Sierra Club/Loma Prieta Chapter
Draft Response Letter: CAHSR- DRAFT EIR/EIS

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Loma Prieta Chapter of the Sierra Club believes that California needs an alternative
to air and car travel such as that provided by a High-Speed-Train (HST) system. HST has
good potential to reduce pressure on our environmental resources. However, the Chapter
feels that this proposed third travel-alternative should only be considered a good option if
the project is designed to maximize the most feasible and reasonable conditions and incur
the least possible damage to our natural resources.

The purpose of this letter is to point out concerns identified through our review of the
program-level Draft Environmental Impact Report/Statement (DEIR/S) for the proposed
HST project. As explained in detail in this letter, concerns raised upon the review of the
proposed HST project have two major components. The first is the questionable selection
process of the preferred corridors between the Bay Area and the Central Valley. The
second component is the poor quality of the analysis of the different environmental
topics.

Selection of Preferred Corridors:

The selection process of a preferred corridor to link the Bay Area to the Central Valley
started with several environmental, ridership, and corridor evaluation studies almost nine
years before the release of the DEIR/S in 2004. Studies conducted before 1999 revealed
that the Altamont Pass corridor has a potential ridership advantage and reduced
environmental impact when compared to the Pacheco Pass. However, the adopted staff
recommendation in 1999 eliminated further study of Altamont in favor of Pacheco due to
assumptions that Pacheco would provide higher ridership and revenue (based on
frequency of service), and that commuter ridership between the Bay Area and the San
Joaquin Valley should be served through regional transportation solutions. The validity of
these assumptions leading to the removal of Altamont from further consideration are
questionable. Furthermore, the early environmental review process clearly identified that
Altamont Pass had less impact than Pacheco; both should have continued forward.

It is interesting to note that Altamont continues to provide an important frame of
reference throughout the decision process, yet it received no additional study after 1999.
Pacheco has higher capital costs, greater wetland impacts, and increased sprawl inducing
potential when compared to Altamont, therefore, we find the decision process that
resulted in dropping the Altamont route inconsistent and does not meet the objectives of
the HST project and the requirements of the NEPA and CEQA regulations. The DEIR/S
fails to justify the removal of the Altamont route from further consideration.
Additionally, by dropping Altamont option the DEIR/S fails to consider a fast link
between Sacramento and the Bay Area.

Furthermore, the 2001 introduction of alternative routes along the Diablo Mountain
Range raise similar concerns as to the consistency in the analysis used to drop or consider
an alternative. We find that the analysis is insufficient to consider, much less favor the
Diablo routes over an Altamont route. Being introduced late in the corridor selection

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



Sierra Club/Loma Prieta Chapter
Draft Response Letter: CAHSR- DRAFT EIR/EIS

process, the Diablo routes were not included in the ridership and revenue analyses.
Additionally, the DEIR/S does not provide an accurate description and estimation of the
potential impacts of the proposed Diablo Mountain/Pacheco Pass alternatives which upon
even a superficial review appear to present unmitigatable environmental impacts. Besides
the presence of several sensitive habitats and threatened and endangered species, the
DEIR/S does not consider the impacts and relevant mitigation measures of the
fragmentation of habitats, biodiversity and the adverse impacts of creating new right-of-
ways in rare pristine and undisturbed areas. Impact analysis should include a
quantification of the loss and fragmentation of habitats and the decrease in biodiversity. It
should also note potential impacts to state and national parks and protected areas.

While the Altamont Pass would impact sensitive wetlands of the Don Edwards San
Francisco Bay National Wildlife Refuge, all of the proposed alternative options through
the Diablo Mountain/Pacheco Pass would impact several unique sensitive and pristine
habitats and disturb wildlife. According to the data provided in the DEIR/S the wetlands
that would be impacted along Altamont Pass is approximately 27.4 acres. However, the
wetlands that would be impacted along the proposed Pacheco Route totals 290 acres. The
DEIR/S states that the environmental mitigation costs for the Altamont Pass (e.g. wetland
replacement) could reach $1 billion. This is an estimated mitigation cost equal to 100%
of the construction cost. However, the Authority’s estimate for mitigation costs along all
the proposed HST segments is 3% of the construction cost, regardless of the potential
degree of environmental impacts in each segment. We find this significant disparity in
calculating the cost of mitigation inadequate and inconsistent.

Analysis of the environmental topics in the DEIR/S:

In general, the analyses of the environmental resources in the DEIR/S are inadequate and
vague. The data and analysis provided in this report are insufficient to select a preferred
corridor. Although it is stated in the DEIR/S that the purpose of the program-level
DEIR/S is to provide a broad analysis, there is insufficient information for decision-
makers to select a preferred corridor and to evaluate the feasibility of the suggested
mitigation measures. The program-level DEIR/S should include a detailed description
and analysis of the potential environmental impacts and suitable mitigation measures, as
it is proposing a preferred alignment for the system. Forcing site-specific decisions, such
as the corridor selection, requires site-specific information adequate to the task.

