue until all phases are complete, through Phases 2a and 2b, 3, and 4.
This phasing will allow crushing and processing to occur at one phase at a time, while sales
may be conducted from stockpiles from the previous phase.
Phasing order may be
changed to meet operating conditions or facilitate a potential River Restoration Project. The
maximum area to be disturbed at any one time is anticipated to be 200 acres or less.
Concurrent reclamation would be implemented within each phase as soon as the phase is
completely mined out. When possible, reclamation would be started on areas constituting
less than a whole phase, thus further limiting disturbance acreage at any given time.
Setbacks
The Applicant has established a ‘mining perimeter’, shown on Figure 5. The mining
perimeter provides a buffer between the town of Snelling and actual mining and processing
operations, as well as a buffer along SR 59 on the northern Project site boundary, and
excludes other riparian areas in the southern and eastern portions of the Project site (see
Figure 5).
Additionally, no crushing or processing will occur within 500 feet of any
residence or the Town of Snelling at any time during the Project. In addition to the planned
buffer areas between the Project site boundary and the mining perimeter, the Applicant
plans to delay mining of the first row of tailings along Snelling Road until later in the Project,
thus providing a visual and noise barrier to the interior portion of the site from Snelling Road.
A similar buffer will be left in place adjacent to the Hardin residence.
In addition to perimeter buffers described above, tailings removal operations will be set back
at least 100 feet or one row of tailings (whichever is the widest distance) from either side of
the river, and a 25 foot setback will be maintained between all wetlands and stockpiled
aggregate base rock materials. Additionally, riparian vegetation in wider bands along the
river will also be avoided during tailings removal operations. Modifications to this buffer may
be made as additional surface water and river hydraulic analyses are completed during EIR
analysis.
Processing Operations
Within the mining perimeter, processing areas and material stockpile areas will be
developed as mining commences. The Applicant plans to use a portable rock crushing
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plant, similar to the plant currently in use at their adjacent Doolittle operation. Thus, a
permanent processing area will likely not be established; rather, the processing area in use
at any given point during the Project term will be dependent upon the area actively being
mined at that time. Figure 5 identifies the initial processing sites to be developed for the first
mining phases. Separate processing areas and truck scales will be established for
operations north and south of the river, so that no river crossing will be required. A more
permanent, electric-powered rock plant may be installed during later years of mining.
The two initial processing areas shown on Figure 5 (one north and one south of the Merced
River) would together encompass approximately 10± acres, of which about 4 acres would
be used to temporarily stockpile aggregate product prior to sales and trucking from the site.
These processing areas and stockpiles would be placed on already leveled areas from
which aggregate had previously been removed and would thus be included within the overall
disturbance area. Areas that are not mined, used for the processing facilities, or temporary
stockpiles would remain in their natural state. The Applicant will not operate crushers within
500 feet of any residence, or the Snelling SUDP. A boundary area for the potential
movement of crushers is shown in Figure 5, Mine Plan.
Processed material from stockpiles will be loaded onto customer-operated trucks for
transport to the markets being served at any given time. Sales of aggregate material are
also expected to be intermittent. The number of days per week and per year that sales will
occur, and the number of days of active mining, will be dependent on the market demand.
Equipment
Table 2, “Snelling Tailings Project Typical Equipment”, identifies the types of processing and
mobile equipment that would typically be used in tailings removal, processing, and hauling
operations.
The types of mobile equipment and/or machines to be employed are typical excavation and
construction equipment, such as: an excavator, front-end wheel loader, haul trucks, and
dozer. A water truck would be used for maintenance of surfaces and dust control. The type
of vehicles used would vary somewhat over time depending on availability, as well as the
introduction of new models to suit different on-site conditions, and the need to perform
specific short-term reclamation tasks.
A mobile fuel and lubrication truck would be used to service vehicles on-site. The fuel/lube
truck can carry a limited amount of petroleum products, is equipped with automatic shut-off
valves to prevent spills, and also carries appropriate absorbent materials to contain and
recover spillage. A Spill Prevention, Control, and Countermeasures (SPCC) Plan would
guide reporting, control, and cleanup activities in the event of a spill in the mine or other
operating areas.
Project Reserves, Production, and Operating Schedule
Total Project reserves are estimated at about 8 million tons. Annual production for the
Project is estimated at between 100,000 and 435,000 tons per year, with the daily
production ranging from zero to 8,000 tons per day. An average production day would be
about 2,500 tons. For the purposes of analysis in the EIR, an average production of
200,000 tons per year will be assumed with a maximum of 435,000 tons in peak years,
which could occur in successive years depending on market demand.
Mining, processing, sales, and truck transport from the site would generally take place
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between 6:00 a.m. and 6:00 p.m. six days a week. As noted above, mining, processing, and
sales would be intermittent. The average days of operation would be variable from year to
year; however, it is anticipated that the yearly average would range from 30 to 175 days per
year. Sales days will sometimes coincide with mining and processing, but at other times
truck loadout and sales will be the only operations occurring at the site.
From time to time, customer demand and/or operational considerations dictate periods of
extended hours which can involve two shifts and result in operating hours starting at 5:00
a.m. and ending as late as 9:00 p.m. For material sales, this is most likely to occur during
the peak construction season, generally from May to October, while mining and crushing
operations are not season dependent. Operating the portable plant for longer shifts
increases the daily production and thus decreases the number of days the crusher needs to
remain on site to produce the required amount of material.

TABLE 2
SNELLING TAILINGS PROJECT TYPICAL EQUIPMENT
Equipment1
MINING OPERATIONS
Water Truck

Diesel

Front-end loader, excavator

Diesel

Fuel

Used to water haul roads & plant site
areas.
Used to excavate aggregate-bearing
tailings and load raw materials (rock, sand
and gravel products) for transport to rock
plant

ROCK PROCESSING PLANT OPERATIONS
Front-end loader
Diesel

Rock Processing Plant
Haul Trucks (40 ton capacity)

Diesel in early
phases; possibly
electric later on
Diesel

Haul Trucks (10 to 27 ton capacity)

Diesel

FUEL STORAGE
Above-ground 1,000 gallon (±) Diesel
Fuel Storage Tank
RECLAMATION ACTIVITIES
Front-end loader/excavator/dozer

Uses

Used to load raw materials into portable
plant for processing and to load processed
aggregate materials onto trucks for
delivery off-site.
The rock processing plant would crush
and screen rock for sale
Used internally to haul aggregate material
from site of excavation to rock processing
plant
Used externally to haul processed
aggregate off site to market

NA
NA

Storage of fuel for trucks and mobile
equipment.

Diesel

Recontouring of ground at grade level
would occur as part of the mining process

Note:
1. Equipment would be purchased at the time it is needed and may differ from equipment listed.

