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General Information About This Document  

What’s in this document: 
Throughout this document, a vertical line in the margin indicates a content change made since 
the draft document circulation. Minor editorial changes and clarifications have not been so 
indicated. 

This document contains a Mitigated Negative Declaration, which examines the environmental 
effects of a project on State Route 198 in the City of Visalia in Tulare County, California. 

The Initial Study with Proposed Mitigated Negative Declaration was circulated to the public 
from February 3 to March 5, 2015. No comments were received on the document, and no one 
requested a public hearing. 

What happens after this: 

The proposed project has completed environmental compliance under the California 
Environmental Quality Act after the publication of this document and filing of the Notice of 
Determination with the Office of Planning and Research, State Clearinghouse. Once funding is 
approved, the California Department of Transportation can design and construct the project. 

This document can be accessed electronically at the following website: 
http://www.dot.ca.gov/dist6/environmental/envdocs/d6/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For individuals with sensory disabilities, this document is available in Braille, in large print, on audiocassette, or on 
computer disk. To obtain a copy in one of these alternate formats, please call or write to Caltrans, Attn: Michelle 
Ray, Senior Environmental Planner, Division of Environmental Analysis, California Department of Transportation, 
855 M Street, Suite 200, Fresno, CA 93721; phone (559) 445-5286 (Voice), or use California Relay Service 1 (800) 
735-2929 (TTY), 1 (800) 735-2929 (Voice), or 711. 
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Project Description and Background: 
Note: Pursuant to (State) Division 13, California Public Resources Code—This project documentation 
has been prepared in compliance with the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). A Categorical 
Exclusion has been signed for National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) compliance. 
 

Project Title: Visalia Median Barriers 

Lead Agency Name and 
Address: 

California Department of Transportation (Caltrans) 
1352 West Olive Avenue, Fresno, CA 93778 

Contact Person and 
Telephone Number: 

Michelle Ray          (559) 445-5286 

Project Location: On State Route 198 north of the Visalia Airport and from 
Akers Street to 0.2 mile east of County Center Drive  

Description of Project:  The California Department of Transportation (Caltrans) will 
construct median barriers at two locations on State Route 
198 in the City of Visalia in Tulare County.  A concrete 
median barrier will be installed at Location 1 for a distance 
of 0.7 mile from 0.6 mile west of Road 80 to Road 80 (Plaza 
Drive), (post mile R4.2 to R4.9). A high tension cable 
median barrier will be installed in the freeway median for 2.5 
miles at Location 2, from Akers Street to 0.2 mile east of 
County Center Drive (post mile 6.8 to post mile 8.3). 

At Location 1, the project will construct approximately 3,700 
linear feet of concrete median barrier (Type 60). Twenty-four 
Type “S” wildlife passageways will be installed 
approximately every 148 feet along the barrier. In addition, 
the project will pave the median, widen the inside shoulders 
to five feet (current standard), upgrade metal beam guardrail 
and end treatments, modify an existing drainage system, 
install one vehicle classification station in the pavement, and 
add ground-in rumble strips on the inside and outside 
shoulders in both directions of travel. At Location 2, this 
project will construct approximately 7,920 linear feet of four 
strand high tension cable median barrier along the existing 
median, modify two existing vehicle classification stations, 
install a permanent changeable message sign, upgrade 
metal beam guardrail and end treatments, and install 
ground-in rumble strips on the inside and outside shoulders 
in both directions of travel.  

Typical Cross Sections of the median barriers are shown in 
Appendix A. An example of a four strand high tension cable 
median barrier is depicted in Appendix B. Photos of the 
project area are shown in Appendix C. 

The purpose of this project is to prevent errant vehicles from 
crossing the freeway median and hitting oncoming vehicles. 
This is a safety project. All work will be within Caltrans right 
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of way. 

Construction is planned to begin in early April 2017 and to 
be completed in early June 2017. Construction is expected 
to take approximately 50 days to complete. At Location 1; 
lane closures will be needed for grading and paving the 
median and for the concrete barrier construction for most of 
the project duration. At Location 2, intermittent lane closures 
of one or two days may be required. However, because lane 
closures are not allowed when the traffic volume is beyond 
the capacity of the remaining lanes, during daytime hours, 
intermittent night time work is anticipated for most of the 
project duration. 

Surrounding Land Uses 
and Setting:  

Location 1 is adjacent to the Visalia Airport on the south side 
and highway commercial businesses near Plaza Drive. On 
the north side of the freeway are vacant lots and a few 
businesses. Location 2 is mostly the below grade area of the 
freeway in the middle of the city. Surrounding land uses are 
urban: residential, commercial, and governmental. 

Other Public Agencies 
Whose Approval is 
Required:  

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service concurred with Caltrans’ 
determination that the project may affect, but is not likely to 
adversely affect the San Joaquin kit fox on March 26, 2015. 

 
 

Environmental Factors Potentially Affected: 

The environmental factors checked below would be potentially affected by this project. 
Please see the CEQA checklist for additional information. Any boxes not checked represent 
issues that were considered as part of the scoping and environmental analysis for the project, 
but for which no adverse impacts were identified; therefore, no further discussion of those 
issues are in this document. 
 

