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GENERAL PLAN DESIGNATION (Exhibit A): 

SITE: AE (Agricultural Exclusive) Designation 
 
SURROUNDING: AE (Agricultural Exclusive) Designation; OS (Open Space) 

Designation 
 
ZONING (Exhibit B): 

SITE: ARE-40 (Agricultural, Rural, Exclusive – 40 Acre) District 
 

SURROUNDING: ARE-20 (Agricultural, Rural, Exclusive – 20 Acre) District; 
ARE-40 (Agricultural, Rural, Exclusive – 40 Acre) District; OS 
(Open Space) District 

 
LAND USE: 

SITE: Dairy 
 

SURROUNDING:  Agricultural 
 
SIZE OF PROPERTY: 479.93 
 
ACCESS (Exhibit A): Access to the site is via Road 1 
 
BACKGROUND AND PRIOR ACTIONS: 

On September 18, 2007, the Planning Commission approved an Environmental 
Impact Report and Conditional Use Permit #2005-037 to establish a dairy facility.  
This dairy was a part of what was termed the “Tri-Dairy” project as there were three 
total dairies involved. 

 
PROJECT DESCRIPTION: 

The proposed project would construct a dairy digester over an existing lagoon.  The 
produced biogas will be upgraded to meet natural gas regulations for the local utility 
company and will then be injected into their main pipeline which sits on an adjacent 
portion of the parcel, where the injection facility equipment is located. 

 
ORDINANCES/POLICIES: 

Section 18.58 of the Madera County Zoning Ordinance outlines the uses and 
regulations of the ARE-40 (Agricultural, Rural, Exclusive – 40 Acre) District. 

 
Section 18.92 of the Madera County Zoning Ordinance outlines the procedures for 
obtaining Conditional Use Permits. 

 
Policy 5.A.1 of the Madera County General Plan states the County shall maintain 
agriculturally designated areas for agricultural uses. 
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Policy 5.A.16 of the Madera County General Plan supports economic development 
of agriculturally related activities within the County. 
 
Madera County Dairy Standards provides guidance to new and existing dairies to 
reduce environmental impacts. 

 
ANALYSIS: 

The proposed project would construct a dairy digester over an existing lagoon.  The 
produced biogas will be upgraded to meet natural gas regulations for the local utility 
company and will then be injected into their main pipeline which sits on an adjacent 
portion of the parcel, where the injection facility equipment is located. 
 
The area surrounding the project is zoned ARE-40 (Agricultural, Rural, Exclusive – 
40 Acre) District and has a general plan designation of AE (Agricultural Exclusive).  
The ARE-40 (Agricultural, Rural, Exclusive – 40 Acre) District allows for agricultural 
uses and single-family residences by right. 
 
In 2007, the Soares Dairy was one of three dairy Conditional Use Permit required 
projects for new dairies.  This dairy was originally permitted for 2,880 Holstein milk 
cows with associated freestall barns, milking barns, agricultural land for support of 
the facility (feed as well as lagoon fed irrigation).  While the three dairies were 
processed at the same time under the same Environmental Impact Report, they are 
considered economically separate and viable competitive dairies. 
 
The general plan designation of Agricultural Exclusive (AE) allows for limited 
agricultural support service uses (e.g. barns, animal feed facilities, silos, stables, 
fruit stands and feed stores), agriculturally oriented services (e.g. wineries, cotton 
gins). Timber production, mineral extraction, airstrips, public and commercial refuse 
disposal sites, recreational uses, public and quasi-public uses, and similar and 
compatible uses. 
 
According to the Madera County Transportation Commission (MCTC), the traffic 
counts for the area range from 417 east bound and 375 west bound vehicles along 
Avenue 18 ½ east of its’ intersection with Road 9, which is the closest intersection 
to this project site (7.3 miles east) for which there are traffic counts for 2016. 
 
Dairy digesters have been an increasing trend over the last few years for dairy 
facilities to reduce odor emissions and to generate on-site electricity from a 
renewable resource.  More and more, digesters are combining efforts to combine 
excess biogas generated from the facility to sell to utility providers to use for energy 
production at the grid level. 
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The anaerobic digester will capture methane from decomposing manure sourced 
from the dairy facility which is then referred to as biogas.  Anaerobic digestion is a 
process by which microorganisms break down biodegradable material in the 
absence of oxygen.  The process produces a biogas consisting of methane, carbon 
dioxide and traces of other gases.  The process is widely used as a source of 
renewable energy.  At this facility, the biogas will be upgraded and converted to 
Renewable Natural Gas (RNG).  From this point it is injected into a pipeline facility 
for shipment to utilities that will utilize it for energy production. 

