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1.0 
Existing Conditions and Community 

Assessment Key Findings 

This report presents an assessment of existing community conditions and associated key findings for 

the unincorporated community of Chualar. The assessment was prepared to help inform the 

approach to and content of the Chualar Community Plan. 

The report focuses on current conditions across a range of topic areas, including existing 

socioeconomics and real estate, land use, transportation and mobility, infrastructure, public services, 

and natural resources and environmental conditions. Representative key findings have been 

extracted from a series of technical memoranda that are the basis for this document. Those technical 

memoranda are currently under County staff review and are forthcoming. They contain additional 

information that may not be captured as key findings here. The technical memoranda and their 

authors are as follows: 

▪ Economic Planning Systems: Socioeconomic and Real Estate Assessment; 

▪ Crandall Arambula: Land Use, Zoning and Development Standards; 

▪ Hexagon Transportation Consultants: Transportation Analysis; 

▪ Blue Zones: Mobility (Transportation, Streets, Walkability and Public Spaces); 

▪ EKI Environment and Water: Water Supply Existing Conditions Analysis; 

▪ RJA Engineers: Utility Infrastructure (Wastewater and Stormwater); 

▪ EMC Planning Group: Public Services and Facilities, Natural Resources and Environmental 

Conditions, and Cultural and Historic Resources; and 

▪ WJV Acoustics: Noise. 

The information herein is considered a technical review of existing conditions. More nuanced 

information about existing community conditions will be generated through the community and 

stakeholder outreach process to be conducted by the County and Consultant team. That information 

will also be vital to the plan-making process to ensure that issues of most concern are addressed. 

Existing Conditions and Community Assessment Key Findings 1-1 EMC Planning Group 
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Chualar as a Disadvantaged Community 

The technical information herein should be considered supplemental to the critical recognition that 

Chualar has been designated by California as a Disadvantaged Community. A Disadvantaged 

Community is identified as one that experiences a combination of economic, health, and 

environmental burdens. The state uses tools like CalEnviroScreen to identify these communities by 

analyzing various data points. The County is currently in the process of preparing an administrative 

draft of a new Environmental Justice Element to the 2010 General Plan. As part of that process, 

CalEnviroScreen has been used to preliminarily identify that, among other considerations, traffic 

safety, drinking water quality, solid waste and wastewater disposal, exposure to agricultural chemicals 

and other pollution burdens, and education concerns contribute to Chualar being defined as a 

Disadvantaged Community. This fact about existing community conditions should be a fundamental 

lens through which the community planning process is undertaken. 

Chualar’s Rich Community History and Character 

The technical information here should also be considered against the backdrop of Chualar’s rich 

history and cultural character. As noted in the book Spanish and Indian Place Names of California by 

Nellie Van Grift Sanchez, the name Chualar is derived from the Indigeneous and Spanish word s for 

the abundant and native herb “Chual” which is a wild plant of California – pigweed or goosefoot, -

and “Chualar” is a spot abounding in chual plants. Chualar was established in the late 1800s as a 

railroad stop along the Southern Pacific line. Chualar grew in tandem with the rise of the valley’s 

agricultural economy. The fertile soils and temperate climate of the region attracted generations of 

farmworkers and families who cultivated the land and contributed to the development of a robust 

agricultural industry that continues to define the local economy today. Over the decades, Chualar 

has played an important role in supporting agricultural production in the Salinas Valley and 

agricultural remains at the heart of the community’s identity. 

The community's agricultural foundation has fostered a vibrant and resilient Hispanic culture, deeply 

rooted in the traditions and labor of migrant farmworkers, many of whom settled in Chualar and 

shaped the community’s identity. A significant chapter in the community’s history is tied to the 

Bracero Program, a guest worker initiative established during World War II to address labor 

shortages in the United States. Chualar became nationally known in 1963 for a tragic event when a 

bus carrying Bracero workers collided with a train, killing 32 farmworkers. This incident underscored 

challenges faced by migrant farmworkers. 

