4.1 AGRICULTURAL RESOURCES
INTRODUCTION
This section describes the existing agricultural resources within the Plan Area and vicinity,
including Important Farmland, Williamson Contract lands, and agricultural activities. The
discussion in this section also summarizes the regulations, policies, and programs that apply to
agricultural resources in the Plan Area; and evaluates the extent to which the proposed
Community Plan could result in the loss of agricultural resources and/or conflicts between
agricultural operations and proposed Community Plan uses.
One comment letter on the Notice of Preparation addressed agricultural resources. The State
of California Division of Land Resource Protection expressed concern about the loss of
agricultural lands, and recommended that the Draft EIR address the amount, type and location
of farmland conversion resulting from the proposed Community Plan, impacts on future
operations and cumulative impacts on agricultural land. All of these issues are addressed in this
section.

ENVIRONMENTAL SETTING
Agricultural Resources
According to the 2030 Merced County General Plan, agriculture is the prominent economic
segment in the County and accounts for more than 90 percent of all land area. Merced County
is ranked fifth among all counties in California and sixth in the nation in the annual market value
of farm products.1
According to the 2018 Report on Agriculture, Merced County agriculture commodities grossed
$3,247,618,000 in 2018, a 4.7% decrease over 2017. Milk was the top agricultural commodity
(by dollar value), followed by almonds, chickens, cattle and calves, and sweet potatoes. Other
top agricultural commodities include tomatoes, corn (for silage), wine grapes, alfalfa, eggs,
cotton, and other poultry.2
Surrounding Land Uses
Winton lies immediately north of the City of Atwater, a fairly urbanized area, and within two
miles of Highway 99 to the south. Most of the land uses immediately surrounding the Plan Area
are agricultural in nature, including orchards, annual cultivated crops and other agricultural
operations. Beyond the immediate Plan Area, farmland supports a diversity of agricultural
activities including row crops, nut and fruit orchards, and dairies.
Farmland Classification
The Department of Conservation’s Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program (FMMP)
identifies acres of farmland that are lost and gained during a two-year period. Farmland
monitoring is dependent upon farmland classifications, which are largely based on soil surveys
and other factors such as irrigation. Agricultural land is classified as Prime, Farmland of
Statewide Importance, Unique Farmland, or Farmland of Local Importance. “Important
Farmland” is defined as Prime Farmland, Farmland of Statewide Importance and Unique
Farmland. The FMMP also quantifies the amount of urban land and grazing lands within the
1 Merced County, 2030 Merced County General Plan, December 10, 2013, page AG-1.
2 Merced County Department of Agriculture, 2018 Report on Agriculture, 2018, pages 1 and 2.
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County. Farmland classifications found in Merced County are defined below:
Prime Farmland
Farmland with the best combination of physical and chemical features able to sustain long-term
agricultural production. This land has the soil quality, growing season, and moisture supply
needed to produce sustained high yields. Land must have been used for the irrigated agricultural
production at some time during the four years prior to the mapping date.
Farmland of Statewide Importance
Farmland similar to Prime Farmland, but with minor shortcomings, such as greater slopes or less
ability to store soil moisture. Land must have been used for irrigated agricultural production at
some time during the four years prior to the mapping date.
Unique Farmland
Farmland of lesser quality soils used for the production of the state’s leading agricultural crops.
This land is usually irrigated, but may include non-irrigated orchards or vineyards as found in
some climatic zones in California. Land must have been cropped at some time during the four
years prior to the mapping date.
Farmland of Local Importance
Land of importance to the local agricultural economy as determined by each county’s board of
supervisors and a local advisory committee. Also, farmlands that produce crops that are not listed
under Unique Farmland but are important to the economy of the county or city.
Grazing Land
Land on which the existing vegetation is suited to the grazing of livestock. This category was
developed in cooperation with the California Cattlemen’s Association, University of California
Cooperative Extension, and other groups interested in the extent of grazing activities.
Confined Animal Agriculture
Lands occupied by poultry facilities, feedlots, dairy facilities, and fish farms. Prior to 2008, these
facilities were classified as Farmland of Local Importance in Merced County, or were classified
based on the characteristics of the underlying soils.
Urban and Built-up Land
Land occupied by structures with a building density of at least 1 unit to 1.5 acres, or
approximately 6 structures to a 10-acre parcel. This land is used for residential, industrial,
commercial, construction, institutional, public administration, railroad and other transportation
yards, cemeteries, airports, golf courses, sanitary landfills, sewage treatment, water control
structures, and other developed purposes.
Other Land
Land not included in any other mapping category. Common examples include low density rural
residential developments; brush, timber, wetland, and riparian areas not suitable for livestock
grazing; confined livestock, poultry or aquaculture facilities; strip mines, borrow pits; and water
bodies smaller than forty acres. Vacant and nonagricultural land surrounded on all sides by urban
development and greater than 40 acres is mapped as Other Land.
Water
Perennial water bodies with an extant of at least 40 acres.

