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August 25, 2017 

VIA EMAIL AND HAND DELIVERY 

Board President London Breed and Members of 
the Board of Supervisors c/o Clerk of the Board of 
Supervisors 
#1 Dr. Carlton B. Goodlett Place 
City Hall, Room #244 
San Francisco, CA  94102-4689 

Re: Board of Supervisors September 5, 2017 Meeting Agenda Item: Appeal of California 
Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) Certification of Final Environmental Impact Report 
– One Oak Street 

Dear President Breed and Members of the Board: 

This firm represents One Oak Owner, LLC (“Project Sponsor”), the Project Sponsor of the One 
Oak Street Project (the “Project”). On June 15, 2017, the San Francisco Planning Commission 
certified the Final Environmental Impact Report (“FEIR” or “EIR”) for the Project. Jason 
Henderson (“Appellant”) filed an appeal of the Certification on July 17, 2017. The FEIR is 
adequate, sufficient and complete and the Appellant’s objections are entirely without merit. We 
respectfully request that this Board affirm the certification of the FEIR and reject this appeal. 

Ironically, the Project’s EIR demonstrates that this in-fill project in a transit-rich location has only 
one significant unavoidable impact: a cumulative construction-related traffic impact that will 
occur during the construction phase of the Project. (Impact C-TR-7). In fact, the Project 
exemplifies sustainable urbanism by replacing a surface parking lot and low-rise office with high-
rise, high-density housing immediately adjacent to a major transit, pedestrian and bicycling hub.  

This letter addresses the primary objections raised by Appellant in his July 17 appeal letter.  The 
Project is in the Market/Octavia Plan Area, which was the subject of a thorough EIR analyzing 
the Plan and the anticipated development under that Plan.  Although the Project was among the 
anticipated projects analyzed in the earlier Plan EIR and is consistent with the Plan, the City 
nonetheless prepared an EIR for the Project. 

Notwithstanding the thoroughness of the City’s analysis, the appeal attacks the Project’s EIR by 
taking issue primarily with the City’s wind and transportation methodologies. These are not 
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unique to the analysis before this Board in this EIR; rather, they are employed by the City in all 
its environmental review documents. Further, the City’s wind and transportation methodologies 
were adopted after thorough consideration and analysis of data and scientific studies and are 
supported by substantial evidence. Appellant’s complaints are just that, mere complaints, 
unsupported by data and evidence.  As a consequence, this Board should reject this appeal. 

In addition,  your September 5 agenda includes two additional Project-related items:  a General 
Plan Amendment and Zoning Map Amendment ordinance implementing a height swap of two 
668 square foot portions of the Project site.  In response to comments made at the  Board’s Land 
Use and Transportation Committee hearing on those items, the Project Sponsor re-examined the 
design approved by the Planning Commission and concluded that a small modification to the 
design would eliminate the need for the height swap (and the attendant General Plan and Zoning 
Map Amendments).  The Planning Department reviewed the revision to the design and confirmed 
that it does not represent a substantial change to the plans approved by the Planning Commission. 
We understand that the Planning Department will address this in greater detail in its written 
submittal to this Board.   The Project Sponsor has withdrawn its applications for the General Plan 
Amendment and Zoning Map Amendment because they are no longer necessary.  However, these 
items are on your agenda because they have been heard at the Land Use and Transportation 
Committee.  Consequently, the Project Sponsor respectfully requests that this Board disapprove 
of these items on your agenda because these actions are now moot.  

1.  Appellant’s Objections to the EIR’s Transportation Analysis are Without Merit. 

a.  Claims Regarding VMT Methodology 

The Appellant claims that the City’s VMT and traffic impact methodology (used City-wide as 
well as in this EIR) is flawed, alleging that the City misapplied the MTC’s regional scale threshold 
of significance to assess VMT impact.  The Appellant’s objection to the recently adopted city-
wide VMT methodology is without merit and unsupported by data and evidence.  

As thoroughly explained in the EIR and in RTC Response TR-2, in compliance with California 
Senate Bill 743, the San Francisco Planning Commission replaced automobile delay (vehicular 
level of service or LOS) with VMT criteria on March 3, 2016, pursuant to Resolution 19579.  
Addressing the City’s approach to its VMT analysis, the RTC at Page 4.16-4.17 explains:  

The Department’s approach to VMT analysis under CEQA is based on a screening 
analysis which compares development-estimated VMT to the regional average, as 
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recommended by OPR in a technical advisory that accompanied its January 2016 
draft CEQA guidelines implementing Senate Bill 743. As recommended by OPR, 
the Planning Department uses maps illustrating areas that exhibit low levels of 
existing and future VMT to screen out developments that may not require a detailed 
VMT analysis.  The Planning Department relies on the San Francisco Chained 
Activity Model Process (SF-CHAMP) model runs prepared by the San Francisco 
County Transportation Authority to estimate VMT within different geographic 
locations (i.e., Traffic Analysis Zones, or TAZs) throughout San Francisco. 

The RTC goes on to further explain that the significance criteria used to assess VMT impacts, a 
15 percent threshold below regional VMT thresholds, is “consistent with CEQA Section 21099 
and the thresholds of significance for other land uses recommended in the Office of Planning and 
Research’s proposed transportation impact guidelines” [RTC at Page 4.17]. 

The Appellant further claims that the Project is in a “part of San Francisco where the tolerance 
for more VMT is zero.”  Taken literally, it seems Appellant is asserting that projects must restrict 
project occupants and visitors from ever using a vehicle to travel to and/or from the Project site.  
Such a demand, on its face, is neither reasonable nor feasible.  The RTC at Page 4.17 addressed 
this very point, stating: “the threshold is set at a level that acknowledges that a development site 
cannot feasibly result in zero VMT without substantial changes in variables that are largely 
outside the control of a developer (e.g., large-scale transportation infrastructure changes, social 
and economic movements, etc.).”  Furthermore, Appellant supports his assertion that the VMT 
threshold for the Project should be zero by stating that that automobile capacity near the Project 
site is already constrained.  However, in making this argument, Appellant is essentially arguing 
for an automobile capacity metric (e.g., vehicular level of service), which, as evidenced by 
Planning Commission Resolution 19579 adopting the VMT threshold of significance, encourages 
harmful sprawl development and as such is not an effective criterion in assessing a project’s 
transportation impacts on the environment.  

