
 

 

 

September 8, 2020 

 

Felicia Williams, Chair and  

Members of the Planning Commission 

City of Pasadena 

175 North Garfield Avenue 

Pasadena, 91101 

 

RE: Updating of CEQA Thresholds 

 

Our city has decided to pursue high-density, multi-family apartments and condos in existing 

urban neighborhoods at a feverish pace, but we must review how—and more importantly, 

why—we are also allowing an enormous increase in unmitigated vehicle trips to clog our streets 

and neighborhoods. The questionable aspects of CEQA thresholds and what it does to our 

community must be examined and addressed as Pasadena’s housing production continues to 

increase.  

 

DOT provides the CEQA Traffic Analysis and the Outside CEQA Traffic Analysis each time a 

large project is up for approval, and my hope is that the Pasadena Planning Commission will 

take time to closely review this information and consider what the newly proposed thresholds 

mean for the future of our city. Pasadena’s current approach toward evaluating projects is 

leaving residents frustrated as they watch their city being altered in ways they never imagined.  

 

For example, 253 S. Los Robles is the newest of five large-scale projects to be approved in a 

one-block radius, and yet it didn’t trigger CEQA because the City of Pasadena evaluated each 

of these projects individually instead of considering the cumulative effects of these five 

developments on the surrounding neighborhood. The estimated daily Vehicle Miles Traveled 

(VMT) for residents of 253 S. Los Robles is just 12.6, but because the “significant impact cap” 

threshold the city is using is 22.6, this project is deemed to have no significant impact on 

neighborhood roads (Fig.1 - 2).  Increasing the VMT threshold as being proposed by DOT will 

only make it more difficult to assess these important impacts.    

 

A VMT calculation of 12.6 means that the city estimates that each of the 188 residents who will 

live at 253 S. Los Robles will only be driving a total of 12.6 miles a day, including all common 

reasons to drive a car: a daily commute to work or school, going to the grocery store or other 

types of shopping, gym classes, visiting friends, doctor appointments, picking up kids from 

school, etc. If 12.6 miles seems like a low estimate, that’s because it is. In order to achieve a 

VMT that low, the city is depending on the future residents of 253 S. Los Robles to make 

significant use of public transportation and/or ride their bikes. This defies logic and common 

sense. 

 



 

Such a low VMT estimate is based on the best-case scenario, but no amount of traffic 

engineering or altering our VMT thresholds will guarantee this much use of public transportation. 

Jennifer Hernandez, a partner at the West Coast land use and environment practice group 

Holland & Knight LLP, recently wrote, “only the smallest fraction of California even has a chance 

of being successful ‘transit-oriented’ component of Transit Oriented Development (TOD), as 

fixed route bus service continues to dramatically decline in ridership and availability and new rail 

service requires about 20 years to complete.” 

https://www.chapman.edu/communication/_files/ca-getting-in-its-own-way.pdf 

 

Grant P. Johnson, Traffic Engineer and author of a recent traffic engineering review funded by 

Madison Heights Neighborhood Association said, “When approvals are made for projects even 

when traffic conditions are unacceptable, the new project will add even more vehicles to the 

road, and the result is even worse traffic conditions. Typical ramifications of ignoring traffic 

impacts include longer lines of traffic waiting at intersections, drivers waiting through more 

signal cycles, and more intense turning movement conflicts at intersections involving vehicles, 

pedestrians and bikes. Light rail, too, can exacerbate conflicts of these turning movement 

conflicts at intersections.” http://www.prism.engineering/pasadena253v2.html. As most frequent 

Pasadena drivers know, this holds true for many of our failing intersections in the Central 

District.  

 

On February 5th, I participated in a citizen-funded traffic study for Pasadena around the 

Madison Heights vicinity. The traffic study was conducted on three major intersections: Lake & 

California, Marengo & California, and Del Mar & Marengo. I stood on the corner of Del Mar & 

Marengo for four hours, from 7-9am and again from 4-6pm, taking videos of the car congestion 

and movement.  

 

The backup was consistent on Marengo from California to Del Mar the entire 5-6pm hour. I can 

tell you with confidence that this intersection has failed because cars are not clearing impacted 

intersections. Just like running water, streets can only flow as fast as an area allows. Pasadena 

streets have reached maximum capacity because people are not using public transportation, 

biking or walking as anticipated. You may download and read the 70 page report here.  

 

Additional questionable analysis is prevalent throughout the Outside CEQA Analysis created for 

253 S. Los Robles. The city gave the Del Mar & Marengo intersection an LOS grade of D in 

2016. (Fig. 3-4) (See the Fig. 5 chart below for definitions of each grade value.) During his 

research of these issues, Mr. Johnson found that Pasadena’s version of the software used to 

configure this data hasn’t been updated in 12 years! This virtually ancient software utilizes a 

Synchro method based on HCM 2000 methodology, however the latest HCM 2010 methods 

allow for more detail and accuracy of peak traffic. If up-to-date software was used, we would be 

seeing a different, and much more realistic, peak hour result: an LOS F at Marengo & Del Mar.  

 

In fact, the traffic study for 253 S. Los Robles, which was completed almost  two and a half 

years ago, does not show any LOS E or F grades (Fig. 3) because the intersection data is 

averaged. However, the intersection of Marengo & Del Mar had one E for the south-bound left 

https://www.chapman.edu/communication/_files/ca-getting-in-its-own-way.pdf
http://www.prism.engineering/pasadena253v2.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2xFiF2MPUwo
http://www.prism.engineering/pasadenatrafficvids.html?fbclid=IwAR2-ZtrUgr3fdbB-MtQ_pdbjhCW29k1tNS4DV1qxL3DgkI7YMgCnCME4B-A.


