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H.3 Comments from Regional Agencies 
Comment R-1 Derek Beauduy, San Francisco Bay Regional Water 
Quality Control Board   
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H.5 Comments from Organizations 
 
Comment O-1 Tom McGinley Peninsula Builders Exchange   

 
 

Responses to Comment O-1 
O-1-1 
The Peninsula Builders Exchange’s support for the project is noted. 
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H.6 Comments from Individuals 
Comment I-1 Neelam Agarwal  

 
 
Responses to Comment I-1 
I-1-1 
The commenter’s opposition to the project is noted. 

 

Comment I-2 Lance Agee  

 
 
Responses to Comment I-2 
I-2-1 
The commenter’s opposition to the project is noted. See the response to Comment L-3-4 
in regard to the agreement cited in the comment. 
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Comment I-3 Olga Agee  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-3 
I-3-1 
The proposed project would not change SR 85 to a toll road. The project would convert 
the existing HOV lanes on SR 85 to express lanes and add a second express lane in the 
median in both directions between SR 87 and I-280. Use of the HOV lanes is currently 
restricted to vehicles with two or more occupants, motorcycles, and certain alternative 
fuel vehicles. The conversion of the HOV lanes to express lanes would allow solo drivers 
to pay a toll to use the lanes, while the existing HOV occupancy requirement would 
remain in place and continue to use the lanes for free. The project would maintain priority 
use of the express lanes for HOVs, as described in Master Response GEN-1. 
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Comment I-4 Ellen Anderson (1)  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-4 
I-4-1 
The commenter’s opposition to the project is noted. 

In regard to the issues listed in the comment:  

• Noise level increases were evaluated in detail and found not to result in a 
significant impact, as described in Master Response N-1. 

• The project would meet applicable air quality standards, as described in Master 
Responses AQ-1. 

• The extension of light rail in the median of SR 85 is discussed in Master 
Response GEN-2.  

• Freeway lighting would be restricted to the SR 85 roadway and would not 
adversely affect surrounding residences, as discussed in IS/EA Section 2.1.4.3.   

• The project would not change the existing truck restrictions on SR 85. The use of 
federal funds will not have any effect on the truck restrictions, as described in 
Master Response GEN-9.  

• No evidence has been presented that the project would lower property values.  

• See the responses to Comments L-1-2 (Cupertino), L-3-4 (Saratoga), and L-4-2 
(Los Gatos) in regard to the agreements cited in the comment. 
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• Studies in California and elsewhere show that express lanes provide time and 
convenience benefits to drivers of all income levels. See Master Response EJ-1 
for more information.  

• The project would improve average travel times and speeds on SR 85, as 
discussed in Master Response TR-1, and provide incremental improvements to 
bottlenecks at major system interchanges, as discussed in Master Response TR-2. 

 

Comment I-5 Ellen Anderson (2)  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-5 
I-5-1 
This comment was forwarded to Caltrans and VTA by the Town of Los Gatos. The 
commenter’s opposition to the project is noted. 
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Comment I-6 Eric Anderson  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-6 
I-6-1 
Project funding sources include federal funds. Note that the use of federal funds will not 
have any effect on the existing truck restrictions on SR 85, as noted in Master Response 
GEN-9. 

Refer to Master Response GEN-10 regarding funding, revenue projections, and costs. 

Project construction would take approximately 1.5 years. 

I-6-2 
The project’s traffic analysis included all SR 85 ramps. The levels of service for SR 85 
on-ramps were not individually assessed but rather aggregated as part of the network 
performance measures listed in the IS/EA in Tables 2.1.3-8 and 2.1.3-12. Overall, the 
project is not expected to worsen on-ramp levels of service because of the improvement 
to peak period freeway mainline travel times and speeds within the corridor. See Master 
Response TR-1 regarding traffic improvements and IS/EA Section 2.1.3.2 regarding 
levels of service on the SR 85 mainline. Appendices D through F of the project’s Traffic 
Operations Analysis Report (URS and DKS 2013) include peak volume for SR 85 ramps, 
with and without the project. A supplemental assessment of project-related traffic impacts 
was conducted for 19 intersections in the Cities of Saratoga and Cupertino, including 
several intersections of local roadways with SR 85 ramps (DKS 2014a, 2014b, 2015). 
The assessment showed that none of the studied intersections would be significantly 
impacted by the proposed project (DKS 2015). 
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The project is expected to attract trips to SR 85, resulting in an increase in vehicle miles 
traveled (VMT) on SR 85 compared with the No Build condition. However, traffic 
modeling for the project shows that the total VMT increase on a systemwide basis would 
be 0.1 percent or less. This indicates that any increase in VMT on SR 85 would be offset 
by decreases elsewhere, either on arterial roadways or other freeways.  

I-6-3 
VTA currently operates three express buses that use SR 85 (routes 102, 168, and 182). 
Information about bus routes, stops and Park and Ride lots for those and other routes is 
available at http://www.vta.org/Getting-Around/Schedules/By-Type#Express Bus 
Service. Additional express bus service on SR 85 is not included as part of the project but 
can be considered as part of reinvestment of toll revenue in the project corridor. 
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Comment I-7 Holly Anderson  
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Responses to Comment I-7 
I-7-1 
The commenter’s concerns are noted.  Refer to Master Responses N-1 regarding noise 
and AQ-1 regarding air quality. 

I-7-2 
The comment refers to promised noise levels from SR 85 at the time the freeway was 
constructed. Master Response N-3 discusses existing noise levels in Saratoga, future 
noise levels with and without the proposed project, and future noise levels that were 
predicted in the 1987 Final Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) for the construction of 
SR 85. VTA is aware that officials and residents of Saratoga have expressed concerns 
about noise from SR 85, including after pavement grinding was conducted.  

The commenter is correct that certain types of weather conditions can affect how sound 
travels and is attenuated. Wind can influence noise levels within approximately 500 feet, 
while vertical air temperature gradients such as inversions can affect noise levels over 
longer distances. Noise measurement data for the proposed project was collected under 
specific weather conditions in accordance with FHWA standards. These conditions are in 
place to ensure that the data represent worst-hour traffic noise levels in typical weather 
conditions. During the cold conditions noted in this comment, the atmospheric inversions 
can “reflect” or carry noise over longer distances than non-inversion conditions. These 
noise levels can be audible, but due to increased distance from the freeway, the levels are 
substantially lower than the peak-hour conditions at receptors in the first row of 
structures along a freeway. This type of noise is usually noticed in early morning periods 
when background noise from other sources is very low.  Noise levels at distant receptors, 
where certain meteorological conditions such as inversions may result in increased noise 
levels, would continue to be well below the NAC due to distance alone. These conditions 
will occur with or without the project, and the conclusions of the noise study would still 
apply (the project would increase noise levels by 0 to 3 dBA, depending on location; a 
less than significant difference). 

The comment regarding trees is noted. The project’s noise analysis accounted for 
potential sound refraction from trees, which is minimal. 

I-7-3 
The commenter’s description of smells and dust in the vicinity of SR 85 are noted. The 
project would meet applicable air quality standards, as described in Master Response 
AQ-1. 

I-7-4 
Refer to Master Response AQ-1 regarding air quality. 

The project is not expected to allow or invite more traffic through the commenter’s 
neighborhood. As described in Master Response TR-1, the project would improve traffic 
on SR 85, which can reasonably be expected to reduce the number of vehicles that divert 
to local roadways to avoid peak period congestion on SR 85. 
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I-7-5 
The comment, which pertains to the proximity of SR 85 but not the proposed project, is 
noted. 

I-7-6 
Refer to Master Responses N-1 through N-5 regarding noise impacts.  

 

Comment I-8 Robert Anderson  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-8 
I-8-1 
The express lane toll for solo drivers is a user fee, as described in Master Response GEN-
5. SR 85 will continue to have two general purpose lanes in each direction that do not 
have tolls or vehicle occupancy requirements. 
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Comment I-9 Torri Anderson  

 
 
Responses to Comment I-9 
I-9-1 
The comment does not clarify how the project would increase commute time. The project 
would improve average travel times and speeds on SR 85, as described in Master 
Response TR-1. A detailed traffic analysis was conducted for the proposed project. 

The express lane toll for solo drivers is a user fee, as described in Master Response GEN-
5. SR 85 will continue to have two general purpose lanes in each direction that do not 
have tolls or vehicle occupancy requirements. 

The express lane toll for solo drivers is not a fine. Refer to Master Response GEN-5 
regarding express lane tolls. 
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Comment I-10 Tiffany Argueta  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-10 
I-10-1 
The project proposes to add a second express lane in the median in both directions of SR 
85 between SR 87 and I-280. The project would improve average travel times and speeds 
on SR 85, as described in Master Response TR-1. Master Response GEN-7 discusses the 
potential for alternate transportation methods on SR 85.  

The comments about access points and the construction and toll costs are noted. 
Continuous access—like the existing SR 85 HOV lane, with no buffer separation—will 
be considered during detailed project design, as discussed in Master Response GEN-4.  

The express lane toll for solo drivers is a user fee, as described in Master Response GEN-
5. SR 85 will continue to have two general purpose lanes in each direction that do not 
have tolls or vehicle occupancy requirements. 
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Comment I-11 Jennifer Austin  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-11 
I-11-1 
The comment does not specify which agreement is cited. See the responses to Comments 
L-1-2 (Cupertino), L-3-4 (Saratoga), and L-4-2 (Los Gatos) in regard to the specific 
performance agreements. 

I-11-2 
After the public circulation period, all comments were considered, along with potential 
votes or other actions by the cities of Cupertino and Saratoga opposing the project. 
Caltrans selected the Build Alternative as the preferred alternative and made the final 
determination of the project’s effect on the environment. Under CEQA, no unmitigable 
significant adverse impacts were identified, and Caltrans prepared a Negative Declaration 
(ND). Similarly, Caltrans determined the action did not significantly impact the 
environment, and Caltrans, as assigned by FHWA, issued a Finding of No Significant 
Impact (FONSI) in accordance with NEPA. 

I-11-3 
Extending light rail in the median of SR 85 northward from the existing rail facilities in 
southern San Jose would be a multiyear planning effort and could cost well over $280 
million, not including operation and maintenance costs and acquisition of additional 
right-of-way. See Master Response GEN-2 for additional information. The proposed 
project can be constructed in less than two years within existing right-of-way and provide 
immediate congestion relief.   

I-11-4 
The comment appears to refer to VTA light rail. See the response to Comment I-11-3. 

I-11-5 
Refer to Master Response GEN-10 regarding funding, cost and return.  
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Comment I-12 Jeff Barco  
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Responses to Comment I-12 
I-12-1 
The proposed project can be constructed in less than two years within existing right-of-
way and provide immediate congestion relief. Reconstructing the SR 85/I-280 
interchange or other bottlenecks is not within the scope of the project. See Master 
Response TR-2 for additional information about other planned improvements that, 
together with the SR 85 Express Lanes Project, would provide incremental improvements 
to bottlenecks at major system interchanges. Master Response GEN-2 explains why the 
project does not include light rail. 

The comment states that investment in highways should require multipassenger vehicles. 
It should be noted that the express lanes would maintain priority use for HOVs, as 
explained in Master Response GEN-1, and that it would generate revenue that would be 
allocated to HOV, transportation, and transit service improvements within the SR 85 
corridor; see Master Response GEN-7.  In addition, VTA had a 2008 program to poll and 
interview citizens that included 681 SR 85 users about express lanes. As mentioned in 
Master Response GEN-6, this effort included four focus groups of HOV users and solo 
drivers who use SR 85, 13 one-on-one interviews with community stakeholders, and 10 
one-on-one interviews with VTA managers and staff. 

The commenter’s opposition to the project is noted. 



Appendix H Comments and Responses on the Draft Environmental Document 
 

H-186 SR 85 Express Lanes Project 

Comment I-13 Peter Barelka  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-13 
I-13-1 
The commenter’s concerns about noise from SR 85 and existing noise barriers are noted. 
Existing and future No Build and Build noise levels were evaluated for approximately 10 
locations along SR 85 within the Town of Los Gatos. 

Most of SR 85 between Pollard Road and Winchester Boulevard has existing noise 
barriers that shield single family and multi-family residences (shown in IS/EA Appendix 
A, Sheets 12 and 13). As the commenter points out, there is an area with an earthen berm 
along southbound SR 85 just south of Pollard Road, closest to Calle Marguerita. The 
residences that are most exposed to freeway noise in the Calle Marguerita area are 
shielded by a combination of sound walls and earthen berms. The berms are the same 
height as the sound walls in the area and provide equal or greater acoustical attenuation 
as compared to the noise barriers. Receptors ST-66 and ST-68 (shown in IS/EA 
Appendix A, Sheets 11 and 12) were acoustically equivalent receptors used to represent 
the Calle Marguerita area. As documented in the Noise Study Report (Illingworth and 
Rodkin 2012) for the proposed project, future noise levels at those locations are projected 
to range from 59 to 62 dBA Leq(h), and the project-related noise increase would be 1 to 2 
dBA. As described in Master Response N-1, noise level changes from 1 to 2 dB are 
generally not noticeable. Neither the predicted future noise levels nor the project-related 
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increase along southbound SR 85 between Pollard Road and Winchester Boulevard 
would meet Caltrans and FHWA thresholds for consideration of additional noise 
abatement. 

Based on the existing and predicted future noise levels along southbound SR 85 north of 
the SR 17 interchange in Los Gatos, a new sound wall (SW12, listed in Table 2.2.7-1 
under Segment 8 and shown in IS/EA Appendix A, Sheet 14) was evaluated but did not 
meet the Caltrans and FHWA thresholds for abatement, described in IS/EA Section 
2.2.7.4. Refer to Master Response N-2 regarding noise abatement.  
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Comment I-14 Pat Beadles  
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Responses to Comment I-14 
I-14-1 
VTA currently operates three express buses that use SR 85 (routes 102, 168, and 182). 
Information about bus stops and Park and Ride lots for those and other routes is available 
at http://www.vta.org/Getting-Around/Schedules/By-Type#Express Bus Service. 
Additional express bus service on SR 85 is not included as part of the project but can be 
considered as part of reinvestment of toll revenue in the project corridor. 

I-14-2 
Reconstructing the SR 85/I-280 interchange is not within the scope of the project. Refer 
to Master Response TR-2 regarding about other planned improvements that, together 
with the SR 85 Express Lanes Project, would provide incremental improvements to 
bottlenecks at major system interchanges. 

I-14-3 
The comment expresses concerns that the project will create more pollution, noise, and 
traffic in residential areas along SR 85. These and other environmental issues have been 
studied in detail, and potential effects to air quality and noise are described in more detail 
in Master Responses AQ-1 and N-1. The project would improve average travel times and 
speeds on SR 85, as discussed in Master Response TR-1, and would not significantly 
affect vehicle delay times or levels of service at local intersections near SR 85, as 
discussed in Master Response TR-3.    

The studies conducted for the proposed project are available on the Caltrans District 4 
Environmental Document website at 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/dist4/envdocs.htm#santaclara, under “State Route 85 Express 
Lanes Project, Initial Study with Proposed Negative Declaration/Environmental 
Assessment.” The Natural Environment Study (URS 2013d) addresses habitat along the 
project corridor, and the Air Quality Impact Assessment (URS 2013l) and Mobile Source 
Air Toxics (URS 2013m) discuss airborne pollutants. The Traffic Operations Analysis 
Report (URS and DKS 2013) and addenda (DKS 2014a, 2014b, 2015) analyze project-
related traffic changes. 

I-14-4 
The commenter’s opposition to the project is noted.  Refer to Master Response TR-2 
regarding the SR 85/I-280 interchange.  

I-14-5 
The comment concerning terms of the Performance Agreement is noted.  The comment 
does not specify which agreement is cited. See the responses to Comments L-1-2 
(Cupertino), L-3-4 (Saratoga), and L-4-2 (Los Gatos) regarding the specific performance 
agreements. 

I-14-6 
The Performance Agreement does not specify that the median must be reserved for light 
rail or define mass transportation as rail instead of transit buses. Buses that use clean air 
technology are an affordable and flexible mass transportation solution that support local 
and regional air quality goals.  
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I-14-7 
The commenter’s opposition to the project is noted. Refer to Master Response GEN-2 
regarding light rail in the median of SR 85. Also refer to Master Response GEN-10 
regarding funding, cost and return. 

Comment I-15 Patricia Belotti (1)  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-15 
I-15-1, I-15-2 
The project would improve average travel times and speeds on SR 85, as described in 
Master Response TR-1, by utilizing the available space in the roadway. It should be noted 
that the express lanes will maintain priority use for HOVs, which would continue to use 
the lanes for free, as described in Master Response GEN-1. Revenue from the express 
lanes would be allocated to HOV, transportation, and transit service improvements within 
the SR 85 corridor, see Master Response GEN-7. 

I-15-3 
The comment states that the project will create more pollution, noise, and traffic in 
residential areas along SR 85. The project would meet applicable air quality standards 
and not have a significant noise impact, as described in Master Responses AQ-1, N-1, 
and (for Saratoga noise) N-3. The project would improve average travel times and speeds 
on SR 85, as discussed in Master Response TR-1, and traffic improvements would 
benefit the corridor as a whole. Refer to Master Response TR-3 regarding traffic on 
surface streets.  
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I-15-4 
The comment does not specify which commitments are cited. See the responses to 
Comments L-1-2 (Cupertino), L-3-4 (Saratoga), and L-4-2 (Los Gatos) in regard to the 
performance agreements with those cities. 

Comment I-16 Patricia Belotti (2)  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-16 
I-16-1 
The commenter’s opposition to the project is noted. See the response to Comment L-3-4 
in regard to the agreement cited in the comment. 

 

Comment I-17 Patricia Belotti (3)  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-17 
I-17-1 
IS/EA Sections 3.1, 3.2 and 3.3 and Master Response GEN-6 provide detailed 
information about public outreach for the proposed project. 
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Comment I-18 Paul Belotti  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-18 
I-18-1 
California Public Resources Code Sections 21080(d) and 21082.2(d) require the 
preparation of an EIR for projects with significant environmental effects. The 
determination that the proposed project would not have significant environmental effects 
was based on a detailed and comprehensive review of each technical study area. The 
technical studies included the additional express lane in each direction between SR 87 
and I-280. See Master Response GEN-3 for a detailed discussion. 
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I-18-2 
The comment does not specify which contract is cited. The performance agreements are 
discussed in the responses to Comments L-1-2 (for Cupertino), L-3-4 (for Saratoga), and 
L-4-2 (for Los Gatos).  