Accordingly, the Appellant’s disagreement with the City’s VMT methodology is unsupported by 
countervailing evidence and is without merit. Further, the lead agency has discretion in 
determining the appropriate threshold of significance used to evaluate the severity of a particular 
impact and does not violate CEQA when it chooses to apply a significance threshold that is 
founded on substantial evidence, as stated in the CEQA Guidelines and supported in the holdings 
of multiple Courts of Appeal decisions.  (See CEQA Guidelines, Section 15064 subd.(b); Lotus 
v. Dept. of Transportation (2014) 223 Cal. App. 4th 645, 655 n.7 [“The standard of significance 
applicable in any instance is a matter of discretion exercised by the public agency depending on 
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the nature of the area affected.”];  Mission Bay Alliance v. Office of Community Investment and 
Infrastructure (2016) 6 Cal.App.5th 160, 192 [“The lead agency has substantial discretion in 
determining the appropriate threshold of significance to evaluate the severity of a particular 
impact.”]).  

Where an agency’s significance thresholds are challenged by a project opponent, the standard of 
review for a court reviewing the selected threshold is “substantial evidence”, meaning the court 
must give deference to the lead agency’s decision to select particular significance thresholds, 
including the threshold for VMT impacts.  (See Mission Bay Alliance v. Office of Community 
Investment and Infrastructure (2016) 6 Cal.App.5th 160, 206 [“CEQA grants agencies discretion 
to develop their own thresholds of significance and an agency's choice of a significance threshold 
will be upheld if founded on substantial evidence.”]).  

The FEIR’s use of VMT as a significance threshold is founded on substantial evidence, as clearly 
and thoroughly established in the record.  Appellant’s broadside attack on the City’s adopted 
VMT methodology is without merit and should be rejected by this Board.   

 b.  Claims regarding TNCs and Transportation Analysis 

Appellant claims that the EIR’s transportation analysis is inadequate because it does not reflect  
Transportation Network Company (TNC) demands. However, as discussed below, the 
relationship between TNCs and transportation impacts is currently speculative because there is 
insufficient data at this point in time on the influence of TNC operations on overall travel demand 
and conditions in San Francisco, including the loading demand or VMT impacts of the project.   

The Planning Department, in a Memorandum dated February 23, 2017, set out the current state 
of the City’s inquiry into the potential influence TNCs may have on transportation impacts. In 
that memorandum, which is attached to this Response as Exhibit A, the Planning Department 
stated that due to a lack of data, it is “currently difficult, if not impossible, to document how 
transportation network company operations quantitatively influence overall travel conditions in 
San Francisco and elsewhere.”  The RTC in Response TR-2 at Page 4.18-4.19 reflects this 
conclusion, and includes details from the memorandum regarding the relationship between TNCs 
and transportation impacts:  

To date, there is limited information as to how the introduction/adoption of 
transportation network companies affects travel behavior (e.g., whether people 
using these services are making trips they would not otherwise make, or 
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substituting a transportation network company ride for a trip they would make by 
another mode). The Census Bureau and other government sources do not currently 
include transportation network company vehicles as a separate travel mode 
category when conducting survey/data collection (e.g., American Community 
Survey, Decennial Census, etc.). Thus, little can be determined from these standard 
transportation industry travel behavior data sources. Further, the transportation 
network companies are private businesses and generally choose not to disclose 
specifics regarding the number of vehicles/drivers in their service fleet, miles 
driven with or without passengers, passengers transported, etc. Thus, based on the 
information currently available it is currently difficult, if not impossible, to 
document how transportation network company operations quantitatively 
influence overall travel conditions in San Francisco or elsewhere. Thus, for the 
above reasons, the effects of for-hire vehicles as it relates to transportation network 
companies on VMT is not currently estimated in CEQA, except to the extent those 
trips are captured in taxi vehicle trip estimates for a development. 

The CEQA Guidelines require that the conclusions and findings of the lead agency be supported 
by substantial evidence. [CEQA Guidelines Section 15091(b)]. CEQA Guidelines Section 15384 
goes on to provide that “[a]rgument, speculation, unsubstantiated opinion or narrative, evidence 
which is clearly erroneous or inaccurate, or evidence of social or economic impacts which do not 
contribute to or are not caused by physical impacts on the environment does not constitute 
substantial evidence.”  Although the San Francisco County Transportation Authority (SFCTA) 
recently issued a report on TNC use in June of 2017 entitled “TNCs Today”, the report contains 
limited information gathered from a limited time period during the holiday season (mid-
November to mid-December 2016 excluding dates around the Thanksgiving holiday). The report 
itself explains that further analysis, data collection and study is required to understand the 
potential relationships of TNCs to other issues such as public transit operations and ridership and 
congestion.  Thus, as of the date of this appeal, except to the extent captured in taxi vehicle trips 
as analyzed in the EIR, there otherwise is inadequate data on TNCs to include in this response or 
in the EIR.  As stated above, the CEQA Guidelines prohibit a lead agency from using speculation 
to substantiate its findings or conclusions. As no substantial evidence on the issue currently exists, 
in accordance with CEQA’s mandate to avoid engaging in speculation or using speculation to 
substantiate its conclusions, the City’s approach to the issue is correct.  Accordingly, this claim 
should be rejected by this Board.  
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2.  Appellant’s Objections to the EIR’s Alternatives Analysis Are Without Merit. 