Merced County Farmland Inventory
As stated above, the FMMP inventories the amount of farmland lost and gained and the amount
of urban land gained every two years. The most recent report for Merced County covers the
years 2014 to 2016.
Merced County was reported to have 1,157,990 acres of Important Farmland and grazing land
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in 2016 (see Table 4.1-1, 2016 Merced County Farmland Inventory). In Merced County, there
was a net reduction of 582 acres of Important Farmland between 2014 and 2016, or 0.01%.
This included a net reduction of 2,671 acres of Prime Farmland, 293 acres of Farmland of
Statewide Importance, and 553 acres of Farmland of Local Importance, and a net increase of
2,935 acres of Unique Farmland. During this same time period, there was a net reduction of
4,333 acres of grazing land. Out of the total loss of farmland and grazing land in 2014-2016, a
total of 1,157 acres were converted to “Urban and Built-up Land” uses.3

TABLE 4.1-1
2016 Merced County Farmland Inventory
Farmland Type
Prime Farmland
Farmland of Statewide Importance
Unique Farmland
Farmland of Local Importance
Grazing Land
Total Agricultural Land (Farmland plus Grazing Land)
Urban and Built-Up land
Other
Water
Total Inventoried Land

Acres
269,243
154,509
115,235
61,671
552,632
1,152,990
40,340
55,771
16,531
1,265,632

% of Total
21.3
12.2
9.1
4.9
43.7
91.1
3.2
4.4
1.3
100

Source: California Department of Conservation, Division of Land Resource Protection, Merced County
2014-2016 Land Use Conversion Table.

Winton Community Plan Farmland Inventory
As shown in Table 4.1-2, Winton Community Plan Farmland Inventory, approximately 67
percent (929.3 acres of urban and built up land and 23.4 acres of rural residential land) of the
proposed Winton Community Plan Area is developed. Of the undeveloped area, approximately
283 acres are designated as Prime Farmland and approximately 154 acres are designated
Farmland of Local Importance. Figure 4.1-1, Important Farmland Map, depicts the farmland at
the project site.

TABLE 4.1-2
Winton Community Plan Farmland Inventory
FMMP Classification
Acreage
Prime Farmland
Farmland of Local Importance
Vacant or Disturbed Land
Rural Residential Land
Urban and Built-Up Land
Total

283
154
23
23
929
1,412

Note: Total acreage due to mapping inconsistencies between computer
data/programs.
Source: Brian Guerrero, Merced County, October 2016; California
Department of Conservation, Merced County Important Farmland 2016,
Sheet 1 of 2, February 2018.

3

California Department of Conservation, Division of Land Resource Protection, Merced County 2014-2016 Land
Use Conversion Table.
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Storie Index Rating
The Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) has identified and mapped soils in
Merced County and rated their suitability for intensive agriculture (e.g., high-yield farming
practices) using the Storie Index. This index has six numerical ratings for soils, based on
characteristics such as soil depth, surface texture, drainage, salts and alkalis, and topography.
Soils with a rating over 60 (on a scale of 0 to 100) are considered suitable for most crops. For
simplification, Storie Index ratings have been combined into six grade classes, as follows:
Grade 1 (excellent), 81 to 100; grade 2 (good), 61 to 80; grade 3 (fair), 41 to 60; grade 4 (poor),
21 to 40; grade 5 (very poor), 11 to 20; and grade 6 (nonagricultural), 10 or less.
The soils in the proposed Plan Area are composed of the following Storie Index ratings4:
Grade 1 (Excellent):
0%
Grade 2 (Good):
8.1%
Grade 3 (Fair):
91.1%
Grade 4 (Poor):
0.5%
Grade 5 (Very Poor) 0%
These ratings indicate that the vast majority of the Plan Area is considered “fair” for agricultural
purposes. The area that is rated Grade 2 is located along the northern boundary of the Plan
Area, and much of the Grade 2 acreage has been developed.
Capability Rating
The NRCS also rates soils for their suitability for most kinds of field crops (e.g., alfalfa,
soybeans). The ratings range from Class I to Class VIII, with Class I being soils with few
limitations and Class VIII being soils that preclude their use for commercial plants. Prime
Farmland is usually composed of Class I and Class II soils. Class I soils have few limitations
that restrict their use. Class II soils have moderate limitations that reduce the choice of plants or
that require moderate conservation practices. Class III soils have severe limitations that reduce
the choice of plants or that require special conservation practices, or both.
Most of the soils in the Plan Area are rated Class III if irrigated, and Class IV if non-irrigated5.
About 8.1% of the Plan Area is rated Class II if irrigated, and Class IV if non-irrigated.6 There
are no Class I soils in the Plan Area.
REGULATORY SETTING
State Regulations
Williamson Land Act
The California Land Conservation Act of 1965 or Williamson Act recognizes the importance of
agricultural land as an economic resource that is vital to the general welfare of society. The
enacting legislation declares that the preservation of a maximum amount of the limited supply of
agricultural land is necessary for the conservation of the state’s economic resources, and is
necessary not only to the maintenance of the agricultural economy of the state, but also for the
4
5
6