I-18-3 
The potential extension of light rail in the median of SR 85 is discussed in Master 
Response GEN-2. 

I-18-4 
See Master Response GEN-8 in regard to a second express lane in the median in each 
direction of SR 85 north of I-280, and Master Response TR-2 regarding bottlenecks at I-
280 and other interchanges. 

 

Comment I-19 Teah Benzur  

 
 
Responses to Comment I-19 
I-19-1 
The commenter’s comment about wasting tax dollars is noted. The comment does not 
specify which contract is cited. The performance agreements are discussed in the 
responses to Comments L-1-2 (for Cupertino), L-3-4 (for Saratoga), and L-4-2 (for Los 
Gatos).  The potential extension of light rail in the median of SR 85 is discussed in 
Master Response GEN-2.  See the responses to Comments L-1-2 (Cupertino), L-3-4 
(Saratoga), and L-4-2 (Los Gatos) regarding the specific performance agreements. VTA 
is not aware of any additional requirements from a City of Campbell Performance 
Agreement.  
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Comment I-20 Beth Berger  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-20 
I-20-1 
The comment does not specify which agreement is in question. The performance 
agreements are discussed in the responses to Comments L-1-2 (Cupertino), L-3-4 
(Saratoga), and L-4-2 (Los Gatos). 

I-20-2 
Refer to Master Response GEN-10 regarding funding, cost and return. 

I-20-3 
VTA currently operates three express buses that use SR 85 (routes 102, 168, and 182). 
Information about bus stops and Park and Ride lots for those and other routes is available 
at http://www.vta.org/Getting-Around/Schedules/By-Type#Express Bus Service. 
Additional express bus service on SR 85 is not included as part of the project but can be 
considered as part of reinvestment of toll revenue in the project corridor. 

I-20-4 
Refer to Master Response N-2 regarding noise abatement. 

I-20-5 
The comment appears to refer to light rail. The history and status of the proposed 
extension of light rail in the SR 85 median is discussed in Master Response GEN-2. 
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I-20-6 
See IS/EA Sections 3.2 and 3.3 for detailed information about public outreach for the 
project and Master Response GEN-6 regarding public notices. 

 

Comment I-21 Adam Berkan  

 
 
Responses to Comment I-21 
I-21-1 
New Figure 1.3-2 has been added to the IS/EA to show the conceptual express lane 
access zones. The southbound access zone between Moffett Boulevard and Central 
Expressway would serve traffic from the areas described in the comment. 

Design modifications to revise the proposed express lane configuration to continuous 
access—like the current HOV lane—will be considered during detailed project design, as 
described in Master Response GEN-4. 

I-21-2 
See the response to Comment I-121-1. The express lane access zones will be finalized 
during detailed project design. 
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Comment I-22 Paul Besser  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-22 
I-22-1 
The commenter’s opposition to the proposed project is noted. The second express lane 
would improve operations within the congested segments.  Priority use for carpools, 
transit buses, and other HOVs, which would continue to use the lanes for free, would be 
maintained. See Master Response GEN-1 for additional information. 
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Comment I-23 Swastik Bihani  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-23 
I-23-1 
California Public Resources Code Sections 21080(d) and 21082.2(d) require the 
preparation of an EIR for projects with significant environmental effects. The 
determination that the proposed project would not have significant environmental effects 
was based on a detailed and comprehensive review of each technical study area, 
including noise, air quality, and visual resources. Also refer to Master Response GEN-3 
for additional discussion of an EIR, Master Response N-1 regarding noise and Master 
Response AQ-1 regarding air quality. 

Additional information about the visual effects of the signs and toll structures has been 
added to the Final IS/EA. These effects are fully evaluated in IS/EA Section 2.1.4.3 
(under “Project Impacts,” then “Signs, Toll Structures, and Lighting”). For the reasons 
described in the IS/EA, these features are not expected to substantially degrade views 
from nearby residences or SR 85. 

I-23-2 
Tolls charged for solo drivers in the express lanes are use fees, as described in Master 
Response GEN-5. 

I-23-3 
The proposed project, together with other planned projects, would provide incremental 
improvements at the SR 85/I-280 interchange and other bottlenecks along the project 
corridor, as described in Master Response TR-2. 
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Comment I-24 Lloyd Binen  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-24 
I-24-1 
The commenter’s opinions about SR 85 and the project are noted. 

I-24-2 
The commenter’s opinion about refunds is noted. 
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Comment I-25 Laura Bishop  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-25 
I-25-1 
The commenter’s opposition to the project is noted. Refer to Master Responses N-1 
regarding noise, TR-1 regarding traffic, and AQ-1 regarding air quality impacts. 

I-25-2 
The development of the current access points is described in Master Response GEN-4.  
Design modifications to revise the proposed express lane configuration to continuous 
access—like the current HOV lane—will be considered during detailed project design, as 
described in Master Response GEN-4. 

The project would not change the existing truck restrictions on SR 85. 
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Comments I-26 Cynthia Bitner  
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Responses to Comment I-26 
I-26-1 
See the response to Comment L-3-4 for information about the contract cited in the 
comment. Regarding landscaping, Caltrans installed landscaping all along SR 85 as part 
of the original project. 

I-26-2 
The comment is noted regarding statements about noise levels from SR 85 at the time the 
freeway was constructed. VTA is aware that officials and residents of Saratoga have 
expressed concerns about noise from SR 85, including after pavement grinding was 
conducted. Master Response N-3 discusses existing noise levels in Saratoga, future noise 
levels with and without the proposed project, and future noise levels that were predicted 
in the 1987 Final Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) for the construction of SR 85. 

The comment appears to refer to SR 85 noise data in the City of Saratoga’s 2013 Draft 
Noise Element compared with that in the 2012 Noise Study Report prepared for the 
proposed project. See Master Response N-4 for a discussion of these noise data.  

Noise measurements for the 2012 Noise Study Report were collected in October and 
November 2011 and in March 2012. Based on unemployment data for Santa Clara 
County, the highest unemployment rates in recent years were for 2009 and 2010, before 
the noise study was conducted.  

Although employment levels have increased since the Noise Study Report was prepared, 
it is important to note that the noise measurements and predicted future levels (assuming 
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growth in the area through 2035) reflect the worst hour for traffic noise, when traffic is 
heavy but still moving at or close to the speed limit. Adding vehicles to the freeway due 
to an assumption of higher employment would result in congestion and slower speeds, 
which would decrease, not increase, traffic noise levels. Therefore, a new noise study to 
capture the effects of higher employment levels would not result in different conclusions. 

The comment states that a new noise study should be conducted by an objective third 
party. The Noise Study Report, the other technical studies, and the IS/EA were prepared 
in accordance with CEQA and NEPA requirements and under the same process that 
would apply to any other proposed project. In this case, all studies prepared by 
consultants were subject to the review of the Lead Agency, Caltrans. Other members of 
the Project Development Team also reviewed the reports. As with any other project, the 
technical studies for this project are available for public review, and any substantive 
project issues or concerns have been addressed in this Final IS/EA. 

I-26-3 
The project is expected to add one new overhead sign structure within Saratoga city 
limits, as shown in Final IS/EA Table 2.1.4-2. Approximately 14 new luminaires may be 
added in the Saratoga vicinity; however, as described in the response to Comment L-3-
21, it is not yet known exactly how many would ultimately fall within the city limits. The 
new luminaires would be in the median and would be focused to restrict light to the 
freeway corridor. These project components are not expected to impact the quality of life 
in Saratoga. Refer to Final IS/EA Section 2.1.4.3 regarding project signs and the response 
to Comment L-3-21 regarding project lighting in Saratoga. 

I-26-4 
Refer to Master Response AQ-1 regarding air quality construction impacts and Master 
Response TR-1 regarding traffic. 

The project is not expected to increase air pollution, as discussed in Master Response 
AQ-1, and the improvement in congestion would reduce exhaust emissions from vehicle 
idling. 

I-26-5 
See the response to Comment L-3-4. 

I-26-6 
Refer to Master Response GEN-10 regarding funding, cost and return.   

I-26-7 
Studies in California and elsewhere show that express lanes provide time and 
convenience benefits to drivers of all income levels. Refer to Master Response EJ-1 
regarding express lane users. 

The development of the current access points is described in Master Response GEN-4.  
Continuous access—like the existing SR 85 HOV lane, with no buffer separation—will 
be considered during detailed project design, as discussed in Master Response GEN-4. 
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I-26-8 
Refer to Master Response TR-2 regarding why the project does not include addressing 
choke points at major system interchanges. An express lane project on SR 87 between SR 
85 and US 101 is programmed in the RTP. Improvements at the SR 85 interchanges with 
SR 87 and Almaden Expressway are not currently programmed in the RTP. 

I-26-9 
Refer to Master Response GEN-8 regarding other alternatives studied for the project. The 
reasons that mass transportation options were not considered as project alternatives are 
described in Master Responses GEN-7 and GEN-2. 

I-26-10 
Additional express bus service on SR 85 is not included as part of the project but can be 
considered as part of reinvestment of toll revenue in the project corridor. Ridership, 
routing, and the addition of stations and other new features would be studied and 
environmentally evaluated as a separate project. 

I-26-11 
The project does not include additional enforcement of the truck weight restrictions on 
SR 85; however, the California Highway Patrol will continue to be present along the 
corridor to continue to enforce all applicable laws, including the truck restrictions. The 
environmental document addresses all of the topical areas with potential environmental 
impacts. 

Comment I-27 Marc W. Blakeney  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-27 
I-27-1 
A detailed traffic analysis was conducted for the proposed project. The analysis shows 
that the project would improve average travel times and speeds on SR 85, as described in 
Master Response TR-1. 

Note that the project proposes to add a second express lane in the median between SR 87 
and I-280. 
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Comment I-28 Stan Bogosian  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-28 
I-28-1 
The commenter’s opposition to the project is noted.  

The proposed project, together with other planned projects, would provide incremental 
improvements at the SR 85/I-280 and SR 85/SR 17 interchanges, as described in Master 
Response TR-2. 

I-28-2 
The noise technical studies show that the project would result in a 0 to 1 decibel increase 
in traffic noise along the Saratoga portion of SR 85. Refer to Master Response N-3 for a 
detailed discussion of project-related noise in Saratoga. 

I-28-3 
The project is not expected to increase air pollution, as discussed in Master Response 
AQ-1, and the improvement in congestion would reduce exhaust emissions from vehicle 
idling. 
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I-28-4 
The development of the current access points is described in Master Response GEN-4.  
Continuous access—like the existing SR 85 HOV lane, with no buffer separation—will 
be considered during detailed project design, as discussed in Master Response GEN-4. If 
sufficient demand develops in Saratoga, VTA would consider providing express bus 
service. 

I-28-5 
See the responses to Comments L-1-2 (Cupertino), L-3-4 (Saratoga), and L-4-2 (Los 
Gatos) regarding the agreements cited in the comment. 

I-28-6 
The project would not change the existing truck restrictions on SR 85. The use of federal 
funds will not have any effect on the truck restrictions. 
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Comment I-29 Anna and Eran Borenstein  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-29 
I-29-1 
See the response to Comment L-4-2 in regard to the contract cited in the comment. 

I-29-2 
The project’s potential effects on noise and air quality were studied in detail, and no 
significant increases were found. Refer to Master Responses N-1 regarding noise and 
Master Response AQ-1 regarding air quality. 
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Comment I-30 Gary Brandenburg  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-30 
I-30-1 
The commenter’s concerns regarding impacts to the neighborhood are noted.  The 
environmental document addresses all of the topical areas with potential environmental 
impacts. 

I-30-2 
Environmental studies for the proposed project began in 2010–2011 and included 
preparation of the 27 technical reports listed in Appendix G of the Initial 
Study/Environmental Assessment (IS/EA).  

The technical reports addressed noise, traffic, air quality, cultural resources, 
paleontological resources, biological resources, community impacts, hydraulics and water 
quality, hazardous waste, geology, and visual impacts. The IS/EA is the environmental 
document that summarizes the findings of the technical reports.  

An overview of the findings of these reports is presented in the IS/EA Summary.    

I-30-3 
Existing noise levels at measured receptors along SR 85 in Saratoga range from 51 to 67 
dBA Leq(h), as shown in Master Response N-3. Refer to Master Response N-2 regarding 
noise abatement. 
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I-30-4 
The proposed project, together with other planned projects, would provide incremental 
improvements at choke points along the project corridor. Refer to Master Response TR-2 
for additional information regarding other projects. As described in Master Response TR-
1, the project would improve traffic on SR 85, which can reasonably be expected to 
reduce the number of vehicles that divert to local roadways to avoid peak period 
congestion on SR 85. Also refer to Master Response TR-3 regarding local traffic. 

I-30-5 
The project would not change the truck restrictions on SR 85. 

I-30-6 
The project would improve average travel times and speeds, as discussed in Master 
Response TR-1, which would benefit all travelers on SR 85.  

The development of the current access points is described in Master Response GEN-4.  
Note that continuous access—like the existing SR 85 HOV lane, with no buffer 
separation—will be considered during detailed project design, as discussed in Master 
Response GEN-4. Refer to Master Responses N-1 regarding noise, N-2 regarding noise 
abatement, N-3 regarding noise in Saratoga, and AQ-1 regarding pollution. 

 

Comment I-31 Bob Brasher  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-31 
I-31-1 
Refer to Master Response TR-2 regarding other planned projects in the area.  
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Comment I-32 Stefanie Bray  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-32 
I-32-1 
The commenter’s opposition to the project is noted. The Noise Study Report (Illingworth 
and Rodkin 2012) evaluated existing and future noise levels at a location that is 
acoustically equivalent to De Havilland Drive in Saratoga. Receptor ST-54, 13149 Anza 
Court, is off of De Havilland Drive and directly adjacent to SR 85. The project would 
increase future noise levels at ST-54 by 1 dBA Leq(h), which would be less than 
significant. Refer to Master Responses N-1 regarding noise and N-4 regarding noise 
levels in Saratoga, and IS/EA Section 2.2.7.3 (under “Noise Level Predictions”; see 
Segment 6) for specific noise data. 

 

Comment I-33 Dana Brinkerhoff  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-33 
I-33-1 
The commenter’s opposition is noted. The HOV lane cannot be changed to a general 
purpose lane without modification of MTC’s Bay Area HOV Master Plan, FHWA 
approval, and environmental review.  Such a change would not be consistent with 
regional plans. 
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Comment I-34 Pat Brogan  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-34 
I-34-1 
The commenter’s opposition to the project is noted. 

Studies in California and elsewhere show that express lanes provide time and 
convenience benefits to drivers of all income levels. Refer to Master Response EJ-1 
regarding express lane users. 

Automobiles with California Department of Motor Vehicles-issued green or white 
stickers can use HOV lanes for free until January 1, 2019. The project would create 
additional capacity and maintain priority use for these vehicles and other HOVs, as 
described in Master Response GEN-1. 

The recommendations are noted but cannot be implemented within the scope of this 
project. 
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Comment I-35 Scott Brunson  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-35 
I-35-1 
The project would create additional capacity for carpools and maintain priority use for 
carpools and other HOVs, as described in Master Response GEN-1. Refer to Master 
Response AQ-1 regarding air quality. 

I-35-2 
Studies in California and elsewhere show that express lanes provide time and 
convenience benefits to drivers of all income levels. Refer to Master Response EJ-1 
regarding express lane users. 

I-35-3 
The commenter’s observations about the express lanes on I-680 are noted. Signage for 
the SR 85 express lanes has been developed based on established guidance and is 
described in IS/EA Sections 1.3.1.1 and 2.1.4.3 (under “Project Signs and Tolling 
Equipment”). 
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Comment I-37 Karen Burley  
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Responses to Comment I-37 
I-37-1 
The project would provide incremental improvements to traffic congestion on SR 85, as 
described in Master Responses TR-1 and other future planned projects are discussed in 
Master Response TR-2. 

I-37-2 
A Noise Study Report for the project was prepared to evaluate conditions at residences 
and other land uses along SR 85 (Illingworth and Rodkin 2012). Noise measurements 
were taken in more than 140 locations, including in the backyards of several dozen 
homes that back onto the project corridor.  

Noise levels are not evaluated at second-story or higher elevations unless there are 
exterior areas of frequent human use at the higher elevations that would benefit from 
noise reduction. Examples include large patios or decks that are the primary outdoor use 
area in an apartment complex. Multi-family and residential community common areas 
may include pools, ball courts, or other formal outdoor activity areas. The monitoring 
survey for the project’s noise analysis did not identify any large patios or decks on the 
second floor or higher of buildings that are the primary outdoor use areas for a multi-



Appendix H Comments and Responses on the Draft Environmental Document 
 

H-214 SR 85 Express Lanes Project 

family structure, and therefore no noise attenuation was studied or warranted for the 
upper stories, in accordance with Caltrans noise analysis guidelines.  

The comment refers to federal noise standards of 67 dBA. The noise abatement criteria 
(NAC) for residential settings is 67 dBA Leq(h), as shown in IS/EA Table 2.2.7-1. Where 
the future noise level with the project is predicted to approach (within 1 decibel) or 
exceed the NAC an impact has been identified, and potential noise abatement has been 
evaluated in the IS/EA as required by Caltrans and FHWA. It is important to note that the 
NAC values are used to determine whether noise abatement must be considered, and do 
not represent levels to which noise must be abated.  

The request for quieter pavement technology is noted. Refer to Master Response N-2 
regarding noise abatement.  

I-37-3 
Detailed technical studies for air quality were conducted in accordance with Caltrans and 
FHWA standards. The project is not expected to increase air pollution, as discussed in 
Master Response AQ-1, and the improvement in congestion would reduce exhaust 
emissions from vehicle idling. 

The studies were conducted for the worst-case traffic scenario, which is constrained by 
the capacity of the freeway and is not affected by economic factors such as 
unemployment. 

I-37-4 
See the response to Comment L-3-4 regarding the agreement cited in the comment. 

An environmental study has been done for the project and further evaluation is not 
warranted, as described in Master Response GEN-3. 

 

Comment I-38 Lori Burns  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-38 
I-38-1 
The commenter’s opposition to the proposed project is noted. Master Response GEN-2 
provides detailed information about why light rail was not analyzed as an alternative to 
the proposed project. 
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I-38-2 
The project would create additional capacity for carpools and maintain priority use for 
carpools and other HOVs, as described in Master Response GEN-1. Refer to Master 
Responses TR-1 and AQ-1 regarding traffic and air quality with the project.  
 

Comment I-39 Robert Burns  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-39 
I-39-1 
The commenter’s opposition to the proposed project is noted. Refer to Master Response 
GEN-2 regarding the comment about light rail in the median. Environmental effects of 
the project were studied in detail and no significant environmental effects were found, as 
described in Master Response GEN-3. 