X Aesthetics  Agriculture and Forestry  Air Quality 
X Biological Resources  Cultural Resources  Geology/Soils 

 Greenhouse Gas 
Emissions 

 Hazards and Hazardous 
Materials 

X Hydrology/Water Quality 

 Land Use/Planning  Mineral Resources  Noise 
 Paleontology  Population/Housing  Public Services 
 Recreation  Transportation/Traffic  Utilities/Service Systems 
 Mandatory Findings of Significance 
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Figure 1-1  Project Vicinity Map
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Figure 1-2  Project Location Map 
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CEQA Environmental Checklist 

06-TUL-198 R4.2/R4.9 and 6.8/8.3 06-1400-0001 
Dist.-Co.-Rte. P.M/P.M. Project ID# 

This checklist identifies physical, biological, social and economic factors that might be affected by 
the project. In many cases, background studies performed in connection with the projects 
indicated no impacts. A NO IMPACT answer in the last column reflects this determination. Where 
a clarifying discussion is needed, the discussion either follows the applicable section in the 
checklist or is placed within the body of the environmental document itself. The words 
"significant" and "significance" used throughout the following checklist are related to CEQA—not 
NEPA—impacts. The questions in this form are intended to encourage the thoughtful assessment 
of impacts and do not represent thresholds of significance. 

Potentially 
Significant 
Impact 

Less Than 
Significant 
with 
Mitigation 

Less Than 
Significant 
Impact 

No 
Impact 

I. AESTHETICS:  Would the project: 

a) Have a substantial adverse effect on a scenic vista? X 

b) Substantially damage scenic resources, including, but not
limited to, trees, rock outcroppings, and historic buildings within 
a state scenic highway? 

X 

c) Substantially degrade the existing visual character or quality
of the site and its surroundings? X 

d) Create a new source of substantial light or glare which would
adversely affect day or nighttime views in the area? X 

See Additional Explanations for Questions in the Impacts Checklist that follows this checklist. 

II. AGRICULTURE AND FOREST RESOURCES: In
determining whether impacts to agricultural resources are 
significant environmental effects, lead agencies may refer to the 
California Agricultural Land Evaluation and Site Assessment 
Model (1997) prepared by the California Department of 
Conservation as an optional model to use in assessing impacts 
on agriculture and farmland. In determining whether impacts to 
forest resources, including timberland, are significant 
environmental effects, lead agencies may refer to information 
compiled by the California Department of Forestry and Fire 
Protection regarding the state’s inventory of forest land, 
including the Forest and Range Assessment Project, Forest 
Legacy Assessment Project, and the forest carbon 
measurement methodology provided in Forest Protocols 
adopted by the California Air Resources Board.  

Would the project: 
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Potentially 
Significant 
Impact 

Less Than 
Significant 
with 
Mitigation 

Less Than 
Significant 
Impact 

No 
Impact 

a) Convert Prime Farmland, Unique Farmland, or Farmland of
Statewide Importance (Farmland), as shown on the maps 
prepared pursuant to the Farmland Mapping and Monitoring 
Program of the California Resources Agency, to non-agricultural 
use?  

X 

b) Conflict with existing zoning for agricultural use, or a
Williamson Act contract? X 

c) Conflict with existing zoning for, or cause rezoning of, forest
land (as defined in Public Resources Code section 12220(g)), 
timberland (as defined by Public Resources Code section 4526), 
or timberland zoned Timberland Production (as defined by 
Government Code section 51104(g))? 

X 

d) Result in the loss of forest land or conversion of forest land
to non-forest use? X 

e) Involve other changes in the existing environment which, due
to their location or nature, could result in conversion of 
Farmland, to non-agricultural use or conversion of forest land to 
non-forest use? 

X 

III. AIR QUALITY:  Where available, the significance criteria
established by the applicable air quality management or air 
pollution control district may be relied upon to make the 
following determinations. Would the project:  

a) Conflict with or obstruct implementation of the applicable air
quality plan? X 

b) Violate any air quality standard or contribute substantially to
an existing or projected air quality violation? X 

c) Result in a cumulatively considerable net increase of any
criteria pollutant for which the project region is non- attainment 
under an applicable federal or state ambient air quality standard 
(including releasing emissions which exceed quantitative 
thresholds for ozone precursors)? 

X 

d) Expose sensitive receptors to substantial pollutant
concentrations? X 

e) Create objectionable odors affecting a substantial number of
people? X 

IV. BIOLOGICAL RESOURCES:  Would the project:

a) Have a substantial adverse effect, either directly or through
habitat modifications, on any species identified as a candidate, 
sensitive, or special status species in local or regional plans, 
policies, or regulations, or by the California Department of Fish 
and Wildlife or U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service?  

X 
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Potentially 
Significant 
Impact 

Less Than 
Significant 
with 
Mitigation 

Less Than 
Significant 
Impact 

No 
Impact 

 
b) Have a substantial adverse effect on any riparian habitat or 
other sensitive natural community identified in local or regional 
plans, policies, regulations or by the California Department of 
Fish and Wildlife or U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service?  

   X 

c) Have a substantial adverse effect on federally protected 
wetlands as defined by Section 404 of the Clean Water Act 
(including, but not limited to, marsh, vernal pool, coastal, etc.) 
through direct removal, filling, hydrological interruption, or other 
means?  

   X 

d) Interfere substantially with the movement of any native 
resident or migratory fish or wildlife species or with established 
native resident or migratory wildlife corridors, or impede the use 
of native wildlife nursery sites?  

   X 

e) Conflict with any local policies or ordinances protecting 
biological resources, such as a tree preservation policy or 
ordinance?  

