[image: County seal color]                COUNTY OF YOLO               Office of the County Administrator
Patrick S. Blacklock
County Administrator

                                                                                                                                                         
 					 		                625 Court Street, Room 202   Woodland, CA 95695
(530) 666-8150  FAX (530) 668-4029
www.yolocounty.org






 
March 10, 2015


Chris Carroll
Environmental Coordinator
California Department of Transportation, District 3 
Environmental Planning
703 B Street
Marysville, CA 95901 

RE:	Comments on the State Route 16 Safety Improvement Project Initial Study and Proposed Mitigated Negative Declaration 

Dear Mr. Carroll:

Yolo County appreciates the opportunity to provide comments on the Initial Study and Proposed Mitigated Negative Declaration (IS/MND) for the State Route 16 Safety Improvement Project. The County also appreciates the California Department of Transportation’s (Caltrans) efforts to improve traffic safety along State Route 16 (SR-16). 

The mission of the elected officials and staff of Yolo County is to maintain and protect the quality of life for our residents.  Our review of potential projects strives to ensure the safety of Yolo County residents; maintain their quality of life by protecting our infrastructure, environment, agriculture, historical integrity, and open space areas; improve the business climate within the County; and ensure the cost effective operation of County services.  The County has prepared comments on the IS/MND with this mission in mind.  

The comments below identify issues of concern to Yolo County that should be considered by Caltrans in the preparation of a Final IS/MND for the proposed project.  

Chapter 1 – Proposed Project 

Page 9 – For Location 1, clarification should be provided regarding how a design option will be selected. The two options include shifting the alignment north to avoid impacts to a residence and shifting the alignment south to avoid impacts to Taylor Creek. The discussion is unclear regarding how the conflicting impacts associates with these two options will be resolved.  

Page 10 – More detail should be provided in the project description regarding proposed drainage improvements including specifically the culverts that are proposed to be replaced or extended.  This part of the roadway is in the flood plain and the details of culvert modification should be described so that potential impacts to the flooding can be assessed.  Also, the Final IS/MND should describe the decision making process and the community’s involvement in the decision to provide additional access to the Madison Migrant Center.   

Page 11 – Similarly for Location 3, clarification should be provided regarding how a design option will be selected. The three options for the SR-16/CR-89 intersection include widening and adding a traffic signal, adding a roundabout, and widening and maintaining the existing all-way stop control.  The County is supportive of the roadway improvements that best meet the SR-16 level of service and roadway safety requirements identified in the Intergovernmental Agreement Between the County of Yolo and the Rumsey Band of Wintun Indians (subsequently renamed Yocha Dehe Wintun Nation) Concerning Mitigation for Off-Reservation Impacts Resulting from the Tribe’s Casino Expansion and Hotel Project (2002), while at the same time best meeting the community’s interests. The County encourages Caltrans to consider the community’s perspective and input when deciding on the specific design option for Location 3. 

Chapter 2 – Affected Environment 

Throughout this section, the mitigation measures should be more clearly articulated in terms of performance measures to ensure their effectiveness. The mitigation measures need to be clearly defined so they can be effectively implemented. As an example, the mitigation measures should use the imperative “shall” rather than the conditional “would.” Also, the document uses terminology typically included in NEPA documents but is not identified as a NEPA document.  The IS/MND should clarify whether the document is intended to be used to support NEPA compliance.  

It would be helpful if the Final IS/MND sequentially numbered all of the mitigation measures included in the report for ease in tracking and inclusion in the Mitigation Monitoring and Reporting Program required by CEQA Guidelines Sec. 15097. Also, the Mitigation Monitoring and Reporting Program should be included in the Final IS/MND to provide the public with an opportunity to review the program prior to its adoption by Caltrans.

Page 19 – The text under the discussion of local plans does not accurately reflect the project’s consistency with the Yolo County General Plan and Zoning Code.  The project is expected to convert approximately 30 acres of farmland and the General Plan and Zoning Code require mitigation when a project converts farmland.  The justification included in the IS/MND that “Since the project would not prevent the continued use of land adjacent to SR-16 right of way as farmland, the project is consistent with local zoning and the plans for this area” does not adequately address the project’s inconsistency with County policies regarding agricultural land conversion.  The Final IS/MND should include specific mitigation measures to address the conversion of farmland consistent with County policy. 