 

Comment I-40 Erica Caleca  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-40 
I-40-1 
The commenter’s opinion about the proposed project is noted. The express lanes would 
create additional capacity and maintain priority use for carpools, transit buses, and other 
HOVs, which would continue to use the lanes for free. Refer to Master Response GEN-1 
for additional information. 
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As described in Master Response GEN-7, the express lanes would offer immediate 
congestion relief during a time when funding to advance major projects such as highway 
widening or new highway construction is limited. 

Comment I-41 Carmel Campos  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-41 
I-41-1 
The comment does not specify which Performance Agreement is cited. See the responses 
to Comments L-1-2 (Cupertino), L-3-4 (Saratoga), and L-4-2 (Los Gatos). 

I-41-2 
The express lanes would maintain priority use for carpools, transit buses, and other 
HOVs, which would continue to use the lanes for free. In addition, express lane tolls 
would provide a revenue source for HOV, transportation, and transit service 
improvements within the SR 85 corridor. Refer to Master Responses GEN-1 and GEN-7 
for additional information. 

The detailed traffic studies for the project show that it would improve travel times and 
speeds through 2035, as described in Master Response TR-1.  

Master Response GEN-2 provides detailed information about why light rail was not 
analyzed as an alternative to the proposed project. 

The environmental impacts of the proposed project, including noise and air quality 
effects, have been fully evaluated in the IS/EA and appropriate measures have been 
included to avoid or minimize impacts. Refer to Master Response GEN-3 for a detailed 
discussion. 
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Comment I-42 Sondra Campos  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-42 
I-42-1 
This comment is addressed in the response to Comment I-41-1. 

I-42-2 
This comment is addressed in the response to Comment I-41-2. 
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Comment I-43 Brian Cao  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-43 
I-43-1 
The commenter’s opposition to the project is noted. 
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Comment I-44 Rui Cao  

 
 
Responses to Comment I-44 
I-44-1 
The commenter’s opposition to the project is noted. 

 

Comment I-45 Doug Carothers  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-45 
I-45-1 
The commenter’s support for the project is noted. The project would maintain priority use 
for carpools and other HOVs, as described in Master Response GEN-1, as well as 
increase capacity for HOVs by adding a second express lane in the median in both 
directions of SR 85 between SR 87 and I-280. 
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Comment I-46 Lee and Linda Casentini  

 
 
Responses to Comment I-46 
I-46-1 
California Public Resources Code Sections 21080(d) and 21082.2(d) require the 
preparation of an EIR for projects with significant environmental effects. The 
determination that the proposed project would not have significant environmental effects 
was based on a detailed and comprehensive review of each technical study area. Refer to 
Master Response GEN-3 regarding preparation of an EIR. 

Community meetings and other outreach for the project are described in Master Response 
GEN-6. 

The responses to Comments L-1-2 (Cupertino), L-3-4 (Saratoga), and L-4-2 (Los Gatos) 
address the agreements cited in the comment. 
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Comment I-47 Elaine Chan  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-47 
I-47-1 
The commenter’s opposition is noted. Refer to Master Response TR-1 regarding general 
traffic improvements from the project and Master Response TR-2 regarding bottlenecks 
at the I-280 interchange and other locations along SR 85. 

I-47-2 
The noise technical studies show that the project would result in a 0 to 1 decibel increase 
in traffic noise along the Saratoga portion of SR 85, as described in Master Response N-
3. This increase would typically not be perceptible, as discussed further in Master 
Response N-1. 

Blue Hills Elementary School, located at 12300 De Sanka Avenue, Saratoga, was 
evaluated in the NSR. Receptors ST-51 and ST-53, located at 20159 Marilla Court and at 
19899 Sea Gull Way, respectively, were selected as acoustically equivalent receptors for 
land uses west of SR 85 between Prospect Road on the north and Cox Avenue on the 
south. Receptors in this area, including Blue Hills Elementary School and Azule Park, are 
currently shielded by a 12-foot sound wall (identified in the IS/EA as SW10; see 
Appendix A, Sheet 9). Predicted future noise levels at first-row receptor ST-51 were 62 
dBA Leq, below the NAC for Category B residential land uses. Predicted future noise 
levels at first-row receptor ST-53 approached the NAC (66 dBA Leq) for Category B 
residential land uses, thereby requiring the consideration of noise abatement. Both 14-
foot and 16-foot replacement noise barriers were evaluated and both were found not to be 
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feasible. Noise levels at the facades of school buildings located over 600 feet from the SR 
85 centerline are estimated to be 59 dBA Leq or less. Interior noise levels within school 
buildings are estimated to be at least 15 dBA less than exterior noise levels and well 
below the Activity Category D NAC of 52 dBA Leq(h).        

The proposed project would not change the current truck restrictions on SR 85, so noise 
levels from additional truck traffic are not expected to increase. 

I-47-3 
See the response to Comment I-47-1. 
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Comment I-48 Ken Chan  

 
 
Responses to Comment I-48 
I-48-1 
The commenter’s opposition is noted. Refer to Master Response TR-1 regarding general 
traffic improvements from the project and Master Response TR-2 regarding bottlenecks 
along SR 85. 
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I-48-2 
Refer to Master Response GEN-2 regarding light rail in the median and Master Response 
GEN-7 regarding why transit options are not being implemented instead of the proposed 
project. 

I-48-3 
The development of the current access points is described in Master Response GEN-4.  
Continuous access—like the existing SR 85 HOV lane, with no buffer separation—will 
be considered during detailed project design, as discussed in Master Response GEN-4. 
Refer to Master Response TR-3 regarding local traffic impacts. 

I-48-4 
The project would not change the existing truck restrictions on SR 85, regardless of 
funding source. 

I-48-5 
Refer to Master Response N-1 regarding noise impacts. 

I-48-6 
Refer to Master Response TR-1 regarding general traffic improvements from the project 
and Master Response TR-2 regarding bottlenecks along SR 85. 

 

Comment I-49 Starry Chan  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-49 
I-49-1 
California Public Resources Code Sections 21080(d) and 21082.2(d) require the 
preparation of an EIR for projects with significant environmental effects. The 
determination that the proposed project would not have significant environmental effects 



Appendix H Comments and Responses on the Draft Environmental Document 
 

SR 85 Express Lanes Project H-225 

was based on a detailed and comprehensive review of each technical study area. Also 
refer to Master Response GEN-3 regarding preparation of an EIR. 

Refer to Master Response GEN-5 regarding tolls, which are use fees, charged for solo 
drivers in the express lanes. 

Refer to Master Response TR-2 regarding traffic congestion at the SR 85/I-280 
interchange. 

 

Comment I-50 Barry Chang (1)  

 
 

Responses to Comment I-50 
I-50-1 
The studies that have been conducted to gauge public interest in using express lanes on 
SR 85 are described in IS/EA Section 3.1. Refer to response to Comment L-1-4 regarding 
the cost-benefit analysis and Master Response GEN-10 regarding funding, cost, and 
return. 
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Responses to Comment R-1 
R-1-1 
Bridge widening at Saratoga Creek and San Tomas Aquino Creek would take place 
above the ordinary high water mark, as determined in the wetland delineation that was 
done in 2012. Therefore, a Section 404 permit will not be needed.  

Rodeo, Ross, and Vasona Creeks cross under SR 85 in box culverts. SR 85 at these 
culvert crossings is a single structure, rather than separate northbound and southbound 
bridges as it is at Saratoga Creek and San Tomas Aquino Creek. The work on SR 85 over 
Rodeo, Ross, and Vasona Creeks consists of paving the existing dirt median, placing 
concrete median barriers, and replacing the existing inside shoulder with a new structural 
section. These activities would not affect the box culverts or creeks. No overhead signs, 
toll structures, or light poles, would be installed at the culvert crossings. The IS/EA has 
been revised to clarify this information.  

Because the project would result in more than 1 acre of ground disturbance, a General 
Construction Permit will be required. A 401 Certification is not expected to be required 
but a RWQCB joint application for 401 Water Quality Certification and/or Report of 
Waste Discharge will be submitted because the project is subject to waste discharge 
requirements under the Porter-Cologne Water Quality Control Act. 

R-1-2 
As noted in the comment, the IS/EA states that 40.1 acres of impervious surface would be 
added as part of the project. The reworked impervious area would be 27.4 acres. The 
project would provide permanent storm water treatment for 100 percent of the net added 
and reworked impervious area, equal to 67.5 acres. The detailed evaluation of best 
management practices (BMPs), selection of BMP types, and BMP locations and 
treatment areas will be further refined during detailed project design. This information 
has been added to IS/EA Section 2.2.1.3. 
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R-1-3 
Preliminary treatment areas have been identified within the existing right-of-way to 
provide permanent storm water treatment for 100 percent of the net added and reworked 
impervious area. The proposed treatment areas are along SR 85 within the Cottle Road, 
Blossom Hill Road, Santa Teresa Boulevard, Almaden Expressway, Camden Avenue, 
Union Avenue, SR 17, South De Anza Boulevard, and I-280 interchanges. The need for 
additional right-of-way is not anticipated.  

 

Comment R-2 Kathrin A. Turner, Santa Clara Valley Water District  
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Responses to Comment R-2 
R-2-1 
The proposed project does not include activities that would affect Guadalupe River. See 
IS/EA Section 2.1.4.3 (under “SR 85 Bridge Widening”) in regard to proposed work at 
San Tomas Aquino Creek. The response to Comment R-1-1 describes project work in the 
vicinity of Vasona Creek, Rodeo Creek, and Ross Creek. Final IS/EA Section 1.3.7 has 
been revised to include a reference to a Santa Clara Valley Water District permit. 

Project plans will be provided to the District during the project design phase. 

 

Comment R-3 Stacie Feng, San Francisco Water Department   

 
 

Responses to Comment R-3 
R-3-1 
Detailed mapping of the SFPUC transmission mains has been requested and the 
information will be incorporated into the project design. Utility coordination will be 
conducted during the project design phase. Caltrans and VTA will confirm during the 
next design phase that major utilities will be avoided. 
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H.4 Comments from Local Agencies 
 

Comment L-1 David Brandt, City Of Cupertino   
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Note:  Exhibit A of the City of Cupertino letter contains comments on the proposed 
project and is presented below. The remaining exhibits are not comments on the project 
and are therefore not included in this appendix; however, they are part of the 
administrative record and are available upon request.  
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Responses to Comment L-1 
L-1-1 
This comment summarizes more detailed comments that follow. Responses are provided 
for the detailed comments below. Specifically, refer to: 

• Response to Comment L-1-2 and Master Response GEN-2 regarding light rail in 
the median of SR 85; 

• Response to Comment L-1-3 and Master Response GEN-7 regarding alternatives 
that do not involve widening the highway and transit-based alternatives; 

• Response to Comment L-1-4 and Master Response EJ-1 regarding social equity 
and project goals; and 

• Response to Comment L-1-5 and Master Response GEN-3 regarding project 
impacts and mitigation.  

The response to the concern regarding federal funds and existing truck weight limit, 
which is only noted here, is as follows: The project would not change the existing truck 
restrictions on SR 85. The use of federal funds would not have any effect on the truck 
restrictions, as discussed in Master Response GEN-9. 

L-1-2 
The potential development of light rail in the median was considered in planning for the 
extension of SR 85 from I-280 to US 101 in the 1980s. The light rail component was not 
carried forward because it was determined not to be reasonable or practicable, as 
described in Master Response GEN-2.  

The 1989 Performance Agreement that the City of Cupertino entered into with VTA’s 
predecessor, the Santa Clara County Traffic Authority, did not commit to the construction 
of light rail in the median (SCCTA and City of Cupertino 1989). As shown in Exhibit B, 
Item 4, the freeway was described as “a 6 through-lane facility with a median width of 
46'.” Item 4 does not identify a specific use for the median. Exhibit B, Item 8 states: 
“Bridges will be designed and constructed in a manner not to preclude future mass transit 
development in the freeway median.” The reference to future mass transit development in 
Item 8 is not specific to light rail and does not distinguish between bus and rail service. 
SR 85 in the City of Cupertino was constructed as described in Items 4 and 8.  

The comment on Measure A, attached as Exhibit C, does not provide evidence that the 
proposed project would be inconsistent with the intent of the measure, as Measure A did 
not include extending light rail in the median of SR 85.  

FHWA guidance states: “[i]f an alternative does not satisfy the purpose and need for the 
action, it should not be included in the analysis as an apparent and reasonable alternative. 
There are times when an alternative that is not reasonable is included, such as when 
another agency requests inclusion due to public expectation. In such cases, it should be 
clearly explained why the alternative is not reasonable (or prudent or practicable), why it 
is being analyzed in detail, and why it will not be selected.” 
(http://www.environment.fhwa.dot.gov/projdev/tdmalts.asp.) The extension of light rail 
in the median of SR 85 does not satisfy the purpose and need of the project as it does not 

http://www.environment.fhwa.dot.gov/projdev/tdmalts.asp
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represent a reasonable or practicable project alternative, as described in Master Response 
GEN-2. 

L-1-3 
The comment states the IS/EA does not include any alternative that would not result in 
widening of SR 85. Additional information about the project development history, 
including the analysis of other express lane configurations and why the proposed project 
includes a second express lane between SR 87 and I-280, is included in Master Response 
GEN-8. 

The comment states that increasing highway capacity facilitates increased travel, induces 
additional travel, increases air pollution and greenhouse gas emissions, and discourages 
alternative forms of transportation. The proposed project would increase capacity by 
adding a second express lane in each direction between SR 87 and I-280, and would 
better use available capacity by allowing SOVs to pay a toll to use the express lanes if the 
lanes are not fully utilized by HOVs. Restricting express lane use to HOVs if the express 
lanes become congested inherently prioritizes travel by carpools, transit buses, and other 
HOVs. HOVs would continue to use the lanes for free. Rather than discouraging 
alternative forms of transportation, data show that express lanes tend to increase HOV 
use (see Master Response GEN-1).  

As discussed in IS/EA Section 1.2.2.1, SR 85 already has congestion in both the general 
purpose lanes and some HOV lane segments. The project would improve travel times and 
speeds (see Master Response TR-1), which would allow a greater number of vehicles to 
complete trips on SR 85 during the peak period, as opposed to using alternative routes 
that would shift air and GHG emissions elsewhere in the transportation system, or 
deferring trips outside of the nonpeak periods. The project would increase the efficiency 
of SR 85 without forfeiting the congestion mitigation and air quality benefits provided by 
HOV lanes. Rather than inducing travel, the express lanes will be most attractive to 
drivers who already use SR 85 and need an additional option to travel to their destination 
in a predictable time frame. Buses, carpools, and other HOVs will still be cost-effective 
and viable modes of travel.  

Although VMT on SR 85 would increase, traffic modeling for the project shows that the 
total VMT increase on a systemwide basis would be 0.1 percent or less. This indicates 
that any increase in VMT on SR 85 would be offset by decreases elsewhere, either on 
arterial roadways or other freeways. Furthermore, the project would improve average 
travel times and speeds on SR 85 compared to the No Build condition in 2015 and 2035. 

It should be noted that only three express lane segments would operate at LOS E or F. 
Those conditions would occur in 2035 in the southbound PM peak hour (5 to 6 PM) at 
the express lane access zones between the SR 82 on-ramp and Fremont off-ramp, the 
Saratoga on-ramp and Winchester off-ramp, and the Blossom Hill eastbound on-ramp 
and Cottle off-ramp (Table 2.1.3-10). The three access zones range from approximately 1 
mile to 1.25 miles in length. The reason for these decreases in level of service is heavy 
congestion in the adjacent general purpose lanes (LOS E or F) that would occur under 
both the No Build and Build conditions (Table 2.1.3-10). Overall, the express lanes 
would meet the statutory requirements of LOS C/D and 45 mph, and provide an 
improvement over HOV lane operations with the No Build Alternative. In 2015, three 
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segments of the single HOV lane would operate at LOS E or F in the northbound AM and 
southbound PM peaks (Tables 2.1.3-5 and 2.1.3-6), and in 2035, seven segments in the 
northbound AM peak and two segments in the southbound PM peak would operate at 
LOS E or F (Tables 2.1.3-10 and 2.1.3-11).  

See Master Response GEN-7 in regard to the comment that the IS/EA does not consider a 
transit-based alternative. In addition, Section 1.3.1.10 describes how traffic systems 
management and traffic demand management measures would benefit transit. Reversible 
lanes have been used on freeways where physical constraints prevent the consideration of 
any practicable alternative. In the Bay Area, they are used on the Golden Gate Bridge, 
and were previously used at the Caldecott Tunnel. Reversible lanes require a movable 
median, or a means to allow traffic to safely cross a median that is normally protected by 
a safety barrier. It requires maintenance staff to move the barrier at least twice per day 
and introduces significant safety concerns to the maintenance crews and highway drivers. 
For safety issues alone, a reversible lane alternative is not considered practicable or 
reasonable, and this approach is typically only used on California freeways in exceptional 
circumstances, such as at the Golden Gate Bridge. 

L-1-4 
As described in detail in Section 2.1.1 and discussed further in Master Response EJ-1, the 
social equity aspect of express lanes has been the subject of study by VTA and other 
agencies for the past decade, and information from other express lanes in California and 
elsewhere in the U.S. demonstrates that low-income drivers use express lanes and may 
particularly benefit from the travel time savings that express lanes offer. Also see Master 
Response GEN-5 in regard to the issue of taxation and express lane tolls.  

Research about managed lane use also shows that express lanes do not discourage 
carpooling, as described in detail in Master Response GEN-1. No evidence is presented 
that a voluntary choice to pay for a travel mode results in disproportional use. For 
example, tolls are charged for all major Bay Area bridge crossings and fares are charged 
for public transit, and a wide range of commuters continue to pay to drive across bridges 
and ride transit. On SR 85, drivers will continue to be able to use the existing general 
purpose lanes for no charge, and carpoolers will continue to be able to use the 
HOV/express lanes for no charge. 

It is expected that other factors in addition to the ability to use HOV lanes for free will 
influence decisions about purchasing alternative fuel vehicles, including vehicle cost, 
capacity, and range between charges. Furthermore, vehicles with California Department 
of Motor Vehicles-issued green or white stickers only will be able to use HOV lanes for 
free until January 1, 2019, unless the sticker expiration date is extended 
(http://www.arb.ca.gov/msprog/carpool/carpool.htm). The SR 85 express lanes are 
expected to begin operation no earlier than 2017, so the benefit of free express lane use 
for alternative fuel vehicles would be for two years or less.  