 X   

See Aesthetics in Additional Explanations for Questions in the Impacts Checklist that follows this 
checklist regarding the Visalia Oak Tree ordinance. 

f) Conflict with the provisions of an adopted Habitat 
Conservation Plan, Natural Community Conservation Plan, or 
other approved local, regional, or state habitat conservation 
plan? 

   X 

 See Additional Explanations for Questions in the Impacts Checklist that follows this checklist for 
discussion of threatened and endangered species. 

     

V. CULTURAL RESOURCES:  Would the project:      

a) Cause a substantial adverse change in the significance of a 
historical resource as defined in §15064.5?     X 

b) Cause a substantial adverse change in the significance of an 
archaeological resource pursuant to §15064.5?     X 

c) Directly or indirectly destroy a unique paleontological 
resource or site or unique geologic feature?    X 

d) Disturb any human remains, including those interred outside 
of formal cemeteries?     X 

     

VI. GEOLOGY AND SOILS:  Would the project:      

a) Expose people or structures to potential substantial adverse 
effects, including the risk of loss, injury, or death involving:    X 

i) Rupture of a known earthquake fault, as delineated on the 
most recent Alquist-Priolo Earthquake Fault Zoning Map issued 
by the State Geologist for the area or based on other substantial 
evidence of a known fault? Refer to Division of Mines and 
Geology Special Publication 42? 

   X 
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Potentially 
Significant 
Impact 

Less Than 
Significant 
with 
Mitigation 

Less Than 
Significant 
Impact 

No 
Impact 

 
ii) Strong seismic ground shaking?    X 

iii) Seismic-related ground failure, including liquefaction?     X 

iv) Landslides?    X 

b) Result in substantial soil erosion or the loss of topsoil?    X 

c) Be located on a geologic unit or soil that is unstable, or that 
would become unstable as a result of the project, and potentially 
result in on- or off-site landslide, lateral spreading, subsidence, 
liquefaction or collapse?  

   X 

d) Be located on expansive soil, as defined in Table 18-1-B of 
the Uniform Building Code (1994), creating substantial risks to 
life or property?  

   X 

e) Have soils incapable of adequately supporting the use of 
septic tanks or alternative waste water disposal systems where 
sewers are not available for the disposal of waste water?  

   X 

     

VII.  GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS:  Would the project:     

a)  Generate greenhouse gas emissions, either directly or 
indirectly, that may have a significant impact on the 
environment? 

If applicable, an assessment of greenhouse gas 
emissions and climate change is included in the body 
of environmental document. While Caltrans has 
included this good faith effort in order 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 greenhouse gas 
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 does remain 
firmly committed to implementing measures to help 
reduce the potential effects of the project.  

b)  Conflict with an applicable plan, policy or regulation adopted 
for the purpose of reducing the emissions of greenhouse gases? 

     

VIII. HAZARDS AND HAZARDOUS MATERIALS:  Would the 
project:  

    

a) Create a significant hazard to the public or the environment 
through the routine transport, use, or disposal of hazardous 
materials?  

   X 

b) Create a significant hazard to the public or the environment 
through reasonably foreseeable upset and accident conditions 
involving the release of hazardous materials into the 
environment?  

   X 

c) Emit hazardous emissions or handle hazardous or acutely 
hazardous materials, substances, or waste within one-quarter 
mile of an existing or proposed school?  

   X 
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Potentially 
Significant 
Impact 

Less Than 
Significant 
with 
Mitigation 

Less Than 
Significant 
Impact 

No 
Impact 

 
d) Be located on a site which is included on a list of hazardous 
materials sites compiled pursuant to Government Code Section 
65962.5 and, as a result, would it create a significant hazard to 
the public or the environment?  

   X 

e) For a project located within an airport land use plan or, where 
such a plan has not been adopted, within two miles of a public 
airport or public use airport, would the project result in a safety 
hazard for people residing or working in the project area?  

   X 

f) For a project within the vicinity of a private airstrip, would the 
project result in a safety hazard for people residing or working in 
the project area?  

   X 

g) Impair implementation of or physically interfere with an 
adopted emergency response plan or emergency evacuation 
plan?  

   X 

h) Expose people or structures to a significant risk of loss, injury 
or death involving wildland fires, including where wildlands are 
adjacent to urbanized areas or where residences are intermixed 
with wildlands?  

   X 

     

IX. HYDROLOGY AND WATER QUALITY:  Would the project:      

a) Violate any water quality standards or waste discharge 
requirements?     X 

b) Substantially deplete groundwater supplies or interfere 
substantially with groundwater recharge such that there would 
be a net deficit in aquifer volume or a lowering of the local 
groundwater table level (e.g., the production rate of pre-existing 
nearby wells would drop to a level which would not support 
existing land uses or planned uses for which permits have been 
granted)? 

   X 

c) Substantially alter the existing drainage pattern of the site or 
area, including through the alteration of the course of a stream 
or river, in a manner which would result in substantial erosion or 
siltation on- or off-site?  

   X 

d) Substantially alter the existing drainage pattern of the site or 
area, including through the alteration of the course of a stream 
or river, or substantially increase the rate or amount of surface 
runoff in a manner which would result in flooding on- or off-site?  

   X 

e) Create or contribute runoff water which would exceed the 
capacity of existing or planned storm water drainage systems or 
provide substantial additional sources of polluted runoff?  

