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Public Weighs in on Proposed CEQA VMT/LOS
Changes
By Melanie Curry Mar 15, 2018   2 THIS POST IS SUPPORTED BY GJEL ACCIDENT ATTORNEYS

Sparse attendance at the Natural Resources Agency hearing on CEQA updates may re�ect the wonky quality of
the changes. Image: Screengrab from Cal-span.org

Note: GJEL Accident Attorneys regularly sponsors coverage on Streetsblog San Francisco and Streetsblog California. Unless noted

in the story, GJEL Accident Attorneys is not consulted for the content or editorial direction of the sponsored content.

he Natural Resources Agency held a very short hearing today on proposed updates to
the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). The hearing, which lasted only a
half hour, included a brief review of the proposed update, followed by public

comment.

Not many people attended the hearing, but those who did, and who spoke up, were pretty
consistent in their feedback. For the most part, they said, these changes are needed, long-
overdue, and positive—but with one glaring exception. With proposed new rules not
applying to transportation projects, the welcome changes won’t go far enough. And that’s a
big problem, they said.
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The proposed changes, which would among other things require a shift in the way travel
impacts are measured, are aimed at reducing the amount of driving. But the biggest
contributors to induced travel are transportation projects that make it easier—and quicker—
to drive everywhere. So exempting them will back�re, said the commenters.

It would also go against the original intent of the legislature, said Dan Allison, a resident of
Sacramento who offered comments. The idea behind the original bill, S.B. 743, was to make
sure that planners would no longer use Level of Service—which measures traf�c delay—to
evaluate the environmental impacts of transportation projects.

“I’m certain that every single agency in the Sacramento region will not choose to use
[vehicle miles traveled],” he said. “They are locked into Level of Service; they love it. Even
discussing the use of VMT can have them up in arms, and they will not change unless they
are forced to do so. Capacity expansion is the problem, and if we allow capacity expansion
without limits, nothing good will come of this.”

“It is wrong,” he said of the proposed exemption. “The rest of the document is wonderful,
and will help reduce the prevalence of green�eld [sprawl] development. But transportation is
what drives green�eld development, and if we exempt transportation projects, we’re still
going to get more of it. The other elements in the proposal won’t counteract this.”

All the other people who spoke at the hearing agreed. Ana Alvarado, representing the city of
San Jose, which just adopted its own version of new VMT rules, said that in general the
proposed changes are moving the state in the right direction. “But we ask for one change:
that the exclusion for transportation projects that induce VMT be removed,” she said. “One
fundamental metric should apply to all projects, no matter where they are.”

She submitted a letter [PDF] signed by representatives of the cities of Los Angeles, San Jose,
Oakland, San Francisco, Long Beach, and Sacramento urging that, among other things, the
rules state clearly that transportation projects that induce VMT be required to measure
VMT.

Bill Magavern pointed out that his organization, the Coalition for Clean Air, spends a lot of
its time addressing how to reduce emissions from transportation, which contributes eighty
percent of the state’s pollution. “To actually reach its own air quality and climate standards,
California needs to reduce vehicles miles traveled,” he said, “and that’s something the state
has not been doing well at, at all. After Governor Brown called for a �fty percent reduction in
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the use of petroleum for cars in the state, it has actually gone up, and that’s due to an
increase in VMT,” he said.

The Coalition for Clean Air “does not support the highway exemption at all,” he said. “It’s a
bad idea that goes contrary to the thrust and purpose of these guidelines. We hope that it
can be �xed, and on the whole we are looking forward to seeing the rest of the proposed
changes go forward.”

Ella Wise from ClimatePlan brie�y outlined a letter submitted by her coalition [PDF], which
includes strong support of the replacement of LOS with VMT, as well as a request to undo
the exemption for transportation projects. The letter was signed by a wide range of
organizations including Natural Resources Defense Council, Planning and Conservation
League, The Nature Conservancy, California Walks, CalBike, TransForm, Greenbelt Alliance,
MoveLA, Climate Resolve, and others. The coalition’s letter requests that the agency
consider ways to strengthen VMT thresholds over time, in alignment with the state’s
changing climate change goals, and to �nd ways to reduce the risks of gentri�cation and
displacement that can result from building more in�ll housing. Speci�cally, they requested
the agency consider streamlining in�ll projects that include 100 percent affordable housing,
and not exempting any projects that contribute to displacement.

