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Analysis of infill 
development using LOS
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Analysis of infill
development using LOS

Relatively little vehicle 
travel loaded onto the 
network
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Analysis of infill 
development using LOS

Relatively little vehicle 
travel loaded onto the 
network

…but numerous LOS 
impacts
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Analysis of greenfield
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Analysis of greenfield
development using LOS

Typically three to four 
times the vehicle travel 
loaded onto the 
network relative to infill 
development
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Analysis of greenfield
development using LOS

Typically three to four 
times the vehicle travel 
loaded onto the 
network relative to infill 
development

…but relatively few 
LOS impacts

Traffic generated by the 
project is disperse enough by 
the time it reaches congested 
areas that it doesn’t trigger 
LOS thresholds, even though it 
contributes broadly to regional 
congestion. 8May 2016



1. Stunts infill development
2. Exacerbates regional congestion
3. Inhibits transit
4. Inhibits active transport
5. Judges success in transportation 

incorrectly
6. Judges success in auto-mobility 

incorrectly
7. Forces more road construction 

than we can afford to maintain
8. Hard to calculate and inaccurate
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18Level of Service F
Source: Neighborhoods.org
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Opportunities and benefits in shifting from LOS to VMT

1. Remove a key barrier to infill, TOD

2. Streamline transit and active transportation projects

3. VMT is easier to model

4. VMT is already modeled

5. Lower road maintenance costs

6. Attack regional congestion more effectively

7. Health benefits (active transport & transit trips)

8. GHG reduction



Impacts of High VMT Development

Environment

• Emissions
• GHG
• Regional pollutants

• Energy use
• Transportation energy 
• Building energy

• Water
• Water use
• Runoff – flooding
• Runoff – pollution

• Consumption of open space
• Sensitive habitat
• Agricultural land

Health

• Collisions
• Physical activity
• Emissions

• GHGs
• Regional pollutants

• Mental health

Cost

• Increased costs to state and 
local government

• Roads
• Other infrastructure
• Schools
• Services

• Increased private 
transportation cost

• Increased building costs 
(due to parking costs)

• Reduced productivity per 
acre due to parking

• Housing supply/demand 
mismatch  future blight
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Image Credits- Urban Advantage, Roma Design Group, City of Dana Point

Picturing A Low VMT Future
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Image Credits- Urban Advantage, Roma Design Group, City of Dana Point

Picturing A Low VMT Future
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Shortcuts and Streamlining

• Transit & active transportation 
projects

• Residential, commercial, office 
projects near transit

• Development in existing low-VMT 
areas using screening maps

• VMT studies save 80-90% of the 
effort of LOS studies VMT Map of Fresno COG, generated by the 

California Statewide Travel Demand Model 
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Residential project threshold recommendation: 
15 percent below regional or city VMT/cap

Office project threshold recommendation:
15 percent below regional VMT/empl
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Why 15 percent?

General alignment with state policy, including GHG reduction

• Caltrans Strategic Plan: Reduce VMT/cap 15% by 2020
• SB 375 targets ≈ 15% collectively statewide
• AB 32 Scoping plan recommends local governments set GHG 

reduction targets at 15% below existing by 2020
• Research shows 15% VMT mitigation is generally achievable

(see CAPCOA’s Quantifying Greenhouse Gas Mitigation Measures)
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Retail project recommendations:
• Assess retail with “Net VMT” approach
• Retail which increases VMT compared to previous shopping 

patterns may be considered significant
• Local-serving retail presumed less than significant
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Transportation Project recommendations:
• Presume transit and active transportation projects lead to less 

than significant VMT
• Projects which increase roadway capacity may induce VMT

May 2016 28

CEQA Guidelines and Technical Advisory



May 2016 29

Inconvenient Truth #2: Induced VMT



• Adding highway capacity induces VMT

• For each 1% increase in lane miles, VMT goes up by 0.6 to 1.0%
• The added VMT is truly new, not shifted from elsewhere

• The new VMT increases GHGs
• The new highway capacity does not increase overall 

employment or economic activity

• Resources:

Caltrans brief: http://www.dot.ca.gov/newtech/researchreports/reports/2015/10-12-2015-
NCST_Brief_InducedTravel_CS6_v3.pdf
ARB brief: http://www.arb.ca.gov/cc/sb375/policies/hwycapacity/highway_capacity_brief.pdf
ARB Technical Background: http://www.arb.ca.gov/cc/sb375/policies/hwycapacity/highway_capacity_bkgd.pdf
Caltrans White Paper: https://caltranstag-
public.pbworks.com/w/file/103925443/Induced%20Travel%20Technical%20Investigation%20TASK%203%20FINAL
.docx
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Transportation Project recommendations:
• Many types of small roadway projects are unlikely to induce 

measurable/substantial VMT 
• Threshold considers VMT allowable to achieve 2030 GHG 

reduction target
• Option to use simple method using researched elasticities: 