 

turn (Fig. 6). The delay was recorded at 78.1 seconds. Note that an 80 second delay is an F. If 

this intersection was just two seconds from failing in 2018 with old software, imagine where it 

would be today with current technology.  

 

In an even more dramatic example, the intersection at Marengo & Del Mar was recently studied 

for a new pending project at 650 S. Raymond. The city shows the north-bound left as an F and 

the south-bound through-lane as an E during PM hours (Fig. 7 - 8). This is in line with what I 

personally witnessed during our traffic observation earlier this year. With the addition of the 

development at 650 South Raymond, the intersection of Arroyo Parkway & Glenarm has three 

failing turns, but yet again, it shows as passing. The wait time to make a left turn onto the 

freeway in the evening is an astonishing nine minutes (Fig. 9), yet the cIty won’t mitigate traffic 

because they average the rates for the whole intersection, making traffic appear better than it 

truly is.  

 

Finally, there are issues with regards to ADT in the Outside CEQA Analysis as seen for 253 S. 

Los Robles. First, the number listed of 12,869 for Los Robles at Del Mar is outdated. On 

October 30, 2019 the city did a new count and reported an ADT of 14,684 for S. Los Robles 

below Del Mar (Fig. 10). Interestingly, S. Los Robles above Del Mar has an ADT total of 15,189, 

but that street segment was not used in the analysis. I would like to know why this was omitted. 

In the graph below, you can see the outdated numbers including the missing segment of S. Los 

Robles. (Figs. 11-12) 

 

Pasadena’s own Transportation Impact Analysis Current Practice and Guidelines outlines 

neighborhood calming measures that were designed to relieve traffic on high-volume streets, 

but at 8%, the threshold set to activate these measures is way too high. (Fig. 13). Our city traffic 

model assumes 535 total daily trips from 253 S. Los Robles (Fig. 14), which is only 3% (15,000 

cars a day divided by 535 daily vehicle trips). 253 S. Los Robles would need 1200 trips a day to 

reach the threshold.  

 

By setting the threshold at 8%, neighborhood calming measures will never be implemented, 

even though this is exactly the kind of mitigation needed to keep our city growing in a way that 

accommodates all modes of transportation. I suspect that the five new projects on the S. Los 

Robles corridor would reach that threshold in combination, but the city has been inexplicably 

determined to avoid a cumulative report, instead relying solely on the General Plan EIR. 

 

Yet again, our city is missing the opportunity to support Goal Five of the General Plan when we 

use such high ADT thresholds. What is particularly strange is the higher the street volume, the 

less chance we have to get any mitigation. The Complete Street measures including curb 

extension, pedestrian and bike traffic signal upgrades, signal meeting, and project turn 

restrictions will never be seen in our city with thresholds this high. (Fig. 15) It is no wonder 

MHNA is feeling overwhelmed by the increasing traffic in and around the area.  

 

Is Pasadena really interested in reducing the neighborhood traffic that stems from all of these 

projects? If so, VMT, ADT caps, and LOS measurements must ALL be adjusted and discussed 

https://ww5.cityofpasadena.net/transportation/wp-content/uploads/sites/6/2015/12/Current-Practice-and-Guidelines.pdf


 

as a whole.  It does not make sense to update CEQA thresholds without determining how it 

affects ADT caps and LOS measurements in combination. They are all tied together and all 

work in conjunction to protect single family neighborhoods from noise pollution, congestion and 

livability aspects like safety and walkability. Residents have lost faith in city planners after so 

many questionable decisions regarding traffic mitigation including these unrealistic thresholds 

which you are being asked to be increased tonight. Didn't you promise to protect single-family 

neighborhoods? Is this still a priority? Something must change or residents will continue to 

appeal every single project that comes up for approval. We are not going away.  

 

There is an intense frustration in the community because of the current do-nothing approach to 

the problem of ever-increasing traffic. Imagine the damage that adding incredible density with 

unmitigated projects will cause. DOT is promising more projects will get triggered with these 

new thresholds but that is impossible when the VMT threshold is increasing.  The longer you 

wait to address these issues in combination, the more you will increase long commute 

durations, even on our local streets.  

 

The traffic discussion needs perfect transparency, public engagement, and engineering 

discipline so that we may grow our city without creating a hopeless mess of congestion. I am 

sorely disappointed the change in CEQA thresholds is being combined with two other very 

important conversations tonight of mansionization and RHNA allocations.  Each of these issues 

deserves a full evening discussion by itself and it appears you are ramming them through while 

residents are stuck at home worrying about their safety.  Important issues such as these need 

full community discussion and the public's ability to participate in ways that encourage full 

transparency.   I hope this commision will consider taking a closer look at the many issues I 

have presented.  

 

Much appreciation,  

 

Erika Foy 

 

cc:  David Reyes, Director of Planning and Community Development 

 Laura Cornejo, Director of Transportation 

 Andy Wilson, Councilmember, District 7 

 Pam Thyret, Field Deputy, District 7 

 Nina Chomsky, LVAA 

 Dan Beal, WPRA 
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Fig. 4 

 
 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 5 

 
Fig. 6 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 7 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 8 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 9 



 

 
 

 

 

Fig. 10 
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