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City of Livingston

Stakeholder Interview Summary
December 4, 2020

Introduction and Purpose

The City of Livingston initiated an update of its General Plan in March 2020. One of the early steps in the
Update process was to conduct stakeholder interviews to gain an understanding of issues and
expectations for the General Plan Update. From May 27 through October 23, 2020, Mintier Harnish,
General Plan consultants for the City, conducted one-on-one and group interviews with residents,
community leaders, business owners, farmers, developers, and others identified by City staff to gain an
understanding of opportunities and constraints in the City of Livingston. The interviews included

26 participants, who are listed in the appendix. The input provided during these interviews will help
inform the consultants and City staff as they begin drafting the updated General Plan. The following is a
summary of the results of the interviews.

The following questions were provided to stakeholders to prepare for the interview.

e Challenges. What are the greatest challenges facing the City today? What trends concerns you
when thinking about Livingston’s future? What are the top three notable challenges facing the
community that should be addressed in the General Plan?

e Opportunities. What aspects of the City do you like most? What do you like about living or
doing business in Livingston? Are there specific industries or types of businesses that have
growth potential in Livingston? What are ways the City can enhance residents’ quality of life?
What are the City’s greatest assets/advantageous conditions and how should the General Plan
build on them?

e Current Initiatives. Are there any initiatives currently underway in the city? These could be new
events, programs, projects, or partnerships between organizations.

e Community Models. What other communities or places are good examples or have features
that would be good models for Livingston?

e Vision. Describe your vision for the future of Livingston.

e Other. What other advice, recommendations, or comments do you have?

Stakeholder Interview Summary

Prior to the interviews, the consultants provided stakeholders the list of questions above to frame the
topics and areas of interest to be discussed during the interviews. However, stakeholders were free to
offer opinions and ideas on any relevant subject. Each interview lasted about an hour. Interviews were
conducted via Zoom or conference call. After the consultants provided a brief project overview, the
stakeholders were encouraged to provide their thoughts on issues and opportunities in the City of
Livingston. Although a variety of opinions and ideas were expressed during the interviews, input can be
generally summarized into the following nine categories:
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Downtown revitalization

Growth management and agricultural land preservation
Water and other environmental concerns

Local economy and jobs

Education

Community and diversity

Public facilities and services

Circulation and mobility

Community engagement
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For each category, this summary includes both notes on common themes that emerged and quotations
directly from stakeholders. The opinions expressed in this summary are those of the stakeholders and
do not necessary reflect the opinions of the City of Livingston, City staff, or the consultants. Please note
that all quotations are paraphrased and are presented without attribution to specific individuals.

1. Downtown Revitalization

e Stakeholders recognize a need for more local businesses/restaurants for the community in
Downtown.

o “There could be bigger diversity of businesses that could contribute to the residents of
this community. There isn’t much choice of restaurants in Downtown. Even by the truck
stop off of Winton Parkway, you’ve got fast food, but you don’t have a nice restaurant to
go out for a nice night.”

o “If you want to go to a nice place, you need to go out of town.”

o There isn’t a lot of opportunity for people to go out.”

o Stakeholders agree that there is an opportunity to increase housing density in Downtown and
the community would support those efforts.

o “The community would like to see a diversity of housing choices like mixed-use housing
with shops at the bottom and housing on top.”

o “The community would like to see an affordable housing project in the Downtown area,
but not limit affordable housing to just the Downtown — affordable housing should be
spread throughout the city.”

o “The city has appetite for infill and a slight increase in density in Downtown.”

e The community would like to see more food options/ grocery stores.

o “Afew years ago, there weren’t any grocery stores. Today there are four grocery stores.
Grocery stores are the underpinning of a community because everyone needs to get
things and running into people creates connections.”

o “Rancho supermarket helped, but is not that great food choices.”

e Stakeholders suggested that there are several empty buildings in the Downtown area, which
could be opportunities for Downtown revitalization.

o “Repurpose some older buildings for more contemporary uses.”
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e The community sees an opportunity to increase walkability to and from, as well as within
Downtown.

o “l'envision a walkable Downtown with smaller businesses to keep that hometown touch
and feeling.”

o “I'd like to see more walkability in Downtown...something with outdoor seating and
small retail. We need to incentivize businesses into a more concentrated fashion.”

o Turlock as model for development. During the interview process, stakeholders noted that the
City of Turlock has a well-developed Downtown.

o “l'would love a lively Downtown like Turlock.”

