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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Regional Multi-Use Path Feasibility Study for the cities of Atwater and Merced, initiated by
Merced County Association of Governments (MCAG), seeks to identify alternate routes for a
multi-use path connecting the bikeway networks of the City of Atwater and the City of Merced.
Purpose and Need
The purpose of this study is to determine the feasibility of the construction of a multi-use regional
path that connects the bicycle networks of the cities of Atwater and Merced in Merced County.
This project would support the need of network connectivity between the local networks within
Merced County as outlined in Merced County’s Bicycle Transportation Plan that lists a planned
regional path along Santa Fe Drive between Atwater and Merced (Attachments D and E). As no
bicycle facilities currently exist linking the two cities, this project would create a safe route of
travel for bicyclists commuting between the two.
Alternatives
In the development of the alternate alignments, the study looked at where connections could be
made to the existing networks. In Atwater, connections were proposed to the planned bicycle
facility along Bellevue Ave (Alt 1) and existing facilities along Avenue Two (Alt 2) and Green Sands
Ave (Alt 3). Early in the study, the proposed Bellevue Ave Alignment was screen by the Project
Development Team (PDT) and rejected from further study. Alignment Alternatives 2 and 3 head
due east until reaching the westerly side of the BNSF railroad tracks then travel south to Merced,
sharing a common alignment south of Belcher Ave (Green Sands Ave) to Snelling Highway (SR
59), and connect to the existing Michael O’Sullivan Bike Path across State Route 59. The study
compared and weighed various project factors between the two alternatives. The overall
comparison resulted in the Green Sands Ave Alignment being the superior alternative and the
study recommends this alignment as the preferred alternative. The capital costs required to
construct the Green Sands Ave Alignment is estimated at $7.9M.
Environmental
A Mini-Preliminary Environmental Analysis Report (Mini-PEAR) was prepared for this project to
identify environmental issues, constraints, costs, and resources needs. The Avenue Two and
Green Sands Ave alignment alternatives were evaluated and as both require right of way
acquisition the report concludes that an Initial Study to support a Negative Declaration is
anticipated as the project would not qualify as exempt from CEQA under CEQA guidelines
Section 15304(h). Both alignments are expected to fall under a Categorical Exclusion with studies

1

Regional Multi-Use Path Feasibility Study (Atwater-Merced)
Merced County Association of Governments – July 2018

for NEPA documentation. Six to twelve months are expected to complete the environmental
review process with another six to eight months to acquire regulatory permits.
Funding
The study also identified possible funding sources in which the project would be eligible. These
include various local, state, and federal sources such as Active Transportation Plan (ATP),
Measure V, Congestion Mitigation Air Quality (CMAQ), and REMOVE II.

2. INTRODUCTION
Currently, there exists no pedestrian or bicycle facilities to safely connect the City of Atwater the
City of Merced. Merced County Association of Governments (MCAG) has commissioned a
feasibility study to analyze alternative multi-use paths along Santa Fe Drive that would connect
the City of Atwater and the City of Merced’s bikeway network allowing for safe travel of
commuters between the two cities and promote alternate transportation modes. The study will
look at two alignments connecting to different areas of the Atwater bike network and then
following parallel to Santa Fe Drive, ultimately connecting to Michael O’Sullivan Bike Path at State
Route 59 in Merced

3. BACKGROUND
The City of Atwater contains limited existing Class I and II bicycle facilities, as detailed in the
Merced County Regional Bicycle Transportation Plan, and are not connected well to each other
or major local destinations. In some parts of the city sections of concrete sidewalk have been
widened with asphalt concrete to create a Class I facility. Contrary to Atwater, the City of
Merced has an extensive bikeway network with over 50 miles of Class I, II, and III facilities
connecting all areas of the city. More bikeways are planned in both cities – see Attachments D
and E for existing and planned routes listed in the Regional Bicycle Transportation Plan.

3.1 Project Location
The project study area looks at alternative alignments to create a connection between the cities
of Atwater and Merced in Merced County. The proposed alignments follow along Santa Fe Drive,
a roughly 5 mile stretch of roadway that links the two cities, and branching off to different eastwest roadways in Atwater where the alignments can connect to the existing network. The
proposed alignments travel on and adjacent to existing roadways through both developed areas
and farmland.
2
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4. PURPOSE AND NEED
4.1 Purpose
The purpose of this study is to determine the feasibility of completing a Class I multi-use path
connecting the cities of Atwater and Merced’s bikeway and pedestrian networks along Santa Fe
Drive.

4.2 Need
The needs to be addressed by the study are as follows:


Network Connectivity
The Merced County Regional Bicycle Transportation Plan lists a regional bikeway planned
along Santa Fe Drive. As there are no existing pedestrian or bicycle facilities connecting
the two cities, this study will look at where connections can be made to the current
network that offer the best connectivity.



Safety
As no dedicated facilities exist for bicyclists and pedestrians connecting Atwater to
Merced, residents commuting between the two cities by foot or bicycle must do so on or
along the borders of existing roadways. Santa Fe Drive has a posted speed limit of 55 mph
along the project area and a dedicated path would help protect users from high-speed
vehicles traveling the corridor.
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5. ALTERNATIVES DEVELOPMENT
The following items guided the development of the alternate alignment geometrics:


Right of Way Acquisition
Alignments will remain within the existing public right of way boundaries where possible to
minimize the need for acquisition. To the west of Santa Fe Drive is the Burlington Northern
Santa Fe (BNSF) railway which possess a 100’ wide right of way boundary around the
tracks which constrain the development of alignments as the BNSF right of way limits are
not to be impacted.



