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November 12, 2020 

Honorable Mayor Terry Tomek 
Members of the City Council 
City of Pasadena 
175 North Garfield Avenue 
Pasadena, CA. 91109 

I recently watched the Municipal Service Commission meeting where the proposed update to the CEQA VMT 
and VT thresholds were presented and discussed. There was no presentation of the traditional LOS method of 
analysis and thresholds, which are at least equally important for updates.  The CEQA VMT metric and updates 
are based solely on recommendations from the CA Office of Planning and Research (OPR), and have nothing to 
do with traffic flows, safety, or the operation of a traffic signal. The method of CEQA transportation impacts is 
all related to green house gas reduction goals, and air quality impacts, not traffic impacts. 

It is my view that traffic safety needs to be prioritized in the existing comprehensive transportation system 
within the City, primarily consisting of vehicle traffic.  As important as the climate change argument is, safety 
in road transportation in Pasadena is of higher immediate concern, since accidents there are on the rise and 
safety has been compromised, as documented in part in a comprehensive traffic study PRISM Engineering 
prepared in March of 20201 (see link to study, below).   

The CEQA threshold update discussion was lacking in the “how and why” details pertaining to external trips in 
the model being 50% but now are seemingly arbitrarily raised to 100% and attributed completely to a proposed 
project, all while the VMT and VT thresholds are increased from previous levels.  Some in the meeting 
suggested that this would be a wash, but none of that could be independently verified.  This needs much more 
explanation and even some sample calculations that can be reviewed and studied, to verify the methodology 
and soundness of the decisions/changes, especially as it relates to how specific project triggers are ultimately 
affected in the CEQA VMT and VT thresholds.   

It was not clear to me, a Traffic Engineer, what exactly was going on or being proposed in making these changes, 
or how to compare to the past.  The explanations from City Staff were insufficient for me to fully understand 
the details and procedures behind the proposed updates to the CEQA thresholds.  It seems the City should not 
move forward without a full understanding of the process and proposed updates, or while missing the needed 

1 Traffic study PRISM Engineering prepared in March of 2020 in the City of Pasadena found here: 

http://www.prism.engineering/pasadenatrafficvids.html  
11/16/2020
Item 11



 2 

simultaneous update to the “outside CEQA” LOS analysis process for traffic impact thresholds, which are critical 
to safety.   

It is imperative that both processes, CEQA and “outside CEQA” be advanced together because the city’s update 
process for evaluating CEQA transportation VMT impacts is guided completely by the recommendations from 
the Office of Planning and Research (OPR), and the OPR’s stated goals have absolutely nothing to do with traffic 
flows, in the state or the City of Pasadena. In fact, OPR’s recommendations are entirely about achieving global 
warming reduction goals through a concerted effort to influence shift from people using cars to people instead 
riding bikes and buses/transit.   

It is not known whether changing the CEQA VMT threshold might adversely affect the goals of the “outside 
CEQA” thresholds and impacts to traffic, and thus needs further study to document how real world traffic 
conditions may be affected by changing CEQA VMT and VT thresholds, and then updating the model with 
different assumptions.  Both methods need to be studied together to make sure the big picture is understood, 
and that one method is not adversely affected by the other. This concern as much to do with how out of date 
the city’s LOS analysis methodology actually is, and because it yields incorrect LOS results on a consistent basis 
(it reflects better than real-world conditions). 

Traffic Study 
Back in March of this year, I finalized a comprehensive traffic study about traffic conditions in Pasadena.  I was 
hired as a Traffic Engineer by residents of the city to prepare a traffic study to analyze traffic, review the city’s 
analysis process, etc.  In this traffic study, we counted traffic and filmed signal operations. Our team watched 
traffic operations carefully, filmed them, and noted all irregularities and back-ups.  We also observed bus 
operations and rider occupancy to measure effectiveness of transit.   

I personally conducted a field review of the current traffic situation in the City of Pasadena, and drove many 
streets with cameras mounted on the vehicle to document the experiences.  Afterwards, I used industry 
standard software and the most recent methods employed in most cities and counties throughout the state 
(HCM 2010 and the Synchro software), to calculate the LOS at several intersections and street segments for 
both the am and pm time periods.  I also built a microsimulation model to accurately observe the data in 
computer form, with animated vehicle movement to verify data integrity.  I then compared my LOS calculation 
results with how traffic was being analyzed within the City’s project review process in recent studies, and I 
noticed some glaring differences.  Here is a specific example of what I found and published in the traffic study 
report: 
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The City’s method results in a “LOS B” condition for the intersection of California at Marengo, but I found that 
LOS F conditions actually existed at this same intersection, and could prove it with video documentation as 
well, where long lines of traffic could not get through the intersection in one signal cycle.  Sometimes 
intersections took up to four signal cycles for a vehicle to get through.  If even one signal cycle is not sufficient 
to let all vehicles pass, this is an LOS F condition for the delayed vehicles.   