Natural Resources Conservation Service, Custom Soil Resource Report for Merced Area, California, May 16,
2019.
Natural Resources Conservation Service, Custom Soil Resource Report for Merced Area, California, May 16,
2019, page 17.
Natural Resources Conservation Service, Custom Soil Resource Report for Merced Area, California, May 16,
2019, page 13.
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assurance of adequate, healthful, and nutritious food for future residents of the state and the
nation. Intended to assist the long-term preservation of prime agricultural land in the state,
Williamson Act contracts provide the agricultural landowner with a substantial property tax break
for keeping land in agricultural use. When under contract, the landowner no longer pays
property tax for an assessed valuation based upon the property’s urban development potential.
The Williamson Act stipulates that for properties under contract, “the highest and best use of
such land during the life of the contract is for agricultural uses.” Therefore, property under
contract is assessed and taxed based upon its agricultural value.
Typically, Williamson Act contracts remain in effect for ten years unless the property owner files
for a notice of nonrenewal with the County. The County amended their rules of procedure to
implement the Williamson Act in 2010, to comply with the shortened contract period of only 9
years, as authorized by the State through AB 863. This shortened contract period is available in
all years where the State pays less than one-half of the required amount of subvention funding
for the lost property taxes resulting from participation in the Williamson Act. As of 2009, there
have been no subvention payments made to counties.
In 2014-15, approximately 14.8 percent of land (over 14 million acres) within California was
under a Williamson Act contract. 7 This represented almost half of all California agricultural
lands.8 Merced County reported having 466,799 acres under contract in 2014.9
The Williamson Act also addresses “compatible” uses. In Section 51231, the Williamson Act
states that, “...the board or council, by resolution, shall adopt rules governing the administration
of agricultural preserves...Rules related to compatible uses shall be consistent with the
provisions of Section 51238.1.” Section 51238.1 states the following:
(a) Uses approved on contracted lands shall be consistent with all of the following principles of
compatibility:
(1) The use will not significantly compromise the long-term productive agricultural capability
of the subject contracted parcel or parcels or on other contracted lands in agricultural
preserves.
(2) The use will not significantly displace or impair current or reasonably foreseeable
agricultural operations on the subject contracted parcel or parcels or on other contracted
lands in agricultural preserves . . .
(3) The use will not result in the significant removal of adjacent contracted land from
agricultural or open-space use.

There are no parcels currently enrolled under a Williamson Act contract within the Plan Area.
However, there are a number of Williamson Act contract parcels within a one-mile radius of the
vicinity of the Plan Area. Williamson Act contract parcels in the vicinity of the Plan Area are
shown in Figure 4.1-2, Williamson Act Properties in the Plan Area Vicinity.
California Code of Regulations
The Merced County Agricultural Commissioner enforces the laws and regulations of the
California Food and Agriculture Code (CDFA) and the California Code of Regulations while
7 California Department of Conservation, The California Land Conservation Act of 1965, 2016 Status Report,
December 2016, page 1.
8 California Department of Conservation, The California Land Conservation Act of 1965, 2016 Status Report,
December 2016, page 2.
9 California Department of Conservation, The California Land Conservation Act of 1965, 2016 Status Report,
December 2016, Table A-1, page 38.
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serving at the discretion of the County Board of Supervisors and CDFA Secretary of Agriculture.
Title 3 of the California Code of Regulations, item 6626 Pesticide Use Reports for Production
Agriculture and item 6627 Monthly Summary Pesticide Use Reports, identifies the following
specifications related to pesticide use:
6626. Pesticide Use Reports for Production Agriculture
(a) The operator of the property which is producing an agricultural commodity shall report the use
of pesticides applied to the crop, commodity, or site to the commissioner of the county in which
the pest control was performed. This report must be submitted by the 10th day of the month
following the month in which the work was performed.
(b) An agricultural pest control business shall report the use of pesticides applied by it for the
production of an agricultural commodity to the commissioner of the county in which the pest
control was performed. This report must be submitted within seven days of completion of the
pesticide application.
6627. Monthly Summary Pesticide Use Reports
(a) Except as provided in section 6626, persons required to maintain pesticide use records
pursuant to section 6624 shall report a summary of the monthly use of pesticides to the
commissioner of the county in which the work was performed. The report shall be provided to the
commissioner by the 10th day of the month following the month in which the work was performed.
If the report is mailed, the postmark shall be the date of delivery.