The Project’s affordable housing contributions make possible a 100% below market rate (BMR) 
housing project, including approximately 16 BMR units of transitional aged youth (“TAY”) 
housing, within a 1/3 mile of the Project (the “Octavia BMR Project”).  The location of the 
Octavia BMR Project in such close proximity to the Project site was made possible because the 
Project Sponsor relinquished its property rights to acquire two Octavia Boulevard Parcels (R and 
S) included as part of the Octavia BMR Project.  Further changes to the Octavia BMR Project 
proposed by the Project Sponsor, including the use of the density bonus program, may result in 
up to 102 BMR units, as well as an approximately 4,800-sf on-site childcare facility. If adopted 
by MOHCD, this proposal would represent an approximately 33% affordable housing 
contribution by the Project. 

Notwithstanding the close proximity of the Octavia BMR Project to the Project site, Appellant 
claims that the EIR should have included an analysis of an alternative with onsite inclusionary 
housing, in addition to the alternatives analyzed in the EIR.  It is well-established law that CEQA 
does not mandate the analysis of a limitless number of alternatives nor does it require the analysis 
of any conceivable permutation that a project opponent can imagine. Rather, Section 15126.6(a) 
of the CEQA Guidelines requires only that an EIR consider a reasonable range of alternatives that 
will foster informed decision-making and limits the range of alternatives according to the “rule 
of reason” requiring the EIR to set forth only those alternatives necessary to permit a reasoned 
choice.  Further, the alternatives should be limited to those that would avoid or substantially lessen 
any of the significant effects of the project.  Of those alternatives, the EIR need only examine in 
detail those that the lead agency determines could obtain most of the basic objectives of the 
project.     

As discussed in the EIR and the Response to Comments (“RTC”), the number and range of 
alternatives analyzed in the EIR is sufficient and complies with the CEQA Guidelines.   

The EIR did not consider an alternative including on-site inclusionary housing because it would 
fail to lessen or avoid the Project’s one identified significant cumulative construction-related 
traffic impact, as required in the CEQA Guidelines.  Further, to the extent Appellant is advancing 
the on-site affordable housing alternative as a surrogate for a claim that the Project has a social 
or economic impact because the affordable housing is not located on-site, the EIR thoroughly 
analyzed this issue (see RTC Chapter 4E) and correctly concluded that the proposed Project will 
not result in any social or economic impacts that that would indirectly result in significant effects 
to the physical environment.   
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Specifically, RTC at Page 4.78 states:  
 
The CEQA Guidelines clarify that social or economic impacts alone shall not be 
treated as significant effects on the environment. Evidence of social or economic 
impacts (e.g., rising property values, increasing rents, changing neighborhood 
demographics, etc.) that do not contribute to, or are not caused by, physical impacts 
on the environment are not substantial evidence of a significant effect on the 
environment. In short, social and economic effects are only relevant under CEQA if 
they would result in or are caused by an adverse physical impact on the environment.  

 
We would respectfully note that the fact that CEQA does not address such social or economic 
impacts does not preclude public discourse on such matters in forums intended for public policy 
deliberations; they are simply not the subject of analysis under CEQA. (See, for example, 
Preserve Poway v. City of Poway, 199 Cal. Rptr. 3d 600 (Cal. Ct. App. 4th Dist. Mar. 9, 2016) 
[“heated public debate about community character” does not alone create an issue requiring 
analysis under CEQA.]). 

As discussed in RTC at Page 4.77-78, the proposed Project will not physically displace any 
existing residents or residential uses or create any blight or urban decay.  Additionally, the EIR 
analyzes the impact of the proposed Project on the existing character of the built environment and 
on the land use character of the neighborhood in Section 4.B, Land Use and Land Use Planning 
on EIR pp. 4.B.1-4.B.9.  The EIR concludes that the proposed Project would not divide an 
established community.  It further concluded that the proposed Project was not inconsistent with 
the varied mix of land uses in the area and was consistent with the City’s vision for future building 
heights in the area.  As such, the EIR correctly concludes that the proposed Project would not 
have a significant impact related to land use.  
 
With regard to the Project’s affordable housing contribution, the RTC at Page 4.80 clearly 
describes: 

 
[T]he proposed project is subject to the City’s Inclusionary Affordable Housing 
Program (Planning Code Section 415), the Market-Octavia Affordable Housing 
Fee (Planning Code Section 416) and the Van Ness & Market Special Use District 
Affordable Housing Fee (Planning Code Section 249.33).  Working together with 
the Mayor’s Office of Housing and Community Development (MOHCD), the 
Project Sponsor voluntarily relinquished valuable development rights at Parcels R 
and S on Octavia Boulevard and assigned them, along with preliminary designs 
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and entitlement applications, to MOHCD to allow the future production of 100% 
below market rate (BMR) housing, including approximately 16 BMR units of 
transitional aged youth (“TAY”) housing, within a 1/3 mile of the Project.  In 
exchange, MOHCD agreed to “direct" the Project’s Section 415 in-lieu fee toward 
the production of housing on three Octavia Boulevard Parcels (R, S & U) 
(collectively, “the Octavia BMR Project”), subject to the satisfaction of certain 
conditions, including compliance with CEQA and certain future discretionary 
approvals for both the One Oak Project and the Octavia BMR Project.   
Accordingly, although the Octavia BMR project is a separate project requiring 
further approvals, its proximity to the project site and the conveyance of the 
development rights to MOHCD for use as affordable housing sites supports the 
conclusion that the proposed project will not result in blight or urban decay or the 
loss of affordable housing because, on the contrary, it would provide both new 
market rate and permanent BMR housing where none exists today.    