   X 

f) Otherwise substantially degrade water quality?     X 
 
g) Place housing within a 100-year flood hazard area as 
mapped on a federal Flood Hazard Boundary or Flood 
Insurance Rate Map or other flood hazard delineation map?  

   X 
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Potentially 
Significant 
Impact 

Less Than 
Significant 
with 
Mitigation 

Less Than 
Significant 
Impact 

No 
Impact 

 
h) Place within a 100-year flood hazard area structures which 
would impede or redirect flood flows?     X 

i) Expose people or structures to a significant risk of loss, injury 
or death involving flooding, including flooding as a result of the 
failure of a levee or dam?  

   X 

j) Inundation by seiche, tsunami, or mudflow?    X 

See Additional Explanations for Questions in the Impacts Checklist that follows this checklist for 
discussion of the floodplain. 

X. LAND USE AND PLANNING:  Would the project:     

a) Physically divide an established community?     X 

b)Conflict with any applicable land use plan, policy, or regulation 
of an agency with jurisdiction over the project  (including, but not 
limited to the general plan, specific plan, local coastal program, 
or zoning ordinance) adopted for the purpose of avoiding or 
mitigating an environmental effect?  

   X 

c) Conflict with any applicable habitat conservation plan or 
natural community conservation plan?     X 

     

XI. MINERAL RESOURCES:  Would the project:      

a) Result in the loss of availability of a known mineral resource 
that would be of value to the region and the residents of the 
state?  

   X 

b) Result in the loss of availability of a locally important mineral 
resource recovery site delineated on a local general plan, 
specific plan or other land use plan?  

   X 

     

XII. NOISE:  Would the project result in:      

a) Exposure of persons to or generation of noise levels in 
excess of standards established in the local general plan or 
noise ordinance, or applicable standards of other agencies?  

   X 

b) Exposure of persons to or generation of excessive 
groundborne vibration or groundborne noise levels?     X 

c) A substantial permanent increase in ambient noise levels in 
the project vicinity above levels existing without the project?     X 

d) A substantial temporary or periodic increase in ambient noise 
levels in the project vicinity above levels existing without the 
project?  

   X 
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Potentially 
Significant 
Impact 

Less Than 
Significant 
with 
Mitigation 

Less Than 
Significant 
Impact 

No 
Impact 

 
e) For a project located within an airport land use plan or, where 
such a plan has not been adopted, within two miles of a public 
airport or public use airport, would the project expose people 
residing or working in the project area to excessive noise levels? 

   X 

f) For a project within the vicinity of a private airstrip, would the 
project expose people residing or working in the project area to 
excessive noise levels?  

   X 

     

XIII. POPULATION AND HOUSING:  Would the project:      

a) Induce substantial population growth in an area, either 
directly (for example, by proposing new homes and businesses) 
or indirectly (for example, through extension of roads or other 
infrastructure)?  

   X 

b) Displace substantial numbers of existing housing, 
necessitating the construction of replacement housing 
elsewhere?  

   X 

c) Displace substantial numbers of people, necessitating the 
construction of replacement housing elsewhere?     X 

     

XIV. PUBLIC SERVICES:     

a) Would the project result in substantial adverse physical 
impacts associated with the provision of new or physically 
altered governmental facilities, need for new or physically 
altered governmental facilities, the construction of which could 
cause significant environmental impacts, in order to maintain 
acceptable service ratios, response times or other performance 
objectives for any of the public services:  

   X 

Fire protection?    X 

Police protection?    X 

Schools?    X 

Parks?    X 

Other public facilities?    X 

 

XV. RECREATION:     
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Potentially 
Significant 
Impact 

Less Than 
Significant 
with 
Mitigation 

Less Than 
Significant 
Impact 

No 
Impact 

 
a) Would the project increase the use of existing neighborhood 
and regional parks or other recreational facilities such that 
substantial physical deterioration of the facility would occur or be 
accelerated? 

   X 

b) Does the project include recreational facilities or require the 
construction or expansion of recreational facilities which might 
have an adverse physical effect on the environment? 

   X 

     

XVI. TRANSPORTATION/TRAFFIC:  Would the project:     

a) Conflict with an applicable plan, ordinance or policy 
establishing measures of effectiveness for the performance of 
the circulation system, taking into account all modes of 
transportation including mass transit and non-motorized travel 
and relevant components of the circulation system, including but 
not limited to intersections, streets, highways and freeways, 
pedestrian and bicycle paths, and mass transit? 

   X 

b) Conflict with an applicable congestion management program, 
including, but not limited to level of service standards and travel 
demand measures, or other standards established by the county 
congestion management agency for designated roads or 
highways? 

   X 

c) Result in a change in air traffic patterns, including either an 
increase in traffic levels or a change in location that results in 
substantial safety risks? 

   X 

d) Substantially increase hazards due to a design feature (e.g., 
sharp curves or dangerous intersections) or incompatible uses 
(e.g., farm equipment)? 

   X 

e) Result in inadequate emergency access?    X 

f) Conflict with adopted policies, plans or programs regarding 
public transit, bicycle, or pedestrian facilities, or otherwise 
decrease the performance or safety of such facilities? 

   X 

     

XVII. UTILITIES AND SERVICE SYSTEMS:  Would the project:     

a) Exceed wastewater treatment requirements of the applicable 
Regional Water Quality Control Board?    X 

b) Require or result in the construction of new water or 
wastewater treatment facilities or expansion of existing facilities, 
the construction of which could cause significant environmental 
effects? 