Utilities
Impacts to existing overhead utilities were avoided where possible to avoid the need for
relocation. Overhead utilities line the west border of the BNSF right of way boundary
across the entire project area. Bikeway paths developed adjacent to these lines will
maintain a 3’ distance from the path’s edge of pavement to the utility poles to avoid any
impacts and conform to the HDM’s guidance of clearance to obstructions. No mapping
was obtained for existing underground utilities and any potential impact to these facilities
would need to be further assessed.



Canal Crossings
Various irrigation canals exist within the project area and the alternate alignments will
make crossings of these channels. This will require the construction of box culverts or
pedestrian bridges to safely support the path and its users. Built up embankments will be
necessary to elevate the path to cross certain canals.



Connection Points
In the development of the alternatives connections to the existing bicycle network were
considered at both the west and east ends of the project area. To the west, in Atwater,
existing bicycle facilities are present along Avenue Two and Green Sands Ave and offer the
optimal and most logical connections to the City of Atwater. To the east, in Merced, at
Santa Fe Drive (W Olive Ave) and State Route 59 (SR 59) is the connection between the
Michael O’Sullivan Bike Path and Rascal Bike Path. These paths travel east-west across all
North and Central Merced and would serve as great links to an Atwater-Merced bikeway.
4
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Roadway Crossings
All developed alternatives will require multiple crossings of roadways. These will take place
at intersections, both signalized and stop controlled, as well as mid-block. Appropriate
measures should be implemented that allow for safe crossing of pedestrians and bicyclists.
These may come in the form of modifying existing signals with the addition of pedestrian
signals. For stop-controlled intersections and mid-block crossings Rectangular Rapid
Flashing Beacons (RRFB’s) can be installed to better alert drivers of a path crossing.



Design Criteria
The following resources and standards were used to guide the development of the
alternatives and their geometries:
o California Highway Design Manual (HDM)
o California Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices (MUTCD)
o Merced County Regional Bicycle Transportation Plan
o Merced County Department of Public Works Improvement Standards and
Specifications
o City of Merced Bicycle Transportation Plan
o City of Merced Standard Designs
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6. ALTERNATIVES
The following items detail the alternate alignments and their design improvements developed in
the production of this study:

6.1 Bellevue Avenue Alignment (Alt 1)
This alignment proposes 4.78 miles of 10’ Class I Bikeway along the east side of Santa Fe Dr from
Bellevue Rd in Atwater to State Route 59 in Merced. The project map for this alternative can be
found in Attachment A1 of the Appendix. This alignment poses many challenges such as extensive
right of way acquisition through various commercial and residential parcels, slope conditions
adjacent to roadway, power pole and irrigation ditch conflicts, billboard impacts, and various canal
and roadway crossings. In addition to these challenges, no existing bicycle facilities are present at
Bellevue Rd and Santa Fe Dr; early in the development of the study this alignment was screened
and rejected by the PDT from further evaluation.

6.2 Avenue Two Alignment (Alt 2)
This alignment proposed a 10’ Class I Bikeway stretching 1.83 miles from Avenue Two in Atwater
to Santa Fe Rd northwest of Merced - see Attachment A2. At the west end, the alignment
connects to an existing Class I facility on the south side of Avenue Two just east of El Rodebaugh
Ct where Avenue Two narrows from a 4-lane to a 2-lane roadway.
El Rodebaugh Ct to Gurr Rd
Between the connection with the existing
path and Gurr Rd to the east (0.45 mi) the
alignment maintains the same offset from
the narrowed roadway as the existing path, in
consideration of the future widening of
Avenue Two. This results in the need for right
of way acquisition. An overhead utility line
runs parallel between the roadway and
proposed path; while these will not be
impacted by the path’s alignment, future
roadway widening would require relocation.

Figure 1. Avenue Two Alignment connection to existing Class I bike path

A pedestrian bridge is proposed, adjacent to
6

Regional Multi-Use Path Feasibility Study (Atwater-Merced)
Merced County Association of Governments – July 2018

the existing Avenue Two bridge, to cross a canal and is positioned far enough away to allow for
widening of the bridge when the roadway is widened. Also, in this area the planned AtwaterMerced Expressway (AME) will cross the path’s alignment and should be considered during the
design phase to avoid “throwaway” costs. Avenue Two is stop-controlled at the Gurr Rd
intersection. The project proposes Rectangular Rapid Flashing Beacons (RRFB) with added
signage, striping, and intersection lighting to allow path users to cross safely.
Gurr Rd to BNSF Railroad
After the intersection, the path follows
Gurr Rd north around the bend before
reaching another canal, where it follows
the canal as it approaches the BNSF
railroad, as seen in the figure to the right.
The

path

then

continues

southeast

through farmland while maintaining 3’
from the existing utility poles to the path
edge

of

pavement.