Certain public agency projects (such as Caltrans road improvement projects) may operate
during nighttime hours to prevent traffic congestion associated with lane closures and heavy
vehicle operations, in addition to emergency road repairs made necessary by natural
disasters (e.g., flooding) or other unforeseen events. These road improvement or repair
projects accordingly require materials to be supplied at night. The Project could periodically
operate 24 hours per day and up to seven days per week for limited periods in order to

9

INITIAL STUDY CHECKLIST
service these projects. The duration of these expanded hours of operation would depend on
the duration of the projects being supplied.
Proposed operations, including mining, processing, and administrative functions, would
employ between two and seven people. Employees would be primarily skilled workers in
the construction materials industry, such as heavy equipment operators, maintenance
personnel and support staff.
Water Supply and Consumption
On-site water requirements would be minimal, given that no washing of the aggregate is
planned. Water would be needed primarily for dust control and secondarily for adding a
small amount (5 percent by volume) of moisture into the base rock as per customer
specifications. Water would be obtained from shallow, temporary ponds that would be
excavated into the perched groundwater. Ponds would be excavated in close proximity to
the portable rock crushing plant location. The necessary water would be extracted from
these ponds using a pump. When finished, the pond sites would be filled back to grade
level. No water would be extracted either from Merced River or from the three irrigation
canals (Ingalsbe Slough/Ruddle Ditch, Scott Ditch, and Mill Ditch) that flow through the
Project site. The maximum water use is estimated to be ±50,000 gallons per operating day.
Bottled water would be provided for on-site employees.
Reclamation
Mine reclamation is required by the Surface Mining and Reclamation Act (SMARA). SMARA
requires mines to be reclaimed to a usable condition that is readily adaptable for a
productive alternative land use that creates no danger to public health or safety. A
Reclamation Plan has been submitted as part of the application materials in compliance with
SMARA regulations. SMARA requires surface mining operators to obtain lead agency
approved financial assurance for the reclamation of mined lands, so the public would not
bear the cost of reclaiming abandoned operations. A financial assurance estimate is
included in the Applicant’s Application Package and would be annually reviewed in
accordance with SMARA requirements.
Proposed reclamation contours are shown on Figure 7, Reclamation Plan. The Reclamation
Plan provides for open space as the reclaimed use in the form of self-sustaining grasslands
to compliment the existing wetlands and habitat that will be retained. Following the
completion of mining and reclamation activities, equipment associated with mining and
processing would be removed from the site, including, but not limited to office buildings,
scales, screens, and rock processing plants.
The Reclamation Plan calls for returning the land to enhanced open space, similar to its
current use, but with less formidable topographic constraints. Because the existing
topography will be leveled as mining proceeds, a major component of reclamation–that of
contouring the land to meet final land use goals—will be met in concert with the removal of
the tailings resource. Once the tailings have been removed, areas not used for other
purposes (rock plant processing, stockpiles, etc.) can be smoothed to mostly final contours.
Based on the Applicant’s experience at their adjacent Doolittle operation, natural recruitment
of native vegetation will occur in the first year or two after tailings removal and land
smoothing. The proximity of the final grade to perched groundwater appears to enhance the
process of natural regeneration to the extent that little reseeding of species may be
necessary in many areas of the re-graded surface.
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A range of strategies will be included in the postmining effort to reclaim the Project site to a
stable, self-sustaining grassland, interspersed with the currently existing wetlands. Based
on results obtained at the Applicant’s Doolittle site, natural recruitment by native species will
be given an opportunity to become established on many, if not most, portions of the Project
site. If natural recruitment doesn’t successfully meet the specified performance standards
within two to three years of final contouring on any given site, seeding with a native seed
mixture will be implemented. Sites that appear to have more extreme exposure to wind or
water erosion will be seeded as soon as possible after mining and processing operations,
rather than depending on natural recruitment on these more ‘at risk’ sites. Specific
measures proposed, along with test plot strategies and performance standards are
described in the reclamation plan.
The reclamation effort would be ongoing as part of the phased mining operations. While
mining is taking place in a subsequent phase, the previously mined area would be
reclaimed.
Application and Approvals
County Conditional Use Permit
The Applicant is requesting a Conditional Use Permit (CUP) to allow mining of dredge tailings
on parcels leased by the Applicant. The CUP would allow surface mining operations (mining
and processing) on approximately 421 acres of a 624-acre parcel. The Applicant seeks to
remove a total of 8 million tons of construction-grade aggregate over a maximum 50-year
period, with a maximum production of 435,000 tons per year.
Reclamation Plan and Financial Assurance Estimate
Prior to the County approving the financial assurance estimate (FAE) and the reclamation plan,
the State Office of Mine Reclamation (OMR) reviews and comments on the adequacy of the
documents. In order to comply with SMARA, the reclamation plan and FAE must be approved
by the local lead agency. Once approval is granted, SMARA requires the County to complete
annual mine inspections for each mine (active or idle) to ensure it complies with its reclamation
plan obligations and to determine if its FAE still adequately addresses ongoing costs to
implement reclamation.
Surrounding Land Uses and Setting:
Location

Land Use

NORTH:

Open Space, Residential, Commercial

EAST:

Open Space, Merced River

SOUTH:

Agriculture

WEST:

Mining

Baseline Environmental Setting
Baseline for Evaluating Project Impacts
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To evaluate the significance of environmental impacts under CEQA, the Lead Agency must first
establish the proper “baseline” environmental conditions against which to compare impacts of
the proposed Project. As stated in CEQA Guidelines § 15125(a), the “baseline” environmental
conditions are those “physical environmental conditions in the vicinity of the project, as they
exist at the time the notice of preparation is published…” The baseline environmental
conditions must be premised on the existing physical (both natural and built) conditions,
including established usage of the property (see Fairview Neighbors v. County of Ventura (2d
Dist. 1999) 70 Cal. App. 4th 238 [82 Cal. Rptr. 2d 436]. As stated in Save Our Peninsula
Committee v. Monterey Bay County Board of Supervisors (2001) 87 Cal.App.4th 99,
“environmental conditions may vary from year to year and in some cases it is necessary to
consider conditions over a range of time periods.”
CUP No. 99021 – Doolittle Site
The Applicant (Santa Fe Aggregates, Inc.) currently operates an aggregate mining site at 15345
North Snelling Road, across the street to the west of the proposed Project. The Applicant and
locals refer to the operation as ‘the Doolittle Plant’. The Doolittle Plant was approved by the
Merced County Planning Commission in July of 2000 under Conditional Use Permit No. 99021
(CUP 99021) with a Mitigated Negative Declaration for removal of sand and gravel from the
Project site. CUP 99021 granted the Operator approval to remove approximately 950,000 cubic
yards of sand and gravel from the 130 acre Doolittle site Figure 3, shows the existing Doolittle
Site and its proximity to the proposed Project.
When applying Guidelines Section 15125 to existing mining projects, Courts have recognized
this type of use as being influenced by fluctuating market conditions, consequently a description
of the baseline environmental setting may reasonably include established levels of permitted
use. In cases where no set maximum is provided in the permit, established usage of the
property may be considered part of the environmental setting (Fairview Neighbors, supra, 70
Cal.App.4th 238). In describing the baseline environmental setting, the EIR must clearly identify
the baseline assumptions in its description of the existing environmental setting.
The County has determined that it would be appropriate to utilize an average of the previous six
years of production, sales, and truck trips at the Doolittle site to determine baseline
environmental conditions for the current EIR. The Applicant supplied information outlining
maximum and average production and sales rates for the years of April 2001 through March
2007. Table 3, Doolittle Site Historical Production & Sales Information, provides daily and
yearly historic mining activity used by the Applicant to estimate future production and sales rates
for the Snelling Tailings Project. This historical information from the Applicant’s existing
Doolittle site across Snelling Road will be recognized as part of the baseline conditions
analyzed in the EIR.

