
January 25, 2021 

Honorable Mayor Victor Gordo 

Members of the City Council 

Department of Transportation 

City of Pasadena  

175 North Garfield Avenue 

Pasadena, CA 91109 

RE: Outside-CEQA Threshold Measurement 

As you are all aware, members of the Madison Heights Neighborhood Association 

(MHNA) have been troubled for years by the amount of backed-up traffic surrounding 

our neighborhood. When we learned about the staggering number of unmitigated 

projects planned along South Los Robles, we knew we had to do something drastic to 

get the attention of city planners since our previous efforts to raise the alarm seem to 

have fallen on deaf ears.  

It is unfortunate that Pasadena residents had to do the city’s job and hire our own traffic 

engineering firm to substantiate the gridlock and failing intersections we live with every 

day, but nevertheless, we organized, raised the necessary funds, and hired PRISM 

Engineering to help us understand traffic reports including 253 South Los Robles. All of 

this was done so that we could give voice to our deep concerns regarding the need for 

mitigation. The firm put together an initial report for MHNA in regards to the 253 South 

Los Robles project, and then in March of last year, provided a very technical and 

investigative follow-up traffic study for Livable Pasadena. 

In January of 2020, PRISM performed a complete field survey (videos included), where 

they observed in-person local traffic operations and driver behavior using detailed traffic 

data such as Saturation Flow Rate (SFR)* and Peak Hour Factor (PHF)**. This key 

analytical data must be reviewed when discussing outside-CEQA analysis because, as 

PRISM’s in-depth field study has confirmed, SFR and PHF are not being evaluated 

correctly. In all cases, the city is using the default values of 1900 for SFR and .92 for 

PHF, paired with a significantly outdated version of Synchro’s software programs. 

These default values are appropriate for suburban areas, but not for our growing 

and increasingly urban Central District. By employing the correct values for these 

two factors and using up-to-date software, the PRISM report illustrates how Level of 

Service (LOS) in these areas drops from a grade of C to a grade of F.  
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 SFR and PHF specifically were measured in the field with over 90 samples. PRISM 

found that, on average, the values are 25% lower than what the city currently uses. 

These lower, field-verified values result in downgraded LOS scores for the intersections 

in question and most accurately reflect what was actually happening last year in 

Pasadena. Had the correct, lower values been used, the much-needed outside-CEQA 

mitigations MHNA was originally advocating for would have been triggered. These 

differences are shown side-by-side in Table ES.1 of the published March 2020 study 

(see below).  

Further, with the addition of just one medical office at 650 South Raymond, the 

intersection of Arroyo Parkway and Glenarm will have three failing LOS grades for 

turns. Unfortunately, the traffic report provided by DOT shows an outside-CEQA 

threshold “pass” for this project because intersection turn movements are averaged to 

create one LOS grade. The wait time to make a left turn onto the freeway in the PM is a 

wholly unacceptable nine minutes, yet the city does not mitigate this because the 

grade for the entire intersection is averaged and therefore appears to pass. This makes 

no sense. By averaging an intersection’s LOS grades and not mitigating the individual 

E’s and F’s, we are not allowing developments to deliver on their responsibilities 

regarding our Complete Streets measures, which help us achieve Goal 5 in our General 

Plan. 

PRISM’s investigative report, backed up by video footage and raw data, exposes the 

fact that DOT is ignoring the significant, negative impacts caused by the sole 

prioritization of Vehicle Miles Traveled (VMT) metrics. DOT must adjust outside-CEQA 

thresholds, update their software, and modernize their current engineering techniques 

as the city considers adding more density to our urban core. These are the 

straightforward steps that need to be taken if we truly wish to keep our streets safe and 

functioning properly now and in the future. 

We can no longer allow DOT to keep the topic of traffic so complicated that the general 

population can’t possibly understand it. This is why we, as residents, felt it necessary to 

spend a fortune hiring our own traffic engineer to help explain the technicalities of these 

issues in layman’s terms (as if we can’t see it with our own eyes). Everyone knows that 

all of this new development has caused local traffic to become unbearable, which 

makes the fact that residents have had to serve city officials privately-funded traffic 

reports completely incomprehensible.  

Current outside-CEQA reports are deeply flawed, and I am completely mystified when 

they say our streets are functioning in any acceptable way. By getting it so wrong, the 



city is compromising not only quality of life in Pasadena, but also safety. When 

accidents inevitably occur on our jammed streets, the city risks liability, especially 

considering this negligent process and after being warned on-record by a state-certified 

traffic engineer of the deficiencies in the currently accepted methodology. It is about 

time city leadership put residents’ concerns forward and show those of us who care very 

deeply about Pasadena how you believe you are working to maintain a livable and well-

functioning city.  

Sincerely, 

Erika Foy 

*Saturation Flow Rate (SFR) is a measurement of how closely vehicles are

spaced as they progress through a signal when it turns green. If the space 

between cars is tight, then the SFR is high. In Pasadena, the SFR is much lower 

than the default 1900 used by the city. This means DOT assumes more cars get 

through each signal, however PRISM has proved this incorrect. The result of 

using a correct SFR is that we achieve a more clarified and correct LOS.  

**Peak Hour Factor (PHF) is how the software adjusts the LOS based on the 

worst 15 minutes of an hour. The city is using a default factor that does not take 

specific traffic operations into consideration, but rather simply flattens the curve 

of the car count. It is these peak times that need accounting because this is 

where we see the most frustration in our community. The software must adjust to 

account for the worst case scenario so these jams can be mitigated.   








