At the time of publication of the FEIR, the Project Sponsor’s directed in lieu contribution to the 
Octavia BMR Project was anticipated to fund the creation of 72 BMR units at that site, including 
approximately 16 BMR units of TAY housing. However, in response to comments from the 
community and to maximize the Project’s benefits to the neighborhood, the Project Sponsor has 
since worked with MOHCD to utilize the newly adopted affordable housing density bonus 
program (codified in Planning Code Section 206) to increase this number to up to 102 BMR units, 
with an approximately 4,800-sf on-site childcare facility. If adopted by MOHCD, this proposal 
would represent an approximately 33% affordable housing contribution by the Project.  

In light of CEQA’s mandate to examine alternatives that lessen or avoid identified significant 
impacts, an on-site affordable housing alternative was not necessary and was not required to 
inform the decision-makers or to permit a reasoned choice. This conclusion is further supported 
by the close physical proximity of the proposed Octavia BMR Project to the One Oak Project.   

3.  Appellant’s Objections to the EIR’s Wind Impacts Analysis Are Without Merit.    

Appellant claims that the EIR fails as an informational document because the City’s long-standing 
wind methodology (used in the One Oak EIR as in all other City environmental analyses) does 
not expressly include an analysis of wind impacts on bicyclists.  As discussed below, the City’s 
approach is well-supported by the evidence and in fact is more protective of the public than 
alternative approaches used in other municipalities in the world (such as London).  Thus, this 
claim should be rejected by this Board.  
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Although CEQA does not mandate the study of wind impacts, the City nonetheless has elected to 
study potential wind impacts, using a long-standing methodology and threshold of significance it 
developed based on thorough scientific data and studies.  As set forth in great detail in the EIR, 
the City’s adopted approach incorporates the wind criteria set forth in Section 148 of the Planning 
Code.  Put simply, Section 148 states that equivalent wind speeds (defined as an hourly mean 
wind speed adjusted to incorporate the effects of gustiness or turbulence on pedestrians) of 26 
miles per hour (mph) for one hour a year are a hazard. Section 148 also expressly looks at the 
effect of wind on pedestrians.  The RTC explains this fully in Chapter 4 at Page 4.64-65:  

The City has established a comfort and hazard criteria for use in evaluating the wind 
effects of proposed buildings. The wind hazard criterion that is defined in Planning 
Code Section 148 is used by the Planning Department as a significance threshold in 
the CEQA environmental review process to assess the environmental impact of 
projects throughout San Francisco and is therefore the basis of the analysis in the 
EIR.  Planning Code Section 148 criteria are based on pedestrian-level wind speeds.  
As such, the City’s established methodology is based on a proposed project’s effect 
on pedestrian safety and comfort and does not explicitly include any criteria 
specifically applicable to cyclists.  

While there are no specific widely accepted industry standard criteria applicable to the assessment 
of wind effects on bicyclists, the RTC at Page 4.65 did identify international criteria, known as 
the Lawson Criteria, which is used by governmental agencies in other parts of the world to 
establish threshold wind speed at which cyclists would become destabilized. As noted on RTC at 
Page 4.65, the selection of test points for Lawson Criteria wind studies is “very similar to the 
selection of the test points analyzed in the One Oak Street study, except that the One Oak Street 
wind study also included test points in the crosswalks of the street.” Thus, the test points in the 
EIR’s analysis are like those under a hypothetical analysis under the Lawson Criteria.  However, 
the Lawson Criteria is much less stringent than the City’s Section 148 criteria.  While the City 
finds a significant impact at 26 mph, the Lawson Criteria does not find a significant impact until 
the wind speeds are 33.5 mph, a full 7.5 mph faster.  Consequently, the City’s wind standard is 
far more protective of the public (including bicyclists) than the wind criterion employed 
elsewhere internationally. 

As the EIR concludes on Page 4.66: 

In absence of standalone criteria for wind hazards specific to bicyclists, the 
Lawson Criteria could serve as a useful reference point of comparison for 
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considering the impact of wind on bicyclists. By comparison, San Francisco’s 
Section 148 hazard criterion for impacts on the general population (26 miles per 
hour averaged over one hour) is lower, and therefore more protective, than the 
Lawson threshold applicable to bicyclists. 

Accordingly, the Appellants disagreement over the methodology used in the EIR to assess wind 
impacts is without merit.  As discussed above, CEQA provides agencies discretion to determine 
the appropriate threshold of significance used to evaluate the severity of a particular impact, 
including wind impacts.  This is clarified in RTC at Page 4.66:  

As discussed in Response WI-I, RTC p. 4.57, a lead agency has discretion in 
determining the appropriate threshold of significance used to evaluate the severity 
of a particular impact and does not violate CEQA when it chooses to apply a 
significance threshold that is founded on substantial evidence. This EIR’s use of a 
significance threshold consistent with established City standards is founded on 
substantial evidence. Accordingly, no further study is required. 

Furthermore, we note that the wind thresholds of significance utilized by the City are not included 
in Appendix G of the CEQA Guidelines.  The City adopted these thresholds in addition to the 
suggested thresholds of significance included in Appendix G of the CEQA Guidelines, pursuant 
to the City’s adopted Initial Study Checklist (Appendix B).   The FEIR’s use of a significance 
threshold consistent with established City standards is founded on substantial evidence, as 
discussed in RTC Response WI-2, and the Appellant has not presented substantial evidence to 
the contrary. Accordingly, further study of the wind impacts on cyclists is not required under 
CEQA.  

4.  Appellant’s Objections to the Cumulative Impacts Analysis Are Without Merit.   

The Appellant contends that the FEIR’s cumulative impact analysis was flawed because it did not 
include the cumulative impacts of the proposed 10 South Van Ness Project.  This contention is 
incorrect.   