The following major concerns were identified with respect to each environmental topic:

Biological Resources:

The proposed alignments linking the Bay Area to the Central Valley present significant
impacts to the biological resources. The proposed alignments pose a serious threat to
endangered species, sensitive habitats, and important ecosystems. They pass through
pristine and undisturbed sections of the Diablo Mountain Range including a protected
wilderness area. The grade-level alignment through the Diablo Mountain Range would
disrupt wildlife corridors and fragment habitats for amphibians, mammals, and reptiles.
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We find the analysis of the biological resources in the DEIR/S flawed and based on
incomplete data. Besides using partial data, the numbers used in the DEIR/S only
document special status species. Many species occur in the Diablo/Pacheco region are
locally rare or present in low numbers, but more common elsewhere and thus not listed.
Losing any of these species would constitute a loss of biodiversity for the region. The
degradation of the ecosystems and the loss in biodiversity are unquantified and not
analyzed in the DEIR/S.

Additionally, the three northern routes along the Diablo Mountain Range pass through
Coyote Ridge, the largest intact native serpentine ecosystem in California. The California
Native Plant Society (CNPS) and a coalition of environmental groups have been working
for years to preserve the Coyote Ridge. It is the only remaining home for the federally
threatened Bay checkerspot butterfly and the Metcalf Canyon jewelflower. Additionally,
the area is a habitat for the California red-legged frog, California tiger salamander, and
three other federally endangered plants. It is also home to 14 special status plants. The
Pacheco route option would impact one special status plant of the Santa Clara County and
several animals and plants communities.

The proposed Pacheco routes go through the Grass Wetlands area, which includes the
Grassland Wetland District (GWD) and the Grassland Ecological Area (GEA). The GWD
comprises federal and state refuges and other privately-held wetlands. The 180,000-acre
GWA constitutes the largest wetland complex in California and the largest contiguous
wetlands remaining in the Central Valley along the Pacific Flyway. We believe that the
potential environmental impact to the wetlands along the proposed Pacheco routes
significantly more severe than impact to the wetlands along the Altamont route.

Section 4(f) and 6(f) Resources:

The DEIR/S lists Henry W. Coe State Park as an important resource under Section 4(f)
and 6(f) resources. However, the Pacheco Route would pass through a National Wildlife
Refuge complex near Los Banos, as well as the northern edge of Pacheco State Park and
the Upper Cottonwood Creek Wildlife Management Area that the DEIR/S fails to list
under the Section 4(f) and 6(f) Resources.

Aesthetic Resources:

The cumbersome appearance of the HST system across a scenic, natural landscape such
as Coe Park, Isabel Valley, south Santa Clara County, or the west side of the Central
Valley is highly damaging to the visual scenery. The entrances and exits of tunnels
constitute highly significant visual impacts with the natural landscape of the Diablo
Mountain Range. Additionally, the extensive cut-and-fill work for the passage of the HST
at grade, would be very damaging and unlikely can be mitigated.

Land Use and Sprawl Impacts:

Analysis of potential impacts of the HST on the land use fails to comply with CEQA
guidelines and to provide convincing arguments as to the choice of the alternative route
options that link the Bay Area to Merced. According to the DEIR/S, all of these
alignments are highly incompatible with existing land use since they all pass through
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agricultural areas and parklands. Furthermore, the DEIR/S presents the HST in a better
picture when compared to the Modal Alternative since the latter does not promote higher-
density development around transit nodes to encourage planned in-fill and more efficient
use of the land. However, the proposed alignments pass through new corridors and
therefore promote sprawl with dispersed development potential. Additionally, two
stations, Los Banos and Auto Mall Parkway, would encourage sprawl since they are
located in remote unpopulated regions with no smart-growth plans for the surrounding
areas.

In addition to being very brief in comparing the effect of high-impact land use between
the Modal and the HST, the DEIR/S’s conclusions are made from comparing numbers, of
total mileage of land use, without an objective analysis of impacts with respect to each
alternative. Additionally, mitigation measures presented for land-use impacts do not
provide convincing solutions knowing that minor adjustments of alignments won’t
change the impact of developing new transportation routes through a large and
undeveloped mountain range.

The DEIR/S states that, if a decision is made, consistency with General Plans and land
use ordinances will be considered at project- level analysis. However, the question
remains, how can a decision be made out of this first study? Additionally, how will the
alignments that go through the Diablo Mountain Range be studied to determine
consistency with local General Plans?

Agricultural Resources:

The passage of the HST through the suggested Diablo-Mountains/Pacheco options would
impact unique and prime farmlands. The size of the affected farmlands by the passage of
the HST would be more than double the size of farmlands that would be affected by the
Modal or No-Project Alternatives. Indeed, all the proposed Diablo-Mountain/Pacheco
options go through new right-of-ways and bisect important farmlands.