Local Regulations
Merced County General Plan
The 2030 Merced County General Plan Agricultural Element describes the existing agricultural
resources in the County and provides the policy context for Merced County to achieve its vision
for the protection, preservation, and expansion of productive agriculture.
As indicated in the General Plan, Merced County values its agricultural resources and has
numerous policies aimed at protecting and preserving existing agricultural land. These policies
address agricultural land preservation and conservation strategies, such as agricultural
mitigation requirements, Williamson Act contracts, and farmland conservation programs. The
Agricultural Element also identifies goals and policies related to minimizing conflicts between
productive agricultural areas and urban land uses, as well as discouraging the parcelization and
conversion of large agricultural land holdings into rural residential parcels or urban uses.
The following General Plan goals, objectives, and policies found in the Agricultural Element
would apply to development of the proposed Community Plan and protection of agricultural
resources within the county.
Agricultural Element
Goal AG-2: Ensure the long-term preservation and conservation of land used for
productive agriculture, potentially-productive agricultural land, and agricultural-support
facilities.
PolicyAG-2.1: Agricultural Land Preservation
Protect agriculturally-designated areas and direct urban growth away from productive agricultural
lands into cities, Urban Communities, and New Towns.
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Policy AG-2.2: Agricultural Land Mitigation
Protect productive agricultural areas from conversion to non-agricultural residential uses by
establishing and implementing an agricultural mitigation program that matches acres converted
with farmland acres of similar quality to those converted preserved at a 1:1 ratio. Coordinate with
the six cities in Merced County and the Merced Local Agency Formation Commission (LAFCo),
consistent with LAFCo’s statutory mission to preserve agricultural land and open space, to
establish consistent standards and mitigation for the loss of farmland. In addition, the Land
Evaluation and Site Assessment Model (LESA model) may be used to determine whether the
conservation land is of equal or greater value than the land being converted.
Policy AG-2.3: New Development
Formalize County-City agreements emphasizing concentration of new development in cities that
include agricultural mitigation and avoidance of productive agricultural land conversion.
Policy AG-2.4: Preservation Programs
Encourage property owner participation in programs that preserve farmland, including the
Williamson Act, conservation easements, and USDA-funded conservation practices.
Policy AG-2.7: Modify Merced County Agricultural Preserve Rules
Modify the Agricultural Preserve Rules and Procedures to allow parcels smaller than 10 acres for
a limited number of circumstances authorized as exceptions in the County Zoning Code and
consistent with State law.
Policy AG-2.8: Conservation Easements
Support the efforts of public, private, and non-profit organizations to preserve agricultural areas in
the County through dedicated conservation easements, and rangeland held as environmental
mitigation.
Policy AG-2.12: Antiquated Subdivisions
Encourage the voluntary merger of antiquated subdivision lots that conflict with adjacent
agricultural uses, and continue to require environmental review of permits that could result in
adverse environmental impacts in agricultural and rural areas, including traffic generation,
groundwater contamination, stormwater drainage disposal, and air quality deterioration.
Policy AG-2.13: Minimum Agricultural Parcel Size Requirement
Require a 20-acre minimum permitted parcel size in areas designated Agricultural to discourage
land divisions for rural residential purposes and maintain parcels large enough for efficient
commercial agriculture production. Require 160-acre minimum permitted parcel size in areas
designated Foothill Pasture and in grassland areas.
Policy AG-2.14: Viability of Smaller Parcels
Require applicants seeking to divide agriculturally-zoned parcels to demonstrate the continued
viability of lots less than 40 acres for commercial agriculture, using specific standards (i.e.,
access to agricultural water, joint farm management, access for aerial spraying, size viability for
specific commodities) and farm management plans.
Policy AG-2.15: Merced County Agriculture Preserve Consolidation
Modify the Merced County Agricultural Preserve to be consistent with State Subdivision Map Act
and Williamson act rules for allowing parcels less than 10 acres for a limited number of
circumstances authorized as exceptions in the County Zoning Code and consistent with State
law.
Goal AG-3: Minimize conflicts between productive agricultural areas and urban land uses,
and discourage the parcelization and conversion of large agricultural holdings into rural
residential parcels or urban uses.
Policy AG-3.1: Right-to-Farm Ordinance
Continue to implement the Right-to-Farm Ordinance to define and limit instances where
Winton Community Plan
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agricultural operations may be considered a nuisance to surrounding rural residential, residential
or urban development.
Policy AG-3.2: Agricultural Buffer
In consultation with the MCAC, require buffers between proposed non-agricultural uses and
adjacent productive agricultural operations to protect farms, dairies, and agricultural-related
production facilities from conflicts with non-agricultural uses, specifically rural residences and
urban area residential development.
Policy AG-3.3: Agricultural Buffer Standards
In consultation with the MCAC, establish agricultural buffer standards based on the type of
agricultural operation, and historic cropping and pesticide application patterns, to be applied to
rural residences and urban area residential development proposals adjacent to productive
agricultural land and agricultural-related facilities.
Policy AG-3.4: Residential Buffers from Agriculture
Require a minimum 200-foot buffer between new residential development within designated
urban areas and existing agricultural operations, and establish design/maintenance guidelines for
developers and property owners.
Policy AG-3.5: Home Site Clustering
Require clustering of homes on agricultural parcels to minimize interference with agricultural
operations.
Policy AG-3.7: Public Facility Locations
Discourage public agencies from locating facilities, especially schools, in existing agricultural
areas.
Policy AG-3.9: New Confined Animal Facility Location Requirements
Require new or expanded confined animal facilities to be located, at a minimum:
a) One-half mile from any Rural Center or Urban Community boundary; residentially-designated
or zoned property; sensitive uses such as schools, hospitals, jails, Federal wildlife areas, State
wildlife areas, and public parks; or concentrations of five or more off-site residences. This does
not include areas for municipal uses such as wastewater treatment facilities, airports, or solid
waste recycling or disposal facilities located outside urban areas; and
b) One thousand feet from any off-site residence, unless there is written permission from the offsite property owner.
Policy AG-3.10: New Adjacent Residences
Prohibit new single- or multi-family residences within one thousand feet of an existing confined
animal facility.