TABLE 3
Santa Fe Aggregates, Inc.
Doolittle Site
Historical Production & Sales Information
April 1, 2001 through March 31, 2007
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Minimum
Maximum
Average
Annual Production (tons)
0
435,000
182,000
Annual Sales (tons)
93,000
303,000
171,000
Annual Production days
0
162
77
Annual Sales days
56
120
80
Daily Production (tons)*
130
7,800
2,500
Daily Sales (tons)*
50
9,800
2,400
Annual sales days over 5,000 tons
0
10
4
*minimums and averages shown do not include days with zero sales or production

The Snelling Tailings Project would not commence operations until such time as the Doolittle
reserves are depleted. Although final stockpiles at Doolittle may be sold and trucked off the site
during initial development and mining at the new Project, sales at the new Project would not
commence until the final stockpiles at Doolittle have been depleted. Once all of the material
from the stockpiles at the Doolittle site has been sold, the only ongoing activities at the Doolittle
site will be related to final reclamation. Consequently, there will be no overlap of impacts
created by the two projects in terms of truck traffic, air emissions, or noise.
RELATED APPROVALS
Table 4, Potential Permits, Approvals and Processes, Sante Fe Aggregates, Inc., Snelling
Tailings Project, identifies the agencies that are expected to use the EIR in their decisionmaking processes, as well as the potential permits and approvals required by these agencies.
TABLE 4
POTENTIAL PERMITS, APPROVALS AND PROCESSES,
SANTE FE AGGREGATES, INC.
SNELLING TAILINGS PROJECT
Agency/Department
FEDERAL AGENCIES
Mine Safety
Administration

and

Health

Permit/Approval/Process

Necessary For:

Notice
of
Commencement
of
Operations
Emergency Fire, Evacuation, and
Rescue Plan
Legal Identity Report

Noticing the ownership and location of the
mine
Potential emergency situations plans
required for surface operations
Noticing the ownership and location of the
mine
Mine safety training programs educating
workers
Tracking all mine sites
Worker health and safety

Miner Training Program

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
STATE AGENCIES
Regional
Water
Quality
Control Board (RWQCB)

MSHA Identification Number
Standards
for
open
pit
and
underground mines (30 CFR 56, 57)
Incidental Take Authorization
National
Pollutant
Discharge
Elimination System (NPDES) permit
or Waste Discharge Requirements
Permit CFR Title 40, Section 436,
Subpart B
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Incidental take of federally-listed species
Required for on-site gravel washing and
discharge of washwater to on-site settling
basins
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Agency/Department

Permit/Approval/Process
Storm Water Pollution Prevention
Plan

California Department of Fish
and Game

Incidental Take Authorization

Necessary For:
Must be prepared prior to construction
activities used to identify potential pollutants
and to eliminate or reduce the amount of
pollutants entering surface waters
Required if there are storm water
discharges to surface waters
The RWQCB requests a review and
approval of the Groundwater Monitoring
Plan prior to approval by the County
Requires
owners
or
operators
of
aboveground petroleum storage tanks to file
a storage statement and prepare a Federal
Spill
Prevention
and
Control
Countermeasure (SPCC) Plan
Incidental take of state-listed species

California
Board

Statewide
Portable
Registration Program

Statewide Portable Equipment Registration
Program

General Industrial Activities Storm
Water Permit
Review of Groundwater Monitoring
Plan
State
Water
Control Board

Air

Resources

Resources

Compliance with the California
Aboveground Petroleum Storage Act

Equipment

Reclamation Board

Encroachment Permit

Permit for a project
designated floodway

within

a

Board

California
Occupational
Safety
and
Health
Administration (Cal-OSHA)

Construction permit

Worker safety/health

Environmental Impact Report

Compliance
with
the
California
Environmental Quality Act (CEQA)

Mining/Reclamation
Plan
and
Financial Assurance (PRC 2710 et
seq.)
Use permit/Mining Permit (SMARA
PRC 2710 et seq.)
Road encroachment

Compliance with the Surface Mining and
Reclamation Act (SMARA)

MERCED COUNTY
Merced County Department
of Planning and Community
Development

Merced County Department
of Public Works – Roads
Division
Merced
County
Environmental
Health
Department
Merced
County
Department
San Joaquin Valley
Pollution Control District

Fire
Air

Ordinances regulating storage tanks
Hazardous Materials Business Plan
Hazardous Materials Inventory
Fire Protection Plan
Authority to Construct (Local district
rules, per Health and Safety Code
42300 et seq.)
Permit to Operate

ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS POTENTIALLY AFFECTED
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Activities where use is conditional in a
particular zone
Activities within county rights-of-way
Storage of regulated materials
Handling hazardous materials in quantities
equal to or greater than state minimum
threshold quantities
Ensuring adequate fire water storage,
mains and hydrants and access to
accommodate fire fighting equipment
Constructing, modifying or operating a
facility or equipment that may emit
pollutants from a stationary source

INITIAL STUDY CHECKLIST

The environmental factors checked below would be potentially affected by this project, involving
at least one impact that is a "Potentially Significant Impact" as indicated by the checklist on the
following pages.
X

Aesthetics

X

Biological Resources

X

Cultural Resources

X

Hazards & Hazardous
Materials

X

Hydrology / Water
Quality

Mineral Resources

X

Noise

Agriculture Resources

Public Services
Utilities / Service
Systems

Air Quality
Geology /Soils
Land Use / Planning

X

Population /
Housing

Recreation
x

X

Transportation/
Traffic

X

Mandatory Findings of Significance

I. AESTHETICS -- Would the project:

Potentially
Significant
Impact

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

X

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

X

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

X

d) Create a new source of substantial
light or glare, which would adversely
affect day or nighttime views in the
area?

X

e) Expose residential property
unacceptable light levels?