Right

of

way

acquisition would be necessary outside of
the BNSF limits which are delineated by

Figure 2. Avenue Two between Gurr Rd and Santa Fe Dr

the overhead utility lines. Wood posts with
cable railing are proposed along this section on both sides of the path to discourage users from
entering private land as well as the BNSF railway. As the path continues south towards Franklin Rd
crossings are necessary over two irrigation canals which shall require the construction of box
culverts to support the path and maintain the channel’s flowline. At Franklin Rd, another roadway
crossing is proposed with the addition of RRFB’s and added signage, striping, and intersection
lighting. Just southeast of Franklin Rd is another canal which will require built up embankment and
a box culvert to cross over. Past the canal is where the Avenue Two alternative connects to the
shared alignment (see Section 6.4) as it continues to the City of Merced.
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6.3 Green Sands Avenue Alignment (Alt 3)
This alignment is proposed along Green Sands Ave and is composed of both of Class I and III
bikeway facilities from Buhach Rd to the shared alignment at Santa Fe Dr (see Section 6.4 and
Attachment A2). The proposed alignment connects to the Atwater bike network at Buhach Rd
where an existing Class I bike path travels due north.
Buhach Rd to Gurr Rd
Green Sands Ave was recently improved
from Buhach Rd to Gurr Rd and features
Class II bike lanes and 5’ wide sidewalk along
the entire north side. On this stretch the
sidewalk is proposed to be widened to 10’
converting it to a Class I facility, as has been
done in other areas of Atwater, such as on
Buhach Rd and Avenue Two. An existing
bridge crosses a canal on Green Sands Ave
and the contained sidewalk is 10’ wide along
the structure and will not require any

Figure 3. Green Sands Ave and AME intersection

modifications to conform to the proposed widenings on both ends. The first phase of the AME
currently ends at Green Sands Ave. This intersection will be improved in the future to continue
the AME alignment north. No right of way acquisition is expected in this section as the sidewalk
widening improvements fall within the existing limits. At the intersection of Green Sands Ave and
Gurr Rd, proposed improvements include new curb ramps, striped crosswalk, added signage,
intersection lighting, and modifying the existing signal to include a pedestrian signal.
Gurr Rd to Trindade Rd
After crossing Gurr Rd the alignment heads due east through private farmland, requiring right of
way acquisition. A roadway is planned as part of Phase 2 of the AME project which will continue
Green Sands Ave to Trindade Rd. An irrigation canal is to be crossed with a box culvert to be
constructed to support the path and maintain channel flow. At Trindade Rd, the intersection
improvements include RRFB’s, added signage, striped crosswalks, curb ramps, and intersection
lighting.
8
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Trindade Rd to BNSF Railroad
The east-west roadway (Green Sands Ave in
Atwater) becomes Belcher Ave, a 20’ wide
two-lane roadway with residential parcels to
the north and mostly farmland to the south.
Deviating from a Class I the section between
Trindade Rd and Franklin Rd is proposed as a
Class III bikeway, sharing the roadway between
both vehicles and bicycles. The improvements
come in the form of asphalt concrete overlay
of the existing pavement and added “sharrow”
markings and “Share the Road” signage. At the

Figure 4. Intersection of Belcher Ave and Franklin Rd

one-way stop-controlled Belcher Ave and
Franklin Rd intersection RRFB’s, curb ramps, crosswalks, signage, and intersection lighting are
proposed improvements. Just east of the intersection, the alignment returns to a Class I path
following the canal to its south, as seen in the figure above. This section, between Franklin Rd and
the BNSF railway is lined with wood post cable railing south of the path. The alignment turns
southeast before the BNSF right of way where it connects to the shared alignment (Section 6.4).

6.4 Avenue Two and Green Sands Avenue Shared Alignment
South of Belcher Ave and Santa Fe Dr and just west of the BNSF tracks the two proposed
alternatives share a 2.39 mile common alignment south to Merced (Attachment A2). This
alignment is comprised of Class I and Class III facilities with midblock, railroad, and unsignalized
intersection crossings.
Belcher Ave to Dan Ward Rd
Similar to the Avenue Two Alignment, the Class I path runs along the westerly side of the BNSF
right of way and overhead utility poles through private farmland, with the same cable railing to
keep the users from drifting off the route. As the path continues south it reaches the one-way
stop-controlled intersection of Dan Ward Rd and Beachwood Dr. Similar to the other nonsignalized intersection proposed improvements include RRFB’s, curb ramps, crosswalk, signage,
and intersection lighting.
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Dan Ward Rd to State Route 59
Dan Ward Rd becomes Santa Fe Rd
east of the intersection as the roadway
curves due south and is proposed as a
Class III bikeway with an asphalt
concrete overlay and added “sharrow”
markings and signage. Santa Fe Rd
traffic is expected to be very low
volume as there are no roadway outlets
south of the intersection other than to
a lone residence. The roadway ends at a
bridge over a canal that is currently
blocked by a barrier preventing vehicle