 
Biogas typically refers to a gas produced by the biological breakdown of organic 
matter in the absence of oxygen.  Organic waste such as dead plant and animal 
material, animal feces, and kitchen waste can be converted to a gaseous fuel called 
biogas.  It comprises primarily methane and carbon dioxide and may have small 
amounts of hydrogen sulfide and moisture.  The process is a three-step procedure.  
First is the decomposition of plant or animal matter, this step breaks down the 
organic material to usable sized molecules such as sugar.  The second step is the 
conversion of decomposed matter to organic acids.  Lastly, those acids are 
converted to methane gas. 
 

 
 
In 2003, the US consumed 147 trillion BTU (British Thermal Units – a unit of 
measure of the amount of energy required to heat one pound of water by one 
degree Fahrenheit) of energy from landfill gas, which equated to 0.6% of the total 
US natural gas consumption.  When biogas is used, many advantages arise.  As 
an example, in the US, utilization of biogas could generate enough electricity to 
meet up to three percent of the electrical expenditures. 
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The U.S. Energy Information Administration estimates that in 2018 about 270 billion 
cubic feet of landfill gas was collected at about 352 US landfills and burned to 
generate about 11 billion kilowatthours (kWh) of electricity, or about 0.3% of total 
US utility-scale electricity generation in 2018.  The same agency estimates that also 
in 2018, about 29 large dairies and livestock operations in the United States 
produced a total of about 266 million kilowatthours (kWh) (or 0.3 billion 
kilowatthours (kWh)) of electricity from biogas. 
 
As an example of this type of system, a hog farm in Tulare, hog manure is slurried 
and sent to a Hypalon-covered lagoon for biogas generation.  The collected biogas 
fuels a 70-kilowatt engine-generator and a 100-kilowatt engine-generator.  The 
electricity generated on the farm is able to meet monthly electric and heat energy 
demand. 
 
Existing dairy water will be used.  Roughly 50 gallons of water per day will be used 
in the digester equipment.  Dairy water is characterized as that used as a part of 
the flushing of stalls and related facilities onsite.  What drainage there will be, will 
be utilized by the irrigation pond.  The injector facility will utilize approximately 250 
gallons per day (taken from on site well). 
 
The resultant biogas from the digester will be injected into a collection facility at the 
dairy, where biogas from other facilities will also be collected.  From there, the 
biogas (as renewable natural gas) will be delivered to electrical generators (such 
as PG&E) for use in the electrical grid. 
 
The project was circulated to internal departments as well as the County Sheriff, 
Agricultural Commissioner, California Regional Water Quality Control, State Water 
Resources Control Board, and the San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control Board.  
The Sheriff’s Office was the only respondent and indicated that they had no 
concerns or comments on the project. 
 
Pursuant to Public Resource Code (PRC) §21080.3.1(d), the project was also 
circulated to requesting tribes, including Table Mountain Rancheria, Dumna Wo 
Wah, Picayune Rancheria of Chuckchansi Tribe and the Chowchilla Yokuts Tribe.  
This circulation allows for local native tribes the opportunity to indicate if they wish 
to be further consulted on the project, request various different levels of 
archaeological studies on site prior to continuing with the processing of the project 
or starting of constructing, or decline further consultation.  No tribe responded. 
 
 
 
 
 

 



CUP #2020-009 
STAFF REPORT  October 6, 2020 

 
RM 

 
If this project is approved, the applicant will need to submit a check, made out to 
the County of Madera, in the amount of $2,456.75 to cover the Notice of 
Determination (CEQA) filing at the Madera County Clerks’ office.  The amount 
covers the $2,406.75 Department of Fish and Wildlife fee that took effect January 
1, 2020 and the County Clerk $50.00 filing fee.  In lieu of the Fish and Wildlife fee, 
the applicant may choose to contact the Fresno office of the Department of Fish 
and Wildlife to apply for a fee waiver.  The County Clerk Fee, Department of Fish 
and Wildlife Fee (or waiver if approved) is due within five days of approval of this 
permit at the Planning Commission. 

