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2015 YEAR IN REVIEW
Major Highway Projects Completed

(Fall Policy Conference continued)

As the last of the Proposition 1B bond money designated for
Highway 99 improvements in the Central Valley was put to
use, our region celebrated the completion of a number of
significant projects. Having closed out 2014 with the
completion of the Arboleda interchange project, 2015
brought the completion of the Plainsburg project and the
Atwater-Merced Expressway (AME) project, in addition to
several miles of widening and rebuilds along Highway 99.

who gave a dynamic keynote address on how to communicate
efficiently and effectively in a multi-generational workplace;
Chancellor Dorothy Leland who shared the latest plans for
compact campus growth at University of California, Merced;
and a panel of local elected officials, including Supervisor Hub
Walsh, who spoke to critical issues impacting future opportunities
for the San Joaquin Valley.

The AME project involved the
construction of a new interchange on Highway 99 in
Atwater, permanently closing
the ramps at Buhach Road.
A new four lane expressway
was built from the highway to
the new Green Sands road,
connecting Gurr to Buhach.
The completion of the
Plainsburg project meant the
elimination of the last at-grade
crossings on Highway 99 in
Merced County. Replaced with
a new interchange and complimented with the widening of
the highway to six lanes, the
Plainsburg project eased
congestion and enhanced
motorist safety in the region.

MCAG would like to once again thank the many sponsors who
made the event possible, and for those who attended and helped
make the conference a great success!
The Fall Policy Conference is an annual event in the San Joaquin
Valley that is hosted each year by one of the eight regional
transportation planning agencies in the valley. Prior to the 2015
conference, MCAG last hosted the event in 2004. For information
about next year’s conference, please contact Michael Sigala at
(559)266-6222 or visit www.sjvcogs.org.

Sights Set on Transportation Measure
With increasing uncertainty surrounding future federal and state
funding, many counties throughout California have elected to pass
local transportation sales tax measures to generate funding for
transportation projects and priorities. Several counties in the
Valley are “self-help” counties, including San Joaquin, Madera,
Fresno, and Tulare.
AME construction progress
(June 2015)

Thanks to the $1 billion in 2006 Proposition 1B funds dedicated to Highway 99 improvements, and solid planning and
partnerships in the region, traveling through Merced County
is now a smoother and safer ride!

San Joaquin Valley Fall Policy Conference
MCAG was the proud host of the 11th Annual San Joaquin
Valley Fall Policy Conference in October 2015 at Tenaya
Lodge at Yosemite. With more than a dozen sponsors and
150 local government staff, elected officials, policy makers
and private sector partners from throughout the region in
attendance, the conference was another successful demonstration of regional collaboration in the San Joaquin Valley.
The two day conference agenda included experts from
across the country, local universities, regional and state
agencies, and the private sector who contributed to the
collective conversation about the state of transportation in
the region and the opportunities that will shape how future
generations will travel in and around the San Joaquin Valley.
Highlights from the program included generational expert
Phil Gwoke with BridgeWorks in Minneapolis, Minnesota

In August, the MCAG Governing Board held a study session to
explore the option of pursuing a transportation measure for the
November 2016 election. At that time, direction was given to
staff to form a steering committee to develop a Transportation
Expenditure Plan (TEP) to provide guidance on how sales tax
funding should be allocated in the region, and to hire a consultant
to develop and implement a public opinion poll to gauge local
support for such an effort.
Through the end of the year, the TEP steering committee
discussed local needs and regional projects, and the implications
of the poll results which indicated a strong level support (71%)
throughout the county for a transportation sales tax measure.
As the new year begins, the committee will work to finalize a
proposed TEP that will go to each of the city councils in the
county, as well as the Board of Supervisors, before being placed
on the November 2016 ballot.
It is anticipated that a half cent sales tax would generate an
estimated $15 million per year to be spent on transportation
needs in Merced County. Each local jurisdiction and the county
would receive a fixed amount annually and would have local
decision making authority on how those funds are spent.
For more information please visit www.mcagov.org or contact
Marjie Kirn at (209)723 -3153 x 306 or Marjie.kirn@mcagov.org.