As discussed in both the Draft EIR and the RTC, the 10 South Van Ness Project was included in 
the cumulative list of projects analyzed in the FEIR.  As noted by the Appellant in his letter of 
appeal, the Notice of Preparation (“NOP”) for the 10 South Van Ness Project issued on July 12, 
2017 updated the project description that was included in the project’s Environmental Evaluation 
Application.  These updates included an increase in residential units. Because the NOP was issued 
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after the certification of the FEIR for the One Oak Street Project, these project updates were not 
reflected for the purposes of the One Oak Street Project cumulative analysis.  However, even with 
the potential project refinements reflected in the latest NOP for the 10 South Van Ness Project, 
the project remains substantially similar to the one modeled and studied in the cumulative analysis 
included in the FEIR. Accordingly, in accordance with CEQA Guideline Section 15162, the 
project refinements reflected in the 10 South Van Ness NOP do not give rise to  any new impacts 
or result in a substantial increase in the severity of previously identified significant effects that 
would require further study.   

In addition, regarding cumulative wind impacts, the design of the 10 South Van Ness Project will 
likely continue to be refined and be required to comply with the City’s Section 148 wind 
standards, which prohibits a project from creating a net new number of locations with wind speeds 
that exceed its hazard criterion.   This point is reflected in the RTC at Page 4.60, which correctly 
concludes that: 

At the time that each future project is seeking approval, a model of its then-current 
design would be submitted for wind analysis and it would be modeled in the 
context of the then-existing baseline setting of buildings, including newer 
buildings that have already complied with Section 148. By contrast, the City’s 
cumulative wind methodology does not model reasonably foreseeable buildings 
that each meet the Section 148 performance standard. As such, this cumulative 
impact analysis represents a conservative disclosure of cumulative impacts (i.e., 
one that may overstate, rather than understate, the magnitude of cumulative wind 
impacts) as it is presumed that all future buildings in the C-3 District, the specific 
designs for which are unknowable at this time, would each have to comply with 
Section 148. 

The Project Sponsor Has Withdrawn its General Plan and Legislative Amendments 

As discussed above and as set forth in the EIR, the Project applied for a General Plan and Zoning 
Map amendment to shift the existing Height and Bulk District 120/400-R-2 designation at the 
eastern end of the Project site (a portion of Assessor Block 0836/001) to the western portion of 
the project site (a portion of Assessor Block 0836/005).  The proposed modest height swap of the 
two 668 square foot areas did not result in any increased development potential. The Planning 
Commission recommended the Project’s General Plan and Zoning Map Amendments for 
approval, and the Amendments were heard at the July 24, 2017 Land Use and Transportation 
Committee hearing.  At the Land Use and Transportation Committee hearing, certain members 
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Memorandum 
 

Date: February 23, 2017 

To: Planning Commission 

From:  Wade Wietgrefe, Senior Planner, (415) 575-9050  

RE: California Environmental Quality Act: Vehicle Miles Traveled, Parking, For-

Hire Vehicles, and Alternatives 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 

During recent Planning Commission hearings, members of the public have sought clarification regarding 

the Planning Department’s (Department) transportation impact analysis in California Environmental 

Quality Act (CEQA) documents as it relates to parking,1 for-hire vehicles,2 and vehicle miles traveled 

(VMT). This memorandum responds to those inquiries by providing an overview of a) parking and 

CEQA; b) VMT and CEQA; c) CEQA alternatives; d) planning policies and policy decisions regarding 

parking, including the Planning Commission’s role in approving the amount of parking for development; 

and e) potential future approaches to transportation impact analysis. An expanded discussion of the 

history of, methodology, and data available for parking and VMT analysis is provided in Attachment A. 

BACKGROUND 

The Department’s transportation impact analysis in CEQA documents has progressed over the last 15 

years. The Department is at the forefront of an ever-evolving field of transportation by comprehensively 

working to address such impacts from new development, as demonstrated by the recent legislative 

success of all three components of the Transportation Sustainability Program.3 One component of the 

Transportation Sustainability Program is Align. This component became effective in March 2016, when 

the Planning Commission unanimously adopted a resolution that directed the Department to remove 

automobile delay as a factor in determining significant impacts pursuant to CEQA and replace it with 

VMT criteria. In doing so, San Francisco became the first county in California to adopt such criteria and, 

for the first time, it aligned the Department’s transportation analysis in CEQA documents with adopted 

plans, policies, and ordinances related to transportation.  

The Department’s methodology in assessing VMT impacts in CEQA documents uses a state-of-art, 

activity-based model that estimates current and predicts future travel patterns for the City. As noted 

though, the transportation field is not static and the Department’s analysis will continue to evolve. 

Therefore, the Department is involved in several efforts with partner agencies that may update the 

approach for analyzing transportation impacts over time, including the effects of parking supply and for-

hire vehicles on VMT.  

                                                           

1 “Parking” can mean a variety of things: on-street, off-street, public, private, bicycle, car-share, vehicle, 

etc. For the purposes of this memo, “parking” refers to private, off-street vehicular parking. 
2 For the purposes of this memo, “for-hire vehicles” refers to taxis and transportation network companies.  
3 Refer to http://sf-planning.org/transportation-sustainability-program for more details. 

http://sf-planning.org/transportation-sustainability-program
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Through the Department’s inclusion of a robust transportation impact analysis within CEQA documents, 

the Planning Commission has wide latitude for decisions related to transportation components within a 

development, including the amount of parking that should be approved. Therefore, in most 

circumstances, the Planning Commission would be able to adopt a development that includes reduced or 

no parking, even if the CEQA document analysis did not describe a variant to the project with no parking 

or include a labeled “no parking” alternative.  

PARKING AND CEQA 

This section briefly summarizes the Department’s current approach to parking analysis.  

Approach to Parking Analysis 

The Department’s Transportation Impact Analysis Guidelines for Environmental Review (Transportation 

Impact Analysis Guidelines), October 2002, identify the general conditions for when a transportation 

study is required for projects subject to CEQA and the methodology for the transportation analysis. The 

Department has updated the general conditions for when a transportation study is required for projects 

subject to CEQA, including for parking. The current parking condition states a transportation study may 

be required if “the project would potentially add…greater than 50 parking spaces/is over the amount of 

parking allowed in the code.” Elements of the parking analysis, some for informational purposes, are 

described below. 