Figure 5. Detail of Santa Fe Rd existing barricaded bridge and railroad
crossing

access across. The structural integrity
of the bridge was not investigated during the development of this study. The study proposes the
removal of the existing barriers and installing bollards to prevent vehicle access across the bridge.
From the bridge south to SR 59 is an existing 20’ wide paved roadway with a unsignalized crossing
of railroad tracks that deviates from the main line south to industrial buildings. This roadway is to
be improved with an asphalt concrete overlay and designated as a Class I bikeway. At SR 59 a
locked metal gate prevents access to this road to public vehicles. This gate would be removed and
replaced with bollards and a landscaped trailhead. No right of way acquisition is necessary along
this segment.
State Route 59 Crossing and Connection to Merced Network
From Santa Fe Rd and SR 59 the alignment heads north for 100’ with a crossing over the BNSF
railroad, continuing as a Class I bikeway. Just north of the existing railroad signal the alignment
turns east and makes a mid-block crossing of SR 59 with added pedestrian signals and connects
to the existing Michael O’Sullivan Bike Path. Coordination with BNSF would be necessary for the
crossings and pedestrian signal placement. This area can be seen in Figure 6.
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Figure 6. Location of alignment crossing of State Route 59

7. COST ESTIMATE
The following table shows the estimated costs associated with each alternative and their various
alternatives. See Attachment B in the appendix for a detailed breakdown of the costs.
Table 1. Cost estimates for alignment alternatives

Avenue Two
Alignment

Green Sands Ave
Alignment

$3,150,000

$2,613,000

Mobilization

$315,000

$262,000

Misc
Environmental
Mitigation

$315,000

$262,000

$1,260,000

$1,046,000

Contingency

$1,134,000

$1,255,000

Right of Way Acquisition

$700,000

$250,000

Soft Costs

$2,471,000

$2,176,000

Total

$9,345,000

$7,864,000

Costs

Construction Subtotal

11

Regional Multi-Use Path Feasibility Study (Atwater-Merced)
Merced County Association of Governments – July 2018

8. ENVIRONMENTAL ANALYSIS
In order to identify environmental issues, constraints, costs, and resource needs, a MiniPreliminary Environmental Analysis Report (Mini-PEAR) was prepared for the project
(Attachment C). This mini-PEAR evaluates both potential alignments: Green Sand Avenue
alignment and Avenue Two alignment.
An IS/MND is anticipated due to the required acquisition of right-of-way and would not qualify as
exempt from CEQA under CEQA Guidelines Section 15304(h).
An IS/MND would be needed if archaeological or biological resources are found during the field
surveys, records searches, or consultation with Native American groups, and the project would
have potentially significant impacts to these or other environmental resources that would require
mitigation.
Both alignments are anticipated to fall under a Categorical Exclusion with studies for NEPA
documentation (23 CFR 771 activity (c)(3:Construction of bicycle and pedestrian lanes, paths, and
facilities).
It is estimated that approximately six to twelve months would be required to complete the
environmental review process. Acquisition of regulatory permits are estimated to require six to
eight months to acquire, after the environmental review process has been completed.
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9. FUNDING
There are various sources of potential local, state, and federal funding for the construction of
bicycle and pedestrian improvements. The following table lists the agencies and their available
funding. Active Transportation Program (ATP) Cycle 4 applications are due on July 31st, 2018. This
project is a good candidate to compete for ATP funding. Mark Thomas recommends the County
of Merced to submit an application to help secure ATP funds for the project.

Table 2. Founding sources available

Funding Source

Programming Agency

Approving Agency

Available Funding

Active
Transportation
Program (ATP)

Caltrans

California
Transportation
Commission

$5M total with 50% to
competitively awarded
projects, 40% to
MPO's in urban areas,
and 10% to small urban
and rural areas

Measure V

Merced County
Association of
Governments

City Council

20% of the "Local
Projects" Fund

Congestion
Mitigation/Air
Quality (CMAQ)

Merced County
Association of
Governments

Merced County
Association of
Governments

Varies, approximately
$3M each fiscal year

REMOVE II

San Joaquin Valley Air
Pollution Control
District

San Joaquin Valley Air
Pollution Control
District

Up to $150,000
annually per agency
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10. SELECTION MATRIX
The matrix below weighs the proposed alternatives against various project factors. A “best to
worst” rating is applied to each project factor. Based on the matrix, the Green Sands Alignment
alternative resulted with a better score than the Avenue Two Alignment. The Avenue Two
alignment has more right of way acquisition as well as being more challenging to construct with
multiple canal crossings resulting in a greater cost.
Table 3. Selection matrix of comparable criteria

Avenue Two
Alignment

Green Sands
Ave Alignment

Note

Element

1

Environmental Permits





2

Right of Way Impacts





3

Utility Impacts





4

Network Connectivity





5

Constructability





6

Gap Closure





7

Total Cost





 Best
 Moderate
 Worst
11. PREFERRED ALTERNATIVE
The two studied alignments both meet the stated purposed and need of the project. However,
based on the overall comparison of the two alternatives, the Green Sands Alignment appears to
be the superior alternatives from a constructability and cost standpoint. Based on these factors,
the Green Sands Alignment is the preferred alternative.
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12. LIST OF ATTACHMENTS
A. Alignment Alternative Exhibits
1. Alternative 1 – Bellevue Rd Alignment Exhibit
2. Alternatives 2 & 3 – Avenue Two and Green Sands Ave Alignment Exhibits and Plans
B. Cost Estimates for Alternatives
C. Mini-Preliminary Environmental Analysis Report (Mini-PEAR)
D. Merced County Regional Bicycle Transportation Plan (2008) – Atwater Bikeway Map
E. Merced County Regional Bicycle Transportation Plan (2008) – Merced Bikeway Map
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ATTACHMENTS