   X 

c) Require or result in the construction of new storm water 
drainage facilities or expansion of existing facilities, the 
construction of which could cause significant environmental 
effects? 

   X 
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Potentially 
Significant 
Impact 

Less Than 
Significant 
with 
Mitigation 

Less Than 
Significant 
Impact 

No 
Impact 

 
d) Have sufficient water supplies available to serve the project 
from existing entitlements and resources, or are new or 
expanded entitlements needed? 

   X 

e) Result in a determination by the wastewater treatment 
provider which serves or may serve the project that it has 
adequate capacity to serve the project’s projected demand in 
addition to the provider’s existing commitments? 

   X 

f) Be served by a landfill with sufficient permitted capacity to 
accommodate the project’s solid waste disposal needs?    X 

g) Comply with federal, state, and local statutes and regulations 
related to solid waste?    X 

     

XVIII. MANDATORY FINDINGS OF SIGNIFICANCE     

a) Does the project have the potential to degrade the quality of 
the environment, substantially reduce the habitat of a fish or 
wildlife species, cause a fish or wildlife population to drop below 
self-sustaining levels, threaten to eliminate a plant or animal 
community, substantially reduce the number or restrict the range 
of a rare or endangered plant or animal or eliminate important 
examples of the major periods of California history or 
prehistory? 

   X 

b) Does the project have impacts that are individually limited, 
but cumulatively considerable? ("Cumulatively considerable" 
means that the incremental effects of a project are considerable 
when viewed in connection with the effects of past projects, the 
effects of other current projects, and the effects of probable 
future projects)? 

   X 

c) Does the project have environmental effects which will cause 
substantial adverse effects on human beings, either directly or 
indirectly? 

   X 
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Additional Explanations for Questions in the Impacts Checklist 

I. Aesthetics (checklist question c, and question IV.e) 

Affected Environment 
A Visual Impact Assessment was completed for this project in January 2015.The 
assessment followed the guidance outlined in the publication Visual Impact 
Assessment for Highway Projects issued by the Federal Highway Administration in 
March 1981. 

Visual impacts are determined by identifying visual resources in the project area, 
determining the amount of change that would occur as a result of the project, and 
predicting how the affected public would respond to or perceive those changes. 

The project location and setting provide the context for determining the type of 
changes to the existing visual environment.  

At Location 1, the freeway is for the most part at grade throughout the project limits. 
The 32-foot wide median is unpaved and unimproved. No median barrier separating 
opposing traffic exists at this location. Outside of the edge of the traveled way, along 
the roadside in both directions are numerous oak trees and other plantings. The land 
use is mostly rural or agricultural, and includes a few scattered light industrial 
businesses. Visalia Municipal Airport is located just south of State Route 198 and east 
of State Route 99.  

At Location 2, the freeway is located in an urban area, and is below grade except near 
Akers Street. The 60-foot wide median is unpaved and does not include a median 
barrier. The surrounding land uses include commercial, residential, and light 
industrial businesses. Highway planting, trees, shrubs, and groundcover exists along 
the freeway within most of the project limits at this location beyond the edge of the 
traveled way. No planting exists within the median. 

Viewers include highway users while they are traveling on the freeway in either 
direction within the project limits.  

VISUAL RESOURCES AND RESOURCE CHANGE 
Visual resources of the project setting were defined and identified by assessing visual 
character and visual quality in the project corridor.  

Visual resources at Location 1 include three trees in the median and numerous trees 
beyond the edge of traveled way on both side of the freeway. The three median trees 
are approximately 35 feet in height. The location, diameter at breast height and 
species of trees to be removed are:  

• post mile 4.28 - one valley oak tree of 21 inches in diameter at breast height 

• post mile 4.38 - one ash tree of 21 inches in diameter at breast height  
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• post mile 4.53 - one ash tree of 23 inches in diameter at breast height
The removal of the median trees is expected to have a low to moderate effect on the 
visual character and quality of Location 1. 

At Location 2, the addition of the high tension cable barrier, a changeable message 
sign, and other improvements are not expected to affect the visual character or visual 
quality. 

Resource change is assessed by evaluating the visual character and the visual quality 
of the visual resources that comprise the project corridor before and after the 
construction of the proposed project. 

At Location 1, the installation of a concrete median barrier will likely create a more 
urban look within the project limits. Application of an aesthetic treatment such as 
stain or texture to the barrier would soften the urban look of the barrier.  

Removal of the three median trees will affect this existing visual resource. However, 
removal of the trees will not create an environment devoid of vegetation in the project 
limits as numerous mature trees exist beyond the edge of traveled way in both 
directions within the project limits.  

At Location 2, the land use is urban within the project limits. The freeway dips below 
grade just east of Akers Road. Visual resources include textured retaining walls and 
highway planting within the project limits.  

The addition of the high tension cable barrier, changeable message sign, and other 
improvements is not expected to change the visual environment.  

VIEW AND VIEWER RESPONSE 
The viewers at Location 1 and 2 are the highway travelers who have views from the 
road. 

At Location 1, a low to moderate viewer response may occur due to the planned 
removal of three mature trees in the existing median at the westerly entrance to the 
City of Visalia. Installation of a Type 60 concrete median barrier may cause a low to 
moderate visual change, although adding aesthetic treatment may soften the urban 
look. Along California highways, median barriers are not unexpected installations.  