See the response to Comment L-1-3 in regard to the project’s consistency with 
requirements for HOV lane operating speeds. Note that the statutory authority for HOV 
lane speeds is 23 USC 166(d)(2), not AB 2032. 

Available project funding is discussed in IS/EA Section 1.3.3. VTA is working with 
local, state, and federal agencies to identify funding sources for design, right-of-way and 

http://www.arb.ca.gov/msprog/carpool/carpool.htm
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construction. VTA studied the financial value and cost implications of the proposed 
project in detail during the preliminary project analysis and most recently in June 2013 
(VTA 2013). The most current benefit-cost analysis was conducted using the corridor 
version of the California Lifecycle Benefit/Cost Analysis Model (Cal-B/C v5.1 Corridor). 

The analysis excluded the following benefits because they are difficult to measure or 
value: 

• Improving safety on the corridor; 

• Providing travel time reliability for automobiles, transit vehicles, and emergency 
services; 

• Funding additional transit service; 

• Bringing the pavement to a state of good repair; and 

• Offering transportation options for travelers. 
The project would have a benefit-cost ratio of 4.2 at a 3 percent discount rate4 and 3.1 at 
a 7 percent discount rate.  In general, projects with a benefit-cost ratio greater than 1.0, 
when costs and benefits are discounted at the opportunity cost of capital, are considered 
to have greater benefits than costs. VTA expects the SR 85 Express Lanes Project to 
produce benefits beyond those captured by simple benefit-cost ratios and calculations of 
net present value since not all of the benefits of the project can be modeled or quantified 
(VTA 2013). 

L-1-5 
CEQA requires a lead agency to prepare an EIR if there is substantial evidence, in light 
of the whole record, that the project may have a significant effect on the environment 
(California Public Resources Code Sections 21080(d), 21082.2(d); CEQA Guidelines 
Section 15064). The existence of public controversy over the environmental effects of a 
project does not require the preparation of an EIR if there is no substantial evidence 
before the agency that the project may have a significant effect on the environment 
(CEQA Guidelines Section 15064[f][4]). Substantial evidence includes facts, reasonable 
assumptions predicated upon facts, and expert opinion supported by facts (CEQA 
Guidelines Section 15064[f][4]). A significant effect under CEQA is “a substantial, or 
potentially substantial, adverse change” in physical conditions (CEQA Guidelines 
Section 15382).  

The IS/EA studied a number of environmental topical areas. The determination that the 
proposed project would not have significant environmental effects was based on a 
detailed and comprehensive review of each technical study area. Environmental studies 
                                                
4 A discount rate in a benefit-cost analysis is used to place a value on future costs and benefits compared to 
current costs and benefits. The term discounting refers to the fact that a dollar in the future is worth less 
than a dollar now. The Cal-B/C Corridor typically uses a rate of 4 percent to discount future benefits and 
costs to present value. This rate was increased to 7 percent in accordance with Federal guidance from the 
Office of Management and Budget in Circulars A–4 Regulatory Analysis (09/17/2003) and A–94 
Guidelines and Discount Rates for Benefit-Cost Analysis of Federal Programs. An alternative analysis was 
conducted using a 3 percent discount rate, which places a higher value on long-term benefits than short-
term benefits. 
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for the project included preparation of the 27 technical reports listed in IS/EA Appendix 
G. The technical reports addressed noise, traffic, air quality, cultural resources, 
paleontological resources, biological resources, community impacts, hydraulics and water 
quality, hazardous waste, geology, and visual impacts.  

These studies were prepared by qualified professionals in each subject and were reviewed 
by experienced Caltrans environmental or engineering staff before the studies could be 
approved for inclusion in the IS/EA. The decision to complete an IS/EA was based on the 
technical studies’ findings that no significant impacts would result, or that impacts would 
be avoided or minimized. The reasons that effects of the project would be avoided or 
minimized are summarized in IS/EA Chapter 2. 

It is important to note that the same technical studies must be prepared whether the 
ultimate environmental document is an IS/EA or an EIS/EIR. Thus, preparing an EIS/EIR 
would not change the content or nature of any of the technical studies, or the 
determination of the project’s impacts on the environment.  

Additional detailed information from the technical studies and other sources has been 
added to the IS/EA as a result of public comments, as described in Master Response 
GEN-3. This information is included to clarify the basis for conclusions about project-
related impacts. The additional information does not change the conclusion that no 
significant effects would result from project implementation. 

L-1-6 
The project design was developed in sufficient detail to evaluate environmental impacts. 
The project description (IS/EA Section 1.3) and Figure 1.1-2 identify where the proposed 
lanes would start and end, including where the second express lane would be added 
(creating two express lanes in each direction), as well as a new auxiliary lane for 1.1 
miles of northbound SR 85. Project components including new signs, toll structures, and 
lighting are fully identified, and potential impacts are evaluated in IS/EA Chapter 2.   
Detailed preliminary project plans would not be considered useful to most readers. In 
response to this comment, a detailed schematic showing the access zone locations and the 
number of express lanes in each segment has been added as IS/EA Figure 1.3-2. This 
schematic is for the currently proposed express lane access configuration, which is 
described in IS/EA Section 1.3.1.1. As stated in Section 1.3.1, a different access 
configuration will be considered during the project design phase. If the express lane 
access configuration is revised, any changes will undergo the required environmental 
review. 

It should be noted that the Draft Project Report including preliminary project plans and 
the technical studies in support of the IS/EA were available to the public for review 
during the public comment period via the Caltrans website 
(http://www.dot.ca.gov/dist4/envdocs.htm#santaclara). These documents contained 
technical information that was used to evaluate environmental impacts. 

Project staging would occur within the right-of-way. Information about construction 
staging has been added to IS/EA Section 1.3.1.9. This information does not change the 
conclusions of the environmental analysis.  
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IS/EA Section 1.3.1.9 has also been revised to state that because of the relatively flat 
topography of the study area and the limited amount of proposed widening (in the median 
and for the new auxiliary lane), there would be minimal cut and fill. No spoils or import 
sites are anticipated, or associated hauling of earth material except within the existing 
right-of-way.  

Construction activities will take place adjacent to the freeway for installation of the 
elements of the project included in the project description: the additional lane between 
SR 87 and I-280, signage, the auxiliary lane, utility trenching, lighting, and concrete 
barriers.  

Truck trips and the construction timeline, locations, number of construction employees, 
and specific types of equipment were estimated as needed to analyze construction 
impacts to air quality. As described in IS/EA Section 2.2.6.3 (under “Construction 
Impacts”), the daily average emissions of construction-related criteria air pollutants or 
precursors would not exceed any applicable threshold of significance.  

Refer to Master Response GEN-6 regarding efforts to involve the public and decision-
makers in the project. It should be noted that representatives from Campbell, Cupertino, 
Los Altos, Los Gatos, Mountain View, San Jose, Saratoga, Sunnyvale, and the County of 
Santa Clara were invited to monthly project meetings beginning in October 2012. 

L-1-7 
This and other comments from the City of Cupertino state that the IS/EA never clearly 
identifies thresholds of significance. To clarify, CEQA does not establish specific 
thresholds for significance. Instead, CEQA Guidelines Section 15064(b) states that "the 
determination . . . calls for careful judgment on the part of the public agency involved" 
and that "an ironclad definition of significant effect is not possible because the 
significance of an activity may vary with the setting." CEQA encourages lead agencies to 
establish their own thresholds of significance to determine the significant effects of their 
projects.  

For Caltrans, a “significant effect on the environment” under CEQA means a substantial, 
or potentially substantial, adverse change in any of the physical conditions within the area 
affected by the project, including but not limited to land, air, water, minerals, flora, fauna, 
ambient noise, and objects of historic or aesthetic significance. 

The determination of whether a project may have a significant effect on the environment 
calls for careful judgment on the part of the Project Development Team, based to the 
extent possible on the results of field surveys and technical studies. Because the 
significance of an effect may vary depending on the environmental setting, set rules for 
determining significance in every case have not been established. Some public agencies 
have established threshold of significance for CEQA. Because Caltrans has statewide 
jurisdiction and the setting for projects varies so extensively across the state, Caltrans has 
not and has no intention to develop thresholds of significance for CEQA. The 
determination of significance under CEQA is left to the internal project development 
team, with particular deference paid to the expertise of environmental staff and other 
specialists. 
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According to the CEQA Guidelines, an economic or social change by itself is not to be 
considered a significant effect on the environment. However, if a social or economic 
change is related to a physical change, that social or economic change may be considered 
in determining whether the physical change is significant. Since nearly all Caltrans 
projects result in physical change, the consideration of social or economic changes is 
almost always appropriate in assessing the significance of project effects. 

Lastly, the existence of public controversy over the environmental effects of a project 
will not require preparation of an EIR if there is no substantial evidence that the project 
may have a significant effect on the environment. 

IS/EA Chapter 2 discussed the impacts of the proposed project and the No Project 
Alternative including permanent, temporary, direct and indirect impacts and whether or 
not there were significant impacts. It also discussed avoidance and minimization 
measures. These discussions were summarized from the technical studies performed for 
the IS/EA, which are listed in Appendix G. 

Given the existing congestion levels, Caltrans has identified LOS D as an acceptable 
threshold for the SR 85 HOV/express lanes, and LOS E for the SR 85 general purpose 
lanes. 

It should also be noted that while these thresholds were applied to individual segments to 
identify areas of concern, given the corridor-wide nature of the proposed project, the 
assessment of impacts emphasized overall changes in corridor operations.  For example, 
while the LOS on a few individual links may degrade with the project, many more 
improve as do other measures of corridor performance (i.e. hours of delay, average speed, 
throughput, travel time, etc.). 

L-1-8 
The 1,650 vph per lane cited in the comment is the approximate flow rate for an HOV 
lane to operate at LOS C/D.  As part of this project, a central monitoring system and 
pricing algorithm will be implemented that will dynamically adjust the toll rate based on 
traffic conditions to maintain the flow at or below this threshold volume.  Toll rates will 
be increased when the system senses a drop in speeds or when the volume approaches 
1,650 vehicles per hour per lane (vphpl).  The express lane will operate in HOV-only 
mode when speeds fall below the acceptable thresholds or volumes exceed 1,650 vphpl. 
The existing tolled express connectors on SR 237/I-880 function under similar principles.  

The traffic forecasts were therefore developed to be consistent with these actual operating 
assumptions.   

L-1-9 
Regarding item (c) of the comment: 

No corrections are required to the LOS results.  There appears to be some 
misunderstanding regarding the relationship of volume and speed to density, and the 
potential effects of the express lane buffer separation. 

Density is a function of both volume and speed (density = volume/speed).  Under the No 
Build scenario, with no buffer separating the HOV lane from the general purpose lanes, 
congestion in the HOV lane is due not only to the high demand in the HOV lanes, but 
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also due to the friction caused by vehicles moving between the HOV lanes and the 
heavily-congested general purpose lanes.  The merging of HOVs into and out of the HOV 
lane influences the speed in the HOV lane, causing higher density.  This can occur even 
when the HOV demands are below capacity. 

Under the Build Alternative, the introduction of the buffer eliminates the friction between 
the general purpose lanes and the express lane, thus allowing the express lane to operate 
at higher speeds and lower densities with the same volume.   

In addition, with the proposed limited-access design, some shorter trips may no longer 
use the express lane thus reducing the number of movements into and out of the express 
lane compared to the No Build HOV lane.   

Regarding item (d) of the comment: 

No corrections to the analysis are required.  There appears to be misunderstanding 
regarding the nature of the travel time and average travel speed results. 

As described in the Traffic Operations Analysis Report (TOAR; URS and DKS 2013), 
the reported freeway travel time results reflect the average time for a “through” vehicle to 
traverse a given segment of the freeway mainline using either the general purpose lanes 
or the HOV/express lanes for the entire segment.  This includes travel time only on the 
freeway mainline and does not include travel time on the ramps. 

The average network speed results reflect the average speed for all users (general purpose 
and HOV/express), and include travel on the both freeway mainline AND lower-speed 
ramps (including delays at ramp meters).   

As such, a direct comparison should not be made between these two measures.  Travel 
speed results for the freeway only are included in the appendices to the TOAR.  These 
results correspond to the freeway travel time results and are broken down by hour and 
between the general purpose and HOV/express lanes. 

L-1-10 
As described in Master Response TR-3, a supplemental assessment of project-related 
traffic impacts was conducted for 19 intersections in the Cities of Saratoga and 
Cupertino, including the intersections of local roadways with SR 85 ramps (DKS 2014a, 
2014b, 2015). The assessment showed that none of the studied intersections would be 
significantly impacted by the proposed project (DKS 2015). 

L-1-11 
While the proposed project does not modify the interchange locations cited in the 
comment, the conversion of the current HOV lane into an HOV/express lane will help to 
alleviate congestion by shifting some of the current single-occupant vehicles (solo 
drivers) into the express lane, thus better utilizing the available roadway capacity.  This, 
in turn, reduces the traffic volume in the general purpose lanes and can increase the 
maximum volume able to pass through a bottleneck location thereby reducing the level of 
congestion.  A detailed traffic operational analysis was conducted that accounted for 
existing bottlenecks and the specific design elements of the proposed project.  Summary 
of this detailed traffic analysis is documented in IS/EA Section 2.1.3.2.  
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Refer to Master Response TR-2 regarding other planned improvements that could 
improve the traffic operations along the SR 85 corridor. 

L-1-12 
There are no pedestrian and bicycle facilities on SR 85 or US 101 in the project limits, 
and the proposed project would not affect any pedestrian and bicycle facilities that cross 
over SR 85 or US 101. IS/EA Section 2.1.3.1 has been revised to include this 
information.  

The project would benefit public transit through the provision of a second HOV/express 
lane in the median of SR 85 between SR 87 and I-280 and through the reinvestment of 
toll revenues in transit within the corridor.  VTA currently operates three express buses 
that use SR 85 (routes 102, 168, and 182). The project would improve HOV/express lane 
travel times for buses and other lane users during peak hours, as shown in IS/EA Tables 
2.1.3-7 and 2.1.3-11. 

Master Response GEN-2 provides detailed information about why light rail was not 
analyzed as an alternative to the proposed project.  

The comment and the Cupertino General Plan Circulation Element refer to VTA’s Valley 
Transportation Plan 2020 (VTA 2000). The 2020 plan was published in December 2000 
and has been updated several times since then. The current plan is Transportation 2035 
(VTA 2009), and the Transportation 2040 Plan is in development.  

The Valley Transportation Plan 2020 prepared in 2000 does not identify light rail in the 
median of SR 85 as a proposed project. An earlier plan, the Santa Clara County 
Transportation Plan T2010 (Santa Clara County Transportation Authority 1992), included 
the “De Anza” intra-county rail corridor along SR 85 as a potential future project. 
Subsequent versions of the Valley Transportation Plan did not identify the De Anza rail 
corridor as a potential project. 

The project would not wholly preclude the development of a light rail system within the 
SR 85 median. The addition of a second express lane in the median along northbound and 
southbound SR 85 between SR 87 and I-280 would take up approximately 24 feet of the 
46-foot median, and signs, toll structures, and lighting would be installed in the median 
as described in IS/EA Section 1.3. It should be noted that express lane project 
components, like most transportation facilities, are assumed to have an effective life span 
of approximately 20 years. In the future, if widening SR 85 became necessary or the 
express lanes were found to no longer provide the intended travel benefits, the express 
lane facilities could be shifted or removed to accommodate at-grade light rail tracks. If a 
light rail system were constructed at that time, additional right-of-way would likely have 
to be acquired for parking and bus transfer facilities adjacent to stations along SR 85. 

The comment states that the project would use funding to widen the highway that could 
otherwise be invested in public transportation. As stated in Master Response GEN-2, 
programmed TIP funding for express lanes on SR 85 cannot be transferred to a future 
light rail project on SR 85. Moreover, net revenue generated from the SR 85 express 
lanes would be used for HOV, transportation, and transit service improvements within the 
SR 85 corridor.  
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VTA is committed to public transit, and that commitment is demonstrated through the 
allocation of funds in the Valley Transportation Plan 2040 (in development). As shown in 
the most recent project list for the plan, approximately $7.9 million is slated for transit 
projects and improvements including light rail and bus rapid transit, and less than half of 
that amount (approximately $3.4 million) is slated for highway projects and 
improvements (VTA 2011).  

The comment on development patterns is noted but does not provide evidence that the 
project would change development patterns along SR 85, which is already bordered by 
urban and suburban development.  

The comment does not clarify how the project has the potential to adversely affect 
pedestrian and bicycle use or to be inconsistent with the City of Cupertino's Pedestrian 
Transportation Guidelines, the Cupertino Bicycle Transportation Plan, or the Cupertino 
General Plan Circulation Element p. 4-7. The project does not involve any construction 
on local streets and therefore would not impact pedestrian or bicycle use. 

L-1-13 
The Transportation Management Plan (TMP) and other measures that are implemented as 
part of standard Caltrans procedures, such as the implementation of the water quality best 
management practices in IS/EA Section 2.2.2.4 and construction dust control practices in 
IS/EA Section 2.2.6.4, are not considered mitigation because they are required to be a 
part of the project. These standard procedures are implemented on every Caltrans project 
and are fully enforceable through construction contract documents. The TMP is included 
in IS/EA Sections 2.1.2.2 (under “Emergency Services”) and 2.1.3.2 (under “Impact 
Summary”). 

The TMP is developed conceptually during the environmental phase and finalized during 
detailed project design to minimize delay and inconvenience to the traveling public.  It 
will address traffic impacts from staged construction, detours, and specific traffic 
handling concerns and will be supported by detailed traffic studies to evaluate traffic 
operations during construction.  The TMP has elements such as public outreach, 
construction message signs, and incident management. The public outreach element will 
include preparation of press releases and other documents necessary to adequately inform 
the public of traffic delays associated with the project.  Advance notification of 
construction activity will be given to local newspaper, television and radio stations, and 
emergency response providers.  Weekly information updates will also be given to the 
Caltrans District 4 Public Information Office for use in Caltrans Weekly Traffic Updates. 

Although the overall project construction duration is estimated at 1.5 years, construction 
activities would be temporary, concentrated in specific areas within the right-of-way over 
a period of several days to a few weeks. In other words, the entire length of the project 
corridor would not be under construction for the entire 1.5-year period. The staged 
construction and traffic handling plans that will be developed during detailed project 
design will ensure that the project will be built in a logical and reasonable manner and 
that adequate consideration is given for safety and convenience of the general public and 
workers during construction.  Local agency representatives within the project limits will 
be invited to attend the project development team meetings during detailed project design 
in order to provide their comments and input. 
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The same technical studies must be prepared whether the ultimate environmental 
document is an IS/EA or an EIS/EIR.  Thus, preparing an EIS/EIR would not change the 
content or nature of any of the technical studies, or the determination of the project’s 
impacts on the environment. 