2. Growth Management and Agricultural Land Preservation

Agricultural land preservation is a major topic for the community of Livingston. Although there is
a general consensus that the city will need to grow, there are many in the community who are
also concerned about the encroachment of development into agricultural areas.

Land around Livingston is particularly sandy, which makes it ideal for sweet potato farming.
Community members are concerned about the conservation of these rare soils, which bring
economic and cultural value to the area.

o “I have seen the destruction of agriculture over the years, the destruction of prime ag
land. We have the types of soils that are rare and paving over that would be a disaster.”

One stakeholder noted that the previous General Plan Update effort had a key provision that
included agricultural buffer or greenbelt to mitigate the impact of farming pesticides. However,
the provision never made it to the final document.

There is a broad consensus within the community that development should be smart growth,
including a focus on infill development, densification of housing where appropriate, and
protecting valuable resources, such as farmland.

o “l'am fine with the growth if it is done comprehensibly, like more investment in the
Downtown and development around the central corridor.”

o “Lots of land within city limits that isn’t even developed yet. That will be the cheapest
and fastest development.”

o “We need to find balance between growth and ag land protection.”

o “We prefer infill over leapfrog development.”

Stakeholders stated that the existing sewer system in the central area is old and development
must consider the capacity of the existing sewer.

There is widespread agreement within the community to preserve the small-town-feel of
Livingston. It is one of the reasons why people move to Livingston.

o “However Livingston grows, it needs to keep its small-town feel. It needs to be a fun
place to be.”
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e The City of Livingston is the only city within the county that does not have a tax sharing
agreement with Merced County. Some stakeholders thought that agreeing on a favorable tax
sharing agreement would help the city to expand.

3. Water and Other Environmental Concerns

e  Water quality has been an ongoing issue in Livingston for many years. Although some residents
have noted that there has been progress in recent years, water quality and quantity continue to
be an issue.

o “Almost every well a year ago was not in compliance. Either arsenic and or water
quantity were an issue. The water has always been an issue.”

o “The other thing is water quality and supply. We are still dealing with the whole TCP
issue and supply issues. The State is imposing more requirements on water use. | am
concerned about the population that we can realistically support.”

Water quantity is a contentious topic for all groups involved in the future of Livingston.
Residents, developers, farmers, and community leaders all agree that any future development in
the city must consider water conservation in their plans. The community is concerned about the
capacity of the City’s groundwater wells and believes that it may be a limiting factor for future
population capacity.

o “Water and housing are big concerns — we want more homes, but do we have the water
capacity to support?”

o “We have enough farm ground, but we don’t have enough water or labor. As things get
pinched out, it will get harder”

Cities, farmers, and private business are all competing for water.

o “Foster Farms made a hole in the ground and is taking approximately 60 percent of City
water.”

o “l'very much feel the new ag groundwater regulations...| know what is happening with
the ecosystem, but when the drought happened, we were forced to invest in
groundwater. | assume that we are going to have another drought. As long as it is
cheaper to pump groundwater that is what farmers will do.”

Some stakeholders noted that there is a strong odor that comes from the Foster Farms plant,
especially during periods of hot weather.

Some stakeholders are concerned about hemp growing on county land adjacent to city
properties.

o “For the last two months, | couldn’t go outside because it smelled so bad — smelled like
marijuana — [my neighbor] is growing out in the county, but processing in this backyard.
There aren’t any city codes that address that.”
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4. Local Economy and Jobs

e The community would like to invest in small businesses to create job opportunities, including
incentives for small businesses to grow.

o “The City needs to be proactive in helping potential businesses locate and existing
businesses expand. We need a business liaison person.”
o “People will go out to Turlock or neighboring cities for groceries.”

e Thereis a need for high quality local jobs. Many of the jobs available within Livingston are low-
skilled, low-pay jobs. This results in many talented youth not returning to Livingston after
college.

o “Alot of folks in our community commute to Bay Area for jobs because there are not
enough jobs in town for folks to live near work.”

o “We’re not attracting high-level jobs. If you have high-paid employees living elsewhere,
we are losing out in their investment in their community. How can we attract those
people to live in Livingston?”

o “I've noticed that the younger generation doesn’t like to stay around. There’s not much
growth potential here. All the big tech companies are out in the Bay Area — kids don’t
have growth potential locally.”

e The community would like to see a diversification of employers. There is a concern that being
heavily dependent on a single employer may impact the economic resiliency of the city.

o “We are fortunate to have a large employer like Foster Farms, but we are also very
dependent on them. A lot of decisions are made with them in mind.”