At Location 2, no negative viewer response is expected to the installation of high 
tension cable barrier, changeable message sign, and other improvements at this 
location. The facility is in an urbanized area and the planned improvements are 
expected elements to highway travelers. 

State Route 198 is listed as Eligible Scenic in the State of California Streets and 
Highways Code within the project limits, but it has not yet been officially designated 
as a Scenic Highway. Special consideration must be given to protecting the visual 
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environment of the corridor, and providing replacement planting within the corridor 
when feasible. Oak trees are considered scenic resources by the City of Visalia. 

At Location 1, highway users will likely notice installation of the concrete barrier 
more than the removal of the trees. Concrete median barriers are not unexpected 
along freeways. 

At Location 2, although highway users would notice the addition of a median barrier 
it would not be unexpected in this urban environment. 

Although the removal of the trees will be visually noticeable, the public is less likely 
to be concerned about this if additional trees are planted in the corridor. The traveling 
public is likely to be aware that median barriers can improve safety and mobility for 
highway travelers, which may also lessen viewer’s potential objections to the change 
in the quality of the view. 

Environmental Consequences 
Although State Route 198 is eligible to be a state scenic highway it has not yet been 
officially designated as such. 

The City of Visalia Oak Tree Mitigation Policy, issued in 2007, provides guidance on 
protecting and preserving valley oak trees within the city limits. 

Two options for replacement planting for removal of one valley oak tree and two ash 
trees have been identified by Caltrans landscape architects in consultation with the 
Urban Tree Foundation of Visalia. The first option would be to find areas in Caltrans 
right of way within the limits of Location 1 with enough space to plant more trees. 
This option would minimize the visual impacts caused by the project at Location 1. 

The Urban Tree Foundation recommended that the non-native ash trees be replaced 
with native oak trees, and Caltrans Landscape Architecture agreed.  

If suitable locations for tree planting are not identified in the vicinity of the project, 
the other option is to pay the City of Visalia, or designee, the value of each tree 
removed, the money being earmarked for the planting and establishment of oak trees.  

Caltrans Landscape Architecture uses the International Society of Arboriculture 
standards to calculate tree replacement values. This evaluation results in a higher 
dollar valuation than is required by the City of Visalia Oak Tree Mitigation Policy 
formula. The replacement value was determined to be $12,000 for the 21-inch 
diameter at breast height valley oak, $2,500 for the 21-inch diameter at breast height 
ash tree, and $3,000 for the 23-inch diameter at breast height ash tree.  

The second option would increase the number of oak trees in the community but 
would not minimize visual impacts in the immediate vicinity of the project.  

In addition, Caltrans Landscape Architecture has recommended implementing an 
aesthetic treatment to the concrete median barrier consistent with community 
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identification themes generated by the community on recent State Route 198 highway 
improvement projects. The median aesthetic would be designed and implemented 
with the agreement of the District 6 Landscape Architect, community advocates, and 
the City of Visalia. 

Avoidance, Minimization, and/or Mitigation Measures 
This project will either: 

• install replacement planting of oak trees within the project limits at Location 1

• or Caltrans will pay in-lieu fees to the City of Visalia or designee for mitigation
for tree removal

Caltrans Landscape Architecture will confer with the City of Visalia during the Plans, 
Specifications, and Estimates phase of the project to determine possible options for 
aesthetic treatments on the concrete barrier.  

IV. Biological Resources (checklist question a)

Threatened and Endangered Species 

Affected Environment 
A Natural Environment Study (Minimal Impacts) was completed for this project in 
January 2015.  

Federal, State of California and California Native Plant Society species lists are 
located in Appendix D. Caltrans’ Federal Endangered Species Act determinations are 
listed in Appendix E. 

Two special status species are assumed to occur in or near the project locations, the 
San Joaquin kit fox and Swainson’s hawk. 

A Biological Assessment was completed for the project and was submitted to the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service on February 24, 2015, initiating informal consultation. The 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service concurred with Caltrans’ determination that the 
project may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect the San Joaquin kit fox on 
March 26, 2015. See Appendix H for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service concurrence 
letter. 

San Joaquin kit fox (Vulpes macrotis mutica) 

The San Joaquin kit fox is a federally endangered and state threatened species. The 
San Joaquin kit fox is the smallest fox in North America, with an average body length 
of 20 inches and weight of about five pounds. They have large ears that are set close 
together, a slim body, and a long, bushy, black-tipped tail that is carried low and 
straight. Their coat ranges from a buff tan during summer months to a silver-gray in 
the winter. 

Visalia Median Barriers       21 



San Joaquin kit foxes are active year-round and inhabit grassland, scrubland, oak 
woodland, alkali sink scrubland, vernal pool, and alkali meadow communities. They 
are present, but generally less abundant, in agricultural landscapes such as row crops, 
irrigated pastures, orchards, and vineyards. These foxes require underground dens for 
temperature regulation, shelter, predator avoidance, and reproduction. San Joaquin kit 
foxes typically dig their own dens located in loose soils on slopes less than 40 
degrees, but also commonly modify existing burrows. They have also been known to 
use human-made structures (culverts or abandoned pipelines) as den sites.  

No potential denning or foraging habitat for San Joaquin kit fox exists within the 
median of State Route 198 west of Road 80 (Plaza Drive). Location 1 could provide a 
potential crossing for these foxes.  