Merced County Zoning Code
A comprehensive update to Merced County’s Zoning Code was adopted by the Board of
Supervisors on October 22, 2019, now effective, the Zoning Code is administered by the
Community and Economic Development Department.
The following Zoning Code regulations would apply to development within the proposed
Community Plan and the protection of agricultural resources within the county.
Chapter 18.12 – Residential Zones
Section 18.12.040 A (3)(b) – Other Applicable Residential Zone Regulations, Agricultural
Setback Requirement for Residential Uses.
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New residential dwellings and/or other habitable structures in residential developments in a
designated urban community adjacent to agricultural designated lands shall be set back so as to
provide a physical separation of 200 feet, as measured from the dwellings or other habitable
structures, to any abutting parcels used for agricultural production. "Agricultural Production," as
used herein, means either an existing agricultural operation or an agricultural operation that
would be a reasonable anticipated use. The agricultural setback may include roads, parking,
trails, creeks, canals, and landscape features.
Chapter 18.10 – Agricultural Zones
Section 18.10.040 M (1) – Other Applicable Agricultural Zone Regulations, Setbacks,
Agricultural Setback Requirement for Residential Uses.
New residential dwellings and/or other habitable structure shall be setback so as to provide a
physical separation of 200 feet, as measured from the dwelling or other habitable structure to any
abutting parcels used for agricultural production. "Agricultural Production," as used herein, means
either an existing agricultural operation or an agricultural operation that would be a
reasonably anticipated use. The agricultural setback may include roads, parking, trails, creeks,
canals, and landscape features.

Merced County Right-to-Farm Ordinance
Merced County’s Right-to-Farm Ordinance is administered by the Community and Economic
Development Department and has been in place since 1986. It requires a disclosure of the
importance and protection of agriculture in the residential development process, when
subdivisions or parcel splits are approved and building permits are issued. The disclosure is
passed on to future property buyers through the title process. The ordinance states that
residents moving into areas where there are existing agricultural activities, “should be prepared
to accept inconvenience or discomfort from normal, necessary agricultural operations.” The
Right-to-Farm Ordinance promotes understanding and cooperation between urban residents
and agricultural operators. Section 17.08.080 of the Merced County Code states the following:
H. Certificate of Public Acknowledgement of Farming Activities
1. Where required by this code [Title 17], every final map shall have a certificate placed on the
map, or shall record by separate instrument, which notifies future buyers, leases, or financiers
of the following:
The property described on the final map is in the vicinity of land utilized for agricultural
purposes, and residents of this property may be subject to inconvenience or discomfort arising
from the use of agricultural chemicals, including, but not limited to, pesticides and fertilizers;
and from the pursuit of agricultural operations including, but not limited to, animal husbandry,
plowing, spraying, and burning which occasionally may generate dust, smoke, noise, nuisance
insects, and odors.
The county of Merced has established agriculture as a priority use in agricultural zones which
are outside or in an established Specific Urban Development Plan (SUDP) boundary, Rural
Residential Center (RRC) boundary, Highway Interchange Center (HIC) boundary, or
Agricultural Service Center (ASC) boundary, and residents of property in the vicinity of such
agricultural zones should be prepared to accept inconveniences or discomfort from normal,
necessary agricultural operations.
2. This section shall only apply to those properties within agricultural zones (A-1, A-1-40 or A-2)
or inside and within one thousand (1,000) feet of a SUDP boundary, Rural Residential Center
(RRC) boundary, Highway Interchange Center (HIC) boundary, or Agricultural Service Center
(ASC) boundary as designated on the General Plan Land Use Map.
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Merced County Agricultural Conservation Easement Program
Merced County adopted the Agricultural Conservation Easement Program to implement General
Plan Agricultural Element Policies AG-2.2, AG-2.4, and AG-2.8, which are provided above. The
Agricultural Mitigation Ordinance (Merced County Code Section 9.30) requires one-to-one (1:1)
mitigation for all General Plan Amendments and rezoning of productive farmland from an
agricultural to an urban designation, and for discretionary projects on agriculturally-designated
land that involves a non-agricultural use, such as mining or solar energy projects. The ordinance
requires that mitigation lands be located in Merced County on similar quality soil and with a
similar water supply to the land proposed for conversion, with a minimum 20 acres easement
size. This ordinance allows payment of an "in-lieu fee" to a "qualified entity" (farmland trust) as
an alternative to obtaining an easement on specific property. "Productive farmland" is identified
as the top three soil classifications in the Department of Conservation's Farmland Mapping and
Monitoring Program, and includes soils rated Prime Farmland, Farmland of Statewide
Importance, and Unique Farmland.
Merced County Confined Animal Ordinance
Chapter 18.64 of the Merced County Zoning Code regulates animal confinement facilities. The
Ordinance provides for the design, construction, operation, and management of animal
confinement facilities in Merced County for the protection of the quality of the environment and
the safeguarding of the health, safety, and general welfare of the population. The Animal
Confinement Ordinance is intended to provide diary operators a single set of regulations to
encompass federal, State and county regulations. In addition, the Ordinance requires operators
to submit annual reports. The Ordinance requires inspection of facilities at least every three
years (once every two years in sensitive areas) by the Division of Environmental Health.
The Ordinance addresses locating residences near animal confinement facilities under Section
18.64.040, including the following:
(B) 3. Offsite Residences
(a)