L-1-14 
The comment that the IS/EA fails to analyze or mitigate for project-related noise changes 
is an introductory  statement and is addressed in more detail in the Responses to 
Comments L-1-15 and L-1-16. 

For highway transportation projects with Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) 
involvement, the Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1970 and the associated implementing 
regulations (Title 23, Part 772 of the Code of Federal Regulations [23 CFR 772]) govern 
the analysis and abatement of traffic noise impacts.  This project has federal funds; 
therefore, these regulations apply. Determining when the future noise level with the 
project is predicted to approach or exceed the noise abatement criteria (NAC) is part of 
the process used to apply FHWA regulations for analyzing highway traffic noise (23 CFR 
772). It is not the same as the processes used to assess the significance of project-related 
noise changes for CEQA and NEPA purposes, which are documented in Section 7 of the 
Caltrans Traffic Noise Analysis Protocol for New Highway Construction, 
Reconstruction, and Retrofit Barrier Projects (Protocol or TNAP; Caltrans 2011d). In 
summary:  

• For CEQA, the determination of noise impacts is based on the project-related 
increase in noise and other project-specific conditions. In the past, Caltrans 
defined a substantial increase in noise as a 12 decibel increase between existing 
conditions and design year (in this case, 2035) with-project conditions. No single 
numerical threshold is currently used on all projects. Instead, the Project 
Development Team considers the level of the project’s noise increase and the 
absolute future noise level in making the determination of significance. As 
described in IS/EA Section 2.2.7.5, the difference in noise between existing 
conditions and 2035 with-project conditions would range from 0 to 3 dBA, 
depending on location. An increase of 3 dBA is considered barely detectable to 
the human ear. For this project, the Project Development Team determined that a 
3 dBA increase is not substantial and would be less than significant under CEQA.  

• For NEPA, the determination of noise impacts is based on a comparison of design 
year (in this case, 2035) conditions with and without the project. There are no 
specific thresholds for assessing this incremental project-related noise increase 
under NEPA; however, due to federal involvement, 23 CFR 772 regulations 
apply. As stated in IS/EA Section 2.2.7.1 (under “National Environmental Policy 
Act and 23 CFR 772”), the threshold for a noise impact is when the future noise 
level with the project is predicted to substantially exceed the existing noise level 
(defined as a 12 dBA or more increase), or approach or exceed the NAC. 
Approaching the NAC is defined as coming within 1 dBA of the NAC. 

The change in noise levels was evaluated at each study location through comparison of 
existing, No Project, and project conditions. The methods, procedures, and results of the 
analysis are documented in the project’s Noise Study Report (Illingworth and Rodkin 
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2012). The technical report was available to the public for review during the public 
comment period for the IS/EA. 

As stated in IS/EA Section 2.2.7, the project would result in noise level increases of 0 to 
3 dBA over both existing and No Project conditions, depending on location. Under 
CEQA, this change in noise level would not result in significant impacts, and no 
mitigation would be required.  

Some locations within the project limits would experience noise levels that approach 
(within 1 dBA) or exceed the NAC. Therefore, in accordance with 23 CFR 772, potential 
noise abatement was evaluated where frequent human use occurs and where a lowered 
noise level would be of benefit. 

It should be noted that the NAC values are for impact determination only and are not 
design standards for noise abatement measures (IS/EA Table 2.2.7-1, footnote 2). In other 
words, the NAC values are used to determine whether noise abatement must be 
considered, but do not represent levels to which noise must be abated.  

The abatement considered for this project was construction of new sound walls or higher 
walls where existing walls have been built. The wall heights considered were 8, 10, 12, 
14, and 16 feet. Final IS/EA Table 2.2.7-195 lists the predicted noise level with the 
potential abatement for the locations with noise levels that approach (within 1 dBA) or 
exceed the NAC.  Twenty four walls—8 new walls and 16 replacement walls—were 
analyzed. All the replacement walls and one new wall did not meet the 7 dBA noise 
reduction design goal for at least one benefited receptor; therefore, these walls were 
considered not acoustically feasible and removed from further analysis.  Six walls had at 
least one wall height that would meet the 7 dBA noise reduction design goal.  These 
walls would be located along: 

• Southbound US 101 south of Oregon Expressway by Greer Park 

• Southbound US 101 south of Amphitheatre Parkway by Leghorn Street 

• Southbound SR 85 south of El Camino Real by Kings Row and Franklin Avenue 

• Northbound SR 85 north of Fremont Avenue by Bernardo Avenue 

• Northbound SR 85 south of Stevens Creek Boulevard by Campus Drive 

• Northbound SR 85 south of Santa Teresa Boulevard by Gunderson High 
A benefit-cost analysis was performed to determine the preliminary reasonableness for 
constructing the six potential walls using the criteria set forth in the Protocol.  This 
analysis was documented in the Noise Abatement Decision Report prepared for the 
project.  The technical report was available to the public for review during the public 
comment period. 

The comment is correct that the sound wall evaluation included in Section 2.2.7.4 (under 
“Traffic Noise Abatement Evaluation”) found that none of the evaluated sound wall 
locations met the feasibility and reasonableness criteria.  
                                                
5  Formerly Table 2.2.7-3 in the Draft IS/EA. 
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The other potential noise abatement measures listed in Section 2.2.7.4 (under “Traffic 
Noise Abatement Evaluation”) were not considered practicable or feasible for the reasons 
described below: 

• Avoiding the project impact by using design alternatives, such as altering the 
horizontal and vertical alignment of the project, is not considered practicable 
because the project is on an already-constructed roadway, and parts of SR 85 are 
already below the grade of surrounding development. 

• Using traffic management measures to regulate types of vehicles and speeds is not 
considered practicable because the greatest generator of highway noise is trucks, 
and trucks are already restricted on much of SR 85. Unless restrictions were 
imposed on the part of SR 85 where trucks are allowed, there would be no 
noticeable change in truck traffic noise.  The current speed limit is 65 mph, and 
lowering it is only practicable if a traffic study by the State determines that the 
speed limit is not safe or reasonable to maintain.    

• Acquiring property to serve as a buffer zone would greatly increase the 
environmental impacts and implementation costs for the project, as most of the 
project corridor is bordered on both sides by residential and other development. 

• Acoustically insulating Activity Category D land uses (such as auditoriums, day 
care centers, hospitals, and libraries) has been considered. Category D land uses 
along the project corridor were evaluated in accordance with Caltrans and FHWA 
standards. At each of the Category D land uses, interior noise levels were either 
measured, or, if permission to enter to take measurements was denied, estimated 
based on construction methods, ventilation system type, and window type. No 
Category D land uses were identified that would have future noise levels with the 
project that would approach or exceed the interior noise abatement criteria (NAC) 
of 52 dBA Leq[h]. Therefore, providing additional acoustical insulation for 
Category D land uses is not warranted.  

The comment states that pavement options such as open graded asphalt concrete or 
rubberized asphalt materials can attenuate noise. The use of “quieter pavement” for 
roadway noise abatement has received attention in recent years, and the effectiveness and 
application of quieter pavement has been studied by Caltrans and others.  

There are two major types of pavement: flexible asphalt concrete (AC), which is black in 
color, and rigid Portland cement concrete (PCC), which is white in color. Historically, 
new AC generally tends to be quieter than new PCC, but aggregate size, surface texture, 
and age/condition can cause wide variations in tire pavement noise levels. The 
differences in noise reducing characteristics between AC and PCC are narrowing as new 
quieter pavement designs are being implemented. Open-graded AC, particularly when it 
is porous, has been shown to produce less tire noise than dense-graded AC. Longitudinal 
(parallel to direction of travel) texturing, tining, or grooving in PCC has been shown to be 
much less noisy than transverse (perpendicular to direction of travel) texturing, tining, or 
grooving.  Grinding of existing surfaces has also been found to be effective in reducing 
noise for all types of PCC textures. The longevity of the lower noise benefits associated 
with quieter pavement is not as well understood. There are many regional variables that 
can affect pavement performance, such as road base condition, environment, traffic loads, 
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mix design, and quality of construction material and methods. In general, as any 
pavement ages and wears, the acoustic characteristics change and tire/pavement noise 
becomes louder (Caltrans 2013). 

At this time, FHWA policy does not allow quieter pavement to be considered as a noise 
abatement measure (Caltrans 2013). Quieter pavement is not currently listed in 23 CFR 
772 as a noise abatement measure for which Federal funding may be used (Caltrans 
2011d, p. 20).  

L-1-15 
The comment states that the IS/EA does not adequately describe the existing noise 
setting. The IS/EA summarizes the findings of the Noise Study Report (NSR) for the 
proposed project (Illingworth and Rodkin 2012), which was prepared in accordance with 
FHWA and Caltrans policies to address traffic noise impacts and noise abatement. This 
includes FHWA regulations (Title 23, Part 772 of the Code of Federal Regulations [23 
CFR 772]) and the Caltrans Protocol [Caltrans 2011d]). The Protocol addresses both 
Federal and State environmental statutes with regard to noise.  

The NSR evaluated the existing land use categories along the freeway in each of the 15 
study segments (including specific locations such as schools, churches, and parks), 
collected noise measurements, and described existing sound walls and noise barriers 
(NSR Chapter 6). Noise measurements were taken in more than 140 locations (NSR 
Tables 6-1 and 6-2) to represent the noise environment at individual receptors and, where 
appropriate, at groups of receptors that are considered acoustically equivalent to one 
another. Measurement locations were chosen that represent each type of land use activity 
category within each study segment. Measurements were taken at locations expected to 
be most affected by freeway noise based on proximity, geometry, elevation, and 
sensitivity. Measurements were also taken at locations beyond first-row receptors 
(meaning the first row of structures from the freeway) to document the decrease in noise 
levels with distance from the noise source. The comprehensive noise survey completed as 
part of the NSR adequately established existing noise levels at all potentially impacted 
land uses near the project corridor.     

As stated in the response to Comment L-1-14, Category D land uses along the project 
corridor were evaluated in accordance with Caltrans and FHWA standards for existing 
and future No Build and Build interior noise levels. At each of the Category D land uses, 
interior noise levels were either measured, or, if permission to enter to take measurements 
was denied, estimated based on construction methods, ventilation system type, and 
window type. No Category D land uses were identified that would have future noise 
levels with the project that would approach or exceed the interior noise abatement criteria 
(NAC) of 52 dBA Leq[h]. 

The NSR contains detailed information about Category D land uses including specific 
locations, whether sound walls are in place, window type, and evaluation of interior noise 
levels. Additional information about the existing noise setting has been added to IS/EA 
Section 2.2.7 from the NSR. This is information that was made available during the 
public review period, does not constitute significant new information, and does not 
change the results of the analysis.  

Noise Measurement Locations and Reflective Noise 
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All noise measurement locations collected for the NSR were at various distances outside 
of the freeway right-of-way. As noted above, measurement locations were selected based 
on their potential to be most affected by freeway noise based on proximity, geometry, 
elevation, and sensitivity. The locations ranged from about 15 to 400 feet from SR 85.  

The results of the measurements indicated that in the majority of cases, noise levels only 
approached or exceed the NAC at first-row receptors. Measurements made at distances 
beyond first-row receptors showed that existing noise levels were typically 62 dBA Leq or 
less and at least 5 dBA below the NAC. Multiple noise measurements were collected at 
the majority of locations (NSR Tables 6-1 and 6-2). The noise measurement locations 
were selected in accordance with Caltrans and FHWA standards that would have the 
highest ambient traffic noise, and collection of measurements from additional receptor 
locations is not warranted. These distances were selected because at distances greater 
than 500 feet, the ambient noise levels associated with freeways are not substantially 
different with or without sound walls (Caltrans 2002).  

The comment states that reflective noise can cause noise levels uphill or at some distance 
from the right-of-way to be substantially different from locations within the right-of-way. 
Note that no noise measurements were collected within the State right-of-way, which 
generally coincides with the sound walls that enclose SR 85, because there are no 
residences, schools, or other noise-sensitive land uses within the right-of-way. All 
measurement locations were selected based on their potential to be affected by project-
related noise, as described above.  

Differences in noise levels from possible reflection have been studied using 
measurements at various locations from a freeway before and after sound walls were 
constructed. The distances ranged from 300 feet to 3,000 feet away and accounted for 
traffic levels and meteorological conditions (to make sure the measurements before and 
after the construction of the walls were performed under similar conditions). 
Measurements included late night, early morning, and day time periods representing a 
wide range of conditions throughout the day and night. The monitored locations included 
hillsides with a clear view of the sound wall location in line with any potential reflective 
path. Maximum differences ranged from 1 to 2 dBA under similar meteorological 
conditions, which is considered barely detectable. These studies showed that the noise 
environment in the vicinity of a freeway is dominated by the sound that a receiver hears 
directly from the freeway, and any reflective noise, if it occurs, does not contribute to a 
detectable change (Woodward-Clyde and Illingworth and Rodkin 1994; Woodward-
Clyde and Illingworth and Rodkin 1999; URS Greiner Woodward Clyde, Illingworth and 
Rodkin, and Haygood and Associates 1999a; URS Greiner Woodward Clyde, Illingworth 
and Rodkin, and Haygood and Associates 1999b). 

Noise Measurement Metrics 
The comment states that the IS/EA must evaluate single noise events and differentiate 
between daytime and nighttime noise.  

As described in the Caltrans Technical Noise Supplement to the Traffic Noise Analysis 
Protocol (TeNS; Caltrans 2013), the proper noise descriptor to use in any given situation 
depends on the nature of the noise source. A noise such as a gunshot requires a different 
descriptor than traffic noise. The metric of sound exposure level (SEL) is mainly used for 
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aircraft noise because it captures the acoustical energy during a single noise event, 
compressed into a period of 1 second and expressed in decibels. Noise studies prepared 
for local agency projects often are evaluated in terms of 24-hour metrics such as the 
DNL/Ldn (Day-Night Average Sound Level, the 24-hour sound level with a 10 dB 
“penalty” for noise occurring at night) or the community noise equivalent level (CNEL, a 
similar daily average noise level metric that penalizes evening noise by 5 dB and 
nighttime noise by 10 dB).  

This project was required by 23 CFR 772 to be done in terms of the worst noise hour 
(Leq[h]) for traffic.  Along a freeway, noise is generated by traffic, consisting of 
automobiles and trucks. Noise from a freeway, particularly during the worst-hour, is 
rather constant with occasional maximum instantaneous noise levels from trucks or 
motorcycles.  There can also be brief lulls in traffic yielding reduced traffic noise levels.  
The acoustical descriptor used to characterize freeway noise is the equivalent noise level 
(Leq). The Leq is the equivalent steady-state noise level in a stated period of time that 
would contain the same acoustic energy as the time-varying noise level during the same 
period. A single noise event associated with a highway would consist of a single vehicle 
or a very short period of measurement instead of a longer average. These single events 
are captured during the measurement and reflected in the Leq. Shorter-duration 
measurements such as SEL provide the acoustical energy during a single noise event 
compressed into a period of 1 second, and enable the comparison of the acoustical energy 
of different events involving different source characteristics.  Freeway noise does not 
have different source characteristics. The study’s worst-case noise conditions represent 
the maximum number of vehicles traveling at the speed limit. Mitigation or abatement is 
evaluated to reduce these worst-hour noise levels to the greatest feasible or practicable 
amount with sound walls in place.  

Nighttime Noise Levels 
During evening until early morning, the sound levels near a freeway will be substantially 
lower because of the relatively lower level of traffic compared to other periods of the day. 
During the quietest nighttime periods, equivalent noise levels are typically 10 dBA or 
more below the worst-hour traffic noise level. The commenter is correct that the 
“masking effect” of the freeway is less, and other background sounds can sometimes be 
heard that would not be detected during the noisier daytime periods. This is already 
occurring along SR 85 as well as other freeways. The project would not have any effect 
on ambient noise levels during the late evening through early morning because there is 
very little traffic during these times. A motorist can travel at the speed limit with little or 
no congestion.  

The project involves installation of express lanes to enable travelers to avoid congestion 
during the peak periods of the day and early evening. The express lanes will open to all 
during non-peak periods because congestion management is not needed. Evaluation of 
the noise levels at night, representing more sensitive periods of time for nearby residents, 
would yield no difference with and without project conditions because the same number 
of vehicles would be traveling the same speed under both scenarios, resulting in no long-
term effect on nighttime noise levels. 

The same technical studies must be prepared whether the ultimate environmental 
document is an IS/EA or an EIS/EIR.  Thus, preparing an EIS/EIR would not change the 
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content or nature of any of the technical studies, or the determination of the project’s 
impacts on the environment. 

L-1-16 
Although the overall project construction duration is estimated at 1.5 years, noise 
generated by project-related construction activities would be temporary, concentrated in 
specific areas over a period of several days to a few weeks. The IS/EA provided a 
summary of the evaluation of construction noise from the NSR. The technical report was 
available to the public for review during the public comment period. Additional 
construction noise information from the NSR has been added to IS/EA Section 2.2.7.4 to 
provide further details about the analysis, including the types of equipment and activities 
expected to produce construction noise, maximum and average noise levels, and 
proximity of construction activities to residential receptors along SR 85. The additional 
information does not change the finding that construction noise levels at receptors nearest 
the project alignment would not be substantially higher than existing hourly average 
traffic noise levels on SR 85, except in the case of temporary construction techniques 
such as pile driving.  

The comment refers to construction noise information for the I-5/SR 56 Interchange 
Project in San Diego and states that noise levels can be as high as 101 dBA at 50 feet. 
The I-5/SR 56 Interchange Project is a major infrastructure project that, depending on the 
alternative selected, may include construction of structures for two new freeway 
connector ramps and potentially involve extensive pile driving and other activities that 
could result in noise levels as high as 101 dBA at 50 feet.  

The proposed SR 85 Express Lanes Project does not include any construction activities 
that are expected to result in noise levels that would be as high as 101 dBA at 50 feet. 
The geotechnical analysis conducted for the project indicates that cast-in-drilled-hole 
(CIDH) piles can be used to support overhead signs and toll structures. Installing CIDH 
piles typically results in noise levels of 84 dBA Leq at a distance of 50 feet (or 78 dBA 
Leq at a distance of 100 feet when accounting for additional distance from the noise 
source). Either driven or CIDH piles can be used for bridge widening supports except at 
Pollard Road, which would have spread footings that do not require piles. Concerns about 
construction noise expressed during the public review period for this project will be 
considered during the design phase in selecting pile types for the bridge widening 
locations.  