California Natural Diversity Database records indicate sightings of San Joaquin kit 
fox in the Visalia-Goshen area, within approximately 4 miles of Location 1, but these 
records are from 1975. Caltrans biologists performed spotlighting surveys for San 
Joaquin kit fox within 2 miles of Location 1 in 2000 and 2014. The 2000 survey 
detected three occurrences of San Joaquin kit fox approximately 1.5 miles north and 
1.75 miles northeast of the project area. No San Joaquin kit foxes were detected 
during the six spotlighting surveys performed for this project in 2014, but three 
sightings of grey foxes (Urocyon cinereoargenteus) were observed in the same 
general area as the 2000 San Joaquin kit fox sightings. 

No San Joaquin kit fox were observed in the Location 1 project area during the 
reconnaissance survey on November 6, 2014 or the spotlighting surveys conducted in 
August 2014. No signs of tracks, scat, or road kill were observed during surveys, nor 
is there a history of sightings or road kill at this location.   

Well-maintained chain link fences are located both along the edge of the Visalia 
Municipal Airport property on the south side of the highway, and along the edge of 
right-of-way on the north side. Although San Joaquin kit fox could burrow under such 
a fence, the fence does impede the movement of wildlife across the highway corridor 
at the project site. 

Due to the completely urban setting and lack of documented occurrences no San 
Joaquin kit fox spotlighting surveys were performed in and around the area of 
Location 2.  

Swainson’s hawk (Buteo swainsoni) 

Swainson’s hawk, a state threatened species, is a summer migrant in the Central and 
Sacramento Valley, Klamath Basin, northeastern Plateau, and Lassen, Kern, Mono, 
and Inyo Counties. Individuals migrate north to California in March through May and 
return to South America in September through October.  

The Swainson’s hawk breed and forage in large expanses of grasslands and 
agricultural lands, including alfalfa fields. They nest in tall trees such as oaks, 
cottonwoods, walnuts, and willows, usually near rivers or streams adjacent to their 
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foraging areas. They usually prey on small mammals (especially voles), lizards, birds, 
and insects. Formerly abundant in California, their population has declined due to loss 
of nesting and foraging habitat. 

California Natural Diversity Database records indicate Swainson’s hawks were 
nesting at several locations along State Route 198 in 2012, the nearest being 
approximately 2.5 miles west of the project site. No Swainson’s hawks were observed 
in the project area during the reconnaissance survey on November 6, 2014. Potential 
nest trees are present along the edge of Caltrans right-of-way on State Route 198 at 
Location 1, and open fields that could provide suitable foraging habitat are located 
just north of State Route 198. 

Environmental Consequences 
San Joaquin kit fox (Vulpes macrotis mutica) 

The new concrete median barrier will be continuous throughout the length of 
Location 1. Twenty-four Type “S” wildlife passages will be installed approximately 
every 148 feet along the barrier. The Type “S” passage is a 9-inch radius semi-
circular hole formed in the base of the concrete barrier at the time the concrete barrier 
is poured. The hole is large enough to allow a San Joaquin kit fox or other small 
animal to pass through the barrier. Installing the passages will reduce the potential 
danger to these animals crossing the freeway if they attempted to do so.  

Caltrans has determined that, with implemented of avoidance and minimization 
measures, the project may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect the San Joaquin 
kit fox and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service concurred with this determination on 
March 26, 2015. No habitat would be affected by construction of the project. The 
concrete median barrier would increase the difficulty for San Joaquin kit fox to cross 
the highway, however wildlife passages in the median barrier would minimize the 
increased difficulty, and there is a low potential that San Joaquin kit fox actually 
would cross the highway at the project site. 

Swainson’s hawk (Buteo swainsoni) 

This project is expected to have no effect on Swainson’s hawk. 

While Swainson’s hawks are known to nest in this region, they have not been 
observed in proximity to the actual project site. Many other trees are located along 
both sides of the highway in this area and around the Plaza Drive Overcrossing. The 
removal of the three trees in the median strip would not measurably reduce potential 
nesting habitat within the project area.  

Avoidance, Minimization, and/or Mitigation Measures 
San Joaquin kit fox (Vulpes macrotis mutica) 

Caltrans will implement the following measures to reduce the potential for effects to 
the San Joaquin kit fox: 
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1. Preconstruction /pre-activity surveys will be conducted no less than 14 days
and no more than 30 days prior to the beginning of ground disturbance and/or
construction activities. Surveys for the San Joaquin kit fox and its dens will be
performed throughout the project footprints at Locations 1 and 2, as well as
within a 200-foot radius of each footprint, as feasible.

2. A qualified biologist(s) will conduct an environmental awareness training
program for all construction personnel covering the status of the San Joaquin
kit fox, the importance of avoiding impacts to the species, and the penalties
for not complying with minimization requirements. New construction
personnel who are added to the project after the training is first conducted also
will be required to take the training.

3. A qualified biologist(s) will be present on-site in the event that
preconstruction surveys identify any potential or known dens in the project
area. To the extent possible, the biologist(s) also will be available on-call
when not present on-site.

4. Disturbance to all San Joaquin kit fox dens will be avoided to the maximum
extent possible.

a. Potential and atypical dens that are located at least 50 feet from
construction will be projected with a 50-foot radius zone. Known dens
that are located at least 100 feet from construction will be protected
with a 100-foot radius zone. In instances where 50-foot or 100-foot
radius exclusion zones cannot be maintained, potential and/or known
dens will be monitored; one these dens are verified to be unoccupied,
they will be blocked temporarily (via sandbagging or installation of a
one-way door) for the duration of the project.

b. If a natal/pupping den is discovered either within one of the project
footprints or within a 200-foot radius of that footprint, Caltrans will
notify the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service immediately.