New single-family residences, not a part of an existing animal confinement
facility, are prohibited within 1,000 feet of an existing facility with any of the
following exceptions:
(1)
(2)
(3)

The animal facility owner gives written permission for locating the offsite
residence closer than 1,000 feet or,
The existing residence is being remodeled or,
The existing residence is replaced with another dwelling no closer than
the existing separation distance.

The Planning Commission, consistent with the purpose and intent of the Animal Confinement
Ordinance, may add additional conditions to the waiver, as it deems necessary. The Ordinance
includes requirements for animal confinement facilities to minimize odors, pests, air emissions,
and storm water runoff. It also requires the completion of a Comprehensive Nutrient
Management Plan for new facilities, expansions, adding or deleting manure application areas,
or construction a retention pond or settling basin.
There are no confined animal operations within one-half mile of the Plan Area.10 As noted
earlier, General Plan Policy AG-3.9 also prohibits the location of a new dairy or other confined
animal operation within one-half mile of the Plan Area.

10 Merced County Community and Economic Development Department, Winton Community Plan-Dairy Location
Map, prepared January 22, 2019.
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IMPACTS AND MITIGATION MEASURES
Methods of Analysis
The Important Farmlands within the Plan Area were quantified to determine the extent to which
such lands would be converted to urban uses. A qualitative evaluation of the potential for the
proposed Community Plan to result in the loss and/or diminishment of farmland outside of the
Plan Area is also provided. The proximity of new residential development to agricultural uses is
also evaluated to determine if there could be conflicts between such uses, and the extent to
which County ordinances and policies and Community Plan policies would address such
potential conflicts.
Standards of Significance
For purposes of this EIR, impacts would be considered significant if the proposed Community
Plan would:
!

Convert Prime Farmland, Unique Farmland, or Farmland of Statewide Importance (i.e.,
Important Farmland) as shown on the maps prepared pursuant to the Farmland Mapping
and Monitoring Program of the California Resources Agency, to non-agricultural use;

!

Conflict with existing zoning for agricultural use, or a Williamson Act contract; or

!

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

Project Impacts and Mitigation Measures
4.1-1

The proposed Community Plan would result in conversion of Important Farmland
to non-agricultural uses.

Applicable Regulations: Merced County Code Chapter 9.30 (Agricultural Mitigation)
Significance: Significant
Mitigation included in the proposed Community Plan: None
Significance after Mitigation in the proposed Community Plan: Significant
Additional Mitigation: None
Residual Significance: Significant
As described above, the Plan Area currently contains approximately 283 acres of Prime
Farmland, and no Unique Farmland or Farmland of Statewide Importance. As shown in Figure
3-2, Proposed Community Plan Area Boundary, in Chapter 3, Project Description, the proposed
Plan Area boundaries would be altered slightly, with the boundaries expanded slightly in the
western portion, and in the southeast corner. In total, approximately 137 acres would be added
to the Plan Area, of which 85 acres are designated Prime Farmland. The remaining 198 acres
fall within the existing boundaries of the Plan Area. Once developed, the 283 acres of Prime
Farmland in the Plan Area would no longer be available for agricultural use.
As required by the Agricultural Conservation Ordinance, any project within the Plan Area that
would convert productive farmland to non-agricultural uses must provide an agricultural
conservation easement of no less than one acre of mitigation land for each acre of land to be
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converted. The easement must be placed on land of comparable quality to the land being
converted to urban uses somewhere in Merced County. As an option, the developer may pay
an in lieu fee, which would be used to purchase agricultural conservation easements. Projects
on parcels smaller than 5 acres would be exempt from this requirement.
As discussed in Chapter 3, Project Description, the Proposed Project would require several
offsite improvements. It is anticipated that a new elementary school would be required to serve
students within the Winton School District (WSD). If the school is located within the Plan Area,
it would occupy land that was assumed to be developed as part of the Community Plan.
However, the WSD could elect to locate a new school outside of the Plan Area. Most of the
WSD outside of the Plan Area is designated Prime Farmland. Therefore, if a school were
located north of the Plan Area, it could result in the conversion of an additional 10 to 20 acres of
Prime Farmland to a non-agricultural use.
In addition, one new well for water supply would be needed to serve buildout of the proposed
Community Plan. This well would be located outside of the Plan Area, likely in or near cultivated
farmland. If the well site is located on Prime Farmland, up to an additional one-half acre of
Prime Farmland could be converted, which would not be considered substantial.
The use of conservation easements would partially offset the loss of farmland by protecting
existing farmland from conversion. However, new farmland would not be created, so the
proposed Community Plan would result in the permanent reduction of land available for
agricultural use. No additional mitigation is available to reduce the net reduction in farmland.
This impact would therefore be significant and unavoidable.
4.1-2