ATTACHMENTS

MERCED COUNTY
ASSOCIATION
OF GOVERNMENTS

ATTACHMENT A1

ATTACHMENT A2

ATTACHMENT B
MCAG Feasibility Study
Estimates for Atwater-Merced Improvements

ITEM

ITEM DESCRIPTION

QUANTITY

UNIT

TOTAL

Avenue Two
Alignment

Green Sands Ave
Alignment

TON
LS
CY
CY
TON

2650
1
2100
1700
1750

3300
1
1500
1300
950

LS
LS

1
1

LS
LS
LS
EA
LF
CY

UNIT PRICE

Avenue Two
Alignment

Green Sands Ave
Alignment

$100
LS
$35
$60
$100

$265,000
$20,000
$73,500
$102,000
$175,000

$330,000
$20,000
$52,500
$78,000
$95,000

1
1

LS
LS

$243,000
$20,000

$187,000
$20,000

1
1

1
1

21
21310
40

18
9150
360

LS
LS
LS
$500
$50
$1,000

$100,000
$15,000
$30,000
$10,500
$1,065,500
$40,000

$100,000
$10,000
$20,000
$9,000
$457,500
$360,000

EA
SF
LF
EA
EA
EA
EA
LS
LS

70
2500
22000
1
6

90
3800
28000
1
6
1
4
1
1

$300
$5
$1
$200,000
$25,000
$150,000
$15,000
LS
LS

$21,000
$12,500
$22,000
$200,000
$150,000
$0
$45,000
$120,000
$20,000

$27,000
$19,000
$28,000
$200,000
$150,000
$150,000
$60,000
$120,000
$20,000

EA
EA

3
1

1

$50,000
$250,000

$150,000
$250,000
$3,150,000
$315,000
$315,000
$1,134,000
$4,914,000

$50,000
$0
$2,563,000
$257,000
$257,000
$924,000
$4,001,000

NO.

ROADWAY
Earthwork/Structural Section
1
2
3
4
5

Overlay
Clearing and Grubbing
Roadway Excavation
Aggregate Base
Asphalt Concrete (Type A)

Drainage
6
7

Storm Drains, Manholes, Inlets
Water Pollution Control

Specialty Items:
8
9
10
11
12
13

Landscaping/Irrigation
Erosion Control
Slope Protection
Bollards
Wood Post Cable Railing
Minor Concrete (Curb, Gutter, sidewalk)

Traffic Items:
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22

Roadside Signs
Pavement Markings
Permanent Striping
Pedestrian Signal
Rectangular Rapid Flashing Beacons
Signal Modification
Intersection Lighting
Traffic Control Systems
Traffic Management Plan

3
1
1

Structures Items
23
24

Culverts
Pedestrian Bridge
Subtotal
Mobilization
Misc
Contingency
TOTAL CONSTRUCTION ESTIMATE

10%
10%
30%

Right of Way Acquisition

LS

$700,000

$250,000

ESTIMATED "SOFT" OR "OTHER" COSTS
Estimated engineering
Estimated Construction Adminstration/Staking
Environmental Mitigation
Environmental Permits
SUBTOTAL

25%
15%
40%
LS

$1,229,000
$738,000
$1,966,000
$400,000
$4,333,000

$1,001,000
$601,000
$1,601,000
$200,000
$3,403,000

$9,947,000

$7,654,000

TOTAL ESTIMATED IMPLEMENTATION COST

ATTACHMENT C

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Class III shared roadway along Belcher Ave from Franklin Road to Trindade Road
Trindade Road crossing
Class I Bike Path from Trindade Road to Gurr Road with a canal crossing
Gurr Road crossing
Sidewalk expansion to Class I width along Green Sands Avenue from Gurr Road to Buhach
Road
Connection to Atwater Bikeway network at Green Sands Avenue and Buhach Road
Addition of signage and striping

Avenue Two Alignment
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Class I Bike Path continues to Franklin Road with pedestrian bridge over canal at Belcher
Avenue
Franklin Road crossing
Class I from Franklin Road to Avenue Two at Gurr Road with pedestrian bridge over canal near
Fox Road and Cardella Road
Gurr Road crossing
Class I Bike Path along Avenue Two with pedestrian bridge over canal
Connection of existing Class I Bike Path east of El Rodebaugh Court on Avenue Two
Addition of signage and striping

Anticipated Environmental Approval 1
CEQA
☒
☐
☐
☐
☐

Categorical Exemption
Statutory Exemption
Initial Study/Negative Declaration
Initial Study/Mitigated Negative Declaration
Environmental Impact Report

NEPA
Categorical Exclusion
☒
“Routine” EA/FONSI
☐
“Complex” EA/FONSI
☐
Environmental Impact Study
☐