Parking Demand 

The parking demand estimated for a development reflects a free, unconstrained supply of parking at the 

development. From a CEQA perspective, the approach conservatively estimates the parking demand 

from the development to inform decision-makers of the potential adverse effects from the development. 

Therefore, the CEQA analysis covers the upper bound of the potential demand for parking and the 

associated secondary effects of people searching in their vehicles for available parking spaces to meet that 

demand. For informational purposes, on a case-by-case basis, these parking demand estimates continue 

to be provided in CEQA documents.  

Parking Code Requirements 

For informational purposes, on a case-by-case basis, the amount of parking provided for a development 

in comparison to code allowances or requirements is provided in CEQA documents.  

Parking Supply and Significance Criterion 

A development’s parking supply is compared to the estimated parking demand. This discussion is 

provided in CEQA documents for informational purposes. If the estimated parking demand from the 

development exceeds the off-street parking supply, a discussion regarding publicly available on-street 

and off-street spaces in the project vicinity is provided. The environmental analysis then accounts for the 

secondary effects (e.g., air quality, noise) of people searching in their vehicles for those available or 

unavailable parking spaces.4 The secondary effect is also the basis for the criteria used to determine if a 

project would have a significant transportation-related impact as it relates to parking:  

                                                           

4 A quantified secondary effect analysis is typically conducted only for very large development projects 

where a substantial parking deficit may occur (e.g., 50 First Street). In these instances, all vehicle trips are 

distributed to the site and then those vehicle trips that cannot be accommodated by the development’s 

off-street parking supply may be distributed to available parking spaces in the study area.  
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The project would have a significant effect on the environment if it would result in a substantial 

parking deficit that could create hazardous conditions or significant delays affecting transit, 

bicycles or pedestrians and where particular characteristics of the project or its site demonstrably 

render use of other modes infeasible. 

This parking supply vs demand information and secondary effect analysis is sometimes completed for 

both the development’s proposed parking supply and if the development were to include no parking. 

The no parking analysis is conducted in case the Planning Commission adjusts the amount of parking 

included in the development, including at the entitlement hearing.  

Other Parking-Related Topics 

The current parking condition directly addresses the relationship between the amount of parking 

provided at the site and the potential for site circulation conflicts. Whenever parking is proposed for a 

development, analysis is conducted regarding the potential for vehicle movement conflicts with transit 

operations and people, particularly vulnerable users (e.g., people walking or bicycling) along streets with 

documented safety concerns (e.g., High-Injury network). Common components of this conflict analysis 

include a discussion of the location and width of proposed curb cuts in relation to other transportation 

facilities, the anticipated number of vehicles entering and exiting the parking facility, and the design of 

the parking facility as it relates its ability to accommodate queues.  

VMT AND CEQA 

This section briefly summarizes the Planning Department’s current approach in assessing the impacts of 

VMT, including the current approach for assessing the effects parking supply and for-hire vehicles have 

on a development’s VMT estimates. This section also briefly discusses how for-hire vehicles affect other 

transportation analysis topics. 

Approach to VMT Analysis 

The Department’s approach to VMT analysis under CEQA is based on a screening analysis which 

compares development-estimated VMT to the regional average, as recommended by the California Office 

of Planning and Research in a technical advisory that accompanied its January 2016 draft CEQA 

guidelines implementing Senate Bill 743.5 The Department uses maps illustrating areas that exhibit low 

levels of existing and future year VMT6 to screen out developments that may not require a detailed VMT 

analysis. The thresholds used to determine low levels of VMT are set at 15 percent below regional 

averages of VMT.  

The Department relies on San Francisco Chained Activity Model Process (SF-CHAMP) runs prepared by 

the San Francisco County Transportation Authority (Transportation Authority) to estimate VMT within 

different geographic locations throughout San Francisco. Travel behavior in SF-CHAMP is calibrated by 

Transportation Authority staff based on observed behavior from the California Household Travel Survey 

2010-2012, Census data regarding automobile ownership rates and county-to-county worker flows, and 

observed vehicle counts and transit boardings. SF-CHAMP uses a synthetic population, which is a set of 

                                                           

5 This document is available online at: 

https://www.opr.ca.gov/docs/Revised_VMT_CEQA_Guidelines_Proposal_January_20_2016.pdf.  

6 The VMT estimates in CEQA documents report a per population metric; it is not an absolute amount of 

VMT. Therefore, a development could have a lot of parking, but also a substantial amount of people. 

Therefore, a development that is located in San Francisco will likely have lower VMT per capita low 

relative to the region.  

https://www.opr.ca.gov/docs/Revised_VMT_CEQA_Guidelines_Proposal_January_20_2016.pdf
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individual actors that represents the Bay Area’s actual population, who make simulated travel decisions 

for a complete day. The role parking supply and for-hire vehicles have on these VMT estimates are 

described below. 

Parking Supply 

One rationale for using the SF-CHAMP maps to screen out projects, instead of a project-by-project 

detailed VMT analysis, is because most developments are not of a large enough scale and/or contain 

unique land uses to substantially alter the VMT estimates from SF-CHAMP. SF‐CHAMP is not sensitive 

to site-level characteristics for a development (e.g., the amount of parking provided for a development). 

The amount of parking provided for a development, as well as other transportation demand management 

(TDM) measures, could result in VMT that differs from SF-CHAMP estimation. 

