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PROPOSED HOME DEPOT FACILITY AT 8040 FOOTHILL BOULEVARD and 10355 WOODWARD AVENUE, SUNLAND

CASE NO. DIR 2008-1630
CASE NO. ENV-2008-2529-CE
CONCERNS ABOUT LADOT’s SEPTEMBER 16, 2008 MEMORANDUM

CEQA CATEGORICAL EXEMPTIONS ARE NOT APPROPRIATE

[BY THE SUNLAND–TUJUNGA ALLIANCE, INC. - NO HOME DEPOT CAMPAIGN, P.O. Box 123, Tujunga, CA 91043]
September 30, 2008

The Sunland–Tujunga Alliance, Inc. - No Home Depot Campaign (“STA”) feels there were a number of important factors that were overlooked, or conclusions which lack support, in the September 16, 2008 interdepartmental memorandum addressed to Maya Zaitzevsky, City Planning from Sergio D. Valdez, Transportation Engineer, regarding the Home Depot’s Traffic Assessment for the proposed Home Depot at 8040 Foothill Boulevard.  Considering the large size of this project, the present unique situation, and the operational long-term impacts on the neighborhood, this is the only opportunity for the City to mitigate any possible local traffic impacts in a confined and developed valley.  Therefore, we feel the City should apply a reasonable “worse case” traffic impact scenario as a cautious approach, process this application with the normal CEQA public evaluation of its impacts, and apply the recommended mitigation measures that a CEQA evaluation would identify.  


We have summarized below those omissions and defects. These points will be addressed in greater detail with supporting technical documents in a subsequent letter from our traffic engineer [DR. N. MURTHY, P.E. (traffic, California): #TR 2070] after his return to the United States around October 8, 2008:

1. Underestimates Traffic Trips.  We note Overland Traffic Consultants (“OTC”) used the ITE Trip Generation, 7th Edition, 2003.  Now 5 years later, ITE is prepared to publish a new Trip Generation, 8th Edition: An ITE Informational Report, which includes updated and revised land use descriptions, trip generation rates, equations and data plots.  One of the land uses which have expanded significantly with the addition of new data is “Home Improvement Superstore (862).”  The latest updated ITE manual should be considered. The ITE trip generation rates are based on a national average, rather than the reality of the Southern California life style.  STA had previously questioned the applicant’s and OTC’s 2005 traffic study and the suggested ITE numbers. We were able to obtain actual trip counts and generation rates at the Glendale, stand alone, Home Depot store that were significantly higher than those used in the 2005 traffic study submitted by the applicant. In an independently prepared EIR prepared this year for a proposed stand alone - 110,642 square foot Home Depot in Thousand Oaks, that city’s traffic engineer conducted actual counts which indicated a similar sized store would generate average daily trips of 4,646, or possibly 1670 more trips per day than the ITE number would indicate for Sunland!  As a result of these factual discoveries, OTC’s generation numbers are suspect as not being an indicator of the true impacts of the project.  In any event, a worst case scenario should be applied in this last chance impact mitigation opportunity.  Further, CEQA’s informational goal does not include an exception for the informality of past practices of LADOT in not considering weekend traffic impacts. Large-format home improvement stores in southern California are busier on weekends than on weekdays and without an analysis of weekend - particularly Saturday - trip generation rates, the applicant’s traffic study is seriously flawed.
2. Misleading “Net” Analysis.   The DOT memorandum stated on the second page that “existing land use credit should be addressed by the Department of City Planning.”   We firmly believe that Planning, and all departments, must look at present actual circumstances as the true baseline situation for this site.  Any discussion of credits for a fictional K-mart are incorrect and misleading (yet presented throughout that DOT memorandum as if the decision to give that fictional use traffic credits had been determined to be appropriate).  The existing site has been vacant for the last 4 years, has had no K-mart in operation, no possibility of a K-mart operating again and with absolutely no use for over 2 years, the site does not now generate traffic.  Without an active retail use for a period of at least 6 consecutive months within the past 2 years, credits cannot be utilized.  We strongly disagree with this misleading and false “net” impact discussion or approach.
3. Serious On Site Conflicts.  DOT assessment memorandum evaluates the number of pedestrians using the intersection of Woodward and Foothill Boulevard. However, when Dr. Murthy, our engineer, refers to “pedestrian” movements, he is referring to the large number of pedestrians contemplated as customers of Home Depot and the day workers in the parking lot when delivery trucks, general contractor trucks and other customer vehicles arrive, move through and leave that very tight site.  The applicant and DOT combine two areas of separate and distinct concern that were brought up by our traffic engineer and do not fully address any of the safety issues we raised.