Summary Statement (this statement will go directly into the PSR)
In order to identify environmental issues, constraints, costs, and resource needs, a Mini-Preliminary
Environmental Analysis Report (Mini-PEAR) was prepared for the project.
This mini-PEAR evaluates both potential alignments: Green Sand Avenue alignment and Avenue Two
alignment. It is anticipated that a Categorical Exemption would be the appropriate level of
environmental documentation under CEQA for either alignment if right-of-way acquisition would not
be required for the project. The project would fall under CEQA Guidelines Section 15304 Minor
Alterations to Land: (h) the creation of bicycle lanes on existing rights-of-way. However, the
Categorical Exemption could be elevated to an Initial Study to support a Mitigated Negative
Declaration if archaeological or biological resources are found during the field surveys, records
searches, or consultation with Native American groups, and the project would have potentially
significant impacts to these or other environmental resources that would require mitigation.
If either of the alignments require acquisition of right-of-way, an Initial Study to support a Negative
Declaration is anticipated, because a project that would require acquisition of right-of-way would not
qualify as exempt from CEQA under CEQA Guidelines Section 15304(h).
1

If the anticipated environmental document is an EIR and/or EIS, the preparation of a standard PEAR is
recommended to avoid unanticipated costs and project delays.
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Both alignments are anticipated to fall under a Categorical Exclusion with studies for NEPA
documentation (23 CFR 771 activity (c)(3:Construction of bicycle and pedestrian lanes, paths, and
facilities).
It is estimated that approximately six to twelve months would be required to complete the
environmental review process. Acquisition of regulatory permits are estimated to require six to eight
months to acquire, after the environmental review process has been completed.
Changes in project scope, existing environmental condition, and/or environmental laws or regulations
would require re-evaluation of the Mini-PEAR.
Special Considerations
Biology
The proposed Atwater - Merced Multi-Use Paths Alternatives project area is located within a rural
region of Merced County that is primarily agricultural with associated residential, retail, and industrial
developments. The proposed Atwater – Merced Alternatives are located in Township 17 South, Range
13 East, and Sections 4, 5, 8, 9, 10, 14, and 15.
Vegetative communities in the project areas have the potential to support special-status species. In
addition, there are many structures, trees, and other vegetation in the project areas that could support
local native wildlife, including migratory birds and bats. There are also potentially jurisdictional
wetlands and waters (Fahrers Creek, Canal Creek, and several irrigation canals) regulated by the
United States Army Corps of Engineers (USACE), Regional Water Quality Control Board (RWQCB),
and/or California Department of Fish and Wildlife (CDFW).
According to the California Natural Diversity Database (CNDDB), multiple federal and/or state
threatened, endangered and/or candidate plant and wildlife species have been recorded near the
project area and surrounding quads. The following evaluates the potential for these species to be
within the project area.
Based on the results of the preliminary survey conducted on March 6, 2018 of the Atwater – Merced
Alternatives project area, there is potential for the following federal and/or state listed species to be in
the project area. Federal listed species with potential to be within the project include:
•
•
•
•
•

Conservancy fairy shrimp (Branchinecta conservatio), Federally Endangered (FE);
Vernal pool fairy shrimp (Branchinecta lynchi), Federally Threatened (FT);
Hoover’s spurge (Euphorbia hooveri), FT;
Vernal pool tadpole shrimp (Lepidurus packardi), FE; and
Keck’s checkerbloom (Sidalcea keckii), FE

Federal and state threated and endangered listed species with potential to be within the project area
include:
•
•
•
•
•

Succulent owl’s clover (Castilleja campestris var. succulenta), FT and State Endangered (SE);
Colusa grass (Neostapfia colusana), FT and SE;
San Joaquin Valley Orcutt grass (Orcuttia inaequalis), FT and SE;
Hairy Orcutt grass (Orcuttia pilosa), FE and SE; and
Giant garter snake (Thamnophis gigas), FT and State Threatened (ST).

Due to the agricultural and development disturbance, there was limited visual indications that habitat
for the above species are within the project area; yet, review of historical aerial photos showed a
March 2018

network of potential habitat that existed in the past, and remnant potential habitat may remain in or
near the project area. The area would need further investigation to determine if the habitat and/or the
species are present or absent.
State listed species with potential to be present in the project area include:
•
•
•

Tricolored blackbird (Agelaius tricolor), State Candidate Endangered (CE);
Delta button-celery (Eryngium racemosum), SE; and
Bald eagle (Haliaeetus leucocephalus), SE.