The community’s rich agricultural and cultural history, marked by resilience, community ties, and 

ongoing challenges, provides essential context for crafting the community plan. 
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Potential Chualar Growth Opportunities 

Though not an existing condition, understanding future development market/growth projections 

and how they may influence plan-making is an important component of the community plan land 

use and plan-making process. It is vital to understand growth potential early in the plan-making 

process. Therefore, these projections are reported here. 

Regional projections indicate annual growth of 900 households and 600 jobs in Monterey County 

through 2050. Given these projections, future development in Chualar could capture demand for 

housing and commercial sites. Beyond increasing the housing stock to support regional growth, an 

important opportunity for economic development in Chualar is improved and expanded retail, 

restaurants, personal services, and other consumer-serving uses that become market supported over 

time as Chualar’s population grows in the future. Additional retail and related consumer-serving 

spaces could be scaled to match the residential development program in the community plan, as 

demand for these spaces is commonly tied to population growth. Preservation and possible 

expansion of the commercial zone in the community could support future job-generating 

development and improve economic mobility. 

There may also be modest economic development opportunities related to agriculture, 

manufacturing, and wholesaling industries, or possibly health care, which are all expected to 

continue expanding employment in the region. However, note that industrial development, 

including agriculture industrial development, has been limited in the Salinas Valley in recent years. 

1.1 Socioeconomic Conditions and Real Estate 
Economic & Planning Systems, Inc. (EPS) prepared the Chualar Community Plan Existing Conditions 

Socioeconomic and Real Estate Assessment (2025), which assesses population trends, household 

composition, income levels, education, housing market conditions, and local commercial, industrial, 

and retail real estate activity. The following key technical findings related to socioeconomic 

conditions and real estate were identified in the analysis. 

Key Findings 

▪ Stagnant Growth Reflects Weak Market Demand: Minimal population and housing growth 

within the community since 2010, coupled with a housing vacancy rate of about four percent 

(based on U.S. Census data). 

▪ Economic and Educational Barriers Limit Opportunity: Per capita income is $22,000, and 

just 50 percent of adults have a high school diploma, factors that constrain economic mobility 

and access to higher-wage jobs. 
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▪ Limited Feasibility for Market-Rate Multifamily Housing: Low rental rates and land values 

make market-rate multifamily development challenging in the near-term without subsidies or 

employer support. 

▪ Local Economic Activity is Constrained: Chualar’s built-out industrial area and limited retail 

space restrict opportunities for commercial expansion and job creation within the community. 

▪ Proximity and Land Availability Offer Growth Potential: Chualar’s location near Salinas and 

access to surrounding undeveloped land position it to accommodate housing opportunities for 

the existing community as well as regional spillover demand through new housing types and 

potential reinvestment in areas like Grant Street. Capitalizing on this potential would be 

consistent with County’s land use planning goals for community areas such as Chualar wherein 

the County is looking to such areas as locations for new development by encouraging 

redevelopment, intensification of residential uses, and new growth. 

1.2 Land Use 
Crandall Arambula prepared the Chualar Community Plan Existing Conditions Analysis: Land Use, Zoning, 

and Development Standards (2025), which assesses the community’s existing land use, zoning, urban 

form, and development standards. The report also assesses County of Monterey’s zoning and design 

regulations to determine how existing standards enable or constrain desired outcomes across 

residential, commercial, industrial, and public land uses. The following key findings related to land 

use were identified in the analysis. 

Key Findings 

▪ Cultural and historic identity: Chualar retains a distinctive identity, historic buildings, and 

strong community character and pride, which offer a foundation for place-based reinvestment 

and heritage-based placemaking. 

▪ Underserved public realm: Chualar lacks formal parks and public gathering spaces, with most 

open space concentrated around the school and fire station, limiting recreation and placemaking 

opportunities. 

▪ Disconnected urban form: The community’s fragmented development pattern, with industrial 

and residential uses intermixed, creates poor connectivity, weak pedestrian orientation, and 

safety issues along key corridors like Grant Street. 