Plan amended to meet targets for
greenhouse gas emissions reductions
In March 2015, the MCAG Governing Board appointed 13
community and regional partners and stakeholders to the
Alternative Planning Strategy (APS) Steering Committee to
provide guidance on the process of developing an APS for
Merced County and to help shape the development of the
next Regional Transportation Plan (RTP). MCAG is required
by law to include a strategy in the RTP that shows how the
region may reduce greenhouse gas emissions through alternative development patterns, alternative transportation
infrastructure, and/or additional transportation measures
and policies.
In August 2015, the Steering Committee recommended that
MCAG amend the current RTP to include a strategy that
achieves the greenhouse gas reduction targets by assuming
a more compact future growth pattern and embracing
several transportation measures selected by the committee,
such as increased investment in transit, ridesharing and
vanpooling, passenger rail and bike and pedestrian projects.
The draft RTP amendment completed the public review process at the end of the year and will be considered for adoption by the Governing Board in the first quarter of 2016. An
amended RTP that meets the targets will supplant the need
to develop an APS.
For more information about the work of the APS Steering
Committee, please visit www.mcagov.org or contact Matt
Fell at (209)723-3153 x 320 or matt.fell@mcagov.org.

Regional advocacy efforts continue
with One Voice and Valley Voice
In May 2015, several local elected officials, staff and private
sector partners traveled to Washington, D.C. to advocate for
federal resources needed to address local challenges and
opportunities to improve the quality of life in Merced
County. Over the course of two days, the delegation met
with legislators, including Congressman Jim Costa, and key
federal agencies to discuss legislative priorities and funding
opportunities aligned with the needs of the region. This
annual trip to Washington is known as One Voice and has
been a successful MCAG program for more than 10 years.
Representatives from Merced County also participated in a
regional advocacy trip to Washington, known as Valley
Voice, in partnership with the other seven regional transportation planning agencies in the Valley. This collaboration is
an effort of the San Joaquin Valley Regional Policy Council
and is organized to address issues of regional significance
including transportation funding, water, and air quality. The
regional delegation travels to Washington and Sacramento
annually to advocate on behalf of the San Joaquin Valley.

About MCAG
MCAG is an association of city and county governments with
responsibility to manage and implement regional transportation,
transit and solid waste disposal services, while providing a public
forum for cross-jurisdictional issues. In addition to serving as the
Regional Transportation Planning Agency and Metropolitan
Planning Organization for Merced County, MCAG also manages
YARTS, The Bus and the Merced County Regional Waste
Authority. For more information, visit www.mcagov.org.
After many years of
planning and hard
work, 2015 was the
year of expanded
service for the
Yosemite Area Regional Transportation System (YARTS). In May,
YARTS service was officially expanded to include routes from
Fresno to Yosemite National Park along Highway 41. This new
route means there is now YARTS service running through each of
the park's gateway communities—Merced, Mariposa, Mammoth
Lakes, Sonora and Fresno and many others along the way.
The Fresno route is a two year pilot program through a
partnership with Fresno Council of Governments. It is a yearround service, making five round-trips per day, picking up riders
at the Fresno Yosemite International Airport (FYI), Amtrak and
Greyhound stations,
Fresno State and the
Highway 41-145 Park
and Ride, before stopping in Coarsegold,
Oakhurst, the Tenaya
Lodge and Wawona on
its way to Yosemite
Valley.
In Merced, the YARTS
schedule makes
connections with all intercity transportation providers including
Amtrak, Greyhound, and the Merced Airport. In Mono County,
YARTS allows connections with “The Crest” bus that runs between
Reno, NV and Lancaster, CA on Highway 395 and in Sonora with
Tuolumne County transit. In Yosemite, YARTS connects with all
shuttle services including the free Valley Shuttle (year round) and
the free Tuolumne Meadows Shuttle (summer months only).
YARTS began service in May 2000 and now provides a
comfortable, economical and convenient alternative to driving to
Yosemite to nearly 100,000 riders per year. It is an especially
popular choice among domestic and international tourists, hikers
and park employees who get out from behind the wheel and
enjoy the opportunity to see Yosemite in a whole new way.
Take YARTS to Yosemite and “Watch the scenery, not the road!”
YARTS is governed by a 10 member appointed board of elected
officials from the three member counties of Merced, Mariposa,
and Mono, with additional representation from Tuolumne,
Madera and Fresno Counties in partnership with Caltrans and the
National Park Service.