The proposed Community Plan could conflict with existing zoning for agricultural
use, or a Williamson Act contract.

Applicable Regulations: None
Significance: Less than significant
Mitigation included in the proposed Community Plan: None
Significance after Mitigation in the proposed Community Plan: Less than significant
Additional Mitigation: None required
Residual Significance: Less than significant
As shown on Figure 4.1-2, Williamson Act Properties in the Plan Area Vicinity, there are no
agricultural easements or Williamson Act properties within the Plan Area. There are several
Williamson Act contract lands adjacent to the Plan Area. The proposed Community Plan would
not alter the use of these lands because they are outside of the Plan Area. Further, by
providing for approximately 20 years of development within the Plan Area boundaries, the
proposed Community Plan would relieve pressure for the premature conversion of the
Williamson Act parcels.
As discussed in Impact 4.1-1, the proposed Community Plan may require a new elementary
school, which could be located outside of the Plan Area. There are Williamson Act parcels
located in the WSD north of the Plan Area. If the WSD were to acquire one of these parcels,
the Williamson Act contract would become void, pursuant to State law. In addition, if the site
were developed with a school, it would no longer be available for agriculture. However, the loss
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of 10 to 20 acres of land under Williamson Act contract would not substantially reduce either the
amount of land under contract nor the amount of active farmland within the County.
Additionally, the new groundwater well could be located on land under a Williamson Act
contract. If the Winton Water and Sanitary District (WWSD) were to acquire land currently under
Williamson Act contract, the contract would become void pursuant to State law. Groundwater
wells are compatible with agricultural development, and the loss of up to one acre of Williamson
Act land would not be substantial, and would not undermine the viability of adjacent or nearby
land that remained under Williamson Act land.
Because no Williamson Act contract lands or agricultural easements would be converted to
urban uses within the proposed Community Plan, and the potential conversion of offsite
Williamson Act parcels would be minimal, this impact would be less than significant.
4.1-3

The proposed Community Plan could involve other changes in the existing
environment which, due to their location or nature, could result in conversion of
farmland outside of the Plan Area to non-agricultural use.

Applicable Regulations: Merced County Right-to-Farm Ordinance; Merced County Confined
Animal Ordinance; Zoning Code Section 18.12.040 A (3)(b) and 18.10.040 M (1) (Agricultural
Setback Requirements for Residential Uses); and Section 18.10.040 M (2) (Setbacks from
Confined Animals); General Plan Policies AG-2.1 (Agricultural Land Preservation), Policy AG3.1 (Right-to-Farm Ordinance), AG-3.2 (Agricultural Buffer), AG-3.3 (Agricultural Buffer
Standards), AG-3.4 (Residential Buffers from Agriculture),
Significance: Significant
Mitigation included in the proposed Community Plan: Implementing Measure OSC-2
Significance after Mitigation in the proposed Community Plan: Less than significant
Additional Mitigation: None required
Residual Significance: Less than Significant
Agricultural parcels located near existing urban uses, specifically residential uses, can have
limited long-term viability for active agricultural activities due to urban edge conflicts, stemming
largely from the nuisance effects of routine agricultural operations to residential neighbors
caused by noise, dust, odors, traffic, and the application of herbicides and pesticides. These
conflicts could increase costs to the agricultural operations, affect cropping decisions due to
required pesticide buffers, and combined with rising land values for residential development,
encourage the conversion of farmland to urban or other non-agricultural uses. The 2030 Merced
County General Plan includes policies and programs specifically designed to minimize urban
edge conflicts between agricultural and residential land use. Proposals for new development in
the Plan Area must demonstrate that they are consistent with land use policies and ordinances,
such as the Merced County Right-to-Farm, the Merced County Confined Animal Ordinance, and
Policy AG-3.4: Residential Buffers from Agriculture (RDR), before being approved and
constructed. Additionally, proposals for new development in the Plan Area would need to
comply with Merced County Zoning Code regulations: Section 18.12.040 A (3)(b) – Other
Applicable Residential Zone Regulations, Agricultural Setback Requirement for Residential
Uses; Section 18.10.040 M (1) – Other Applicable Agricultural Zone Regulations, Agricultural
Setback Requirement for Residential Uses; and Section 18.10.040 M (2) – Other Applicable
Agricultural Zone Regulations, Animal Confinement Facility Setbacks.
These ordinances
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require separation between residential development and agricultural land in order to minimize
potential conflicts with agricultural operation.
The proposed Community Plan designates residential land uses adjacent to active agricultural
operations in several locations, as shown in Figure 4.6-1, Plan Area and Vicinity, in Section 4.6,
Land Use. Any new development in these areas would need to provide a 200-foot buffer from
adjacent agricultural lands, as required by proposed Community Plan Implementation Measure
OSC-2 and the Zoning Code. In addition, the Merced County Confined Animal Ordinance states
that new single-family residences, not a part of an existing animal confinement facility, are
prohibited within 1,000 feet of an existing facility. Further, the Merced County Right-to-Farm
ordinance specifically states that residents moving into areas where there are existing
agricultural activities, “should be prepared to accept inconvenience or discomfort from normal,
necessary agricultural operations.”
The Merced County Agricultural Commissioner enforces laws related to pesticide use, which
would minimize exposure of residences and other non-agricultural uses to pesticides.
These policies and programs would ensure that residential and other non-agricultural uses
within the Plan Area would be compatible with surrounding agricultural operations and would not
result in the conversion of agricultural lands outside of the project area. Therefore, this impact
would be less than significant within the Plan Area.
Cumulative Impacts and Mitigation Measures
The cumulative context for the loss of Important Farmland (Impact 4.1-1) is Merced County and
the greater Central Valley. The proposed Community Plan would not affect any Williamson Act
lands or agricultural preserves (Impact 4.1-2), so it would not contribute to cumulative impacts
on these resources.
The potential for conflicts between urban and agricultural uses (Impact
4.1-3) occurs where those uses abut each other and/or are in close proximity. No changes are
proposed to agricultural lands adjacent to or near the Plan Area, so there would not be a
cumulative impact associated with such potential conflicts. For these reasons, the only
cumulative impact addressed in this EIR is the loss of Important Farmland.
4.1-4