X

to

Less Than
Significant with
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less Than
Significant
Impact

No
Impact

Analysis:
a-e)

The proposed Project site is currently open space with dredge tailing rows occupying a
majority of the site. Proposed operations would remove the dredge tailings to historic
level grade and process for future sale with the use of mobile transport (i.e., bulldozer)
and processing (i.e., rock crusher) equipment. Operations would typically occur
between the hours of 6:00 a.m. and 6:00 p.m. Monday through Saturday. Expanded
hours of 5:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m. may be required occasionally, as demand and large
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contracts require, and the mine may periodically operate 24 hours a day, 7 days a week
to service nighttime road improvement projects. Because of the Project’s alteration of
existing viewshed through the removal of dredge tailings, use of construction and
processing equipment and nighttime lighting in proximity to the town of Snelling and
other receptors, these impacts are considered potentially significant and will be further
analyzed in the EIR.
Conclusion: The Project may have a potentially significant impact on aesthetic resources
and will be further evaluated in the EIR.
Source: Application materials on file with County
II. AGRICULTURE RESOURCES:
-Would the project::

Potentially
Significant
Impact

Less Than
Significant with
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less Than
Significant
Impact

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?

No
Impact

X

b) Conflict with existing zoning for
agricultural use, or a Williamson Act
contract?

X

c) Involve other changes in the existing
environment, which, due to their location
or nature, could result in conversion of
Farmland, to non-agricultural use?

X

d) Cause development of nonagricultural uses within 1,000 feet of
agriculturally zoned property (Right-toFarm)?

X

Analysis:
a)

The property is designated as “Vacant or Disturbed Lands” according to the Important
Farmlands Map (see Figure 8, Important Farmlands). Upon final reclamation, the project
site will be utilized for open space grasslands and habitat consistent with the site’s
existing General Plan and Zoning designations. As the site is not located on Prime,
Unique or Farmland of Statewide Importance, there will be no impact regarding the
conversion of said designated property to non-agricultural use.
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b)

The Project site’s zoning designation of Exclusive Agriculture (A-2) and General
Agriculture (A-1) permits surface mining operations if conducted in conformance with
Chapter 18.43, Surface Mining and Reclamation, of the Merced County Zoning Code
and with approval of a Conditional Use Permit (CUP). Criteria for issuance of a CUP are
listed in Section 18.50.02 of the Zoning Code. One large tailings parcel and a small (9.6
acre) portion of a second parcel in the southern portion of the Project site (owned by
Sunup Land & Cattle Company) are currently included in a Williamson Act contract (see
Figure 9, Williamson Act Lands). Parcel No. 043-050-008 is 160.5 acres and is
comprised entirely of dredger tailings. Parcel No. 043-070-033 is 93 acres, with only
about 9.6 acres of dredger tailings; the other 72 acres include rangeland, turkey farm
buildings, shop buildings, and associated residences. The Project site includes only the
tailings portion of the 93-acre parcel, though access through non-tailings portions of the
parcel will be required to connect the portion of the site south of the Merced River with
the public road system (i.e., Robinson Road).
Merced County administers Williamson Act lands within the County, with oversight
provided by the state Department of Conservation (DOC). DOC has stated that only
under limited circumstances can mineral extraction compatibility be demonstrated on
Williamson Act lands. A compatible use under Government Code section 51238.1(a)
must not: (1) significantly harm soil fertility, (2) significantly displace existing or potential
agricultural operations, or (3) induce non-agricultural development of surrounding
enrolled lands. Uses that pass this three-part test may be deemed compatible under the
Williamson Act.
In the case of the proposed Project, none of the values and/or conditions listed in the
preceding paragraph would be affected as a result of tailings removal, largely because
the tailings contain no topsoil, no agricultural value, and are not in current agricultural
use. Consequently, mining on this property would not be in conflict with the intent of
Williamson Act provisions and is considered a compatible use. In addition, Section
2.b.10 of the Merced County Rules of Procedure to Implement the Land Conservation
Act of 1965 (Rules of Procedure) lists “Mines, quarries, and gravel pits (and ancillary
operations)” as a compatible use, The Williamson Act contracts for these two parcels
state that the land shall not be used for any purpose other than agricultural and
‘compatible uses’, which clearly includes ‘Mines, quarries, and gravel pits” as per the
Merced County Rules cited above.
The Applicant met with DOC in February, 2005 to discuss the tailings parcels currently
under Williamson Act contract that would be subject to mining under the proposed
Project. DOC Staff Counsel and the Williamson Act Program Manager concurred that
tailings removal on the two parcels would not pose a conflict with Government Code
Section 51238.1(a). Nonetheless, DOC recommended that the landowner file for
nonrenewal of the Williamson Act contract on the 160 acre parcel, since no part of the
parcel supports agricultural uses. A nonrenewal request for parcel 043-050-008 was
filed with Merced County on September 27, 2005. However, because the Project would
not conflict with Government Code Section 51238(a) and mining is permitted under
County Rules of Procedure and existing underlying General Plan and Zoning
designations, mining would be allowed to proceed without the 10-year wait associated
with nonrenewal.
It is acknowledged that some surrounding properties are still under Williamson Act
contracts but non-renewal of this property from the Williamson Act is not likely to result in
the non-renewal of these surrounding property’s contracts. This situation is unlikely for
several reasons. First, conversion of this property to a mining use is not permanent, and
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the property will be returned to an open space land use (grasslands and wetlands)
following completion of reclamation for each phase of mining. Second, the Project site is
located in a rural unincorporated portion of Merced County. Therefore, this This impact
is considered less than significant.
c)

The existing site currently consists of land that has been historically disturbed through
gold dredging operations and contains rows of dredge tailings that cover a majority of
the properties. Mining and reclamation of the site will remove the tailing piles and return
the land to an open space use consistent with existing General Plan and Zoning
designations. Therefore, the Project would not convert existing farmland to nonagricultural use. The proposed reclamation plan requires reclamation to grassland and
wetland habitat open space uses. This impact is considered less than significant.

d)

The proposed Project would not authorize the development of non-agricultural uses
within 1,000 feet of agriculturally zoned property. As explained above in paragraph c,
mining and reclamation to an open space condition is permitted by a conditional use
permit in agriculturally zoned property. Therefore, there is a less than significant
impact on this issue.

Conclusion: The Project will have less than significant impacts on agricultural resources,
and will not be further analyzed in the EIR.
Source: Application materials on file with County; Department of Conservation, Land Resource
Protection.

III. AIR QUALITY –
- Would the project:

Potentially
Significant
Impact

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

X

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

X

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

X

d) Expose sensitive receptors to
substantial pollutant concentrations?

X

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

X
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Less Than
Significant with
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less Than
Significant
Impact

No
Impact
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III. AIR QUALITY –
- Would the project:

Potentially
Significant
Impact

f) Involve the construction of a sensitive
receptor located within one mile of an
existing substantial point source emitter?

Less Than
Significant with
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less Than
Significant
Impact

No
Impact

X

Analysis:
a-e)

The Project may result in a potentially significant increase in air emissions violating
existing air quality standards or exposing receptors to increased emission
concentrations as a result of mining and processing operations. The EIR will analyze
the difference in emissions between the baseline environmental condition (including the
Applicant’s existing Doolittle site) and on- and off-site emissions from the proposed
Project’s mining and processing operations.

f)

The Project does not involve construction of sensitive receptors (such as housing or
schools); therefore it would have no impact in this regard.