As part of the “Shift” component of the Transportation Sustainability Program, the City adopted a 

citywide TDM Program (effective March 2017). For the TDM Program, staff prepared the TDM Technical 

Justification document.7 The document provides the technical basis for the selection of and assignment of 

points to individual TDM measures in the TDM Program. As summarized in the TDM Technical 

Justification document, a sufficient amount of research indicates that more parking is linked to more 

driving and that people without dedicated parking are less likely to drive. However, at this time, there is 

not sufficient data to quantify the specific relationship between parking supply and VMT for a 

development in San Francisco. CEQA discourages public agencies to engage in speculation. Therefore, 

the quantified VMT estimates in CEQA documents for a development currently do not directly account 

for the effect of development’s parking supply on VMT.  

For-Hire Vehicles 

SF-CHAMP estimates VMT from private automobiles and taxis, the latter of which is a type of for-hire 

vehicle. The observed data within SF-CHAMP is from the years with the latest data available, 2010-2012. 

Since that time, the prevalence of for-hire vehicles has increased in San Francisco and elsewhere. This 

growth is primarily a result in the growth of transportation network companies. Transportation network 

companies are similar to taxis in that drivers take passengers to and from destinations typically using a 

distance-based fare system. SF-CHAMP estimates the probability of driving based on auto ownership, 

household income, and other variables. To the extent that people previously would have traveled in 

another for-hire vehicle (i.e., taxi), now travel using a transportation network company service, this 

would be accounted for in previous household travel surveys. 

To date, there is limited information as to how the introduction/adoption of transportation network 

companies affects travel behavior (e.g., whether people using these services are making trips they would 

not otherwise make, or substituting a transportation network company ride for a trip they would make 

by another mode). The Census Bureau and other government sources do not currently include 

transportation network company vehicles as a separate travel mode category when conducting 

survey/data collection (e.g., American Community Survey, Decennial Census, etc.). Thus, little can be 

determined from these standard transportation industry travel behavior data sources. Further, the 

transportation network companies are private businesses and generally choose not to disclose specifics 

regarding the number of vehicles/drivers in their service fleet, miles driven with or without passengers, 

passengers transported, etc. Thus, based on the information currently available it is currently difficult, if 

                                                           

7 San Francisco Planning Department, “Transportation Demand Management Technical Justification,” 

June 2015. Available online at: http://default.sfplanning.org/plans-and-

programs/emerging_issues/tsp/TDM_Technical_Justification.pdf.  

http://default.sfplanning.org/plans-and-programs/emerging_issues/tsp/TDM_Technical_Justification.pdf
http://default.sfplanning.org/plans-and-programs/emerging_issues/tsp/TDM_Technical_Justification.pdf
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not impossible, to document how transportation network company operations quantitatively influence 

overall travel conditions in San Francisco or elsewhere.   

For the above reasons, the effects of for-hire vehicles as it relates to transportation network companies on 

VMT is not currently estimated in CEQA documents, except to the extent those trips are captured in taxi 

vehicle trip estimates for a development.  

Other For-Hire Vehicle Topics. During the current transportation review process for development, 

curbside management is an important aspect of that review and the Department coordinates with the San 

Francisco Municipal Transportation Agency (SFMTA) regarding the necessity for and location of 

passenger loading zones to accommodate future long-term demands for curbside space due to for-hire 

vehicles. In addition, as part of the transportation review process for developments, the Department is 

also currently considering requiring a for-hire vehicle classification as part of existing conditions data 

collection counts to help with analysis related to this topic.  

CEQA ALTERNATIVES 

This section briefly summarizes the requirements under CEQA for an alternatives analysis and the 

rationale for sometimes including other alternatives in CEQA documents, even though they may not be 

required under the statute under specific circumstances.  

CEQA Required Alternatives 

The CEQA Guidelines require an environmental impact report (EIR) to analyze a reasonable range of 

potentially feasible alternatives to the proposed project or to the location of the project, which would 

meet both of the following two criteria 1) feasibly attain most of the basic objectives of the project; and 2) 

avoid or substantially lessen any of the significant effects of the project. The range of alternatives required 

in an EIR is governed by a “rule of reason” that requires the EIR to set forth only those alternatives 

necessary to permit informed public participation and an informed and reasoned choice by the decision‐

making body.  

These requirements are the basis that the Department uses in selecting a reasonable range of potentially 

feasible alternatives for a development. This range will necessarily depend on the specific circumstances 

of each development. Commonly labeled alternatives in EIRs published by the Department that meet 

these two criteria are partial preservation alternatives, full preservation alternatives, reduced height 

alternatives, and reduced density alternatives. The CEQA Guidelines also require that a no project 

alternative be evaluated; the analysis of the no project alternative assumes that the proposed project 

would not be approved. In addition, an environmentally superior alternative must be identified among 

the alternatives considered. The environmentally superior alternative is generally defined as the 

alternative that would result in the least adverse environmental impacts to the project sites and affected 

environment.  

Other Alternatives 

The CEQA Guidelines requires an EIR to identify and briefly discuss any alternatives that were 

considered by the Lead Agency but were rejected because they did not meet the two criteria for CEQA 

required alternatives or were determined infeasible. The CEQA Guidelines generally defines “feasible” to 

mean the ability to be accomplished in a successful manner within a reasonable period of time, taking 

into account economic, environmental, social, technological, and legal factors.  

On a case-by-case basis, the Department may carry forward other alternatives in the analysis. These other 

alternatives may have substantially different project characteristics than those common types of 

alternatives described above while still meeting most of the basic objectives of the project. These other 

alternatives typically have similar environmental impact conclusions as the project or other required 
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alternatives. Commonly labeled other alternatives include code compliant alternatives and alternatives 

proposed by neighborhood groups. 

PLANNING POLICIES AND POLICY DECISIONS REGARDING PARKING 

This section briefly summarizes General Plan and Planning Code policy regarding parking; the Planning 

Commission’s role as it relates to parking policy decisions; and how CEQA documents cover the range of 

decisions before the Planning Commission regarding the amount of parking approved for development.  