The proposed Community Plan would contribute to the cumulative conversion of
Important Farmland.

Applicable Regulations: Merced County Code Chapter 9.30 (Agricultural Mitigation); General
Plan Policies
Significance: Significant
Mitigation included in the proposed Community Plan: None
Significance after Mitigation in the proposed Community Plan: Significant
Additional Mitigation: None available
Residual Significance: Significant
Merced County was reported to have 1,152,990 acres of farmland in 2016, including 552,632
acres of grazing land. As shown in Table 4.1-1, 2016 Merced County Farmland Inventory, in
2016, Merced County had 269,243 acres of Prime Farmland, 154,509 acres of Farmland of
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Statewide Importance, 115,235 acres of Unique Farmland, and 61,671 acres of Farmland of
Local Importance.
Agricultural land represents more than 90 percent of the County’s land base, so there are only
limited non-agricultural areas where development could occur.
Consequently, new
development is often proposed on farmland that is in proximity to existing development. During
the period from 1992 to 2010, the County lost approximately 21,400 acres of farmland11. More
recently, during the period 2008-2010, a total of 629 acres of Important Farmland (excluding
confined animal agriculture) were committed to non-agricultural activities.12 Similar conversions
of farmland to urban uses are occurring throughout Central Valley counties that are largely
agricultural. For example, the 2030 General Plan is estimated to result in the loss of an
additional 14,683 acres of important farmland due to development within the urban areas. The
loss of farmland within the County and the Central Valley is a significant cumulative impact.
As described above, the Plan Area currently contains approximately 283 acres of Prime
Farmland that would be converted to urban uses, and up to 21 additional acres could be lost to
the development of a school and a new groundwater well. This would represent approximately
0.11 percent of the County’s existing Prime Farmland inventory. Compliance with the County’s
Agricultural Mitigation Code would offset this loss by ensuring that comparable land is placed
into conservation.
The conversion of farmland within the Plan Area was anticipated in the 2030 General Plan. The
2030 General Plan Land Use Element, Figure LU-1, Land Use Diagram, and policies (e.g.,
Policy LU 2.2) are designed to direct new development into incorporated cities and
unincorporated urban planning areas,13 such as Winton. Therefore, the proposed Community
Plan would further the General Plan strategy for protecting agricultural resources.
The use of conservation easements would partially offset the loss of farmland by protecting
existing farmland from conversion. However, new farmland would not be created, so the
Proposed Project would result in the permanent reduction of land available for agricultural use.
No additional mitigation is available to reduce the net reduction in farmland. This impact would
therefore be significant and unavoidable.

11 Merced County, 2030 Merced County General Plan Recirculated Draft Program Environmental Impact Report,
July 2013, page 6-9, Table 6-3.
12 Merced County, 2030 Merced County General Plan Recirculated Draft Program Environmental Impact Report,
July 2013, page 6-10.
13 Merced County, CEQA Findings of Fact and Statement of Overriding Considerations of the Merced County
Board of Supervisors for the 2030 Merced County General Plan Program Environmental Impact Report, page 27.
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