▪ Aging and inconsistent development standards: Infill and new construction are constrained 

by outdated zoning, irregular lot patterns, and inconsistent streetscape conditions, limiting the 

potential for cohesive growth. 
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  ▪ Opportunity for corridor revitalization: Grant Street, historically Chualar’s main street, has 

potential for reinvestment and redesign to create a more walkable, mixed-use corridor that 

serves both existing residents and future growth. 

▪ Vacant and underutilized land available for infill development: The existing community 

boundary includes approximately seven acres of vacant land and 13 acres of underutilized land 

available for infill development. 

1.3 Transportation and Mobility 
Hexagon Transportation Consultants, Inc., prepared the Chualar Community Plan Existing Conditions 

Analysis: Transportation Network (2025), which evaluates regional and local roadway access, pedestrian 

and bicycle conditions, transit services, traffic operations, and planned transportation projects that 

should be considered as part of the community plan process. 

Blue Zones prepared the Chualar Community Plan Existing Conditions Analysis: Mobility (Transportation, 

Streets, Walkability, and Public Spaces) (2025), which assesses street design, pedestrian and bicycle 

conditions, transit access, school circulation, public space availability, and environmental challenges 

such as noise, circulation safety, and dust. 

The following key findings related to transportation and mobility were identified in the analyses. 

Key Findings 

▪ Highway access changes create both risks and opportunities: Closure of U.S. Highway 101 

ramps at Grant and Main Streets, if planned as part of Caltrans South of Salinas Corridor 

Improvements Project, could disrupt local access and increase traffic pressure, but the new 

grade-separated interchange planned just north of the community offers a chance to improve 

traffic flow and pedestrian/bike connectivity. 

▪ Circulation safety: Unsafe traffic circulation conditions occur within the community, 

particularly due to agricultural truck movements at the Main Street ramps to U.S. Highway 101, 

on Main Street and on Grant Street. 

▪ Acceptable levels of service: All of the existing intersections and highway ramps in Chualar 

function at acceptable levels of service. There are no existing issues related to congestion. 

▪ Infrastructure gaps limit safe mobility: Chualar lacks complete and ADA-compliant 

sidewalks, bike infrastructure, and traffic-calming measures, making walking and cycling unsafe, 

especially near schools and transit stops. 
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▪ Car dependency and transit challenges persist: Limited transit service, lack of local services, 

and minimal first/last-mile infrastructure contribute to high car dependency, particularly for 

households with no access to jobs or services nearby. 

▪ Infill development and sidewalk investments present near-term opportunities: Infill 

parcels and existing funding for sidewalk upgrades near the school create actionable 

opportunities to improve walkability, support Safe Routes to School, and accommodate modest 

residential growth. 

▪ Limited shade and green infrastructure: Very few street trees and green spaces result in 

excessive pavement heat and little visual appeal. 

1.4 Infrastructure 
Water supply, wastewater, and stormwater infrastructure key findings are summarized below. 

Water Supply 

EKI Environment & Water (EKI) prepared the Chualar Community Plan Water Supply Existing 

Conditions Analysis (2025), which evaluates existing water supply conditions and estimates the 

groundwater available to support future growth that may be planned as part of the Community Plan. 

The following key findings related to water supply were identified in the analysis. 

Key Findings 

▪ Water demand below sustainable yield: Chualar's 2020 water demand (93 AFY) is well below 

its proportional sustainable yield (152 AFY), with low per capita usage (66 GPCD) suggesting 

capacity to support additional population growth. 

▪ Water supply can support future growth: Under current water usage rates, Chualar could 

support an additional 800 to 1,100 residents; even with increased consumption, without 

exceeding a sustainable rate of water demand. 

▪ Uncertain groundwater regulatory framework: Both groundwater subbasins serving the 

Chualar area are in over draft and experiencing declining groundwater levels. Programs and 

projects that may be implemented to achieve groundwater sustainability (e.g., fee assessments; 

potential pumping restrictions) could create uncertainty for future development planning. 