The Protocol (Caltrans 2011d) states that 23 CFR 772 does not specify specific methods 
or abatement criteria for evaluating construction noise, but a reasonable analysis method 
such as the FHWA Roadway Construction Noise Model (Federal Highway 
Administration 2006) must be used to determine whether construction would result in 
adverse construction noise impacts on land uses or activities in the project area. As part 
of the NSR, FHWA’s Roadway Construction Noise Model was used to calculate the 
maximum and average noise levels anticipated during each phase of construction, 
including possible structure work with pile driving. The NSR accounted for existing 
hourly average traffic noise levels at receptor locations, predicted noise levels from 
different construction phases, and the estimated range of resulting construction noise 
levels at receptor locations. This information is summarized in IS/EA Sections 2.2.7.3 
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(noise levels at each receptor location) and 2.2.7.4 (construction noise levels by 
construction stage and range of levels at receptor locations).  

Neither the Protocol nor 23 CFR 772 establishes significance thresholds for construction 
noise. Rather, when construction noise impacts are anticipated, project plans and 
specifications must identify abatement measures that would minimize or eliminate 
adverse construction noise impacts on the community. IS/EA Section 2.2.7.4 provides 
measures to minimize or reduce the potential for noise impacts resulting from project 
construction.  

Refer to Master Response GEN-3 in regard to preparation of an EIS/EIR. The same 
technical studies must be prepared whether the ultimate environmental document is an 
IS/EA or an EIS/EIR.  Thus, preparing an EIS/EIR would not change the content or 
nature of any of the technical studies, or the determination of the project’s impacts on the 
environment. 

Construction-related vibration levels would be very low because of the distance 
separating the primary work area from adjacent land uses and because of the limited 
potential for substantial vibration events such as impact pile driving. Construction 
activities using heavy equipment, such as the use of a vibratory roller or the dropping of 
heavy objects, would typically occur at distances greater than 125 feet from structures 
adjoining the highway since the majority of the work is within the SR 85 median.  At 
such distances, vibration levels from proposed construction equipment would be less than 
0.036 inches per second, peak particle velocity (PPV; a measure of vibration), well below 
the 0.3 inches per second PPV vibration threshold recommended by Caltrans to avoid 
cosmetic damage (minor cracking in plaster walls or ceilings) to older residential 
buildings. Construction vibration levels at the nearest land uses would also be well below 
ambient vibration levels from occupants inside buildings (such as vibration resulting 
from footsteps or slamming doors shut).   

The comment states that the construction plan for noise-generating construction activities 
does not provide performance criteria that ensure that construction-related noise does not 
adversely impact nearby sensitive receptors. This requirement is one of many listed under 
the Construction Noise Measures in Section 2.2.7.4. The construction plan is in addition 
to all other construction measures listed. Its intent is to provide information for nearby 
residents and land owners, is not a substitute for any other mitigation measures, and does 
not defer mitigation. It would require the contractor to develop a schedule of activities. 
The public outreach to the traveling public as well as adjacent landowners during 
construction will be undertaken by VTA’s Public Affairs Division.  

The comment also states that the measure to avoid the staging of construction equipment 
within 200 feet of residences and as far as practical from noise sensitive receptors is 
unlikely to be effective because Caltrans has not identified the specific affected sensitive 
receptors and because the use of "as far as practical" is vague and unenforceable. This 
project involves over 33 miles of highway, and sensitive receptors that were identified in 
the NSR are located outside of the State right-of-way and away from the construction 
areas, which are in the median and along shoulders of the existing SR 85 and US 101. 
The project already limits the contractor to working largely within the median and along 
the outside edge of pavement; however, this measure allows for the Caltrans Resident 
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Engineer to respond to complaints from residents or others regarding the location of 
equipment. The 200 feet is based on a reasonable distance at which noise levels from the 
majority of construction equipment would decline to levels equivalent to the existing 
traffic noise, while still allowing the contractor to access the work locations within the 
freeway corridor. The 200-foot limit ensures that temporary staging areas are located 
away from sensitive receptors. The comment does not provide evidence that project 
operation or construction would result in significant noise impacts that require mitigation.  

As described above, preparation of an EIR/EIS is not warranted. 

L-1-17 
The project’s potential effects on air quality were studied in accordance with the 
requirements set forth in Chapter 11 of the Caltrans Standard Environmental Reference 
(SER). It is important to understand that:  

• Some pollutants, which include ozone, nitrogen oxides, and volatile organic 
compounds (VOCs), are regional in nature and cannot be readily associated with 
individual transportation projects. These pollutants are therefore analyzed on a 
regional level as part of the conformity process.  

• Other pollutants, such as carbon monoxide (CO), particulate matter (PM2.5), and 
mobile source air toxics, are analyzed at the project level as required by Chapter 
11 of the SER.  

All air quality regulations and analyses are based on the goal of achieving ambient air 
quality standards, which are established to protect public health and welfare with a 
margin of safety. As noted in IS/EA Section 2.2.6.1, the Federal Clean Air Act, as 
amended, is the primary federal law that governs air quality, and the California Clean Air 
Act (CAA) is its companion state law.  

The U.S. EPA, in conjunction with the Department of Transportation, has established the 
Transportation Conformity Rule (40 CFR Parts 93 and 51) to implement the CAA 
conformity provisions. The CAA Amendments of 1990 require transportation plans, 
programs, and projects that need federal funding or approval to conform to state or 
federal air quality plans for achieving national ambient air quality standards (NAAQS). 
The NAAQS and other federal regulations provide the basis for air quality analyses under 
NEPA. 

Conformity is a parallel process under the CAA. Conformity is defined by Section 176(c) 
of the CAA (42 USC 7506[c]) as conforming to the purpose of the State Implementation 
Plan (SIP) to ensure that transportation plans, programs, and projects do not: 1) produce 
new air quality violations, 2) worsen existing violations, or 3) delay timely attainment of 
NAAQS. According to the CAA, federally supported activities must conform to the SIP’s 
purpose of attaining and maintaining the NAAQS. Efforts to attain and maintain the 
NAAQS include the BAAQMD’s Clean Air Plan 2010, which provides an integrated 
control strategy to reduce ozone, particulate matter, toxic air contaminants, and 
greenhouse gases.   

In determining whether a project conforms with an approved air quality plan, agencies 
must use current emission estimates based on the most recent population, employment, 
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travel, and congestion estimates determined by an area’s metropolitan planning 
organization (MPO). The MPO for the Bay Area is the Metropolitan Transportation 
Commission (MTC). MPOs are required to develop and maintain long-range plans and 
programs, such as 20-year Regional Transportation Plans (RTPs) and 4-year (or longer) 
Regional Transportation Improvement Programs (TIPs) that set forth transportation 
policies and programs for the region. MTC’s RTP is a blueprint for the development of 
mass transit, highway, airport, seaport, railroad, bicycle, and pedestrian facilities in the 
nine-county Bay Area through 2040. As part of the RTP and TIP, regional air quality 
analyses are conducted of emissions from planned transportation projects in combination 
with other planned growth and development. The analyses compare net emissions of 
pollutants on a regional basis by modeling total emissions for the region with and without 
the planned transportation projects.  

A conformity determination indicates that the total emissions projected for all 
transportation projects in an RTP or TIP are within the emissions limits (budgets) 
established by the SIP, and that transportation control measures (TCMs) in approved SIPs 
are implemented in a timely fashion to achieve the NAAQS. 

The CEQA checklist in IS/EA Appendix B includes similar criteria to the conformity 
process, in particular, whether a project would conflict or obstruct implementation of an 
air quality plan, violate an air quality standard, or contribute to a violation of a standard. 
Additional CEQA criteria include whether the project would result in a cumulatively 
considerable net increase of a nonattainment pollutant, expose populations to substantial 
pollutant concentrations, or create objectionable odors.  

IS/EA Section 2.2.6.3 (under “Regional Air Quality Conformity”) includes a summary of 
the project’s conformity process and conclusion. The project was included in MTC’s 
regional analysis of transportation projects and was determined to conform with the SIP. 
The air quality analyses demonstrated that the Bay Area region can meet air quality 
goals, and therefore it does not conflict with implementation of an air quality plan.  

IS/EA Section 2.2.6.3 describes the evaluation of project effects on carbon monoxide 
(CO), particulate matter (PM2.5), and mobile source air toxics (MSATs).   

• The Bay Area is in attainment of the federal and state CO standards. Carbon 
monoxide emissions modeling for the Build and No Build conditions in 2015 and 
2035 was performed and showed that the project would not exceed a CO standard.  

• The Bay Area is in nonattainment of the state and federal PM2.5 standards. PM2.5 
was addressed through consultation with the Bay Area Air Quality Conformity 
Task Force, which includes representatives from federal (U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency Region 9, Federal Highway Administration, Federal Transit 
Administration), state (California Air Resources Board, Caltrans), regional (MTC, 
Bay Area Air Quality Management District, and Association of Bay Area 
Governments), and sub-regional (Congestion Management Agencies, transit 
operators, local jurisdictions, etc.) agencies. The project was determined to not be 
a project of air quality concern, which means it would not result in an air quality 
violation of PM2.5.  
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• MSATs were analyzed as described in the response to Comment L-1-20. The 
modeling shows that the project would not result in a substantial increase in 
MSAT emissions.  

The Bay Area is unclassified for the federal but in nonattainment of the state PM10 
standards, and in nonattainment of the federal and state ozone standards. The current 
federal process does not require hot spot analyses for PM10.  

Ozone is among the criteria pollutants analyzed in the regional conformity process 
conducted for the RTP and TIP. The conformity process must show a long-term benefit 
between no project and project conditions. As a project included in these conformity 
evaluations, the SR 85 project would not result in a considerable net increase in ozone 
and would not result in an exceedance of an air quality standard.  

The project would not expose populations to substantial pollutant concentrations because 
it would meet regional conformity requirements for all criteria pollutants.   

See the response to Comment L-1-5 and Master Response GEN-3 in regard to 
preparation of an EIR/EIS. 

L-1-18 
As the proposed project is included in the 2013 RTP and TIP, which conform to the SIP, 
it is in conformance with all related federal air quality requirements. These requirements 
are designed to be protective of human health, so identification of any specific sensitive 
groups is not required. 

The air quality analysis accounted for the fact that SR 85 is bordered by residential areas 
by modeling CO emissions at a range of locations adjacent to SR 85, including where 
homes back onto SR 85, peripheral roads, a pedestrian overcrossing of SR 85, and within 
25 feet of the roadway (see Appendix A of the Air Quality Impact Assessment [URS 
2013]). The technical report was available for review during the public comment period. 
As CO and PM concentrations diminish rapidly with distance from the source, 
concentrations at potential sensitive receptor locations would be much lower than in close 
proximity to the roadway. 

It should be noted that the project would not bring SR 85 closer to established 
neighborhoods in the manner described in the comment. The project would convert the 
single HOV lane into a single express lane on SR 85 between US 101 in Mountain 
View/Palo Alto and I-280, on SR 85 between SR 87 and the US 101 interchange in 
southern San Jose, and on US 101 between the SR 85 interchange in southern San Jose 
and Metcalf Road. On SR 85 between SR 87 and I-280, a second express lane would be 
added in the median—along the centerline. The traffic lanes would not be shifted toward 
the outer shoulders. The only location where any lane would be shifted toward the outer 
shoulders and nearby residences is the 1.1-mile segment of northbound SR 85 between 
South De Anza Boulevard and Stevens Creek Boulevard, where an auxiliary lane would 
be added. This project feature would not result in additional air quality impacts. 

L-1-19 
See the response to Comment L-1-17. The current RTP and TIP included the proposed 
project in the modeling for regional air quality conformity. Because the RTP and TIP 
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were found to conform with the SIP, the project is inherently consistent with 
BAAQMD’s Clean Air Plan 2010, which provides an integrated control strategy to 
reduce ozone, particulate matter, toxic air contaminants, and greenhouse gases. 

It is not within the scope of this project to address legal actions against the 2013 RTP. 
See the response to Comment L-1-5 and Master Response GEN-3 in regard to 
preparation of an EIR/EIS. 

State standards are shown in IS/EA Table 2.2.6-1, and total emissions and concentrations, 
as applicable, were compared to state standards in the same manner as federal standards. 
The project would not result in or contribute to a violation of either state or federal air 
quality standards.  

L-1-20 
The comment that the project will cause emissions of mobile source air toxics (MSATs) 
to increase over existing conditions is incorrect. As stated in Section 2.2.6.3 (“Mobile 
Source Air Toxics”), emissions in 2015 and 2035 for both the No Build and Build 
conditions would be lower than for existing conditions. MSAT emissions modeling 
shows that the proposed project would increase emissions of certain MSATs by 2 to 4 
percent in 2015 and by 5 to 7 percent in 2035 compared to the No Build Alternative. 
However, compared to existing conditions, MSAT emissions with the Build Alternative 
would be 47 to 69 percent lower in 2015, and 52 to 77 percent lower in 2035. Therefore, 
the project would not affect sensitive receptors near the SR 85 corridor. IS/EA Section 
2.2.6.3 (under “Mobile Source Air Toxics”) has been revised to include this information. 

It should be noted that MSAT analysis was performed in accordance with the federal 
procedure as included (and required) in the latest EPA and FHWA Interim Guidance 
Update on Mobile Source Air Toxic Analysis in NEPA Documents. The model used for 
this effort, CT-EMFAC5, is an updated, Caltrans-specific version of the EMFAC model 
discussed in the AASHTO guidelines presented in Exhibit H of the comment.   
The modeling indicates that future Build emissions would be slightly higher than No 
Build during the peak period because the project would allow for an increase in vehicle 
miles traveled (VMT). However, the project would not accommodate an increase in truck 
traffic or truck emissions because large trucks are prohibited on SR 85 between US 101 
in San Jose and I-280—more than 18 miles of the 24.1-mile SR 85 corridor—and the 
project would not change the truck restrictions. Large trucks are the primary source of 
diesel particulate matter (DPM), which is noted in the AASHTO report as the “primary 
cancer risk factor out of all MSATs.” Because of these truck restrictions in most of 
project corridor, slight DPM increases with the Build Alternative compared to No Build 
(2 percent in 2015 and 5 percent in 2035) are attributable to the overall increase in VMT 
rather than an increase in large trucks. This increase and minor increases in the other 
priority MSATs compared with the No Build scenario are not considered substantial.  

Although the project would allow for an increase in VMT on SR 85, the travel demand 
model—which is regional in nature and accounts for travel on local streets—indicates 
that the increase would be offset by decreases in VMT on local streets or other freeways.  

The project would allow for a limited number of solo drivers to pay a toll to use the existing 
and proposed additional HOV/express lanes. If high demand occurs, the express lanes will be 



Appendix H Comments and Responses on the Draft Environmental Document 
 

H-126 SR 85 Express Lanes Project 

restricted as described in Master Response GEN-1. This is not a substantial increase or 
change in the use of the SR 85 corridor, which already has HOV lanes in each direction. The 
project is expected to serve drivers who already use SR 85. This would not result in a 
substantial change in air quality emissions, including MSAT or criteria pollutants. 

As the project would decrease MSAT emissions compared with existing conditions, it 
would not have a detrimental effect on sensitive receptors along the project corridor, and 
a health risk assessment is not warranted. See the response to Comment L-1-5 and Master 
Response GEN-3 in regard to preparation of an EIR/EIS.  

L-1-21 
The first paragraph of this comment is introductory. Responses to detailed comments 
follow below and in the response to Comment L-1-22. 

The comment states that focusing on vehicle speeds is an unrealistic approach to 
controlling GHG emissions. The IS/EA discusses vehicle speeds with respect to CO2 
emissions because speed has a strong correlation to emission levels, as shown in IS/EA 
Figure 2.5.1-2.  

The project would increase peak period VMT, as shown in IS/EA Tables 2.1.3-8 and 
2.1.3-12. The increase can be attributed to two factors:  

• The additional capacity for HOVs and toll-paying SOVs in the second express 
lane in the median between SR 87 and I-280. Note that, as explained in Master 
Response GEN-1, the express lanes would maintain priority use for HOVs.  

• The subsequent improvement in congestion would allow a greater number of 
vehicles to complete trips on SR 85 during the peak period, as opposed to using 
alternative routes that would move emissions elsewhere in the transportation 
system, or deferring trips outside of the nonpeak periods.   

The comment states that AASHTO urges VMT growth to be cut in half. It should be 
noted that VMT would continue to increase in the opening year and horizon year with the 
No Project Alternative. In addition, in 2035, the No Project Alternative would have lower 
VMT but higher CO2 emissions than the proposed project (IS/EA Table 2.5.1-1). 

See the response to Comment L-1-3 in regard to the statements about increased capacity 
resulting in increased congestion, and the response to Comment L-1-9 in regard to traffic 
speed data.  

L-1-22 
Calculating emissions based on peak hour speeds and annual VMT (which was estimated 
from peak period VMT) is a conservative approach to estimating the emissions from a 
transportation facility because it uses data for the worst-case traffic scenario. In addition, 
the latest emission models and methodology have been used to estimate GHG emissions 
for all appropriate years and scenarios (i.e., existing or base year; opening year, with and 
without project; and horizon year with and without project).  

The main source of direct GHG emissions from a transportation facility is vehicle 
emissions from traffic within the corridor. The life-cycle emissions associated with 
production of building materials have already been regulated and analyzed as part of the 
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permitting requirements for the manufacturers of the building materials and for the fuel 
production and distribution processes. As such, these emissions are not required to be 
considered for individual projects. 

The IS/EA analysis of GHGs is focused on CO2, which is the dominant GHG from vehicle 
emissions, mostly from fossil fuel combustion (IS/EA Section 2.5). IS/EA Table 2.5.1-1 in 
the Draft IS/EA presented carbon dioxide equivalent (CO2e) emissions as CO2 emissions; 
however, the data in Table 2.5.1-1 actually include emissions of methane (CH4) and nitrogen 
oxide (NO2) as well as CO2, as shown below (URS 2013l, Appendix C). 

Table 2.5.1-1: Daily and Annual GHG Emissions 

Scenario 
Peak Hour 

Speeds (mph) Annual VMT 
Annual Emissions (Metric Tons per Year) 
CO2 NO2 CH4 CO2e 

Existing (2007) 43 836,973,758 325,788 30 181 338,873 
No Build (2015) 38.5 933,055,022 336,103 33 198 350,586 

Build (2015) 47.5 995,888,663 337,700 36 211 353,158 
No Build (2035) 29.5 999,656,046 336,059 35 218 351,624 

Build (2035) 37.5 1,101,694,727 318,866 39 240 336,021 
 
Final IS/EA Table 2.5.1-1 has been revised for clarification. 