Conclusion: The Project may have potentially significant impacts on air quality, and will be
further analyzed in the EIR.

19

INITIAL STUDY CHECKLIST

IV. BIOLOGICAL
Would the project:

RESOURCES

--

Potentially
Significant
Impact

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?

X

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

X

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, marsh,
vernal pool, coastal, etc.) through direct
removal, filling, hydrological interruption,
or other means?

X

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?

X

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

X

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?

X

g) Have a substantial adverse effect,
either directly or through habitat
modifications, on any endangered, or
threatened species.

X

Analysis:
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Less Than
Significant with
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less Than
Significant
Impact

No
Impact
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a-d, f-g)

The Applicant submitted a Wetland Delineation and Biological Survey (March 2006)
with their CUP Application to the County. Special Status species and wetlands either
occur or have the potential to occur on the Project site. In addition, the Project is
located directly adjacent to the Merced River. Proposed mining and processing
operations may result in potentially significant impacts to these resources.

Conclusion: The Project may have a potentially significant impact on biological resources,
and will be further evaluated in the EIR.
Source: Application materials on file with County.

V. CULTURAL RESOURCES –
Would the project:

Potentially
Significant
Impact

a) Cause a substantial adverse change
in the significance of a historical
resource as defined in CCR15064.5?

X

b) Alter or destroy a historic site?

X

c) Alter or destroy an archaeological site.

X

d) Cause a substantial adverse change
in the significance of an archaeological
resource pursuant to California Code of
Regulations, Section 15064.5?

X

e) Disturb any human remains, including
those interred outside of formal
cemeteries?

X

f) Restrict existing religious or sacred
uses within the potential impact area?

X

g) Directly or indirectly destroy a unique
paleontological resource or site or
unique geologic feature?

X

Less Than
Significant with
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less Than
Significant
Impact

No
Impact

Analysis:
a-g)

The Applicant submitted a Determination of Eligibility and Effect for Cultural Resources
(August 2006) with their CUP Application to the County. An area of tailings including the
624-acre Project site was identified as a potential historical resource in 2004 and was
assigned the Primary Number P-24-0011782 by the Central California Information
Center. Two previously undocumented historic period resources were discovered during
the Applicant’s site specific cultural resources survey in 2005. Both of these resources
are earthen canals and were assigned the temporary designation PA-05-250 and PA-05251. The Applicant’s study concluded that the area of the tailings, and the two canals
and associated structures do not qualify as historic properties under NRHP. However, a
CEQA analysis is required to confirm this conclusion, and therefore the impact to cultural
resources is considered potentially significant.
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Conclusion: The Project may have a potentially significant impact on cultural resources,
and will be further evaluated in the EIR.
Source: Application materials on file with County

VI. GEOLOGY AND SOILS –

Where indicated, the appropriate Land Use
Suitability Rating(s) has (have) been
checked.
Would the project expose people or
structures to potentially substantial adverse
effects, including the risk of loss, injury, or
death involving:

Potentially
Significant
Impact

Less Than
Significant with
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less Than
Significant
Impact

a) 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?
A-P Zones
CFH Zones

X

b) Seismic-related
including liquefaction

X

ground

failure,

c) Strong seismic ground shaking?

X

d) 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 on-or off-site
landslide, lateral spreading, collapse, or
rockfall hazards?

X

e) 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 ground subsidence?

X

f) Such as seiche, mudflow or volcanic
hazard?

X

g) Change topography
surface relief features?

X

or

ground

h) Create, cut, or fill slopes greater than
2:1 or higher than 10 feet?

No
Impact

X
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VI. GEOLOGY AND SOILS –

Where indicated, the appropriate Land Use
Suitability Rating(s) has (have) been
checked.
Would the project expose people or
structures to potentially substantial adverse
effects, including the risk of loss, injury, or
death involving:

Potentially
Significant
Impact

i) Result in grading that affects or
negates subsurface sewage disposal
systems?
j) Result in substantial soil erosion or the
loss of topsoil?

Less Than
Significant with
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less Than
Significant
Impact

No
Impact

X

X

k) 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?

X

l) Change deposition, siltation or erosion
which may modify the channel of a river
or stream or the bed of a lake?

X

m) Result in any increase in water
erosion either on- or off-site?

X

n) Be impacted by or result in an
increase in wind erosion and blows and,
either on-or off-site?

X

Analysis:
a-c)

There are no active or potentially active faults within the Project boundary. As such, the
proposed Project would not be subject to fault rupture or any special development
standards associated with the Alquist-Priolo Earthquake Fault Zoning Act (formerly
Alquist-Priolo Special Studies Zone) requirements.
The only fault known inside Merced County is the “Ortigalita” fault, also known as the
Telsa-Ortigalita fault, located in the western quarter of Merced County, dissecting the
Coast Ranges in a northwesterly direction. This fault has not been active in historic
times; however, there is no assurance that it will never become active again.

The closest seismic source in the area of the Project is the northwest-trending Foothills
fault system. The Foothills fault system is well-defined and includes approximately 25
other mapped, but unnamed, smaller faults. According to the California Division of
Mines and Geology (CDMG), these faults are inactive. Based on mapping and historical
seismicity, the seismicity of the Sierra Nevada foothills near the Project site is generally
considered low. Therefore, this impact is considered less than significant.
d-f, k) No soils currently occur on the Project site. The entire Project site is mapped as a
Modern Age tailings unit according to the Generalized Geologic Map of Merced County
included in Open File 98-08 (DOC 1999) This unit is described as “mixed debris from
placer mining (dredge tailings)”. The material found on the site is made up mostly of
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gravel and cobbles with very little sand or fines identified. It appears clear from the
geologic map that prior to being dredged, the Project site would have been included in
the Holocene Age Post-Modesto alluvium unit that is still prevalent to the east of the
Project site. This formation is composed of alluvial sand, gravel, silt, and clay and is
found along channels of the Merced River as well as the San Joaquin River and other
major waterways.
Mining operations would only involve removal of dredge tailings to historical grade. No
operations would extend below historical grade and disturb any soils that remain under
the tailings except for some minor grading for an access road, digging of water supply
ponds, and reclamation activities. Therefore, this impact is less than significant.
g-i)

Mining operations will change the existing topography of the site. As shown on Figure 3,
the Project site consists of a series of dredge tailing rows that range in height between
2-25 feet. These dredge tailing rows were created as a result of historical gold dredging
operations. Removal of the dredge tailings as proposed would return the site to
historical grade upon final reclamation. Because the operation does not go below
historical grade, no cut or fill slopes will be created. This impact is less than
significant.

j, l-n)

Surface run-off from dredge tailings removal and associated infrastructure improvements
(i.e. internal haul roads) within the Project site could contain fines and sediments, and
during storm events, erosion could occur at accelerated rates. Wind can also transport
loose, exposed sediments (dust) from these disturbed areas. The increased erosion
potential could result in short-term water quality impacts if sediments were carried into
waterways, and unstabilized and uncovered sediments would be subject to increased
erosion potential. In addition, dust generated through erosion can degrade air quality.
These issues are considered potentially significant will be analyzed in the Hydrology
and Air Quality sections of the EIR.