e Several stakeholders noted that the development of the Rite Aid may have played a role in the
loss of small business in Downtown Livingston.

o “There used to be a small group of businesses in Downtown, but when the Rite Aid came
in, it took out some of the community character.”

e Some stakeholders talked about a potential decrease in demand for big box stores.

o “There isn’t really a lot of opportunity or need for big box stores. Especially post-COVID,
people would already be used to calling things in and getting things delivered.”

e Some stakeholders expressed concern over the homeless population and the services that
would be beneficial for them, such as permanent supportive housing, mental health services,
and transitional housing.

o “There are about 20 unsheltered homeless individuals living down by the river.”
o “Livingston could be a place to provide services to smaller surrounding communities like
Delhi.”
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e There is concern about home improvements that are not up to code.

O

“Some of the things people want to do are not up to code.”

e Some stakeholders felt that there is an opportunity to build more housing now.

O

//ll

ve seen the town grow and retract in terms of residential housing. There’s an
opportunity to build residential housing now — multifamily housing.”

6. Education

o There is a collaborative relationship between the City and the Livingston School District. There
is also a notable trust between the Livingston School District and parents. Several stakeholders
suggested this relationship as an important asset for the community.

e Although Livingston High School is one of the highest performing in the region, it is not part of
the Livingston Union School District — it is part of Merced Union High School District. This
created irregularities between schedule and agendas. Some community members would like to
see the school district have its own high school.

e  The community of Livingston has a strong culture that values education, which is reflected in
the high performance of the schools in the city.

O

“The High School is very high performing. | would attribute that to the cultures in
Livingston — the East Indian community is a strong proponent of education. The Latino
population are also strong supporters of education because many of them work in fields
and know that the only way out for their kids is the education process.”

“This city is a great place to live and great place to raise kids — great schools.”

7. Community and Diversity

e Many community members cited Livingston’s cultural diversity as an asset for the community.

O

“On the surface Livingston may not seem like a place to want to live but the community
is very good.”

“Kids in Livingston get to grow up with different cultures.”

“People celebrate differences in Livingston more so than in other places.”

“Everyone mingles with each other, especially at community events like the Sweet Potato
Festival, Fourth of July events, parades, Christmas — everyone is welcome at these
events.”

e Some stakeholders like to see more investment in the types of businesses that reflect the
diverse community.

O

“I would like to see small specialty shops by people who are residents of Livingston —
colorful and fun — a fun place to be; where you could walk Downtown, pick up your
medication, visit some shops, maybe an indoor flea market, a place where a variety of
different foods, products, music are available. Punjabi, Portuguese and all the other
cultures around here. “
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Recreation, Services, and Public Facilities

e There are several active sport leagues in Livingston, especially for soccer. However, there is a
shortage of available recreational space in the city, and these leagues play in other nearby cities
instead.

o “Turlock has done a great job with soccer fields. People come from all over to watch
their kids play and then eat at local restaurants or shop. “

o “We have a sports complex on Walnut and Dwight, but soccer is the main sport in the
city.”

o “A multipurpose facility. There are several acres within the city limits where this can
happen but has not had the funds or the opportunity.”

o  “City needs to go forward with sports complex — parents all for this.”

o “Kids these days have lots of interests, like skate parks. More recreation areas would be
a great thing for the city.”

o “People are going outside of Livingston to hold events. There is the community center,
but it needs to be modernized.”

o “We need more family-oriented recreation, like Top Golf in Roseville.”

e There is concern over the capacity of public facilities and services as the population grows. In
particular, the constraints a larger population would have on fire protection capacity.
e Some stakeholders expressed a need for more childcare services in the city.

“Childcare services would be an opportunity in the city.”

“Would be great to have local options for people who work in the city.”

“There is a need for before and after school programs — not just between 8am and 5pm.”
“There is no childcare for infants and toddlers. Residents sometimes drop their children
off out of town if they can’t stay with family.”