Traffic and Circulation:

The discussion provided in the DEIR is inadequate for an accurate determination of the
impact of HST on traffic and circulation. In addition, the DEIR/S fails to meet CEQA
guidelines that require the DEIR to consider certain traffic-related issues. In fact:

e The DEIR/S’s discussion of the traffic modeling is insufficient to enable critical
review of the LOS and V/C results.

e The discussion of V/C and LOS across Alignment Options is cursory and
inadequate for determining impact.

e The discussion of mitigation is cursory and fails to discuss feasibility of any
particular options.

e The DEIR fails to discuss any changes in air safety that would result from HST.

e The DEIR fails to provide any systematic discussion of emergency access.

e The DEIR does not discuss any potential conflicts with adopted policies, plans, or
programs for alternative transportation.
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Cultural and Paleontological Resources:

The following was identified through the review of analysis of the cultural and
paleontological resources:

- The DEIR/S favors the Northern Tunnel Route; however, the DEIR/S does not describe
the specific impact of this or other proposed routes on either archeological or historic
sites or on paleontological resources beyond relative ratings of “high,” “medium,” and
“low.” While the technical evaluations and Chapter 6 allow some preliminary
comparisons of the impacts to cultural, historical, and archeological resources to be made
among the routes, the information is still too vague to discuss specific mitigation
strategies.

- The DEIR/S does not provide a detailed number of historic districts, buildings or
archeological sites that are in the San Francisco/Oakland/San Jose corridor area of
projected effect (APE) for any of the proposed routes or the modal alternative, despite
acknowledging the general locations of the largest concentration of historic-era buildings
being in the urban centers of the Bay Area to Merced region. Additionally, the DEIR/S
fails to discuss the noise, vibration, and other factors that need to be mitigated by the
HSR Authority if HST construction is confined to existing corridors that pass through
100% of historic districts in Oakland and other Bay Area/Merced historic districts
(currently 6 such districts in the Oakland/Santa Clara/ and San Jose areas alone).

- The DEIR/S does not provide information or assess the number of “listed or eligible”
historic structures in the Bay Area/Merced region that would potentially require
appropriate mitigation. Additionally, there are no estimates of possible mitigation costs
related to preserving cultural and/or paleontological sites given for any region or
proposed route given.

- The DEIR/S does not provide an estimate of the number of field surveys that may be
needed for particular regions or routes, nor does it provide any estimates of the time and
labor needed for such an effort, even a minimal effort.

Cost and Operations:
This chapter examines the DEIR/S profit-loss analysis. The discussion provided in the
DEIR/S is flawed and fails to capture key aspects of costs and revenues.

- The DEIR/S fails to consider indirect costs of bond measures. Because indirect costs of
bond measures are not considered, substantial discrepancies in costs across various route
options are ignored inappropriately by the DEIR/S.

- The DEIR/S calculates its revenue projects from aggressive ridership assumptions.
Because the ridership assumptions are aggressive, any result other than total success of
HST is likely to result in lower revenues.

- The Altamont route has a significant favorable travel time and less operational cost than
the other proposed routes. However, based on a flawed ridership assumption that only
compares the HST to the airlines and considers the HST infrastructure to serve only the
long-distance travelers, the Altamont route was dropped from further analysis. The
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ridership analysis should include all the reasonable alternative routes and should analyze
these alternatives with several transportation parameters. The analysis must compare the
HST to road travel as well as air travel. Additionally, the analysis should consider the
potential of using the infrastructure of the HST for other commute rail services. Besides
improving the HST revenues, usage of the infrastructure for other rail services would
reduce road congestion and improve the local public transportation.

Based on the findings listed above and considering the importance of the environmental
resources present along the proposed alignments that link the Central Valley to the Bay
Area, we find that a revision of this DEIR/S is imperative with the consideration of the

Altamont Pass as one of the alternatives that link the Central Valley to the Bay Area.

We recommend that the revised version of the DEIR/S provide a detailed comparison
analysis of the cost of construction and operation of the proposed Diablo/Pacheco
alignments and Altamont route. We also recommend a thorough analysis of the
environmental impact and appropriate mitigation measures for these alignments.

To provide an adequate analysis of the impact on cultural and paleontological resources,
we recommend that the revised DEIR/S include: 1) the number of historical and other
cultural/paleontological areas that may be eligible under NRHP/CRHR, 2) estimates of
the types of mitigation that would be needed for each route, and 3) the relative cost-
effectiveness of mitigation for these routes.

In addition, we request that the DEIR/S provide: 1) ridership, travel time, and passenger
cost information necessary to determine the economic feasibility of the Altamont Pass
option; 2) ridership, travel time, and passenger cost information necessary to compare the
economic feasibility of the Diablo Direct and Pacheco Pass options; 3) the sensitivity of
ridership estimates to different travel times, reliability levels, passenger costs, and costs
of alternative modes of travel.

Finally, we repeat our opposition to the inclusion of routes through Henry Coe State park
in the DEIR/S. These routes should never have been included in the analysis. State law
protecting state parks and state wilderness area would have to be changed in order for
these routes to become possible. However, given their unique and important resource
value they are not feasible nor reasonable options for connecting the HST between the
Central Valley and the Bay Area.
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