[% ↑ in lane miles] x [existing VMT] x [elasticity] = [VMT resulting from the project]
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Land Use Plan recommendations: 
• Specific plans: Same methods and thresholds as land use 

projects
• General plans: Consistency with SCS (aggregate across 

jurisdiction)

RTP-SCSs recommendations:
• Sufficient VMT reductions to achieve ARB-specified GHG 

target
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Other recommendations:
• Rural projects choose thresholds on a case-by-case basis
• Small projects screening threshold – 100 vehicle trips per day
• Addition of transit riders not an impact; blocking stations or 

routes may be an impact
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Safety
• Neither SB 743 statute nor OPR Technical Advisory 

recommend additional safety analysis
• Provides  broad recommendations regarding approach on any 

traffic safety analysis that might be undertaken under CEQA

May 2016 34

CEQA Guidelines and Technical Advisory



Q: Will the use of VMT as measure of impact cause more 
litigation?   
A: Unlikely.
• There are many lawsuits today over LOS traffic analysis
• VMT calculation is simpler, more transparent
• Presumptions of less than significant impact

– Transit areas
– Low VMT areas
– Locally-serving retail
– Transit and active transportation projects

• Gives cover to lead agencies: may choose the most 
appropriate methodology and apply professional judgement 
in doing so
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Q: Is the technical advisory binding on lead agencies?
A: No.
• The technical Advisory is purely advisory
• Lead agencies have discretion on methodologies and 

thresholds, given conclusions on significance are supported by 
substantial evidence

• Technical advisory provides one pathway, and substantial 
evidence
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Q: Does the proposal create conflicts with existing plans that 
call for additional roadway capacity?
A: No
• Plans include policies of all kinds which may have 

environmental impacts.
– Example: Housing elements must plan for a certain amount of 

housing, but a housing project may require study for environmental 
impact.
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Q: Will the change force lead agencies to revise their general 
plans or fee programs?
A: No.
• SB 743 makes changes only to CEQA.
• Local Government continue to hold the same “Police Powers,” 

use them to address auto-mobility.
• There is, however, the opportunity to craft fee programs 

which streamline CEQA and reinforce the benefits of SB 743
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Use Ad-hoc, LOS-triggered mitigation 
(highly problematic)

Use LOS to help plan roadway capacity; 
use number of units or square footage to 
estimate project impact (not ideal)

Use LOS to help plan roadway capacity; 
use VMT to estimate project impact (okay)

Use accessibility metric to plan network; 
use VMT to estimate project impact 
(ideal)
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General Plans and Impact Fees

Bad
G

ood

Balance auto mobility with other interests, e.g. cost, neighborhood 
vibrancy, air quality, GHGs, human health, etc. 



• Currently finalizing draft proposal 
• Next: formal rulemaking process
• Effective late 2016 or early 2017
• 2 year opt-in period
• VMT required statewide late 2018 or early 2019
• Two cities have already implemented! 
• Several other cities are currently preparing to implement
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Where we are in the process



Transportation Analysis Guidelines and Transportation Impact 
Study Guidelines (TAG-TISG)
• Caltrans is developing

– New methods for analyzing the effects of transportation 
projects (TAG)

– New approaches to characterize land use project impact 
on the state highway system (TISG)

• Will benefit from broad stakeholder involvement
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1. Adopt/update transportation impact fee program
a. Participation in a fee program is one way to streamline CEQA process

2. Update CEQA procedures to clarify that delay is not a CEQA 
impact (it may still be considered in planning)

3. If updating general plan, address VMT in the general plan EIR to 
allow streamlined review of future development

4. Work with MPOs to develop VMT and TPA maps, identify 
streamlined areas

5. Take advantage of streamlining for transit and active 
transportation projects—facilitates forthcoming low VMT land use 
development

6. Develop standard conditions of approval so that developers know 
up front what improvements they are expected to fund

7. Connect the shift to VMT to community values, e.g. walkability, 
neighborhood vibrancy, accessibility, complete streets
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What Jurisdictions Can Do To Prepare



Thanks!

Chris Ganson: chris.ganson@opr.ca.gov
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