4. Reasonable Use of Other Streets.  The trip distribution adopted by OTC does not reflect real life conditions.  The LADOT report “believes” that only residential shoppers who live on Apperson Street will use residential streets to access the site. This proposed store is in a confined valley with few street options.  This is not a question of “encouraging” a traffic pattern, or the fact that “no right turn signs will be posted”, or the need for residents to repeatedly call on the Los Angeles police department for enforcement, but of the City considering the actual traffic pattern, or the possibility of vehicle use of those residential streets and routes, for an informed decision on the application.  Apperson Street does not contain speed “bumps” (drastic jolts which are unacceptable for streets due to the operation of emergency fire and police vehicles) - but has 3 much milder speed “humps”, which the residents have noticed do not discourage truck use. Speed humps only marginally slow traffic and would not be an obstacle or impedance for customers or large trucks seeking to make deliveries to the Home Depot.
5. Missing Related Projects Data.   The related projects data is not provided in the OTC study, thus no verification can be made as to the validity of the data and the proper use.  The interpretation of the traffic data will have a long-term impact on the community, so it must reflect reality.  Moreover, it is simply customary to provide this data in a traffic study
6. Cumulatively Considerable Impacts for LOS of E (a.m.) and LOS D (p.m.).   The DOT memorandum states in Attachment A that Foothill Boulevard and Tujunga Canyon Road will operate at a LOS of E in the a.m., and a LOS D in p.m. in 2010 with and without the project. Who will fix this intersection, when will it be done, and what mitigation will be required by the proposed project?  LADOT seems to feel the project may have possible environmental effects that are individually limited, but such are cumulatively considerable.  It is vitally important that an environmental review avoid minimizing the cumulative impacts. Obviously, this is the largest commercial project in our valley that will have the largest cumulative impact on that intersection failing and it should be required to implement mitigation measures now that are designed to avoid that future cumulative impact. The allocation of its fair share can be structured with subsequent reimbursements. However, no mitigation measure is proposed or presented to evaluate its effectiveness. 

7. Missing Support For Driveways.  Driveway volumes were not provided in the OTC study.  However, DOT states that OTC submitted a driveway analysis and that analysis shows LOS C or better at all driveways.  A copy of that submittal has been requested so that we can review the data and verify the levels of service.

8. Impacts For All Trucks.  Not only is the number of trucks underestimated, but also the type of trucks.  Other Home Depot stores show an average of 42 truck deliveries by all kinds of trucks per day, as noted in Dr. Murthy’s previous report.  The DOT memorandum focuses only on the volume at the Newbury Park Home Depot of 12 to 14 semi-trailer deliveries daily and concluded it is not very different from the traffic study that assumes 12 to 18 semi-trailer trucks [however, on page III-71 of the applicant’s environmental impact analysis, it states that the 12-18 semi-trucks are on a weekly basis].  The OTC study doesn’t fully address the delivery truck impacts.  Some delivery trucks and many local general contractor trucks will surely go through the Woodward Avenue and Apperson Street intersection at the school site.  As we have already pointed out, it is not a matter of the City “encouraging” that route, but of it’s considering that possibility.  Apperson Street does not contain speed “bumps” - but has 3 milder speed “humps” that do not discourage truck use.

9. Greenhouse Gases.  We do not see any analysis of greenhouse gas emissions resulting from vehicle miles traveled to this large regional  format discount store, with few if any customers ever walking to, over a mile from a freeway off ramp.
Project Requirements
We agree that the Project Requirements should be addressed by and required of Home Depot.  We do not agree on the deferring of the timing for evaluating the CEQA impacts associated with these contemplated Project Requirement items and their associated project changes.
A. The impacts to the site (and possible need for mitigation) from the additional right-of-way for roadway expansion needs to be evaluated before this Project Permit Compliance decision is made.  Any modification to the proposed parking plan, parking lot grading and drainage, and driveway relocations that result from a rational implementation of the City’s General Plan right-of-way requirements must be evaluated now.  

B. To create a safe and sensible project, considering site ingress and egress, the internal circulation, reasonable pedestrian pathways, the maximum slope (there will be heavy materials transported by customers on large push carts that will be drastically affected by the lot’s slope), and the parking configuration, there will likely be required significant changes to the project.  The decision to postpone any site modifications that may be required until after the CEQA process, for this new more intense use, assessing the impacts of the required site changes to accommodate that use, and providing appropriate mitigation is a violation of full disclosure and CEQA.  Our traffic consultant has done a preliminary analysis based upon the OTC and Christopher Joseph reports and found serious deficiencies with the proposed use without major site modifications. 
Conclusion

We respectfully request that you withhold making your determination until we can provide Dr. Murthy’s detailed and technical analysis after he returns to the United States on October 8, 2008.  Regardless of that detailed input, LADOT should provide further analysis to justify applying a CEQA categorical exemption to this major project.
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