Information on the existing condition of the water supply system was unavailable at the time of this 

report. Cal Am owns and operates the existing water supply system and for proprietary reasons, is 

currently unwilling to release information about the condition of the system to the County. 
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It should be noted that as reported in the Utility Infrastructure (Wastewater and Stormwater) technical 

memo, as of 2023, the quality of drinking water supplied by Cal Am complied with all state and 

federal drinking water requirements. 

Wastewater Collection and Treatment 

RJA prepared the Chualar Community Plan Utility Infrastructure Existing Conditions Analysis (2025), which 

evaluates the existing condition and capacity of key infrastructure components, including wastewater 

collection and treatment and stormwater drainage. The following key findings related to wastewater 

collection and treatment were identified in the analysis. 

Key Findings 

▪ Existing wastewater treatment plant system is inadequate: The current wastewater 

treatment plant does not meet discharge requirements and likely cannot accommodate additional 

growth in Chualar. 

▪ Wastewater treatment capacity limitations: Future new development timing could be 

contingent on availability of new wastewater treatment capacity.  

▪ Alternative wastewater treatment capacity expansion alternatives: The County secured 

funding in January 2025 for a study and preliminary design of two wastewater treatment 

alternatives: 1) constructing a new local wastewater treatment plant or facility; and 2) integrating 

Chualar into the Monterey One Water conveyance and regional treatment plant. The County 

recently released a request for proposals for professional engineering services to conduct the 

alternatives analysis. 

▪ State support is available: The State Water Board issues grants and low interest loans for 

constructing wastewater conveyance and treatment projects. 

Stormwater Management and Hydrology/Flooding 

The Chualar Community Plan Utility Infrastructure Existing Conditions Analysis also includes evaluations of 

the existing condition and capacity of other key infrastructure components, including stormwater 

drainage and hydrological conditions. The following key findings related to stormwater management 

and hydrology were identified in the analysis. 

Key Findings 

▪ Infiltration challenges in western areas: Soils west of Chualar and U.S. Highway 101 have 

low infiltration rates. However, stormwater treatment and disposal options do exist for 

addressing this condition. 
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▪ Favorable conditions to the north and northeast: Areas north and northeast of the 

community boundary are underlain by more permeable soil groups that would allow for 

stormwater treatment and disposal. 

▪ Floodplain constraints in multiple directions: Areas south, east, and starting approximately 

3,000 feet west of Chualar lie within Special Flood Hazard Areas (100-year flood hazard zones). 

Development in these areas should be avoided if opportunities for development in non-flood 

hazard areas exist. While this is the case, it may be possible to develop in flood hazard areas in a 

manner that minimizes flood hazard risks, provided development is designed consistent with the 

County’s regulations for floodplains (Monterey County Codes Section 16.16), which reflects 

federal flood management regulations promulgated by the Federal Emergency Management 

Agency. This would require that flood hazard analyses be conducted and that approvals from the 

County of Monterey and potentially the Federal Emergency Management Agency be obtained. 

▪ Infill may require stormwater basin replacement: Infill development on the parcel at Grant 

and South Streets would necessitate alternative stormwater mitigation, as the existing parcel 

contains a stormwater basin that provides critical stormwater retention. 

1.5 Public Services and Facilities 
The Chualar Community Plan Public Services and Facilities Existing Conditions Analysis provides an 

assessment of existing fire and police protection services and educational facilities. The following 

key findings were identified in the analysis. 

Key Findings 

▪ Existing fire protection service levels are adequate: Monterey County Regional Fire District 

provides fire services in Chualar with adequate staffing and equipment to respond to structure 

fires, vegetation fires, and provide emergency medical response. 

▪ Existing police protection service levels meet basic needs: Monterey County Sherriff’s 

Office provides police protection services in Chualar. Current services to Chualar are minimal 

but active. 

▪ Chualar Union School District has available school capacity: Based on historical peak 

enrollment of 337 students in 2014–15 and current enrollment of 262 students in 2023–24, the 

Chualar Union School District has capacity to accommodate 76 additional students at its one 

school, Chualar Elementary School (K-8). Enrollment has generally been declining over time. In 

addition to its educational function, the school is also important to the community as a meeting 

space and recreational resource. 