Page 20 – The loss of 30 acres of Prime Farmland or Farmland of Local Importance, including 13 acres under Williamson Act contract, is a potentially significant impact under Section II of Appendix G of the State CEQA Guidelines and should be identified as such and mitigated.  The conclusion that “Within the context of the ample farmland supply in Yolo County, the proposed project would not pose a serious threat to this resource” is not substantiated in the IS/MND.  

The document states that some areas of the existing highway outside of the new right-of-way may be returned to adjacent property owners pending negotiations with Caltrans right-of-way staff. Yolo County strongly encourages the return of these lands to the local property owners to allow their conversion to productive agriculture as a way to offset the project’s impacts on agricultural lands.  

Page 21 – The text describing Yolo County Code Section 8-2.407 references the County’s previous Zoning Code that was superseded in July, 2014.  The new updated Code can be accessed at http://www.yolocounty.org/community-services/planning-public-works/planning-division/zoning-code-update-program.

Page 23 – Yolo County does not agree with the determination that “less than significant impacts to farmlands, Williamson Act properties, and farmland equipment pursuant to CEQA are anticipated” and that “No avoidance, minimization and/or mitigation measures are required for Farmland.”  
 
Page 24 – The discussion of relocations and real property acquisition includes an overview of Caltrans’ Relocation Assistance Program and states that the proposed project would require the partial acquisition of twenty six parcels, three of which contain residences. However, the discussion of environmental consequences does not specifically identify whether the residents within these three parcels will be required to relocate. Due to the significant disruption that forced relocations can have on the quality of life for affected residents, more clarity should be provided in the IS/MND regarding anticipated relocations and avoidance options that may be available.  

Page 27 – The discussion of the project’s affected environment for traffic and transportation includes traffic volumes and collision history but provides no discussion of existing or projected levels of service for the project intersections or roadways. To provide context for the proposed roadway improvements, the existing and projected levels of service should be identified. These levels of service should be compared to Caltrans’ significance thresholds to determine whether the traffic volumes are exceeding the roadway’s current capacities. This is particularly important in understanding which of the Location 3 improvement options would best accommodate the roadway’s existing and future levels of service.

Page 39 – The discussion of visual/aesthetic mitigation measures states that Caltrans shall design and prepare a revegetation plan that would serve to minimize visual impacts. The mitigation states that the plan shall include planting concepts, specifications, riparian restoration and wetland planting plans, plant species, sizes and quantities. The County encourages the development of such a plan; however, it is difficult to determine if the implementation of this plan would actually reduce the project’s visual impacts to a less than significant level. In order to support this conclusion, the Final IS/MND should include either a draft of the revegetation plan or a more detailed description of the revegetation plan’s anticipated components.  The revegetation plan should describe how these components would minimize the project’s visual impacts. Caltrans should, at a minimum, include conceptual landscape designs in the Final IS/MND to allow the public the opportunity to visualize the proposed landscaping prior to project approval.  

The Final IS/MND should include an analysis of air quality impacts associated with construction activities or should, at a minimum, identify the standard mitigation measures required by the Yolo Solano Air Quality Management District for construction emissions in a non-attainment area, particularly PM10 dust emissions. 

Page 42 – For Location 3, the IS/MND acknowledges that SR-16 is currently below the 100-year floodplain elevation between the town of Esparto and the Interstate 505 interchange and that the water surface would rise above SR-16 during a 100-year storm event.  SR-16 flooding in this area occurs on a fairly regular basis and can cause significant delays for travelers. The flooding can also have serious consequences for residents in need of emergency services when it delays emergency vehicle access. The project proposes to modify the floodplain by altering SR-16 between Esparto and Madison.  

However, the analysis and discussion of the environmental impacts associated with these modifications is very limited in the IS/MND. A more detailed discussion of the environmental impacts associated with the project’s floodplain modifications must be provided in the Final IS/MND.  This discussion should specifically identify how property owners between Esparto and Madison will be affected by these changes. In addition, Caltrans should explore options that integrate flood solutions into the project design for this area in order to achieve multiple project benefits. 

Page 44 – More detailed analysis should be provided in the Final IS/MND to substantiate the conclusion that “Less than significant impacts to hydrology and floodplains pursuant to CEQA are anticipated.” The preparation and inclusion of a hydraulic analysis in the Final IS/MND would be appropriate to determine the anticipated impacts upon existing base flood elevations in the area.  