The of�cial comment period closes at 5 p.m. today; comments can be sent here.

After that, agency staff will consider whether there is need to make substantial changes to
the proposal, and if so, whether more public input would be needed.
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Today’s Headlines

May Revise Budget to Be Released Tomorrow: What’s in it for
Sustainability?

Rounding Out CBS Metro Employee Sauna Story – How Budgets
Should Prioritize Transit Riders

Sweet Mitigation: Protected Bike Lanes on 27th

A Great Big Freeway — Thanks to Induced Demand
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Bill Would Dramatically
Restructure Active
3 comments • a month ago

Avatar
Joe Linton — L.A. Metro's state
legislation person asserts that
this is a Bay Area money grab...

Housing-Near-Transit Bill
Passes Its First Hearing
7 comments • a month ago

Avatar
Benjamin Walker — Shout out
to Wiener tho. You've got a fan
in LA Scott

Air Resources Board and
Transportation Commission
5 comments • 20 days ago

Avatar
George Joseph Lane —
Greenfields =/= sprawl.

Bill to Clarify Bike Riders’
Right to Full Lane Withdrawn
22 comments • a month ago

Avatar
BMUFL — The three feet is for
being passed only. A violation of
that law is only an infraction and
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 • Reply •

dustinjamesfoster • a year ago

Man... I got to the part where it said "the official comment period
closes at 5 p.m. today" at 5:01 PM! This means NRA will receive
no comment from me on the misguided decision to exempt
transportation projects- utterly decimating SB 743's intent and any
impact it will have to actually reduce VMT.

But at least SB 743 will help some billionaires construct sports
stadiums (using tax-payer subsidy, of course)...
△ ▽

 • Reply •

KJ • a year ago

Thank you for this article regarding the proposed exemption for
transportation projects. Please continue to keep us updated on
this.
△ ▽
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After 4 Years, Key Rule Requiring Development to Account for New Miles
Driven Moves Forward
By Melanie Curry | Nov 28, 2017

Yesterday the California Of�ce of Planning and Research released a comprehensive update to CEQA. It

marks a milestone in efforts to align transportation performance metrics with community values
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San Jose Becomes Fourth California City to Adopt VMT as Metric for Tra�c
Impacts
By Melanie Curry | Mar 6, 2018

The South Bay city joins Pasadena, San Francisco, and Oakland in moving away from a focus on vehicle

delay and towards induced car trips to measure of environmental impacts of development.
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Is CEQA Preventing Housing from Being Built in California?
By Melanie Curry | Mar 13, 2019

No, say CEQA experts at legislative hearing

USEPA Considers Allowing Dirty Trucks; CARB Fights Back
By Melanie Curry | Dec 6, 2017

The US EPA is considering repealing a rule that prevents high-polluting, older truck engines from being

repackaged and sold as “new trucks.” The California Air Resources Board charges that many of the

refurbished engines in the kits are older engines that don't meet current emissions standards.

STREETSBLOG SF

More Grumbles at Final Hearing on Taraval Changes
By Roger Rudick | Jul 22, 2016

SFMTA, at long last, held its �nal hearing on the proposed Muni Forward safety and speed improvements

to the L-Taraval. The two-hour meeting, which started at 10 a.m. at City Hall, was attended by some 60

people. Streetsblog readers will recall the last large hearing for Taraval was held in February and, as with

many […]
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Mitigation Banks: How Bene�ts from Upcoming CEQA Change Could Be
Captured, Shared, Ampli�ed
By Melanie Curry | Oct 5, 2018

A new report takes a look at a pioneering new way to handle mitigation under the California

Environmental Quality Act that has huge potential bene�ts for communities far beyond a particular

development.
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