Black carbon emissions, as the comment notes, are caused by the burning of fossil fuels 
such as diesel fuel. Black carbon levels have decreased by about 90 percent over a 45-
year period, beginning with the establishment of the California Air Resources Board in 
1967, mostly as a result of state regulations for diesel engine emissions (CARB 2013). 
Although black carbon is linked with global warming, the project’s black carbon 
contribution to global warming would be negligible. The IS/EA provided sufficient 
quantitative analysis of the GHGs that contribute the vast majority of the global warming 
potential associated with the project. In addition, the California Low Carbon Fuel 
Standard is intended to reduce the overall carbon intensity of California’s transportation 
fuel pool by 10 percent by 2020. 

L-1-23 
As noted in IS/EA Appendix B, Item VII, Caltrans has included an assessment of the GHG 
emissions and climate change as a good faith effort to provide the public and decision-makers 
as much information as possible about the project. It is Caltrans’ determination that in the 
absence of further regulatory or scientific information related to GHG emissions and CEQA 
significance, it is too speculative to make a significance determination regarding the project’s 
direct and indirect impact with respect to climate change. Caltrans remains firmly committed 
to implementing measures to help reduce the potential effects of the project. The measures 
are outlined in IS/EA Sections 2.5.1.2 and 2.5.1.3. 

The comment advocates zero emissions or 900 tons of CO2-equivalent (CO2e) as 
potential thresholds of significance, based on Exhibit J of the comment. It should be 
noted that Exhibit J does not establish these as state or federal thresholds of significance. 
As described in Exhibit J, a lead agency may find that any increase in GHG emissions is 
potentially significant under CEQA (page 17), although all projects subject to CEQA 
would then be required to quantify and mitigate their GHG emissions, regardless of the 
size of the project or the availability of GHG reduction measures to reduce the project’s 
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emissions (page 27). As noted above, Caltrans has not adopted GHG thresholds of 
significance. Exhibit J also states the 900-ton threshold is for developments including 
residential and office projects, non-office commercial, and industrial projects (pages 42 
and 43). Exhibit J does not recommend either threshold for transportation projects.  

Moreover, Table 16 of Exhibit J includes “MM RTP-2: Implement toll/user fee programs 
prior to adding capacity to existing highways,” which is described as being feasible from 
a cost, technical, and logistic standpoint for reduce a project’s GHG emissions. 
Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that the project is not in and of itself contrary to 
GHG reduction goals described in Exhibit J. 

The IS/EA analyzed the project’s GHG emissions in accordance with NEPA and the 
guidance presented in Exhibit K of the comment. Exhibit K states that if a proposed 
action is anticipated to cause emissions of 25,000 metric tons or more of CO2e GHG 
emissions on an annual basis, agencies should consider performing a quantitative and 
qualitative assessment. Exhibit K notes that this does not constitute a threshold of 
significant effects. The recommended assessment is provided in IS/EA Section 2.5. 

The comment states that the IS/EA strategies to reduce GHG emissions are vague, 
undefined and unenforceable. IS/EA Section 2.5.1.2 describes a number of ongoing 
initiatives as well as specific project components intended to achieve GHG reductions. 
These initiatives and project components are expected to provide incremental 
improvements in GHG emissions. As shown in IS/EA Table 2.5.1-2, some emissions 
reductions cannot be readily quantified, but that does not render them undefined and 
unenforceable. Each strategy listed in Table 2.5.1-2 is described in more detail in the 
Climate Action Program at Caltrans (http://www.dot.ca.gov/hq/tpp/ 
offices/ogm/key_reports_files/State_Wide_Strategy/Caltrans_Climate_Action_Program.p
df), as noted in the sentence above the table. 

The comment includes the recommendations to require all aspects of the Project to be 
"carbon neutral" through a combination of on-site and off-site measures, and to require 
that off-road diesel-powered vehicles used for construction be new low-emission vehicles 
or use retrofit emission control devices.  

IS/EA Table 2.5.1-1 shows that in the opening year (2015), the project would have higher 
CO2 emissions than the No Project Alternative. The project-related increase would be 
less than 1 percent (0.73 percent) over the No Project condition. Both alternatives would 
have higher emissions than the existing condition (2007). In 2035, the project would have 
lower CO2 emissions than the No Project Alternative. 

As noted previously, Caltrans will refrain from making a CEQA significance 
determination on project-related GHGs. See the response to Comment L-1-5 and Master 
Response GEN-3 in regard to preparation of an EIR/EIS. 

L-1-24, L-1-25 
The approach for assessing visual and aesthetic impacts on the State Highway System is 
based on NEPA and CEQA requirements and FHWA Visual Impact Assessment for 
Highway Projects guidance and methodology (FHWA 1981). The evaluation of visual 
impacts and their significance for this project included describing the existing setting and 
scenic quality, and then describing the project-related changes for each project 
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component: lane restriping, pavement widening, bridge widening, and installation of 
signs, tolling facilities, and lighting. For each of these components, the impact of the 
change was addressed by describing the compatibility of the project with the existing 
setting or landscape, and describing the change in the visual quality of existing resources 
after the project is completed.  

IS/EA Section 2.1.4.3 has been revised to clarify potential project impacts to different 
viewer groups; however, this information is mainly a reorganization of existing text and 
does not provide significant new information that would change the outcome of the 
analysis.  

The level of impact was determined for each project component based on the degree of 
the change and its potential for incompatibility with the existing setting. In general the 
determination was a low level of change, which is considered less than significant. See 
the response to Comment L-1-7 in regard to significance thresholds.  

The comment states that the IS/EA does not adequately characterize the existing setting 
because it omits photographs of SR 85 within Cupertino. Additional exhibits with photos 
of the existing setting in Cupertino have been added to IS/EA Section 2.1.4.2. This 
section of SR 85 includes sound walls or retaining walls outside of the edge of shoulders 
(similar to Exhibit C in IS/EA Section 2.1.4.2) or vegetated/landscaped slopes with sound 
walls at the top. At the north end of Cupertino on SR 85, the freeway is generally at 
grade, with sound walls on vegetated berms.  

The comment is correct that the project would pave the remainder of the median of SR 85 
through Cupertino. Approximately half of the median within Cupertino (between just 
north of South Stelling Road and south of I-280) already has a paved median with a 
concrete barrier. The remaining half (between South De Anza Boulevard and just north of 
South Stelling Road) has an unpaved median with a metal beam guard rail. There is no 
existing vegetation in the median. A northbound auxiliary lane would also be added 
between the South De Anza Boulevard on-ramp and the Stevens Creek Boulevard off-
ramp, which will widen the existing pavement by up to 14 feet. Additional information 
about visual changes from the auxiliary lane has been added to IS/EA Section 2.1.4.3 
(under “Pavement, Retaining Wall, and Barrier Work”). 

The project would add two express lanes to part of the SR 85 corridor within Cupertino, 
in addition to the new auxiliary lane for part of that corridor (see Figure 1.1-2). However, 
the width of the freeway right-of-way and the location of the sound walls will not change.  

In Cupertino, a southbound express lane entrance will be located just south of Stevens Creek 
Boulevard, and overhead signs will be added to identify the entrance and toll rate 
information. Similarly, signs identifying the northbound express lane entrances will be 
located north of South De Anza Boulevard and near South Stelling Road. There are currently 
11 sets of overhead signs (meaning one or more overhead signs on a freestanding sign 
structure) along SR 85 in Cupertino. The project would add four new sets of overhead signs 
on existing poles, and four sets on new poles. The tops of the signs would be approximately 
the same height as existing freeway directional signs. Exhibits R through U in the Final 
IS/EA show representative views of the signs and tolling structures. 
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Mast-arm luminaires would be mounted on the concrete median barrier in the vicinity of 
the express lane entrances. Exhibit R in the Final IS/EA includes a view of a 
representative mast-arm luminaire. The arm on which the light fixture would be mounted 
would extend across the inside lanes (nearest the median). If needed, the fixtures would 
be outfitted with shields to prevent light trespass to surrounding properties. This design 
focuses illumination on the freeway, and direct “spillage” of light outside of the right-of-
way will not occur.  

There are 66 existing luminaires on SR 85 within Cupertino, inside and just outside of the 
sound walls along the corridor and on overcrossings of SR 85. In Cupertino, the project 
would add approximately16 luminaires in both directions from approximately McClellan 
Road to 4,000 feet (0.75 mile) to the south. As noted in the IS/EA, mast-arm luminaries 
would also be mounted on the median barrier every 200 to 400 feet between 
approximately De Anza Boulevard and Fremont Avenue. As stated previously, these 
luminaires would be focused on the inside lanes (nearest the median). 

The comment that the new luminaires will create a substantial change does not take into 
account the location of the luminaires, or their purpose to better illuminate the freeway 
for driver safety. Unlike the existing luminaires along the freeway that light the outside 
lanes and freeway entrances and exits, the new luminaires will be in the median and will 
be focused on the inside lanes. The finding that the change would not be significant was 
based on the existing context of the freeway (with tall sound walls bordering the most 
sensitive residential land uses along the freeway), and the location of the new lighting (in 
the median and focused on inside lanes), farthest from any light-sensitive land uses 
outside of the right-of-way. 

See the response to Comment L-1-5 and Master Response GEN-3 in regard to 
preparation of an EIR/EIS. 

L-1-26 
See the response to Comment L-1-6. 

L-1-27 
In areas with double express lanes, the buffer zone would be provided by narrowing the 
adjacent lanes (i.e., both proposed express lanes, meaning the one existing HOV lane and 
the one new express lane added to the median) to 11 feet (from the typical 12 feet) as 
well. There would be no additional 2 feet of widening to provide the buffer.  

L-1-28 
See the response to Comment L-1-5 and Master Response GEN-3 in regard to 
preparation of an EIR/EIS. 

No corrections are required to the analysis.  There appears to be misunderstanding 
regarding the applicable LOS thresholds.    

VTA has worked closely with Caltrans District 4 staff regarding the LOS threshold for 
the carpool/express lanes.  There is consensus with the Caltrans District 4 staff that LOS 
D is acceptable. 
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Caltrans has a performance target of LOS E for the SR 85 general purpose lanes, given 
the existing congestion levels. This is consistent with VTA’s Congestion Management 
Plan (CMP) guidelines. 

It should also be noted that while these thresholds were applied to individual segments to 
identify areas of concern, given the corridor-wide nature of the proposed project, the 
assessment of impacts emphasized overall changes in corridor operations.  For example, 
while the LOS on a few individual links may degrade with the project, many more 
improve as do other measures of corridor performance (i.e. hours of delay, average speed, 
throughput, travel time, etc.). 

L-1-29 
See the response to Comment L-1-5 and Master Response GEN-3 in regard to 
preparation of an EIR/EIS.  

As described in Master Response TR-3, a supplemental assessment of project-related 
traffic impacts was conducted for 19 intersections in the Cities of Saratoga and 
Cupertino, including the intersections of local roadways with SR 85 ramps (DKS 2014a, 
2014b, 2015). The assessment showed that none of the studied intersections would be 
significantly impacted by the proposed project (DKS 2015). 

L-1-30 
See the response to Comment L-1-12 in regard to pedestrian and bicycle impacts. The 
response to Comment L-1-5 and Master Response GEN-3 address preparation of an 
EIR/EIS. 

L-1-31 
VTA has worked closely with Caltrans District 4 staff regarding the LOS threshold for 
the carpool/express lanes.  There is consensus with the Caltrans District 4 staff that LOS 
D is acceptable given the intermittent congestion currently observed in the HOV lanes. 

L-1-32 
See the response to Comment L-1-28.  

L-1-33 
See the response to Comment L-1-5 and Master Response GEN-3 in regard to 
preparation of an EIR/EIS. 

No corrections are required to the analysis.  There appears to be misunderstanding 
regarding the applicable LOS thresholds. 

With respect to the general purpose lanes on the freeway, the established threshold, per 
VTA’s Congestion Management Plan (CMP) guidelines, is LOS E. 

L-1-34 
No corrections are required to the analysis.  There appears to be misunderstanding 
regarding the proposed operation of the express lanes and the forecasting procedures. 

The 1,650 vph per lane is the approximate flow rate for LOS C/D.  As part of this project, 
a central monitoring system and pricing algorithm will be implemented that will 
dynamically adjust the toll rate based on traffic conditions to maintain the flow at or 
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below this threshold volume. Toll rates will be increased when the system senses a drop 
in speeds or when the volume approaches 1,650 vphpl. The express lane will operate in 
HOV-only mode when speeds fall below the acceptable thresholds or volumes exceed 
1,650 vphpl. The existing tolled express connectors on SR 237/I-880 function under 
similar principles.  

The traffic forecasts were therefore developed to be consistent with these actual operating 
assumptions.   

L-1-35 
See the response to Comment L-1-5 and Master Response GEN-3 in regard to 
preparation of an EIR/EIS. 

The reduction factor is necessary because all single-occupant vehicles must have an 
electronic transponder to use the express lanes.  This restriction will reduce the 
proportion of traffic that can use the express lanes.  A 20 percent reduction in traffic due 
to drivers unwilling to pre-purchase a transponder is a reasonable assumption based on 
previous surveys in regions that do not have that extensive presence of toll facilities, such 
as Santa Clara County.   This is an estimate for toll revenue estimation purposes only.  
Should a higher share of the driving population have a transponder, tolls would be set 
higher to manage demand to desired operating conditions.  As noted earlier, it is still 
assumed that the pricing algorithm that will be implemented will sense when speeds 
decrease below acceptable thresholds and will raise tolls to manage the amount of traffic 
that can use the express lanes. 

L-1-36 
See the responses to Comments L-1-2 and L-1-3, as well as Master Responses GEN-2, 
GEN-7, and GEN-8. 

L-1-37 
See the response to Comment L-1-2.  

L-1-38 
No corrections are required to the analysis.  There appears to be misunderstanding 
regarding the nature of the travel time and average travel speed results.  

As described in the TOAR, the reported freeway travel time results reflect the average time 
for a “through” vehicle to traverse a given segment of the freeway mainline using either the 
general purpose lanes or the HOV/express lanes for the entire segment.  This includes travel 
time only on the freeway mainline and does not include travel time on the ramps. 

The average network speed results reflect the average speed for all users (general purpose 
and HOV/express), and include travel on the both freeway mainline AND lower-speed 
ramps (including delays at ramp meters).   

As such, a direct comparison should not be made between these two measures.  Travel 
speed results for the freeway only are included in the appendices to the TOAR.  These 
results correspond to the freeway travel time results and are broken down by hour and 
between the general purpose and HOV/express lanes. 
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L-1-39 
The analysis of potential future year conditions utilizes a VISSIM micro-simulation 
model that was calibrated to reasonably replicate actual observed conditions based on 
accepted calibration criteria and thresholds. 

There is a certain amount of random variability inherent to a microscopic simulation 
model such as VISSIM.  This is very similar to the random variability from one day to 
the next observed in the field.  For example, traffic volumes measured in the field can 
vary by approximately 10 percent on any given day.  Good field data is therefore 
collected over several days and averaged.  Similarly, the simulation model is run multiple 
times with different random number seeds.  Due to this variability, in the model and in 
the field, it may not be possible to exactly replicate average or perceived field conditions.  
Established calibration procedures require that the model results fall within a specified 
range of the observed value.   

In consultation with Caltrans staff, the primary calibration criteria used for the SR 85 
model were bottleneck locations and flows.  The calibrated SR 85 model replicates the 
downstream bottleneck between Fremont and SR 82 to within 50 vph of the observed 
flows in the general purpose lanes. 

These potential impacts have been evaluated and are identified within the TOAR.  As 
noted in the comment, there are a few spot locations where the operating conditions 
worsen in Build alternative compared to No Build alternative.   

However, consistent with the corridor-wide nature of the proposed project, the 
assessment of impacts emphasized overall changes in corridor operations.  For example, 
while the LOS on a few individual links may degrade with the project, many more 
improve as do other measures of corridor performance (i.e. hours of delay, average speed, 
throughput, travel time, etc.).  The overall peak period total delay decreases as high as 25 
percent in comparison to the No Build for both the 2015 and 2035 horizon year. 

L-1-40 
First, to clarify, the LOS results cited in this comment refer to conditions in the general 
purpose lanes, not the express lanes.  In all of these cases, the express lane operates at 
LOS D or better. 

As noted in the comment, there are a few spot locations where the operating conditions 
worsen in Build alternative compared to No Build alternative.   

However, consistent with the corridor-wide nature of the proposed project, the 
assessment of impacts emphasized overall changes in corridor operations.  For example, 
while the LOS on a few individual links may degrade with the project, many more 
improve.  Overall, the LOS improves in both the general purpose and HOV/express lanes 
under the Build alternative compared to the No Build.  

Other measures of corridor performance (i.e. hours of delay, average speed, throughput, 
travel time, etc.) also improve.  The overall peak period total delay decreases as high as 
25 percent in comparison to the No Build for both the 2015 and 2035 horizon year. 

Access zones, including the continuous or open access design, will be evaluated further 
in the design phase to optimize express lane accessibility and operations. 
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L-1-41, L-1-42 
See the response to Comment L-1-9.  

L-1-43 
This is a summary of Comment L-1-28 and is addressed in the response to that comment.  

L-1-44 
This is a summary of Comment L-1-29 and is addressed in the response to that comment. 

L-1-45 
This is a summary of Comments L-1-34 and L-1-35 and is addressed in the responses to 
those comments. 

L-1-46 

This is a summary of Comment L-1-38 and is addressed in the response to that comment. 

L-1-47 
See the responses to Comments L-1-2 and L-1-3, as well as Master Responses GEN-2, 
GEN-3, GEN-7, and GEN-8. 
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Comment L-2 Michael A. Fuller, City of Mountain View   

 



Appendix H Comments and Responses on the Draft Environmental Document 
 

H-136 SR 85 Express Lanes Project 

 



Appendix H Comments and Responses on the Draft Environmental Document 
 

SR 85 Express Lanes Project H-137 

 
 

 



Appendix H Comments and Responses on the Draft Environmental Document 
 

H-138 SR 85 Express Lanes Project 

Responses to Comment L-2 
L-2-1 
Information about these potential hazardous materials sites has been added to Table 
2.2.5-1 in IS/EA Section 2.2.5. 

