
PLANNING AND PROGRAMMING COMMITTEE

FEBRUARY 21, 2002

SUBJECT:
SAN FERNANDO VALLEY EAST-WEST TRANSIT CORRIDOR ENVIRONMENTAL CLEARANCE

ACTION:
BOARD CONSIDERATION OF THE FINAL ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT REPORT (FEIR) 

RECOMMENDATION
A. Certify San Fernando Valley East-West Transit Corridor FEIR (transmitted under separate cover) and adopt the Findings and Statement of Overriding Considerations in accordance with the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) (See Attachment A). 

B. Adopt the Mitigation Monitoring Plan (See Attachment B).


C. Adopt the Locally Preferred Alternative (LPA) for the San Fernando Valley East‑West Transit Corridor Project as approved by the MTA Board on July 26, 2001 with refinements/enhancements discussed in the FEIR and in this Board report to respond to community issues, as a project. (See Attachment C). 

D. Authorize staff to file a Notice of Determination.


ISSUE

On July 26, 2001, the Board approved the DEIS/DEIR and selected an LPA for the San Fernando Valley East-West Transit Corridor.  The LPA is described in the DEIS/DEIR as the Full Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) alternative on the former Pacific Electric/Southern Pacific right-of-way (also known as the Burbank-Chandler Right-of-Way) including the Chandler median.

In response to community comments received during circulation of the DEIS/DEIR, the MTA Board, in its approval of the DEIS/DEIR, directed staff to continue to work with adjacent communities during the preliminary engineering and final environmental phases to refine project design features where appropriate to address concerns and to continue to study the Lankershim/Oxnard alternative as a possible operating alternative on Saturdays and Sundays, should the Board choose not to operate the BRT on Chandler on Saturdays and Sundays. 

Based on the preliminary engineering activities, and the other technical studies conducted, MTA staff has determined that the LPA is the superior alternative.  Accordingly, the Full Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) alternative on the former railroad right of way is the MTA staff recommendation for adoption by the Board as the Locally Preferred Alternative and as the adopted project. (See Attachment D for conceptual renderings of the project.)  

The identification and assessment of all reasonable and feasible alternatives accomplished by the Major Investment Study (MIS), the DEIS/DEIR and the FEIR meet the requirements of the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA).  No federal environmental clearance is being sought at this time because federal funds are not required to fund the project, and the project can be delivered more quickly with state funding.  MTA could recirculate the document for approval as a federal environmental document at a later date if that should become necessary for funding reasons.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS

The certification of the FEIR and selection of the LPA is consistent with the November 1998 Board adopted policy defined in the Regional Transportation Alternatives Analysis (RTAA) and the MIS (February 2000) which recommended further study of a Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) alternative in this increasingly congested corridor in the City of Los Angeles.  The project approval is also consistent with the July 2001 Board adoption of the LPA based on the DEIS/DEIR.  The San Fernando Valley East-West Bus Rapid Transit project is contained in the MTA Long Range Plan.

OPTIONS

The MTA San Fernando Valley East-West Transit Corridor MIS, approved by the Board in February 2000, considered five mode alternatives and five profile alternatives along the Burbank-Chandler Right right-of-Way.  In February 2000 the Board selected the BRT along the Burbank-Chandler Right-of-Way with one potential on-street variation along Lankershim/Oxnard at the eastern end of the corridor.  In July 2001, the Board adopted the Full Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) alternative as the LPA with direction to consider the Lankershim/Oxnard segment for potential weekend service.  The FEIR contemplates the LPA with refinements, the Lankershim/Oxnard weekend service variation, and the No Build Alternative.

Adoption of the No Build Alternative would be contrary to the Board’s adopted policy to provide exclusive guideway transit for this corridor.  The Board could defer approval of the LPA.  However, this action would delay the project schedule, increase cost and increase the risk of losing state funds specifically earmarked for a busway in the San Fernando Valley. The Board could choose the variation for weekend service on Lankershim/Oxnard.  Staff is not recommending this at this time because it would cause confusion to riders, slightly increase travel time, and slightly increase construction costs.  

FINANCIAL IMPACT

Adoption of the LPA does not have an impact to the MTA FY02 Budget.  The recommended LPA keeps the project within 5% of the project costs identified in the August 14, 2001 FTA Section 5309 Report.  The current Capital cost estimate for the project is $329.5 in year of expenditure dollars (reflected in the FEIR as $300 million in 2001 uninflated dollars).    Funding is allocated in Cost Center 4350, project number 800112, task 2.2.10.01 to proceed with the next step in project development.  This is a multi-year project and the cost center manager and Executive Officer will be responsible for programming the necessary funds in the MTA FY03 Budget. 

BACKGROUND

Following the suspension of the Metro Red Line Eastside Extension, Metro Red Line Mid-City Extension and Pasadena Blue Line in January 1998, the Board directed the development of the RTAA. The RTAA identified additional cost effective fixed guideway alternatives for the Eastside, Mid-City/Westside and San Fernando Valley Corridors.  In February 2000 the Board adopted the MIS for the San Fernando Valley Transit Corridor, and selected BRT along the Burbank-Chandler Right-of-Way as the preferred mode and alignment and authorized the completion of the DEIS/DEIR. 