Additional special-status species have the potential to be in the project area and would need to be
evaluated. The project area has also been identified as Essential Fish Habitat (EFH) for Chinook
salmon (Oncorhynchus tshawytscha) by the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS).However,
using Google Earth, it appears that natural bodies of water within the area have weirs for agriculture,
limiting fish access upstream. There is no designated critical habitat for any of the special-species with
potential to be present within the Atwater – Merced Alternatives project area.
A Natural Environment Study (NES) is recommended to analyze potential project impacts on biological
resources, and develop appropriate measures to avoid, minimize, or mitigate potential project impacts.
If impacts on federal listed species cannot be avoided, Caltrans would need to comply with the Federal
Endangered Species Act and consultation with United States Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS)
and/or NMFS may be required. This could result in the requirement of a Biological Opinion from the
USFWS. If take of state listed or candidate species cannot be avoided, an Incidental Take Permit (ITP)
would be needed.
According to the National Wetland Inventory (NWI) database and results of the preliminary surveys,
there are wetland and riparian resources (Fahrers Creek, Canal Creek, and several irrigation canals)
within the Atwater – Merced potential alternative project areas that may be impacted by project
activities. Aquatic features within the project area have the potential to be under the jurisdiction of the
USACE, RWQCB, and/or CDFW. Studies required to evaluate potential impacts on wetlands and other
waters would include performing wetland delineations. Project impacts on wetlands and waters may
result in the need to obtain regulatory permits including a Section 404 Individual or Nationwide Permit
from the USACE, Section 401 Water Quality Certification from the RWQCB and/or Fish and Game
1602 Lake and Streambed Alteration Agreement from the CDFW.
Cultural Resources
BNSF has occupied the same alignment for many years, coupled with the project requiring excavation
and other ground-disturbing activities, the project could result in the physical disturbance of historical
or archeological resources within the project areas. Historically, the area was occupied by the Northern
Valley Yokuts. Therefore, consultation with Native American groups is anticipated. Preparation of an
Archaeological Survey Report (ASR) and an Historic Property Survey Report (HPSR) is recommended
for the project.
Hazards and Hazardous Materials
According to the State Water Resources Control Board Geo Tracker database, there are several
closed Leaking Underground Storage Tanks (LUST) Cleanup Sites within the project area (State
Water Resources Control Board, 2015). There is potential for historic pesticide use in the surrounding
farmlands, and the project could require additional rights-of-way acquisitions. An active railway runs
along the south side of Santa Fe Drive; maintenance of railways has historically utilized hazardous
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chemicals that may remain in soil. In addition, project construction would potentially require the
transportation and use of construction materials that could be hazardous. Therefore, an Initial Site
Assessment is recommended to analyze potential project impacts and develop appropriate measures
to avoid, minimize, or mitigate potential impacts, or to complete subsequent characterization and
remediation.
Hydrology and Water Quality
The project would include the construction of a new Class I/III Bike Path, which would increase
impervious surface areas or result in changes in topography in the project area. These changes could
affect drainage patterns, or the rate or amount of surface runoff during project operation. During
construction there is potential that exposed soils, construction debris, and other pollutants could enter
the storm water runoff that discharges into Fahrers Creek, Canal Creek, and several irrigation canals
within the project area. Therefore, a Water Quality Memorandum is recommended to analyze potential
project impacts, and develop appropriate measures to avoid, minimize, or mitigate potential impacts.
During construction to satisfy the requirements of Caltrans and other applicable regulatory agencies,
the project would either need a Stormwater Pollution Prevention Plan (SWPPP) for one acre or greater
of soil disturbance, or a Water Pollution Control Plan (WPCP) for less than one acre of soil disturbance.
Land Use, Farmland, and Community Impacts
The project area is located along an existing roadway and is surrounded by single family residences,
farmlands, retail stores, and restaurants. In addition, an active railway runs along the south side of
Santa Fe Drive. Prior to or during construction, intermittent disruptions to or relocations of utilities could
be required. Therefore, a Utilities Relocation Memorandum would be recommended to address
logistics for this action.
The project is not anticipated to change land use plans, policies, or regulations. The project would not
be expected to induce growth in the surrounding areas/communities.
According to the California Department of Conservation (CDOC) Farmland Mapping and Monitoring
Program, the proposed project is surrounded on all sides by Prime Farmland, which is defined as
having the best combination of physical and chemical features able to sustain long-term agricultural
production (California Department of Conservation, 2016)There are no Williamson Act lands adjacent
to the project (California Department of Conservation, 2017). It is unknown at this time if the proposed
project would require acquisition of rights-of-way of from agricultural parcels to accommodate the
project. If the project would require acquisition of rights-of-way from agricultural parcels, it is
anticipated that completion of Form AD 1006, provide a Farmland Memorandum, and consultation
with Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) would be required.
Noise and Vibration
Sensitive receptors are located adjacent to the project area in commercial establishments (Caltrans
Traffic Noise Analysis Protocol Activity Category E) and single-family residents (Caltrans Traffic Noise
Analysis Protocol Activity Category D). The predominant source of existing noise in the project area is
vehicle traffic along Santa Fe Drive and the active railway. Noise and ground-borne vibration impacts
associated with the proposed project are anticipated to be primarily associated with short-term
construction-related activities. The project would meet the criteria for a Type III project under 23 CFR
772.7. Project operation is not anticipated to have a quantifiable effect on long-term traffic noise levels
in the area. Therefore, a Construction Noise Technical Memorandum is recommended to address
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construction noise, analyze potential impacts, and develop appropriate measures to avoid, minimize,
or mitigate potential impacts.
Anticipated Environmental Timeline Schedule
Environmental Clearance/Studies
•

NEPA CE with studies

•

NES with JD

Six (6) months to Nine (9) months or 300 hrs.

•

HPSR/ASR

Six (6) months to Nine (9) months or 200 hrs.

•

Phase I ISA

Three (3) to Four (4) months or 100 hrs.

•

WQ Memo

Three (3) to Four (4) months or 62 hrs.

•

Utilities Relocation Memo

Two (2) to Three (3) months or 56 hrs.

•

Form AD 1006

Two (2) to Three (3) months or 40 hrs.

•

Farmland Memorandum

Two (2) to Three (3) months or 48 hrs.