 
FINDINGS OF FACT: 
 

The following findings of fact must be made by the Planning Commission to make 
a finding of approval of the project.  Should the Planning Commission vote to 
approve the project, Staff recommends that the Planning Commission concur with 
the following in light of the proposed conditions of approval. 

 
1. The proposed project does not violate the spirit or intent of the zoning 

ordinance in that the property is ARE-40 (Agricultural, Rural, Exclusive 40-
Acre District) which allows for agricultural activities by right.  While the 
proposed activity is not specifically spelled out in the ARE-40 zone, dairy 
digesters are typically seen as by-right activities on dairies as a means of 
being self-sufficient for energy needs and reduction of air quality issues.  
However, since this project involves not only production of biogas, but also 
the transportation and injection into pipeline facilities of excess product, the 
Conditional Use Permit process is considered appropriate to ensure a safe 
process. 

 
2. The proposed project is not contrary to the public health, safety, or general 

welfare in that the facility will adhere to all conditions of approval and 
mitigations as approved as they relate to the operations.  The proposed 
project is also seen as beneficial as it is designed to reduce air quality 
impacts and greenhouse gases as well as assist with alternative energy 
production.  However, since this project involves not only production of 
biogas, but also the transportation and injection into pipeline facilities of 
excess product the Conditional Use Permit process is considered 
appropriate to ensure a safe process. 
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3. The proposed project is not hazardous, harmful, noxious, offensive, or a 

nuisance because of noise, dust, smoke, odor, glare, or similar, factors, in 
that the project must adhere to local and state health and building codes.  
While decomposing manure and the resulting biogas generation can 
generate odors, the whole process is encapsulated such that odor 
generation is minimized.  No dust, smoke, glare, or similar factors is 
anticipated to be generated as a result of the project. 

 
4. The proposed project will not for any reason cause a substantial, adverse 

effect upon the property values and general desirability of the surrounding 
properties.  The surrounding parcels are agriculturally zoned and used for 
agricultural purposes, including other dairy facilities.  There is no anticipated 
impact to property values as a result of this project. 

 
 
WILLIAMSON ACT: 

The property is subject to the Williamson Act.  However, the project is not a conflict 
to the provisions of the contract. 

 
GENERAL PLAN CONSISTENCY: 

The General Plan designation is currently AE (Agricultural Exclusive).  The property 
is zoned ARE-40 (Agricultural, Rural, Exclusive – 40 Acre) District which allows for 
uses such as that proposed with a Conditional Use Permit.  The proposed activity 
is consistent with these designations as submitted.   

 
RECOMMENDATION: 

The analysis provided in this report supports approval of CUP #2020-009, Findings 
of Fact, Mitigated Negative Declaration (MND #2020-12) and Mitigation Monitoring 
Plan. 

 
CONDITIONS 

See attached. 
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ATTACHMENTS: 

1. Exhibit A, General Plan Map 
2. Exhibit B, Zoning Map 
3. Exhibit C, Assessor’s Map 
4. Exhibit D, Site Plan 
5. Exhibit D-1, Site Detail Location 
6. Exhibit D-2, Injection Site Plan Layout 
7. Exhibit D-3, Site Location Plan 
8. Exhibit D-4, Digester Site Plan 
9. Exhibit D-5, Site Location Plan 
10. Exhibit D-6, Site Detail Plan 
11. Exhibit D-7, General Plumbing Plan 
12. Exhibit D-8, Site Plan 
13. Exhibit D-9, Site Plan Sand Lane 
14. Exhibit D-10, General Site Plan 
15. Exhibit D-11, Pond Layout 
16. Exhibit D-12, Drainage Sump Plans & Details 
17. Exhibit D-13. Inlet, Outlet & Anchoring Site Plan & Retention 
18. Exhibit D-14, Sludge Pipe & Baffle Wall Site Plan & Details 
19. Exhibit D-15, Mixer Site Plan & Details 
20. Exhibit D-16, Cover Panel Layout 
21. Exhibit D-17, Cover Ballast Layout 
22. Exhibit D-18, General Plumbing Layout 
23. Exhibit D-19, Structural Site Plan 
24. Exhibit E, Aerial Map 
25. Exhibit F, Topographical Map 
26. Exhibit G, Operational Statement 
27. Exhibit H, Environmental Health Comments 
28. Exhibit I, Public Works, Engineering Comments 
29. Exhibit J, Initial Study 
30. Exhibit K, Mitigated Negative Declaration 
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