Conclusion: The Project will have a potentially significant impact on erosion of topsoil and
disposition of those soils into nearby waterways (VI. j, l, and m) which will be analyzed in the
Hydrology section of the EIR. Impacts related to wind erosion (VI.n) are also potentially
significant and will be analyzed in the Air Quality section of the EIR. All remaining potential
impacts (VI. a-i, and k) are less than significant and will not be further analyzed in the EIR.

VII. HAZARDS AND HAZARDOUS
MATERIALS - Would the project:

Potentially
Significant
Impact

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

X

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?

X
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Less Than
Significant with
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less Than
Significant
Impact

No
Impact
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VII. HAZARDS AND HAZARDOUS
MATERIALS - Would the project:

Potentially
Significant
Impact

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

X

Less Than
Significant with
Mitigation
Incorporated

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

Less Than
Significant
Impact

No
Impact

X

e) Impair implementation of or physically
interfere with an adopted emergency
response plan or emergency evacuation
plan?

X

f) 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?

X

Analysis:
a-c,e) The use of the hazardous materials for mining operations and material transport is
limited to fuels and oils for construction equipment and trucks. Petroleum-based fuels
and oils are used to operate onsite trucks and vehicles and for routine maintenance of
vehicles. Above-ground storage tanks for diesel fuel are proposed. The potential exists
for mercury deposits to be discovered due to past gold dredging methods. Potential
release, accidental or otherwise, and the possible uncovering of mercury deposits
related to historical mining methods could result in potentially significant impacts.
d)

The Project site is not included on any lists of hazardous sites.

f)

The Project site is located within an area of Merced County designated a “wildland area
that may contain substantial forest fire risks and hazards” by the California Department
of Forestry and Fire Protection. See Figure 10, Fire Hazards. Therefore, the project may
have a potentially significant impact.
Conclusion: The Project may have a potentially significant impact on hazards and
hazardous materials, and will be further evaluated in the EIR.
Source: Application materials on file with County.
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VIII. HYDROLOGY AND WATER
QUALITY – Would the project:

Potentially
Significant
Impact

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

X

b) Substantially deplete groundwater
supplies or interfere substantially with
groundwater recharge such that there
would be 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 which would not support existing
land uses or planned uses for which
permits have been granted)?

X

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 on- or off-site?

X

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 on- or off-site?

X

e) Create or contribute runoff water
which would exceed the capacity of
existing or planned storm water drainage
systems or provide substantial additional
sources of polluted runoff?

X

f) Otherwise substantially degrade water
quality?

X

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?

Less Than
Significant with
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less Than
Significant
Impact

No
Impact

X

Analysis:
a-f)

Mining operations would involve the removal of the dredge tailings, which vary in height
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between 2-25 feet, to a level consistent with historical grade. Mining operations would
not involve removal of material within the shallow groundwater table except to create
shallow ponds necessary to extract water for dust control purposes. The proposed
removal of dredge tailings creating a generally flat grade and use of groundwater for
dust control could potentially affect hydrology and water quality and will be further
analyzed in the EIR.
g)

Since there are no homes to be built as part of this project, there is no impact.

Conclusion: The Project will have a potentially significant impact on hydrology and water
quality and will be further analyzed in the EIR.
Source: Application materials on file with County.

IX. LAND USE AND PLANNING Would The Project:
a) Physically
community?

divide

an

Potentially
Significant
Impact

established

b) Conflict with any applicable land use
plan, policy, or regulation of an agency
with jurisdiction over the project
(including, but not limited to the 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

No
Impact

X

X

c) Affect land use within a city sphere of
influence and/or within adjacent city or
county boundaries?

X

d) Result in a substantial alteration of the
present or planned land use of an area?

X

e) Be consistent with the site’s existing
or proposed zoning or planned land use
of an area?

X

f)
Be
compatible
surrounding zoning?

existing

X

g) Be compatible with existing and
planned surrounding land uses?

X

h) Be consistent with the land use
designations and policies of the
Comprehensive General Plan (including
those of any applicable Specific Plan)?or
planned land use of an area?

X

with

Less Than
Significant with
Mitigation
Incorporated
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IX. LAND USE AND PLANNING Would The Project:

Potentially
Significant
Impact

i)
Disrupt or divide the physical
arrangement
of
an
established
community (including a low-income or
minority community)?

X

Less Than
Significant with
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less Than
Significant
Impact

No
Impact

Analysis:
a,c)

The Project site is fixed and does not divide an established community, nor does it affect
land use affecting a city, since there is no City nearby. As a result, no impact would
occur.

b,d-i)

The Project site is designated under the Merced County General Plan as Agricultural
with a zoning designation of Exclusive Agriculture (A-2) and General Agriculture (A-1).
Mining and processing operations are considered a compatible use under the site’s
existing land use designations. The site is adjacent to C-2 and R-1 zoning located in
the town of Snelling, conflicts between zoning are possible. Because the Project may
have impacts that are incompatible with existing zoning in the vicinity of the project,
these impacts are considered potentially significant.

Conclusion: The Project may have a potentially significant impact on land use and planning
and will be further evaluated in the EIR.
Source: Application materials on file with County; MCGP and MCZC.

X. MINERAL RESOURCES –
Would the project:

Potentially
Significant
Impact

Less Than
Significant with
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less Than
Significant
Impact

No
Impact

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?

X

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?

X

c) Be an incompatible land use located
adjacent to a State classified or
designated area or existing surface
mine?

X

X

d) Expose people or property to hazards
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X. MINERAL RESOURCES –
Would the project:

Potentially
Significant
Impact

Less Than
Significant with
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less Than
Significant
Impact

No
Impact

from proposed, existing or abandoned
quarries or mines?
Analysis:
a-d)

Through the extraction and processing of dredge tailing, the Applicant is using and
providing known important mineral resources to local markets. A review of the
Department of Mining and Geology maps for the County, dated 1999, indicate that large
portions of the proposed mining site contain MRZ-2b material. This indicates that there
are areas underlain by mineral deposits where geologic information indicates that
significant inferred resources are present. Further exploration may find that these
deposits may be upgraded to MRZ-2a, which indicates material of prime importance.
Upon completion of mining, it is unknown at this time the amounts of marketable material
that would remain for future mineral extraction. Reclamation of the site to an open
space condition would not hinder future mining operation if additional material exists.
Any potential hazards from the proposed mining operation will be addressed under
section VII “Hazards and Hazardous Materials”.