High school students residing in Chualar attend schools in neighboring districts. Most students 

in grades nine through twelve enroll at Gonzales High School in the Gonzales Unified School 
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District or at schools within the Salinas Union High School District, such as Salinas High School 

or Alisal High School. 

▪ Chualar currently lacks parks, social plazas, and dedicated open space: This absence 

contributes to intensified urban heat island effects, a diminished sense of place and community 

identity, and fewer opportunities for recreation, social connection, and environmental resilience. 

A lack of recreation opportunities also contributes to diminished public health conditions in the 

community. 

▪ There are no health clinics physically located in Chualar: This is an important issue given 

the fact that Chualar has one of the largest percentages of uninsured adults in Monterey County, 

which indicates that as a Disadvantaged Community, its residents have less access to healthcare 

services. 

1.6 Natural Resources and Environmental Conditions 
The Chualar Community Plan Natural Resources and Environmental Conditions Existing Conditions Analysis 

provides an assessment of agricultural resources, air quality conditions, and biological resources. The 

following key findings were identified in the analysis. 

Agricultural Resources 

Agriculture is a key driver of the County economy and a major employer, including for Chualar 

residents. Chualar’s community identity and economic base is rooted in agricultural and continues to 

be so. As such, consideration of how the community plan process and outcomes affect agricultural 

resources is particularly relevant. 

Existing agricultural resources and an inventory of land subject to an agricultural conservation 

easement and/or Williamson Act contract were examined as a basis for considering land use and 

community growth issues. The following key findings were identified. 

Key Findings 

▪ Strict farmland protections limit community expansion options: Land surrounding Chualar 

is designated as Prime Farmland or Farmland of Statewide Importance and is subject to 

agricultural conservation easements or Williamson Act contracts. Potential for future community 

expansion into these areas presents challenges due to conflicts with these agricultural protection 

commitments. 

▪ No easements or Williamson Act contracts west of U.S. Highway 101: Lands west of the 

existing community boundary and north of Chualar River Road are not encumbered by 

agricultural conservation easements or Williamson Act contracts. Community growth in this 

direction would not conflict with such easements or contracts. 
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▪ General Plan policies require farmland protection: County of Montrey has policies both 

protecting agricultural resources and encouraging development to be focused in existing 

urbanized areas.. 2010 Monterey County General Plan policy LU-2.20 establishes community 

areas, including Chualar, as the preferred location and priority for development of urban land 

uses, and policy LU-2.23 states that development of these areas shall be accomplished through 

the development of community plans. A fundamental purpose of these policies is to focus new 

urban development in community areas as a means to preserve agricultural land and natural 

resources in other areas of the county. 

▪ Lack of agricultural buffers: No buffers exist between active agricultural operations and 

residential areas within or adjacent to the Chualar community. New community growth adjacent 

to the existing community offers opportunity to incorporate buffers to minimize pollution 

exposure risk to the community and operational challenges for agriculture. 

Air Quality 

An assessment of existing local air quality issues and hazards was conducted. The following key 

findings were identified. 

Key Findings 

▪ Vehicle emissions are a primary source of pollution: California Air Resources Board advises 

a 500-foot separation between high-volume freeways and sensitive receptors (e.g., homes, 

schools), particularly where traffic exceeds 50,000 daily trips in rural areas. 

▪ Proximity to U.S. Highway 101 may pose air quality concerns: U.S. Highway 101 at Main 

Street in Chualar carries approximately 58,000 average daily vehicle trips. Consequently, toxic air 

contaminant emissions from highway traffic could pose concerns for sensitive receptors located 

within 500 feet of the corridor. All existing residences in Chualar are east of the highway, with 

those between the highway and Washington Street falling within this 500-foot zone. This 

pollution burden and its associated health risks are a factor contributing the community’s 

definition as a Disadvantaged Community. 

▪ Sensitive uses near highway require health risk analysis: Future residential and other 

sensitive land uses should not be located within 500 feet of U.S. Highway 101 unless a health 

risk assessment confirms that exposure to toxic air contaminants remains below acceptable 

thresholds. This would reduce the vehicle pollution burden for both existing and new residents. 