The DEIS/DEIR evaluated the Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) Alternative, which included three variations: the Full BRT using the Chandler Boulevard median at the eastern end, Lankershim/Oxnard on-street alignment and a Minimum Operable Segment.  It also evaluated a Transportation Systems Management Alternative and the No-Build Alternative.  The Board selected the Full BRT as the Locally Preferred Alternative (LPA) in July, 2001, but also directed staff to continue to study the Lankershim/Oxnard alternative as a possible operating variation on Saturdays and Sundays.  Staff was also directed to continue to work with adjacent communities during the preliminary engineering and final environmental phases to refine project design features where appropriate to address concerns.

A comprehensive community outreach program was conducted throughout the development of the DEIS/DEIR.  The MTA conducted two formal Public Hearings in accordance with Federal and State environmental law.  Summaries of the public testimony submitted at the public hearings and throughout the comment period were included in the DEIS/DEIR.  The formal public comment period was extended for 24 days for a total of 69 days.

The FEIR comprehensively responds to all the community comments received during circulation of the DEIS/DEIR.  Per Board direction, MTA staff held additional community meetings and made refinements/enhancements to the project.   Some of these improvements, defined in the FEIR, are as follows:

Noise:
Sound attenuation walls will be constructed in additional locations along the busway in areas where the busway is adjacent to residential neighborhoods, beyond what is required for mitigation.  

Landscape:
Additional budget has been allocated for landscaping along the busway.  Specific efforts have been made to prepare design concepts and solicit community comment.

Traffic:
Additional left and right turn pockets have been designated to improve intersection movement and safety.  Additional traffic calming measures have been designed to respond to concerns in one neighborhood about cut-through traffic.  Traffic signal design along the corridor has been enhanced in coordination with the City of Los Angeles Department of Transportation (LADOT).

Parking:
MTA and LADOT have committed to monitoring neighborhood spillover parking around station areas and provide mitigation measures, if warranted.

Pierce College Station: 

Two options for the Pierce College Station were evaluated in response to comments from the College.  In response to comments received from Pierce College, the project has been refined to locate the station at Winnetka with an option to locate at Mason Avenue if the college reconsiders.  

Based on the comments received, the preliminary engineering activities, and the other technical studies conducted, as well as the extensive community outreach program, the MTA staff has concluded that the option which best responds to the direction of the Board and the comments received is the Full BRT alternative (with the refinements/enhancements).  Accordingly, the Full BRT is the MTA staff recommendation for adoption by the Board as the refined Locally Preferred Alternative and as the adopted project.

Section 21081.6 of the California Public Resources Code requires that public agencies approving a project with an Environmental Impact Report adopt a Mitigation Monitoring Plan (MMP) (See Attachment B).  The purpose of the MMP is to ensure that the mitigation measures identified in the EIR to mitigate the potentially significant environmental effects of the project are, in fact, properly carried out.  Following adoption of the MMP,  MTA is responsible for assuring full compliance with the provisions of the MMP.

CEQA Guidelines Section 15091 requires that MTA make certain findings with respect to those environmental effects of the project determined in the Environmental Impact Report to be significant.  These findings are contained in the Findings and Statement of Overriding Considerations.  (See Attachment A).  In addition, where significant environmental effects are found not to be avoided or mitigated to a less than significant level, CEQA requires that MTA  must balance, as applicable, the economic, legal, social, technological and other benefits of the project against its unavoidable impacts when determining whether to approve a project.  CEQA Guidelines Section 15093(a) states that if the specific economic, legal, social, technological or other benefits of the project outweigh the unavoidable adverse effects, those effects may be considered acceptable.  The MTA Board must find that, notwithstanding the disclosure of these significant and unavoidable impacts, there are specific overriding economic, legal, social, technological and other reasons for approving this project and that these reasons serve to override and outweigh the project’s significant unavoidable effects.  Thus, the adverse effects are considered acceptable.  CEQA requires MTA to support, in writing (Findings and Statement of Overriding Considerations, Attachment A), the specific reasons for considering a project acceptable when significant impacts are not avoided or not substantially lessened.

NEXT STEPS

Assuming Board approval of the staff recommendation, MTA staff and consultants will prepare the Notice of Determination for the San Fernando Valley East-West Transit corridor.  MTA staff and consultants then will proceed with preparation of contract documents and solicitation efforts for procurement of a Design-Build Contract for construction of the project. 

ATTACHMENTS:

A  Findings and Statement of Overriding Considerations

B  Mitigation Monitoring Plan 

C  LPA Alignment Map 

D  Selected Station Renderings

Prepared by: 
Kathleen Sanchez, Project Manager



David Mieger, Director


Rail, Busway, Bikeway Planning and Station Area Development
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