Conclusion: The Project will have less than significant impacts on mineral resources.
Source: Application materials on file with County, Department of Mining and Geology MRZ-2
Maps for Merced County

XI. NOISE –

Potentially
Significant
Impact

Less Than
Significant with
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less Than
Significant
Impact

No
Impact

a) For a project located within an airport
area of influence boundary, would the
project expose people residing or
working in the project area to excessive
noise levels?

X

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

X

c) Railroad Noise?

X

d) Highway Noise?

X

e) Other Noise?

X

f) A substantial permanent increase in
ambient noise levels in the project

X
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XI. NOISE –

Potentially
Significant
Impact

Less Than
Significant with
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less Than
Significant
Impact

No
Impact

vicinity above levels existing without the
project?
g) A substantial temporary or periodic
increase in ambient noise levels in the
project vicinity above levels existing
without the project?

X

h) Exposure of persons to or generation
of noise levels in excess of standards
established in the local general plan or
noise ordinance, or applicable standards
of other agencies?

X

i) Exposure of persons to or generation
of excessive ground borne vibration or
ground borne noise levels?

X

Analysis:
a-c, f) Since the project is not located within an airport area of influence boundary (public or
private), no railroads in the vicinity and, the project is not expected to result in a
substantial permanent increase in ambient noise levels in the project vicinity, the project
will have no impact.
d-e, g-i)The Project may result in potentially significant noise levels from mining and processing
operations that may exceed County standards or ambient noise levels. The County
zoning code provides that if the proposed use is adjacent to a parcel that is not zoned
for residential land use, the maximum noise level at the property line shall not exceed
70dBA Ldn (day/night average over 24 hours) or 80dBA Lmax (maximum noise during a
single event) at the property line. The EIR will analyze the difference in noise levels
between the baseline environment (including the Applicant’s existing Doolittle operation)
and the proposed mining and processing operations, as well as noise levels at the
property lines and any sensitive receptors.
Conclusion: The Project may have a potentially significant impact by creating temporary
noise impacts, and will be further evaluated in the EIR.
Source: Application materials on file with County; MCGP and MCZC.
XII. POPULATION AND HOUSING-Would the project:

Potentially
Significant
Impact

a) Displace substantial numbers of
existing housing, necessitating the

Less Than
Significant with
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less Than
Significant
Impact

No
Impact

X
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XII. POPULATION AND HOUSING-Would the project:

Potentially
Significant
Impact

Less Than
Significant with
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less Than
Significant
Impact

No
Impact

construction of replacement housing
elsewhere?
b) Create a demand for additional
housing, particularly housing affordable
to households earning 80% or less of the
County’s median income?

X

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

X

d) Affect a County Redevelopment
Project Area?

X

e) Cumulatively exceed official regional
or local population projections?

X

f) Induce substantial population growth
in an area, either directly (for example,
by
proposing
new
homes
and
businesses) or indirectly (for example,
through extension of roads or other
infrastructure?)

X

Analysis:
a-f)

The Project does not include development of any new homes or commercial buildings,
nor does it include the extension of any permanent roads or other infrastructure. The
proposed end use returns the property to open space and does not propose any
changes to the parcel’s existing zoning or general plan designation. Therefore,
proposed operations and reclamation is not expected to induce substantial growth, nor
would people or housing be displaced by this Project.

Conclusion: The Project will have no impact on population and housing.
Source: Application materials on file with County; MCGP and MCZC.
XIII. PUBLIC SERVICES – Would the
Project result in substantial adverse physical
impacts associated with the provision of new
or physically altered government facilities or
the 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 public
services:

Potentially
Significant
Impact
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Less Than
Significant with
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less Than
Significant
Impact

No
Impact
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a) Fire Services?

X

b) Sheriff Services?

X

c) Schools?

X

d) Libraries?

X

e) Health Services?

X

Analysis:
a-e)

There are no public facilities on-site. Project activities would not alter or affect existing
public services, nor would activities necessitate the construction of new public service
facilities.

Conclusion: The Project will have no impact on public services.
Source: Application materials on file with County.
XIV. RECREATION -

Potentially
Significant
Impact

Less Than
Significant with
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less Than
Significant
Impact

No
Impact

XIV-1 Parks and Recreation

a) Would the Project include recreational
facilities or require the construction or
expansion of recreational facilities, which
might have an adverse physical effect on
the environment?

X

b) Would the Project include the use of
existing neighborhood or regional parks
or other recreational facilities such that
substantial physical deterioration of the
facility would occur or be accelerated?
Analysis:
a-b)

X

The Project would not have any effect on parks or recreational facilities. The Project site
does not include parks or recreational facilities. Additionally, the Project would not
require the construction of recreational facilities, which could have an adverse physical
effect on the environment.

Conclusion: The Project will have no impact on recreation.
Source: Application materials on file with County; MCGP and MCZC.

XV.
TRANSPORTATION/TRAFFIC
Would The Project:

Potentially
Significant
Impact
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Less Than
Significant with
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less Than
Significant
Impact

No
Impact
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XV.
TRANSPORTATION/TRAFFIC
Would The Project:

Potentially
Significant
Impact

a) Cause an increase in traffic which is
substantial in relation to the existing
traffic load and capacity of the street
system (i.e., result in a substantial
increase in either the number of vehicle
trips, the volume to capacity ratio on
roads, or congestion at intersections?

X

b) Result
capacity?

in

inadequate

parking

c) Exceed, either individually or
cumulatively, a level of service standard
established by the county congestion
management agency for designated
road or highways?

Less Than
Significant with
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less Than
Significant
Impact

No
Impact

X

X

d) 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?

X

e) Alter waterborne, rail, or air traffic?

X

f) Substantially increase hazards to a
design feature (e.g., sharp curves or
dangerous intersections) or incompatible
uses (e.g. farm equipment)?

X

g) Cause an effect upon, or a need for
new or altered maintenance of roads?

X

h) Cause an effect upon circulation
during the Project’s construction?

X

i) Result in inadequate emergency
access or access to nearby uses?

X

j) Conflict with adopted policies
supporting alternative transportation
(e.g. bus turnouts, bicycle racks?)

X

k) Bike Trails

X

Analysis:
a, c- f-i)
The Project may result in potentially significant traffic levels that affect
existing level of service levels or road maintenance. Current traffic levels at the
Applicant’s existing Doolittle site across Snelling Road will be recognized as part of the
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baseline conditions analyzed in the EIR.
b)
The Project would not create a substantial need for parking and therefore would
not result in inadequate parking capacity.
No airports or railroads occur in the Project vicinity; the Project would not
d, e, j, k)
affect any potential waterborne traffic, as no Project activities would occur within 100 feet
of the Merced River. No alternative transportation options would be limited by the
Project, which would be set back from public roadways and/or trails.
Conclusion: The Project may have a potentially significant impact on transportation and
traffic, and will be further evaluated in the EIR.
Source: Application materials on file with County.