•

Construction Noise Technical Memorandum

Two (2) to Three (3) months or 40 hrs.

•

CEQA Categorical Exemption

•

CEQA IS/MND

Twelve (12) months to Twenty-four (24) months

One (1) month or 12 hrs.
Twelve (12) months or 332 hrs.

Permitting
•

USACE Section 404 Individual or Nationwide Permit - (Complete Application) Eight (8) months
to Twelve (12) months or 48 hrs.

•

RWQCB Section 401 Water Quality Certification – After 404 Permit Six (6) months to Eight (8)
months or 48 hrs.

•

CDFW 1602 Lake and Streambed Alteration Agreement – (Complete Application) Eight (8)
months to Twelve (12) months or 48 hrs.

Disclaimer
This report is not an environmental document or determination. The above information and
recommendations are based on the project description provided in this report. The discussion and
conclusions provided by this Mini-PEAR are approximate and based on a cursory review of existing
records, databases, and mapping tools to estimate the potential for probable environmental effects.
The purpose of this report is to provide a preliminary level of environmental analysis to support the
Project Initiation Document. Changes in project scope, alternatives, existing environmental conditions,
and/or environmental laws or regulations will require a re-evaluation of this report.
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Attachment A: PEAR Environmental Studies Checklist
Rev. 11/08

Environmental Studies for PA&ED Checklist
Not
anticipated

Land Use
Growth

Memo
to file

Report
required

Risk*
L M H

L
L

Farmlands/Timberlands

L

Community Impacts
Community Character and Cohesion
Relocations
Environmental Justice

L
L
L
L

Utilities/Emergency Services

L

Visual/Aesthetics

L

Cultural Resources:

M

Archaeological Survey Report

M

Historic Resources Evaluation Report

L

Historic Property Survey Report

M

Historic Resource Compliance Report
Section 106 / PRC 5024 & 5024.5

L
L

Native American Coordination

M

Finding of Effect
Data Recovery Plan
Memorandum of Agreement

L
L
L

Other: AB 52 Notification

Comments

M

Hydrology and Floodplain

L

Water Quality and Stormwater Runoff

M

Geology, Soils, Seismic and Topography
Paleontology
PER
PMP

L
L
L
L

Hazardous Waste/Materials:

M

This memo will evaluate
potential farmland
acquisitions for ROW, if
required.

This memo will evaluate
potential utilities
relocation.
Required under Section
106 for federal funding
Required under Section
106 for federal funding
Required under Section
106 for federal funding

Native American
coordination required
under Section 106 will
be completed and
documented as part of
the ASR.

Notification must be
initiated within 14 days
of initiation of CEQA
evaluation.
This memo will evaluate
potential construction
impacts to water quality.

Phase I due to farming
activities and railway
maintenance activities.

Environmental Studies for PA&ED Checklist
Not
anticipated

ISA (Additional)

Memo
to file

Report
required

Risk*
L M H

Comments

M

Phase I due to farming
activities and railway
maintenance activities.

PSI
Other:
Air Quality

L
L
L

Noise and Vibration

L

Energy and Climate Change
Biological Environment
Natural Environment Study

L
L
M

Section 7:

M

Formal
Informal
No effect
Section 10
USFWS Consultation
NMFS Consultation
Species of Concern (CNPS, USFS,
BLM, S, F)

L
L
L
L
L
L

Wetlands & Other Waters/Delineation

M

404(b)(1) Alternatives Analysis

L

Invasive Species

L

Wild & Scenic River Consistency
Coastal Management Plan

L
L

This memo will evaluate
construction noise.

Section 7 Consultation
would be required if
results of the NES
identify potential effects
to federally-listed
species. If Section 7
Consultation is
required, then the
schedule for NEPA
approval would
potentially be extended
by between three and
12 months, and the cost
of the ED would be
higher. Avoidance,
Minimization, and/or
Mitigation identified as a
result of Section 7
Consultation could
result in additional
project costs.

L
This will be included as
part of the NES
document.
This will be included as
part of the NES
document.

Environmental Studies for PA&ED Checklist
Not
anticipated

HMMP

Memo
to file

Report
required

Risk*
L M H

L

DFG Consistency Determination

L

2081

M

Other:
Cumulative Impacts
Context Sensitive Solutions
Section 4(f) Evaluation
Permits:

L
L
L
L

401 Certification Coordination

M

404 Permit Coordination, IP, NWP, or
LOP

M

1602 Agreement Coordination

M

Local Coastal Development Permit
Coordination
State Coastal Development Permit
Coordination
NPDES Coordination
US Coast Guard (Section 10)
TRPA
BCDC

Comments

L
L
L
L
L
L

A DFG Consistency
Determination could be
required if Section 7
Consultation is required
and the results of that
consultation would also
meet the requirements
of CESA.
An Incidental Take
Permit may be required
if the project would
result in take of a statelisted species. If an ITP
is required, then the
schedule for completion
of PS&E may be
extended, and project
projects costs may be
increase due to permit
application fees and
costs of avoidance,
minimization, and
mitigation measures.

Permitting will be
required for the
pedestrian foot bridge
Permitting will be
required for the
pedestrian foot bridge
Permitting will be
required for the
pedestrian foot bridge
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