Page 51 – The discussion of water quality avoidance and minimization includes a long list of measures that would be implemented to reduce the discharge of pollutants during construction activities. However, little discussion is included regarding the implementation of long-term water quality protection measures following construction. The IS/MND should specify the long-term operational best management practices that will be implemented by Caltrans to ensure local water quality is not degraded. 

Page 58 – The mitigation for the loss of Valley oak riparian habitat states that mitigation will occur onsite within Caltrans right-of-way and that if planting cannot be accomplished on the site, offsite mitigation options would be pursued.  Without a more definitive mitigation measure for the loss of Valley oak riparian habitat, it is difficult to conclude that this impact would be reduced to a less-than-significant level. The Final IS/MND should identify a viable watering program for the trees as the habitat is being established and should more precisely define the performance objectives that would be achieved including the expected long-term survival rates for planted oak trees.

Page 62 – The first sentence in the discussion of the CEQA considerations for wetlands concludes that less-than-significant impacts would occur to wetlands and other waters with the implementation of mitigation measures. The second sentence then contradicts this statement by stating that because impacts to wetlands and other waters are less than significant, no mitigation measures are required. This contradiction should be clarified in the Final IS/MND. It seems clear from the subsequent text that wetland mitigation is required to offset the project’s wetland impacts.

Page 63 – The mitigation identified for wetland impacts includes a creation ratio of one acre created for every acre disturbed (1:1 ratio).  This mitigation should also include a preservation ratio that identifies the number of acres that would be preserved for every acre disturbed, as is typical for development projects.  Including both the creation of new wetlands and the preservation of existing wetlands ensures that the project’s short-term and long-term impacts are appropriately mitigated.  

Page 71 – For threatened and endangered species, Caltrans should consult the preparers of the Yolo County Habitat Conservation Plan/Natural Community Conservation Plan to ensure consistency with the plan’s mitigation requirements.  

Page 74 – The statement that “Swainson’s hawks have been observed foraging in fields adjacent to Location 3 of the proposed project, and CNDDB records indicates the presence of Swainson’s hawk nests within 1 mile of the proposed project” establishes the fact that loss of foraging habitat caused by the project is potentially significant unless mitigated. 

Pages 77 – Clarification should be provided in the Final IS/MND regarding Caltrans’ commitment to providing appropriate mitigation for the loss of Swainson’s hawk foraging habitat. The statement that “Project construction would result in approximately 30.82 acres of potential impacts to [Swainson’s hawk] foraging habitat, however, abundant foraging and nesting habitat is directly adjacent to the project limits” appears to dismiss the need for mitigation.  However, on page 80, the IS/MND states that “Caltrans would purchase credits if necessary for the loss of Swainson’s hawk foraging habitat based on the ratios provided in the Report Regarding Mitigation for Impacts to Swainson’s Hawks in the Central Valley of California (CDFW 1994).”The County strongly believes that mitigation for Swainson’s hawk foraging habitat is required for this project.  

Pages 77 thru 81 – Clarification should be provided in this section regarding the difference between the terms “Avoidance and Minimization Measures” and “Mitigation Measures.” The County assumes that all avoidance and minimization measures will be treated similarly to mitigation measures and will be included in the project’s required Mitigation Monitoring and Reporting Program.   The Final IS/MND must clearly identify the biological mitigation measures that are being adopted under CEQA and explain with sufficient detail in the Mitigation Monitoring and Reporting Program how each measure will be implemented.

Page 81 – The source for the Swainson’s hawk mitigation requirements (i.e., within five miles of an active Swainson’s hawk [0.75:1] and within ten miles [0.5:1]) should be identified and justified. 

Climate Change (pages 92 et seq.) – This section would typically include a quantification of the project’s greenhouse gas emissions.  The Final IS/MND should either include this quantification or provide justification for not presenting the greenhouse gas emission estimates. 
 
We appreciate the close working relationship that the County has developed with Caltrans over the years and anticipate that Caltrans will sincerely consider the issues raised by the County in this letter. Thank you again for the opportunity to provide these comments.  If you have any questions regarding the issues raised in this letter, please do not hesitate to contact Alex Tengolics at Alexander.Tengolics@yolocounty.org or 530-666-8068, or Eric Parfrey at eric.parfrey@yolocounty.org or 530-666-8043. 

Respectfully,
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Patrick S. Blacklock
Yolo County Administrator
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