O O O O

o Some stakeholders expressed the need for more medical providers in Livingston.

o “Livingston Community Health is one of two providers in town. The other one is much
smaller.”

o “My family and friends go to Turlock to see the doctor. No one goes to Livingston
Community Health.”

e Some stakeholders discussed the need for miscellaneous infrastructure updates, including the
need to fix the potholes in the roads as well as a consideration of providing citywide hotspot
access.
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9. Circulation and Mobility

e Generally, the community would like to see more bicycle infrastructure. There are a few roads
in the city that are designated for shared bicycle use, but they lack the appropriate markings and
signage for safe use.

o  “We do not have many bike lanes, so people ride their bikes on the sidewalks.”

o “New development of 100 or so homes with no bike lanes. Not even a strip of bike lanes
on Main Street.”

o “40 percent of students ride the bus, maybe one or two percent ride bikes, and others
walk to school — parents have mentioned the need for a Safe Routes to School program.”

e Thereis a need for the City to update pedestrian infrastructure throughout the city. Recently,
the City conducted several repairs on sidewalks, but residents note that there is still a significant
amount of pedestrian infrastructure that needs to be updated.

o “Sometimes kids need to walk from the north side of town to the south side to get to
school.”

o “People in Livingston walk a lot, not just recreation, often because families have one car.
There are also the elderly, young moms with strollers, and people with carts, who walk
around the city.”

e Truck parking is a big issue throughout Merced County and in Livingston. To manage this, the
community would like to see more space and “well designed” truck parking areas. Trucks also
park along residential areas which results in damaged sidewalks and driveways.

o “Semi-trucks park along B street and Robin even though there are signs that say no
parking. To get out, they need to get out by doing a U turn, which blocks an emergency
exit route.”

o “Trucking business is a big part of the city. A lot of people own their trucks, but don’t
have a place to park. How can we harness this industry and businesses related to this
industry?”

o Traffic around schools is an issue in many communities, including Livingston. Residents believe
the congestion caused by this traffic jeopardizes safety for pedestrians.

e Winton Parkway is a contentious topic in the community. There are concerns about the traffic,
safety, and congestion in the area.

o Some stakeholders expressed concern over the limited transit and transportation options in
the city.

o “Itis very difficult to get an Uber or Lyft in Livingston. We should find a way to attract
them into the area.”

o “Public transit is very much an issue — people sometimes wait several hours to get back
to where they live.”

o “Sometimes patients at the Livingston Community Health Center have to wait two hours
for transit to arrive.”



Livingston GPU | Stakeholder Interview Summary

e The potential for an ACE train station in Livingston is exciting.

o “The ACE train would be an incredible asset to the city.”

o “The ACE train would be great. One of my children goes to school in the Bay Area; this
would be great for them.”

10. Community Engagement

e Community members noted the shortage of community participation both in public events and
in the decision-making process in Livingston.

o “Large immigrant communities don’t necessarily join existing organizations because they
don’t know about them.”

o “I have lived in Livingston for over 25 years. It would be nice to have the community
more involved.”
o “Over the last three years we have had a community liaison that has held classes that

engage the community with culinary, ESL classes, etc. Their role is to help engage,
educate and empower.”

e There are several barriers to engaging the community in Livingston, two of which are
communication and accessibility.

o “Huge problem with communication. We need to consider the education and language
profile of the community. The website is not a good method of communication for
Livingston. Not all Livingston residents have access to internet or a computer.”

o “Need consistent communication with the community, including follow-up
communication.”

o “One-on-one contact will get you better results — personal contact, bring together folks,
get local officials to get out and speak to people.”

e Stakeholders recommended several avenues for community engagement, including engaging
schools, clubs, and churches. Livingston has a diverse religious community, and many residents
attend some type of church service, which could be a point of engagement.
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Appendix
Interview participants included:
Name Affiliation

1. Alan Peterson Merced Union High School District
2. Andrés Zamora Livingston Union School District
3. Arturo Sicairos Former Councilmember
4. Barbara Ratzlaff Livingston Historical Society
5. Bob Dallas Dallas Distributing
6. Bob Wallis Planning Commission Chair
7. Brad Shaffer Legacy Homes
8. Brandon Friesen Business Owner/Non-Profit
9. Breanne Ramos Merced County Farm Bureau
10. Colette Alvernaz Farmer
11. Gabriel Salazar Community Leader
12. Jason Roth Alternate Planning Commissioner
13. Jean Okuye Okuye Farming
14. Jose Moran Council Member/Community Leader
15. Katherine Schell Rodriguez City Treasurer/Community Leader
16. Lance Nichols Grace Nursing Home
17. Leslie Abasta-Cummings Livingston Community Health
18. Luis Enrique Flores Community Leader
19. Manisha Khosla LUSD Child Development Center
20. Nick Jones Livingston Union School District
21. Noor Sahota Sahota Farming
22. Peter Gallo Joseph Gallo Farms
23. Pirus Abraham Abraham Properties
24. Rachna Nagi-Condos Community Leader
25. Rodrigo Espinosa Merced County Supervisor
26. Sam Sahota Sahota Farming
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