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October 13, 2011

California High-Speed Rail Authority


Merced to Fresno Draft EIR/EIS Comments

770 L Street, Suite 800

Sacramento, CA 95814


[Sent By U.S. Postal Mail and By Email: Merced_Fresno@hsr.ca.gov]

To The California High-Speed Rail Authority:


This letter is to submit comments on the Draft EIR/EIS prepared by the California High‑Speed Rail Authority for the Merced to Fresno section of the proposed California High‑Speed Train (HST)  Project. 

The Planning & Conservation League (PCL) and PCL Foundation (PCLF) are Sacramento-based nonprofit organizations that work in concert to connect the power of grassroots organizations to state government in order to enact policies that protect our environment and improve the quality of life and economic security for all Californians. PCL Foundation was founded in 1972 and is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization that seeks to protect California’s environment and ensure that California continues to be an attractive, livable, and equitable state by engaging in cutting‑edge environmental public policy research, and by educating and empowering local communities to participate in local and state environmental decision-making processes. The Planning and Conservation League, PCLF’s partner organization, is a statewide, 501(c)(4) nonprofit  organization that serves as the lobbying arm of environmental community - passing, enforcing and protecting laws and initiatives that safeguard our environment and communities. 
PCL and PCLF have been long-time supporters of high speed rail and will continue to be as long as the HST system can be built in a manner that complements PCL’s top priorities including: climate change mitigation, public health, sustainability planned communities, and conservation of native habitat and farmland. Unfortunately, the Authority’s current plan for the Merced to Fresno section of the proposed high-speed rail project would lead to the unnecessary destruction of farm land, homes, schools, churches, and historic buildings; would not have the stated benefit of urban sprawl mitigation; and would provide no immediate benefit to the citizens of the Central Valley of California.  
Inadequate Comment Period

As a preliminary matter, PCL reiterates its belief that the 60-day comment period established by the Authority did not provide an adequate time for the public to comment on the 17,000 page D-EIR/EIS for the Merced to Fresno section. The D-EIR/EIS was released at the end of the legislative session and, up until a week before comments were due, the D-EIR/EIS for the Fresno to Bakersfield section, another 17,000 page document, was also due for review within that 60-day comment period. PCL has previously submitted a letter to the Authority on this subject, dated September 22, 2011, outlining why an expanded comment period is required.  We hereby incorporate that letter into these comments. 

Unnecessary Destruction of Farm Land, Historic Properties, Churches, Schools and Homes

All of the proposed routes listed in the D-EIR/EIS (the BNSF, UPRR/SR-99, and Hybrid) involve some level of destruction. The conversion of farm land under the currently proposed route, even with mitigation, would remain substantial under NEPA and significant under CEQA according to the HSRA.
 An alternative that is not considered in the proposal is the 1-5 route, a route that would use existing right of ways and run in an area not currently developed with historic properties, churches, schools, and homes. This plan was disregarded too quickly by the HSRA and should be returned to the analysis. A stop in Kettleman City would allow for connections from the existing Amtrak line in the Central Valley to the HST. Positive train control on Amtrak lines could increase the speed to 90 MPH, allowing valley residents to quickly access their destination or the HST. And because of the straight line routing and lack of stops on the 1-5 route, the trip between San Francisco and Los Angeles could be made in the goal time of 2 hours and 40 minutes. 
No Urban Sprawl Mitigation
The report states in the No Project Alternative that there will be a high growth rate in the valley that will require “land acquisition and the construction of new infrastructure, including roadways, electric power generation, water and wastewater facilities, schools, hospitals, and commercial and industrial facilities.”
 The No Project Alternative is flawed because it fails to take into account the glut of foreclosed, vacant housing in existing neighborhoods the Central Valley and vacant land within current city boundaries. If planning was done correctly, the amount of land stated would not be needed. The report assumes under the No Project Alternative, that current planning and building practices won’t change. But the HSRA itself states that “Merced and Fresno land use plans encourage infill and higher-density development in urban areas and concentration of uses around transit corridors to provide more modal choices for residents and workers.”
 

One of the stated benefits to Central Valley residents is that building this section of track will curb urban sprawl. When analyzing the No Project Alternative, the report states that the HST will prevent sprawl by encouraging transit-oriented development (TOD). But TODs can (and are) being built around existing train and bus stops and do not rely on HSTs being run. The report also fails to include the possibility that the funds currently being used by the HST could be converted to local transportation projects that would create TODs. Without an inner-city transportation system, something that is seriously lacking in these communities, expansion of freeways (and the sprawl they induce) will continue to happen even if the HST is present.

The report also ignores the potential for bedroom communities in the Central Valley created by the HST due to the lower cost housing and, now, a much quicker commute.  Bringing more citizens into these communities will only exacerbate the existing tendency towards sprawl. And pushing people further into the exurbs runs counter to a major goal of high-speed rail and PCL, namely cutting our carbon output while creating denser, more sustainable communities.
In conclusion, the analysis in the No Project Alternative should reflect that the Central Valley plans to grow more efficiently in the future around existing transportation options including downtown train and bus stations. The report should also reflect the increased population from bedroom communities in the “build” alternatives. Without these additions, there is not an accurate analysis of the costs and benefits of building this proposed section.
No Immediate Benefit to Citizens of Central Valley

The environmental benefits from HST come from reducing trips on transportation methods that use fossil fuels. In the Central Valley, this benefit would only be realized by truly long distance commuters. Travelers wanting to move between Central Valley cities would face the “last mile” problem because of a lack of public transportation once they arrive at their destination. If the state of California truly wanted to improve air quality, they should use some of the funds set aside for this project to make the daily commutes of valley residents possible without a vehicle. This would have the added benefit of encouraging the use of the HST for short trips within the Central Valley because of the elimination of the “last mile” problem. 
A large concern is that the current lack of funding for the entirety of this project will lead to only this section, and perhaps the Fresno to Bakersfield section, being built before funding runs out. This would mean that the Central Valley residents would bear the burden of the costs of construction- environmental degradation, land acquisition, historic building destruction- and never receive any real benefit. Even if trains are run on this section (something that is not currently planned), they would only be connecting three or four cities that already are connected via the existing Amtrak lines. 

Because of the above concerns, PCL recommends the following:
An initial construction of the segment between Bakersfield to Los Angeles, a connection that is currently lacking on the existing Amtrak line would provide an immediate benefit to residents of the Central Valley and beyond. This would provide the benefit to the Central Valley that the $3B in federal funding was designed to do- and what the Merced to Fresno segment will be unable do to- allow employers to access employees in the Central Valley and give valley residents increased opportunities in new markets. It would also allow the authority to earn money from operating his service, funds that could be used to complete the remaining project.  While this segment was being built, the I-5 route can be re-analyzed in light of the extensive environmental costs to the Central Valley and the potential for bedroom communities and sprawl. 

Additionally, a larger portion of the funds should be set aside of inner-city transportation improvements in the Central Valley. These projects should be built in concert with the Bakersfield to Los Angeles. These inner-city transportation improvements would provide immediate benefits to citizens and set the stage for a more successful HSR line in the future by eliminating the “last mile” problem. 

We appreciate the opportunity to comment and urge the Authority to revise and re-circulate the environmental documents to address the serious concerns outlined in this letter.
Sincerely, 
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Bruce Reznik,

Executive Director
Planning & Conservation League 
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