XVI.
UTILITIES
AND
SERVICE
SYSTEMS - Would The Project:

Potentially
Significant
Impact

Less Than
Significant with
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less Than
Significant
Impact

No
Impact

a) Require or result in the construction of
new water treatment facilities or
expansion of existing facilities, the
construction of which would cause
significant environmental effects?

X

b) Have sufficient water supplies
available to serve the Project from
existing entitlements and resources, or
are new or expanded entitlements
needed?

X

c) Require or result in the construction
of new wastewater treatment facilities,
including septic systems, or expansion
of existing facilities, the construction of
which
would
cause
significant
environmental effects?

X

d) Result in a determination by the
wastewater treatment provider which
serves or may service the Project that it
has adequate capacity to serve the
Project’s projected demand in addition to
the provider’s existing commitments?

X

e) Is the Project served by a landfill with
sufficient
permitted
capacity
to
accommodate the Project’s solid waste
disposal needs?

X

f) Comply with federal, state, and local
statutes and regulations related to solid
wastes (including the CIWMP (County

X
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XVI.
UTILITIES
AND
SERVICE
SYSTEMS - Would The Project:

Potentially
Significant
Impact

Less Than
Significant with
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less Than
Significant
Impact

No
Impact

Integrated Waste Management Plan)?
X

g) Electricity?
h) Natural gas?

X

i) Communications systems?

X
X

j) Storm water drainage?

X

k) Street lighting?
l) Maintenance
including roads?

of

public

facilities,

X
X

m) Other governmental services?
n) Conflict with
conservation plans?

adopted

energy

X

Analysis:
a-d)

e)

No wastewater will be created under the proposed Project as water will not be used in
mining or processing operations, except for dust control purposes. The Project would
not require or result in the construction or expansion of new water, wastewater treatment
facilities, or stormwater drainage facilities. Therefore, these potential impacts are
considered less than significant.
Solid waster generation from the Project will be minimal, generally related to the on-site
employees. The County’s Highway 59 landfill will be utilized for any required solid waste
disposal and the Project contribution to the landfill will have a less than significant
impact.

f,h,I

The Project will have no impact on statutes and regulations regarding solid waste; on
natural gas, communications systems; street lighting; or governmental services. It will
not conflict with adopted energy conservation plans. Therefore it will have no impact to
these areas.

g)

Although electricity will be required at both scalehouses, new service can be established
from existing PG&E powerlines and the impact to existing service would be less than
significant.

l)

Maintenance of public roads is a potentially significant impact and will be addressed in
the Transportation/Traffic element of the EIR.

Conclusion: The Project will have less than significant impacts on utilities and service
systems, since the potentially significant impact associated with maintenance of public roads
will be addressed in the Transportation/Traffic element of the EIR.
Source: Application materials on file with County.
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XVII.
MANDATORY
SIGNIFICANCE --

FINDINGS

OF

Potentially
Significant
Impact

a) Does the Project have the potential to
substantially 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 selfsustaining levels, threaten to eliminate a
plant or animal community, reduce the
number or restrict the range of a rare, or
endangered plant or animal to eliminate
important examples of the major periods of
California history or prehistory?

X

b) Does the Project have the potential to
achieve short-term environmental goals, to
the disadvantage of long-term environmental
goals?
(A short-term impact on the
environment is one, which occurs in a
relatively brief, definitive period of time while
long-term impacts will endure well into the
future.)

X

c) Does the Project have impacts, which are
individually
limited,
but
cumulatively
considerable? (“Cumulatively considerable”
means that the incremental effects of an
individual 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 as
defined in California Code of Regulations,
Section 15130)?

X

d) Does the Project have environmental
effects which will cause substantial adverse
effects on human beings, either directly or
indirectly?

X

Less Than
Significant with
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less Than
Significant
Impact

No
Impact

Analysis:
The County anticipates potentially significant impacts may result from the proposed Project;
therefore, an EIR will be prepared for those sections that have identified potentially significant
impacts.
a)
The Project proposes the removal of tailings in an area which contains three irrigation
ditches, a stretch of the Merced River, and wetland and other potential plant and wildlife
habitat. While the existing habitat of the site may not be of prime quality, the fact that
the site has remained largely undisturbed for some time means that flora and fauna have
adapted to the existence of the dredger tailings, and are likely to occupy the site. By
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removing the dredger tailings, riparian and wetland areas, and areas which have over
time developed plant and animal communities may be disturbed, despite the eventual
reclamation of the site to open space and wetlands. The EIR will include biological
surveys to determine the extent of impacts to plant and animal communities. Based on
this consideration, the Project may cause a Potentially Significant Impact.
b)

The Project will result in mining for up to 50 years. The short-term mining operation
impacts may potentially have long-term impacts to the site. Long term impacts, such as
drainage, floodplain impacts, habitat change and/or loss may persist after mining has
ceased. As a result of these potential long-term impacts, the Project may cause a
Potentially Significant Impact.

c)

One of the primary areas of concern regarding the proposed Project includes cumulative
impacts, specifically relating to existing mines in the vicinity, as well as existing truck
traffic concerns from State Route 59 as a primary route into and out of the northeastern
portion of the County. As described in the introductory sections of this Initial Study, the
Applicant operates an existing mine (Doolittle) immediately west of the Proposed project,
and there are several other operating mines in the area. The cumulative effects of
mining operations in the project vicinity will be addressed in the EIR.

d)

This large-scale and long-term project has the potential to impact humans, specifically
with respect to air quality, water quality, traffic, and noise. The scale and duration of the
project and the proximity of two rural residences and the Town of Snelling to the project
site indicate that a potentially significant effect on humans could result from the project.

DETERMINATION: (To be completed by the Lead Agency)
On the basis of this initial evaluation:
I find that the proposed Project COULD NOT have a significant effect on the
environment, and a NEGATIVE DECLARATION will be prepared.
I find that although the proposed project could have a significant effect on the
environment, there will not be a significant effect in this case because revisions in the
project have been made by or agreed to by the project proponent. A MITIGATED
NEGATIVE DECLARATION will be prepared.
X

I find that the proposed project MAY have a significant effect on the environment, and
an ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT REPORT is required.
I find that the proposed project MAY have a "potentially significant impact" or
"potentially significant unless mitigated" impact on the environment, but at least one
effect 1) has been adequately analyzed in an earlier document pursuant to applicable
legal standards, and 2) has been addressed by mitigation measures based on the
earlier analysis as described on attached sheets. An ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT
REPORT is required, but it must analyze only the effects that remain to be addressed.
I find that although the proposed project could have a significant effect on the
environment, because all potentially significant effects (a) have been analyzed
adequately in an earlier EIR or NEGATIVE DECLARATION pursuant to applicable
standards, and (b) have been avoided or mitigated pursuant to that earlier EIR or
NEGATIVE DECLARATION, including revisions or mitigation measures that are
imposed upon the proposed project, nothing further is required.
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