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August 30, 2011 
 
Honorable Mayor Bill Spriggs and City Council Members 
City of Merced 
678 West 18th Street 
Merced, CA 95340 
 
Re:  General Plan Update 

 
 
 
Honorable Mayor and Council Members, 
 
I am writing to you both as a professional planner, and business owner with RRM Design Group, 
and also on behalf of the owners of Castle Farms who are working with Brookfield.  I have 
worked in and around the Merced Area for over 20 years. My planning career spans over 30 
years. I have seen many City and County General Plans and I can say with confidence that the 
City of Merced General Plan is an exceptional plan that reflects a vision for a quality community 
and provides the policy framework necessary to see it become reality. I know you, your staff, 
your consultant team, and the Planning Commission have worked hard to come to the point of 
having a finished product to adopt. I want to urge you to adopt the plan you have before you.  
 
With the dramatic economic decline, comments have been made expressing concern over the 
size of General Plan’s Planning Area boundaries. It is important to maintain the perspective that 
the General Plan is a long range planning document, not based upon economic market 
conditions (which are often just a snapshot in time), but driven by the vision for the City’s 
desired form and character. The City’s General Plan Planning Area Boundaries identify key 
growth areas that provide the opportunities necessary to keep the City well positioned for a 
variety of options for economic growth, which, now more than ever is critical. It isn’t the 
ultimate size of the Planning Area that should be of concern, but rather the content of the 
policy framework in the General Plan that will guide future City growth. To that end, you can be 
confident in the updated plan before you. 
 
 As stakeholders affected by the General Plan Update we have been working with the City to 
assure compatibility with our future efforts.   The owners support the updated General Plan 
policies requiring smart growth and the “village” concept.  Land Use assumptions for the 
property show conformance with the City’s village concept as well as compliance with the 
County’s Airport Land Use Compatibility Plan.  The Castle Farms property is a strategically 
important site to the City for a number of reasons:  
 

1. The property being under single ownership control affords the opportunity to master 
plan a significant area (2,600 acres) as a single master planned expansion of the 
City. This provides a more cohesive, rationally planned expansion than smaller 
parcels will offer. 

2. The scale of the Plan Area provides greater opportunity to absorb costs of critical 
citywide infrastructure improvements and be incrementally phased to provide the 
most economical project to match the market. 

3. The site is relatively free of environmental constraints (e.g. no vernal pools, flood 
zones, etc.) that will restrict growth. 

4. While it is actively farmed, the majority of the site does not contain Prime 
Agricultural Land Soils and is otherwise an isolated agricultural unit. 
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5. The site provides two miles of frontage for the future Atwater-Merced Expressway 
(AME) and the owners are cooperating to accommodate the full right-of-way along 
this frontage to help avoid environmental constraints (and costly mitigation) on the 
south side of the road alignment and minimize impacts to existing properties to the 
south. 

6. Planning the full property as a unit will allow the City the opportunity to define the 
City edge in this northwestern corner.  

7. Phasing of development within a master planned unit will result in better planned 
utilities, roadways, parks, and other public amenities. 

8. The site is situated well to support public transit opportunities associated with the 
completion of the AME through appropriate densities and job generation.  

9. The plan area is located outside the existing 100 year flood plain as well as the 200 
year flood plain which recently became a new requirement to be met in the future. 

 
The owners have a relationship with Brookfield who remains interested and confident in the 
future of Merced and sees this property as an important property to support the economic 
growth in the region poised to occur as a result of the presence of the University of California 
and the efforts of the County at the Castle Commerce Center.  
 
Keeping your eye on the big picture when the immediate circumstances seem so unpromising is 
challenging and daunting. But as City leaders, you are in the position to see beyond the current 
circumstances and set in place the mechanisms to ensure when things get good again, the City 
is prepared to respond rather than react. Strong leadership in tough and challenging times will 
make the difference in just how good the good times are. 
 
We urge the Council’s support in certifying the EIR and adopting the General Plan update 
recommended to you by your Planning Commission. 
 
Sincerely, 
RRM DESIGN GROUP 
 
 
 
John Wilbanks, AICP, CNU-A 
Principal 
 
 
cc: Gonzalo Rodriquez, Brookfield Land Company 
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