One Voice delegates at the White House meeting with staff
of the Intergovernmental Affairs Office. (May 2015)

Visit the YARTS website www.yarts.com for more information
including ticket fares and schedules, or contact Cindy Kelly at
(209)723-3153 x 315 or Cynthia.Kelly@yarts.com.

The Bus now operated
by National Express
The Transit Joint Powers Authority
for Merced County implemented a
number of changes to the administration of The Bus in 2015,
including contracting with a new
vendor for the operations and
maintenance of the county-wide
transit system. Following a
thorough bid process, National
Express was selected as the new
service contractor, responsible for
the efficient operation and maintenance of The Bus’ services and fleet
through the summer of 2020.
National Express is a transportation-focused company that
delivers hundreds of millions of journeys worldwide each
year, and employs tens of thousands of people through its
bus, rail and coach divisions. Since taking over operations for
The Bus in September 2015, National Express has added 36
local jobs and demonstrated its ongoing commitment to
providing the safest, highest quality service for our riders
and the communities we serve—on time, every time.

Free Wi-Fi and other improvements
enhance The Bus experience!
Among the number of upgrades and improvements made to
The Bus service last year, was the installation of state-of-theart 4G network on all fixed route and paratransit buses
serving Merced County. With the free Wi-Fi service, riders
now have the convenience of staying connected while on
their commute.
The addition of high-speed internet connectivity was just
one of a number of improvements made to The Bus’ service
in 2015. Routes and schedules were streamlined to make
service faster and more convenient for passengers.
New stops were added, weekend service hours were extended and all buses have been equipped with security cameras.
The Bus also expanded its service area with the addition of
direct routes from Los Banos to Merced, and Los Banos to
Turlock.

Mature Driver Improvement Classes
In an effort to help make riding the bus easy and convenient
for local residents over the age of 55, The Bus participated in
several Mature Driver Improvement Classes throughout the
year, in partnership with Merced College’s Office of Continuing Education. Held in various locations throughout the
county, the classes offered participants information on a
variety of subjects that can affect a person’s driving habits
and safety. As part of the course, The Bus staff introduced
transit as an alternative transportation option in the community and offered participants a firsthand experience of riding
The Bus. In addition to demonstrating the ease of boarding
and paying for fares, The Bus staff also provided training on
how to plan a trip using good transit and how to track the
bus in real-time using www.thebuslive.com. For more
information about Mature Driver Improvement Classes,
please contact Merced College Continuing Education at
(209)381-6540.

Stuff the Bus!
The Bus partnered once again with the Merced County Sheriff’s
Department and Merced County Human Services Agency for
Operation Holiday Toy Drive, benefiting children in Merced
County. The Bus, decorated in holiday cheer, was parked on the
corner of Olive and G Streets in Merced in early December with
the community challenge to “stuff the bus” with new toys, cash
donations, gift cards, coats and blankets to help make the 2015
holiday season extra special for Merced County youth. The Bus
thanks everyone who supported the event and helped bring
Christmas to children throughout the county.

‘Tis the Season.…
Continuing its ongoing
commitment to being a
part of each community in
Merced County, The Bus
participated in a flurry of
parades and holiday
activities through the
end of the year. From
Dos Palos to Gustine,
and from Atwater to
Los Banos, we hope you
caught a glimpse of The
Bus in your community parade—complete with a Santa hat and
helpers. Buster was also spotted along the parade routes,
greeting local children and spreading holiday joy!

On the move!
The Bus is on the move! In May, the Transit Joint Powers
Authority for Merced County purchased property for the purpose
of building a new maintenance facility. The property is located on
Wardrobe Ave, just down the street from the current location.
Currently in the design phase, it is anticipated that The Bus will
move into its new maintenance facility by June 2017 all the while
continuing to operate safely and efficiently throughout Merced
County!