5. At Location 1, Caltrans will install 24 9-inch radius semi-circular wildlife
passageways in the base of the concrete Median Barrier (Type 60/S design) at
intervals of approximately 148 feet. The purpose of the openings is to
maintain a degree of permeability and to allow the San Joaquin kit fox and
other small wildlife to pass through the barrier.

6. All food-related trash items such as wrappers, cans, bottles, and food scraps
will be disposed of in closed containers and removed daily from each location
in order to reduce the potential for attracting predator species.

7. No pets or firearms will be allowed on the project sites.
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Since no San Joaquin kit fox habitat is being permanently removed as part of the 
project, no compensatory mitigation is required. 

Swainson’s hawk (Buteo swainsoni) 

If construction occurs during the nesting season (February 15 to September 1) 
preconstruction surveys will be conducted within 30 days prior to start of work to 
determine if Swainson’s hawks are nesting within one half mile of the project. If 
Swainson’s hawks are observed nesting within the project site, a 600-foot radius no-
work buffer will be designated around the nest tree. The nest tree will be monitored 
by a qualified biologist during construction activities until the birds have fledged. 

IX. Hydrology and Water Quality
Affected Environment 
A Location Hydraulic Study was completed for this project in October 2014. 

At Location 1 the planned improvements are within Zone X, that is, outside the 
floodplain. 

At Location 2, the project area from Akers Street to Kent Street falls within Zone X. 
The project area from Kent Street to the eastern end of the project is within Zone AE, 
the special flood hazard areas that would be inundated by the 100-year flood (this is 
in the below grade portion of the freeway). 

The base 100-year floodplain is shown in relation to both project locations on the 
Federal Emergency Management Agency Flood Insurance Rate Maps in Appendix F. 

Environmental Consequences 
The project will have a longitudinal encroachment into the 100-year floodplain as 
designated by the Flood Insurance Rate Maps. This encroachment occurs within 
Location 2 from Kent Street to the eastern project limits approximately 0.2 mile east 
of County Center Drive Overcrossing. Construction of high tension cable barrier in 
the median would not create any additional backwater and would allow the normal 
flood pattern to continue. 

No significant floodplain encroachment has been identified for this project. This 
project will not cause incompatible floodplain development. This project would not 
significantly affect the 100-year floodplain. 

Avoidance, Minimization, and/or Mitigation Measures 
No mitigation measures are proposed because none are needed. 
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Appendix A Typical Cross Sections 

Location 1  Concrete Median Barrier (Type 60) 
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Location 2  High Tension Cable Median Barrier 

Visalia Median Barriers       28 



Appendix B Example of High Tension Cable 
Median Barrier with Four Cables 
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Appendix C Project locations 

Location 1 – Typical View 
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Location 2 – Typical View  
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Appendix D Federal, State and California Native 
…………………Plant Society Species Lists 
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Appendix E Federal Endangered Species Act 
Determinations 
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Species 
Status
(1)

Possible in Which Habitat 
Type 

Acres Habitat 
Impacts Permanent/ 
Temporary 

Species Impacts Expected 
After Avoidance and 
Minimization Measures 

FESA Determination 

Vernal pool fairy shrimp FT Vernal pools 0/0 No, no habitat on site No effect. 

Vernal pool tadpole shrimp FE Vernal pools 0/0 No, no habitat on site No effect. 

Valley elderberry longhorn 
beetle 

FT 
Elderberry bushes, usually in 
riparian areas 

0/0 No, no habitat on site No effect. 

Delta smelt FT 
Semi-saline aquatic habitat in the 
Bay Delta region 

0/0 
No, no habitat on site, not 
upstream of suitable habitat 

No effect. 

California tiger salamander, 
central population 

FT 
Vernal pools in open grasslands 
and brushy habitats 

0/0 No, no habitat on site No effect. 

California red-legged frog FT 
Pools, ponds, slow streams and 
adjacent riparian areas 

0/0 No, no habitat on site No effect. 

Blunt-nosed leopard lizard 
FE, SE, 
FP 

Arid, open alkali desert scrub 
habitat with low topographic 
relief. 

0/0 No, no habitat on site. No effect. 

Giant garter snake FT 
Marshes/aquatic habitats with 
slow water, & adjacent uplands 

0/0 No, no habitat on site No effect. 

Fresno kangaroo rat FE, SE 
Alkali desert scrub with flat 
terrain and sandy loam soils. 

0/0 No, no habitat on site No effect. 

Tipton kangaroo rat FE, SE 
Valley sink scrub and saltbrush 
scrub in the Tulare Basin region. 

0/0 No, no habitat on site No effect. 

San Joaquin kit fox FE, ST 
Project Location 1: No habitat, 
potential crossing area only. 

0/0 
Possible. Species not 
observed but may use site to 
cross. 

May affect, not likely to 
adversely affect. 

Note: (1) FE = Federal Endangered; FT = Federal Threatened; SE = State Endangered; ST = State Threatened; FP = Fully Protected 
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Appendix F Floodplain Maps 
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Appendix G State Clearinghouse Letter 
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Appendix H U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
Concurrence Letter 
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List of Technical Studies that are Bound Separately 

Visual Impact Assessment 

Natural Environment Study (Minimal Impacts) 

Location Hydraulic Study 
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