L-2-2 

The comment is correct that the project is not expected to result in future noise increases 
at receptor locations ST-12, ST-12a, ST-12b, and ST- 14. A new sound wall was 
evaluated to shield this area because the noise level at ST-12a, the Stevens Creek Trail, 
currently exceeds the applicable noise abatement criteria of 67 dBA Leq[h] (NAC; IS/EA 
Table 2.2.7-3, under Segment 3). Existing and future No Build and Build noise levels at 
residential receptors ST-12, ST-12b, and ST-14 would not approach or exceed the 
applicable NAC but would benefit from the same sound wall that would provide noise 
attenuation to the Stevens Creek Trail. The sound wall evaluated for this location would 
meet the “feasibility criteria” (5 decibel reduction for benefited receptors plus a 7 decibel 
reduction for at least one receptor), but would not meet the “reasonableness criteria” 
(construction cost allowance per benefited receptor compared with estimated construction 
cost) described in IS/EA Section 2.2.7.4.  

The feasibility and reasonableness criteria are used to determine whether the cost of 
project-related noise abatement can be covered using federal highway noise abatement 
funds. However, a sound wall or other potential noise abatement can be considered in this 
location if non-federal funds are available.  

L-2-3 
The current project design no longer includes construction activities on US 101 north of 
the SR 85 interchange in Mountain View. The closest construction activities to the 
Shoreline Golf Links facility are expected to be approximately midway between the US 
101/SR 85 interchange in Mountain View and the SR 85/Moffett Boulevard interchange. 
At this distance, no construction-related impacts to burrowing owls at the Shoreline Golf 
Links would occur. 
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Comment L-3 Emily Lo, City Of Saratoga   
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Note: Exhibits A through D and Exhibit F of the City of Saratoga letter are not comments 
on the project and are therefore not included in this appendix; however, they are part of 
the administrative record and are available upon request. 

Exhibit E of the City of Saratoga letter is a report entitled State Route 85 Express Lanes 
Project Initial Study with Proposed Negative Declaration/Environmental Assessment 
Traffic and Transportation/Pedestrian and Bicycle Facilities Analysis by MRO 
Engineers Inc., dated February 25, 2014. Exhibit E contains comments on the proposed 
project that are substantially the same as those in Exhibit A of the City of Cupertino 
letter. These comments are included as Comments L-1-26 through L-1-47 and are 
addressed in the corresponding comment responses. Only the items in City of Saratoga 
Exhibit E that are not included in City of Cupertino Exhibit A are included below. 
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Responses to Comment L-3 
L-3-1 
This comment summarizes more detailed comments that follow. Responses are provided 
for the detailed comments below. 

L-3-2 
The project would not change the existing truck restrictions on SR 85. Refer to Master 
Response GEN-9 regarding the truck restrictions. 

L-3-3 
Design modifications to revise the proposed express lane configuration to continuous 
access—like the current HOV lane—will be considered during detailed project design, as 
described in Master Response GEN-4. If implemented, this would allow immediate 
access from Saratoga Avenue.  

L-3-4 
The 1989 Performance Agreement that the City of Saratoga entered into with VTA’s 
predecessor, the Santa Clara County Traffic Authority, stated that SR 85 would be “a 6-
lane facility with a median width of 46' reserved for mass transportation” (SCCTA and 
City of Saratoga 1989, Item 4). The Performance Agreement does not specify that the 
median must be reserved for light rail or define mass transportation as rail instead of 
transit buses. SR 85 in the City of Saratoga was constructed as described in Item 4 of the 
Performance Agreement.  

The potential development of light rail in the median was considered in planning for the 
extension of SR 85 from I-280 to US 101 in the 1980s. The light rail component was not 
carried forward because it was determined not to be reasonable or practicable, as 
described in Master Response GEN-2.  

It should be noted that the City of Saratoga General Plan Circulation Element states that 
VTA does not have plans to extend light rail in the SR 85 corridor through Saratoga in 
the foreseeable future, and the City “will continue to implement policies and actions that 
support local and regional transit access” (City of Saratoga 2010, p. 31).  

VTA General Counsel is of the opinion that the provisions cited in the comment are 
unenforceable to the extent that they restrict VTA’s ability to independently exercise its 
legislative authority. 

L-3-5 
This is an introductory comment that summarizes more detailed comments that follow. 
Responses are provided for the detailed comments below. 

L-3-6 
This comment is addressed in the response to Comment L-1-6.  

L-3-7 
See Master Response N-3 in regard to the comment that noise from SR 85 already far 
exceeds that expected at the time it was approved.  
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The comment states that the IS/EA does not fully analyze, and the project does not fully 
mitigate, project-related noise impacts. The IS/EA summarizes the findings of the Noise 
Study Report (NSR) for the proposed project (Illingworth and Rodkin 2012), which was 
prepared in accordance with Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) and Caltrans 
policies to address traffic noise impacts and noise abatement. This includes FHWA 
regulations (Title 23, Part 772 of the Code of Federal Regulations [23 CFR 772]) and the 
Caltrans Traffic Noise Analysis Protocol for New Highway Construction, 
Reconstruction, and Retrofit Barrier Projects (Protocol or TNAP; Caltrans 2011d). The 
Protocol addresses both Federal and State environmental statutes with regard to noise.  

The NSR evaluated the existing land use categories along the freeway in each of the 15 
study segments (including specific locations such as schools, churches, and parks), 
collected noise measurements, and described existing sound walls and noise barriers 
(NSR Chapter 6). Noise measurements were taken in more than 140 locations (NSR 
Tables 6-1 and 6-2), including 15 in the City of Saratoga. Measurement locations were 
chosen that represent each type of land use activity category within each study segment. 
Measurements were taken at locations expected to be most affected by freeway noise 
based on proximity, geometry, elevation, and sensitivity.  

The NSR provides sufficient information to fully understand the scope of the project’s 
noise impacts. In some areas, additional information has been added to the IS/EA from 
the NSR, as discussed further in Master Response GEN-3. This does not constitute 
significant new information and does not change the results of the analysis. 

See the response to Comment L-1-14 in regard to the assessment of significance of 
project-related noise impacts and the evaluation of noise abatement. 

L-3-8 
A comprehensive noise assessment was conducted for the proposed project, as described 
in the response to Comment L-3-7. 
For Exhibit B of the comment, the City of Saratoga Draft Noise Element, one noise 
measurement was collected along SR 85. As stated in Exhibit B, the results were reported 
as “At nominal 100-foot distance: 67 to 71 dB with barrier shielding.” The metric used, 
DNL, is a different metric than that used in the IS/EA and NSR. Noise studies prepared 
for local agency projects and planning purposes often use DNL, the Day-Night Average 
Sound Level, which is the 24-hour sound level with a 10 dB “penalty” for noise occurring 
at night. All Caltrans highway traffic noise analyses are required under 23 CFR 772 to be 
done in terms of the worst noise hour for traffic (expressed in the metric dBA Leq[h]).  

Master Response N-4 discusses how DNL relates to dBA Leq[h] and provides the NSR 
noise measurements for Saratoga in the DNL metric to facilitate comparison with the 
City of Saratoga Draft Noise Element. Eight of the 15 NSR measurements, located 
primarily in areas closer to SR 85, were within 1 dB of the Noise Element update 67 to 
71 dB DNL range when adjusted for a distance of 100 feet from SR 85. The other seven 
NSR noise measurement locations were below the Noise Element update 67 to 71 dB 
DNL range when adjusted for distance. This comparison shows that there is not a 
substantial difference between the noise data in the NSR and the Saratoga Noise Element 
update. Therefore, the noise data presented in the NSR and summarized in the IS/EA 
remain applicable and do not conflict with the City of Saratoga Draft Noise Element. 
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The comment is incorrect that a 3 dB difference is a doubling of noise.  A 3 dB increase 
in noise level represents a doubling of acoustic energy, rather than a doubling in 
perceived loudness.  As stated in the City of Saratoga Draft Noise Element, a 3 dB 
change is considered a just-noticeable difference in noise level, and a 10 dB change is 
subjectively heard as approximately a doubling in loudness (City of Saratoga Noise 
Element, p. 5). 

Existing and future noise levels for Segment 7 and all other segments and receptors 
evaluated are presented and discussed in detail in the NSR. Master Response N-3 
provides detailed information about noise level measurements and predictions for 
locations in the City of Saratoga. 

See the response to Comment L-1-15 in regard to the evaluation of project-related noise 
levels at Category D land uses.  

L-3-9 
See the response to Comment L-1-15 in regard to noise measurement locations and 
reflective noise. The concrete median barriers would not result in typically perceptible 
noise level increases from reflected noise. 

L-3-10 
See the response to Comment L-1-15 in regard to single noise events and 
daytime/nighttime noise. 

L-3-11 
This comment is addressed in the response to Comment L-1-16. 

L-3-12 
See the response to Comment L-1-7. 

L-3-13 
See the response to Comment L-1-7 in regard to significance thresholds. 

L-3-14 

The first paragraph is introductory. Responses to more specific comments follow. 

See the response to Comment L-1-11 in regard to traffic operations at the SR 85/I-280 
interchange. 

L-3-15 
See the response to Comment L-1-9 in regard to the project’s travel speed data. 

L-3-16 
See the response to Comment L-1-9 in regard to the project’s level of service results. 

L-3-17 
The first paragraph is introductory. Responses to more specific comments follow. 

See the response to Comment L-1-10 in regard to impacts to local streets. 
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L-3-18 
See the response to Comment L-1-12 in regard to pedestrian and bicycle facilities, transit 
(including light rail), and funding priorities.  

The project would not adversely affect pedestrian and bicycle use, as no such facilities 
exist on SR 85 and no barriers to pedestrian and bicycle use would be added as part of the 
project. 

The City of Saratoga’s Circulation Element was reviewed, and no conflicts were 
identified between the proposed project and policies for pedestrian and bicycle use. As 
noted previously, the Circulation Element states that VTA does not have plans to extend 
light rail in the SR 85 corridor through Saratoga in the foreseeable future, and the City 
“will continue to implement policies and actions that support local and regional transit 
access” (City of Saratoga 2010, p. 31). Goal CI.4a of the Circulation Element and its 
policies are intended to “promote local and regional transit as a viable alternative to 
automobile travel for destinations within and outside the City” (City of Saratoga 2010, p. 
42). The proposed project is consistent with this goal because express lane tolls would 
provide a revenue source for additional transit investments within the SR 85 corridor. 

L-3-19 
See the response to Comment L-1-13 in regard to construction-related transportation 
impacts. 

L-3-20 
The response to Comment L-1-24 discusses how the visual assessment was performed 
and the level of impact determined.  

The comment states that the IS/EA does not adequately characterize the existing setting 
because it omits photographs of SR 85 within Saratoga. Additional exhibits with photos 
of the existing setting in Saratoga have been added to IS/EA Section 2.1.4.2. The 
additional exhibits do not provide significant new information that would change the 
outcome of the analysis.  

Within Saratoga, the elevation of SR 85 ranges from at grade to below grade by up to 25 
feet in relation to surrounding development. Most of SR 85 in Saratoga has sound walls 
on berms or embankments on both sides. From outside of the freeway, existing overhead 
directional signs are visible above the tops of sound walls in some locations.  

There are no trees or other vegetation in the median of SR 85 in Saratoga. The median is 
gravel or paved and has a metal beam guardrail or concrete barrier. The project would 
add bridge decking in the median at three locations in Saratoga: at Saratoga Creek, 
Saratoga Avenue, and San Tomas Aquino Creek.  

It should be noted that the proposed auxiliary lane is to the north of Saratoga’s northern 
border (at Prospect Avenue), and is therefore outside city limits. No existing abutments 
would be removed and no new retaining walls would be constructed in Saratoga. 

There are currently seven sets of overhead signs (meaning one or more overhead signs on 
a freestanding sign structure) along SR 85 in Saratoga. The project would add one new 
overhead sign on southbound SR 85 approaching Saratoga Avenue, in the vicinity of San 
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Tomas Creek. Exhibits R through U in the Final IS/EA show representative views of the 
signs and tolling structures. 

Mast-arm luminaires would be mounted on the concrete median barrier in the vicinity of 
the express lane entrances. Exhibit R in the Final IS/EA includes a view of a 
representative mast-arm luminaire. The arm on which the light fixture would be mounted 
would extend across the inside lanes (nearest the median).  This design focuses 
illumination on the freeway, and direct “spillage” of light outside of the right-of-way will 
not occur. 

L-3-21 
There are 24 existing luminaires along SR 85 within Saratoga inside and just outside of 
the sound walls along the corridor and on overcrossings of SR 85, as described in the 
response to Comment L-3-20. The project would add approximately seven luminaires in 
the median for each of the two access zones (one northbound, one southbound) that are 
proposed between Saratoga Avenue and Winchester Boulevard. The exact locations of 
these access zones would be determined during the project design phase, so it is unclear 
how many, or if any, of the luminaires would be in Saratoga city limits.  

Unlike the existing lighting along the freeway that illuminates the outside lanes and 
freeway entrances and exits, the new luminaires would be in the median and focused on 
the inside lanes (nearest the median). The proposed luminaires and other light fixtures 
would have LEDs configured at the minimum necessary illumination level and optimal 
angle to restrict light to the freeway right-of-way. Shields on the fixtures to prevent light 
trespass to surrounding properties would be considered during the detailed design phase. 

As stated in IS/EA Section 2.1.4.3 (under “Light and Glare”), the proposed luminaires 
would be the same or similar to those used by the Department on Dumbarton Bridge and 
approved for use on other roadways. LED fixtures minimize light trespass, uplighting 
(i.e., urban sky glow), and reflected light from the roadway compared with high-pressure 
sodium fixtures. The distance of the light spread by an LED fixture similar to the type 
proposed for this project ranges from 50 to 80 feet in front of the fixture and from 20 to 
50 feet behind the fixture, depending on configuration and shielding. The extent of the 
light spread by the LED fixtures would remain primarily within the freeway right-of-way. 
In addition, the distance and pattern of the light distribution would be controlled by the 
number of LED bulbs, mounting height, mast-arm length, shielding, and angle of the 
fixture as part of project design. 

To viewers from a distance and in a location with an elevated view of SR 85, the freeway 
may appear more illuminated than before. Because the use of LEDs would minimize light 
trespass, uplighting/urban sky glow), and reflected light from the roadway, the difference 
from existing conditions would not be substantial. 

To viewers closer to SR 85, the lighting will have a minimal effect because it will be 
focused on inside lanes, nearest the median, and will not be as visible because of sound 
walls and tall trees between residential development and SR 85.  

Additional information about the lighting is included in the responses to Comments L-1-
24 and L-3-20.  
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L-3-22 
See the responses to Comments L-1-17 and L-1-18 in regard to the project’s air quality 
assessment. 

L-3-23 
See the responses to Comments L-1-17 and L-1-19 in regard to whether the project would 
conflict with or obstruct implementation of the applicable air quality plan or whether it 
would violate any air quality standard. 

L-3-24 
See the response to Comment L-1-20 in regard to the project’s MSAT analysis. 

L-3-25 
See the response to Comment L-1-21 in regard to the project’s climate change analysis 
and use of vehicle speeds to estimate GHG emissions. 

L-3-26 
See the response to Comment L-1-22 in regard to the project’s GHG emissions analysis.  

L-3-27 
See the response to Comment L-1-23 in regard to whether the project’s GHG emissions 
would be significant. 

L-3-28 
The City of Saratoga comments include Exhibit E, a letter report entitled State Route 85 
Express Lanes Project Initial Study with Proposed Negative Declaration/Environmental 
Assessment Traffic and Transportation/Pedestrian and Bicycle Facilities Analysis by 
MRO Engineers Inc., dated February 25, 2014. The comments in Exhibit E are 
substantially the same as those in Exhibit A of the City of Cupertino letter (included as 
Comments L-1-26 through L-1-47). Only the items in Saratoga Exhibit E that are not 
included in Cupertino Exhibit A are addressed here. The remaining comments in 
Saratoga Exhibit E are addressed in the responses to Comments L-1-26 through L-1-47. 

The comments about the Performance Agreement are addressed in the response to 
Comment L-3-4. It should be noted that the express lanes would create additional 
capacity for carpools, transit buses, and other HOVs, which would continue to use the 
lanes for free. Moreover, the express lanes would maintain priority use for HOVs, as 
discussed in Master Response GEN-1. 

L-3-29 
In response to comments from the Cities of Saratoga and Cupertino, a supplemental 
assessment of project-related traffic impacts was conducted for 19 intersections in the 
Cities of Saratoga and Cupertino, including the intersections of local roadways with SR 
85 ramps (DKS 2014a, 2014b, 2015). The assessment showed that none of the studied 
intersections would be significantly impacted by the proposed project (DKS 2015).  
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L-3-30 
Refer to Master Response GEN-8 regarding the other alternatives studied for the project. 
The reasons that mass transportation options were not considered as project alternatives 
are described in Master Responses GEN-7 and GEN-2. 

See the response to Comment L-3-4 in regard to the performance agreement. See the 
response to Comment L-1-3 in regard to consideration of reversible lanes. 
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Comment L-4 Matt Morley, Town of Los Gatos   

 
 

Responses to Comment L-4 
L-4-1 
The IS/EA included and described the proposed addition of a second express lane. 
Additional newspaper ads in the following newspapers were run on the following days to 
clarify that the project would include this second express lane in each direction of SR 85 
between SR 87 and I-280: local English-language newspapers (Mercury News, February 
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14, 2014 and Philippines Today, February 12, 2014); and foreign-language newspapers 
(El Observador, February 14, 2014—Spanish, Sing Tao, February 14, 2014—Chinese, 
Korea Times, February 14, 2014—Korean, and Viet Nam, February 14, 2014—
Vietnamese). The second express lane was fully disclosed in the IS/EA, and is shown in 
Figures 1.1-2 and1.3-1 of the IS/EA and discussed in Sections 1.2.2.3, 1.3.1, 1.3.1.9, 
1.3.1.10, 1.3.5.1, 1.3.5.2, 2.1.1.3, 2.1.2.2, 2.1.3.2, 2.1.4.3, 2.2.6.3, 2.2.7.3, 2.2.7.4, 2.5.1.1, 
and 2.5.1.2, as well as in Appendix C. The second express lane was also fully analyzed in 
all of the technical studies for the project. The IS/EA has been revised to identify the 
second express lane on the title page, Negative Declaration, Summary, and beginning of 
Chapter 1. 

L-4-2 
The references to SR 85 in a 1990 Performance Agreement are noted.  The 1990 
Agreement was entered into by the Town of Los Gatos and VTA’s predecessor, the Santa 
Clara County Traffic Authority, and SR 85 in the Town of Los Gatos was constructed as 
described in the Agreement.  