About The Bus
The Bus is the single public transportation service provider for all
Merced County, serving the communities of Atwater, Dos Palos,
Gustine, Hilmar, Le Grand, Livingston, Los Banos, Merced,
Planada, Winton and also Turlock. The Bus operates on 20 fixed
routes throughout the region and provides paratransit service for
qualified disabled passengers. Bus service is provided seven days
a week and carries approximately 1 million passengers per year.
MCAG provides staff services and operational support for The
Bus, and the MCAG Governing Board also serves as the Transit
Joint Powers Authority for Merced County. For more information,
visit www.mercedthebus.com or call (209)723-3100.

Landfill Gas Conversion Project

Trash Talk!
Merced County Regional Waste Authority pursued several
new revenue generating activities and implemented a
number of cost-saving measures in 2015, bringing the year
to an end on a strong financial note.
Among the most significant of cost-saving measures was the
refinancing of the bonds that were issued in 2007 to finance
projects at the Highway 59 and Billy Wright landfill facilities.
By taking advantage of the historically low interest rates last
year, this refinancing plan lowered annual bond payments
by a half a million dollars annually which will result in a total
savings of over $5 million.
In addition, RWA collaborated with partners throughout the
region with agreements that resulted in increased tonnage
(revenue) at both the Billy Wright and Highway 59 facilities,
and benefited from selling dirt to contractors on area
construction activities. RWA is heading into the new year
with a strong financial outlook and a number of innovative
projects on the horizon!

Maximizing Space with the
Valley Fill project
As the Highway 59 landfill plans for future growth, a little bit
of out-of-the-box thinking may result in adding several years
of life to the facility and saving the Regional Waste Authority
(and local jurisdictions) millions of dollars.
The Valley Fill project is an innovative approach to increasing
the disposal capacity of the landfill in a way that is economically and environmentally superior to excavating the next
planned phase. The Valley Fill plan proposes to utilize the
“valley” between the two former sites that flank the old
entrance and scale house. By using the valley between the
two former sites as the next landfill phase, the operational
life of the Highway 59 facility would be extended by 15
years, and at half the cost of excavating and developing the
next planned phase.
The Valley Fill project is currently in the environmental
review phase, having released the Draft Environmental
Impact Report in November 2015. It is anticipated that this
project will go before the RWA Board in the spring of 2016.

Over the last few years, RWA has implemented a number of costsaving measures and efficiencies aimed at streamlining processes,
generating revenue and providing quality service to the local
jurisdictions and residents of Merced County. As part of that
continued commitment, RWA management looked at ways to
capitalize on an untapped asset at the landfill—gas. As waste
decomposes, gas is created—methane being the most abundant.
Similar to propane or natural gas, methane is an excellent source
of inexpensive renewable energy.
Over the past year, RWA has been exploring technologies that
would allow for on-site conversion of the landfill’s methane gas to
renewable energy. In addition, RWA has been meeting with
potential high-volume energy users who may be interested in a
long-term agreement for the converted gas.
This project not only utilizes gas
already being created through
the landfilling process, but would
provide RWA with an additional
long-term revenue source. Not
to mention, creating a local
source of renewable energy for
local consumers. It’s a win-win
for the landfill, consumers and
the planet. 2016 holds much
promise for the development
of this project!

Gas collection system at the
Highway 59 Landfill

There’s a new Recycling Kid in Town
Another revenue-increasing activity from 2015 was RWA’s
successful re-bid for recyclables processing services. A new
five-year contract with Republic Services went into effect in
September that increases the Authority’s revenue share and
lowers the disposal cost for contaminated recycled material.
The RWA’s recycling program is helping the State of California
meet its goal of diverting 75% of landfill-bound waste toward
beneficial reuse by 2020. Established through legislation in 2012,
the State’s objective is to increase waste prevention, and recycle
and compost more of the waste we generate. For more
information about the State’s diversion goals, please visit
www.calrecycle.ca.gov.

About the Merced County Regional
Waste Authority
The Merced County Regional Waste Authority was created
through a joint powers authority in 1972 when the six cities and
the County decided to pool resources and manage solid waste
disposal at the regional level. MCAG has managed RWA since
2010 which includes operations of both the Merced and Los
Banos landfill facilities. RWA provides waste disposal services
including recycling and composting. MCAG provides staff services
and operational support for RWA and the MCAG Governing Board
also serves as the Regional Waste Authority Governing Board.
For more information, visit www.mcrwma.org or call
(209)723-4481.