These differences in results were not some random outlier, but a consistent and systemic difference in how 
LOS is calculated at the city.  The city is using outdated software methods (over a decade out of date) and 
incorrect factors.  They are using the wrong “Saturation Flow Rate” (SFR) which measures driver aggressiveness 
(the City used default values, and not calibrated values).  This is a field measured value, which we did measure.  
The same happened with how peak hour traffic count data was being used and calculated by the city.  They 
simplified and used default values for Peak Hour Factor (PHF) which softened the peaking result, and was not 
reflective of the data from the field counts.    

These decisions created favorable outcomes for developments under review, specifically for 650 South 
Raymond.  The thresholds were NOT met in the “outside CEQA” analysis because the City’s calculated “LOS B” 
is not considered a problem, but this is only because the software defaults used by the city were/are forgiving 
of the real situation in the field.  However, if LOS had been calculated correctly, the intersection would have 
been graded LOS F, the thresholds in the traffic studies would have been triggered, and appropriate mitigations 
would have been proposed. 

During this study we also observed average bus ridership on California Blvd.   During the peak hour, ridership 
ranged from one to two riders, depending on the intersection.  This raises the question, How effective are 
these transit measures in shifting people out of their cars?  It does not seem very effective considering the very 
low occupancy of the buses observed during the peak two hour time period (see p. 24-25 of report).  

Conclusions 
It seems that the City should not move forward until these other important issues are considered, updated, 
and corrected, and where the CEQA threshold updates are more fully explained.  The city’s process for 
reviewing projects is not activated when using the “outside CEQA” process because the city’s analyses do not 
match field conditions.  The analysis models used by the city are not calibrated to current conditions and are 
incorrect in many cases.  This conclusion is based on our verifiable field reviews which can be proven with peak 
hour video, and by anyone else who has driven these roads in the peak hour time periods.  There are consistent 
long lines of traffic backing up at key large intersections, even since the pandemic shutdowns have subsided. 
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Other significant findings to note: 

• VMT is not a traffic performance metric in any sense of the word “performance.”  It is not a calibrated 
with real world data for trip distances. It does not represent traffic flow in any way, and has no 
relationship or bearing to traffic operations, delay, or how well a signal works.  It is merely an output 
from a theoretical traffic model, not a real world condition, and no verifiable relation to reality as to 
how far people drive. That information requires a personal survey of all people in Pasadena, and this 
was not done. 

• LOS in Pasadena is not being calculated correctly, resulting in LOS at intersections being published in 
DOT traffic studies that are not consistent with or agree with actual traffic conditions.  State DOT 
standards in calculation are not being followed2. 

• A proper Cumulative Traffic Analysis is needed for traffic studies to measure any significant traffic 
impact from future developments.  Stand-alone analyses are rounding impacts down to zero. The 
actual increase of traffic is 44% over existing, based on 20 projects shown in Figure ES.1. 

• The City’s Bus System has only a handful of riders on Route 20 along California Blvd. (average number 
of riders observed = 1 to 2 people), is significantly underutilized, and does not achieve ridership goals, 
or help to reduce congestion. 

• Transportation Safety has been compromised as Vehicle Level of Service (LOS) is de-emphasized by 
the City, but fatal traffic accidents continue to rise in Pasadena in the past 7 years. 

• Vision Zero not achieving goals as intended. Neighboring Los Angeles is experiencing a 32% increase 
in fatal car crashes since the Year 2015, even after Vision Zero projects were implemented. 

It is my view that traffic safety needs to be prioritized, as important as the climate change argument is, safety 
in road transportation is of higher immediate concern, since accidents are on the rise and safety has been 
compromised, as documented in the traffic study.  The “outside CEQA” LOS analysis methods are currently 
allowing projects to advance without mitigation as compared to a situation where the LOS were calculated 
correctly.  The thresholds may be acceptable, but the method of calculating the LOS is incorrect and forgiving 
to traffic impacts. 

Sincerely, 

Grant Johnson, TE 

 
Grant P. Johnson, TE,  

 
2 See the nacto.org published document Caltrans Guide for the Preparation of Traffic Studies, p. 5, footnote 8 
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