Biological Resources 

Existing biological resources and potential environmental constraints were evaluated. The following 

key findings related to biological resources were identified. 
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Key Findings 

▪ Sensitive species and habitats require special protections: Habitat for special-status species 

such as California tiger salamander, burrowing owl, tricolored blackbird, monarch butterfly, and 

native plants is located in the immediate community area, necessitating species-specific surveys 

and potential mitigation prior to new development within and adjacent to the community. 

▪ Regulatory compliance will be required: Projects will be subject to federal and state 

environmental regulations (e.g., CEQA, ESA, CESA, Clean Water Act), with seasonally 

restricted surveys requiring early planning to avoid delays. 

▪ Wetland and drainage features are present in the area and require special consideration: 

Low-lying areas containing water features may be valuable natural habitat features. 

Opportunities may exist to integrate public amenities or green infrastructure approaches to 

capitalize on these features. Passive infrastructure such as trails, wildlife viewing platforms, or 

natural parks could provide recreational opportunities while supporting habitat preservation. 

However, these features may qualify as jurisdictional waters. If so, any proposed modification of 

them may require coordination with U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, California Regional Water 

Quality Control Board and the California Department of Fish and Wildlife to delineate the 

resource and obtain permits for modifying the resource. 

1.7 Noise 
WJV Acoustics, Inc., conducted an assessment of existing noise conditions in Chualar and prepared 

the Chualar Community Plan Existing Conditions Analysis: Noise (2025), which evaluates ambient noise 

levels in and around the Chualar community to establish a baseline for future planning efforts. 

The following key findings were identified. 

Key Findings 

▪ Highway and industrial activity contribute to elevated noise levels: Increasing traffic 

volumes along U.S. Highway 101 and adjacent industrial and agricultural uses generate elevated 

noise conditions that affect existing community residents and that must be considered when 

siting future sensitive land uses. This is particularly true for agricultural truck traffic that 

circulates through the community. 

▪ Strategic land use planning can minimize noise conflicts: Aligning higher-noise land uses, 

such as industrial or agricultural operations along the U.S. Highway 101 corridor could reduce 

impacts on the community’s quieter areas. 

▪ Sensitive uses should include noise buffers and design solutions: New residential and 

other noise-sensitive uses should include setbacks from the highway and incorporate noise-

reducing design features to meet interior noise standards and protect community health. 

Existing Conditions and Community Assessment Key Findings 1-11 EMC Planning Group 
Chualar Community Plan September 9, 2025 



 

    
   

      

 

   
    

 

 

 

  

  

 

    

  

     

 

 

   

   

 

 

 

  

 

  

▪ Noise reduction measure feasibility and cost challenges: Implementing measures such as 

sound walls and acoustically designed site layouts can be costly and complex. 

1.8 Cultural and Tribal Cultural Resources 
A preliminary review of potential existing cultural resources was initiated. According to NWIC 

records, a segment of El Camino Real traverses the community parallel to U.S. Highway 101 in a 

northwest–southeast orientation. This was the only resource identified within the existing Chualar 

Community Area; no additional resources were recorded within a one-quarter-mile buffer. 

Key Findings 

▪ No known paleontological resources: Paleontological resources have not been discovered in 

or near Chualar. 

▪ Low potential for archaeological resources: The Chualar area is considered to have low 

sensitivity for archaeological resources. 

▪ Four historic resources present in Chualar: New development may affect historic resources 

located in Chualar and would require project-level analysis to assess and mitigate potential 

impacts. 

▪ Tribal consultation is warranted: As part of its draft Housing Element process, the County 

conducted tribal consultation with potentially affected Native American tribes. The purpose was 

to consider possible effects of housing development on opportunity sites identified in that 

document, including several sites within Chualar. Once a preferred land use plan is developed 

for the community plan, additional tribal consultation should occur to identify whether future 

development as a whole as envisioned in the community plan may have potential to adversely 

affect tribal cultural resources. 
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