General Plan and Planning Code Parking Policies 

The General Plan and Planning Code include policies that acknowledge or at least imply a relationship 

between parking supply and driving. These policies, include, but are not limited to: 

 The San Francisco General Plan, Transportation Element acknowledges the need to limit the 

city’s parking capacity to control the impact of automobiles on the city by: establishing parking 

caps for residential and commercial uses to lead to a sustainable mode split (Policy 14.8); limiting 

parking demand through limiting the absolute amount of spaces (Policy 16.5); and limiting 

parking in downtown to help ensure the number of auto trips to and from downtown is not 

detrimental (Objective 32). 

 Parking Maximums (Planning Code Section 151.1) 

 Curb Cut Restrictions 

 Transportation Brokerage Services (Planning Code Section 163) 

 Unbundle Parking (Planning Code Section 167) 

 TDM Program (Planning Code Section 169) 

Policy Decisions 

The Planning Commission has wide latitude for decisions regarding the amount of parking that should 

be approved for a development. For developments located in use districts with parking maximums, those 

maximums set the limit on the amount of parking; beyond these limits, conditions can be imposed on a 

development that further limit the amount of parking within a development based upon policy reasons. 

For developments located in use districts with parking minimums, exceptions have been added over the 

years that allow for developments to park below those minimums (e.g., bicycle or car-share replacement 

parking; if a curb cut to a parking facility would conflict with a pedestrian, bicycle, or transit facility; 

compliance with a TDM Plan).  

Policy Decisions and CEQA 

In most circumstances, the range of alternatives analyzed in the EIR or the analysis conducted in other 

CEQA documents by the Department covers the variations of a project proposal that may be considered 

for approval by the Planning Commission. For example, the Eastern Neighborhoods EIR analyzed three 

alternatives to the plan and rezoning plus a no project alternative. The Planning Commission adopted 

alternative for the Eastern Neighborhoods Plan and Rezoning represented a combination of two 

alternatives; the combination of which was fully covered in the EIR analysis. As another example, the 

Planning Commission adopted a height for 706 Mission Street lower than that described in the EIR, but 

which was fully covered in the EIR analysis. In the rare case that the Planning Commission is considering 

a variation to the project proposal that was not analyzed in the EIR (e.g., substantial increases in 

development intensity or height), additional analysis may be required prior to certifying the EIR and 

approving a development. 

With respect to parking, a “no parking” alternative would typically have similar environmental impact 

conclusions as the project or other EIR alternatives selected by the Department. As stated in the “Parking 
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and CEQA” section above, a secondary effect analysis is sometimes completed both for the 

development’s proposed parking supply and if the development were to include no parking. Therefore, 

in most circumstances, including a “no parking” alternative would not better inform public participation 

or promote a more informed and reasoned choice by the decision‐making body. In most circumstances, 

the Planning Commission would be able to adopt a development that includes reduced or no parking, 

even if the EIR did not include a labeled “no parking” alternative. However, in the circumstances where 

the project may result in a significant parking impact by creating some hazardous conditions, for 

example, location and width of a curb cut to access a parking facility and the anticipated number of 

vehicles entering and exiting the parking facility, it may be appropriate to analyze a “no parking” 

alternative, just as it may be appropriate to explore feasible alternatives for any significant impacts 

identified through the EIR process. This alternative could also be considered in combination with other 

selected alternatives (e.g., a “Reduced Density Alternative” that includes no parking). 

POTENTIAL FUTURE APPROACHES TO TRANSPORTATION IMPACT ANALYSIS 

This section briefly summarizes some data collection efforts and policy development currently underway 

or planned as part of the Transportation Impact Analysis Guidelines Update, Connect SF, and the TDM 

Program and how the results of those efforts may affect the VMT estimates in CEQA documents in the 

future. Each of these efforts will require inter-agency collaboration, particularly with the SFMTA and 

Transportation Authority.  

Transportation Impact Analysis Guidelines 

The last update to the Transportation Impact Analysis Guidelines was in 2002. Since that time, the 

Department has instituted various updates to the conditions, data, and methodology within that 

document. These updates are recorded in various memos, resolutions, and emails. The Department 

intends to update the guidelines comprehensively. For this effort, substantial data collection and analysis 

is currently underway, primarily at newer development sites, which will result in the creation of new trip 

generation rates, mode split, and loading demand rates. With this data, the Department hopes to quantify 

the effects of for-hire vehicles and the amount of parking and VMT and update the effects delivery 

companies and for-hire vehicles have on a development’s commercial and passenger loading demand. 

Connect SF 

Connect SF is a process to develop a unifying long-range vision that will guide plans and investments for 

the City and its transportation system. Connect SF will coordinate several transportation plans and 

projects. To inform the vision and transportation plans and projects, the agencies are coordinating on the 

development of white papers, including one related to technology enabled transportation. While the 

scope and the eventual contents of the transportation plans and white papers are being developed, the 

results could be useful for CEQA documents. Depending on the availability of data, the technology 

enabled transportation white paper may include an analysis of the relationship between for-hire vehicles 

and VMT that could be used in the near term. In addition, some of the transportation plans may develop 

citywide and potentially neighborhood-specific VMT goals. If the goals are allocated to different sources 

of VMT (e.g., existing vs. new developments’ role), then these goals could be considered as future 

thresholds of significance for developments under CEQA or as part of the TDM Program.  

TDM Program 

The TDM Program is a living program due to its implementation strategy. Potential updates to the TDM 

menu may occur to reflect new findings on the efficacy of the measures in the TDM menu or for measures 

not previously included in the TDM menu. TDM measures will be revisited in light of research findings 

and the results of local data collection efforts, including at sites subject to the TDM Program. The menu 

may be updated to reflect a deeper understanding regarding relative TDM measure effectiveness 

determinations, including the efficacies of individual (e.g., Parking Supply) or multiple TDM measures 
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(e.g., Bicycle Parking and Car‐Share Parking) within varying San Francisco contexts (e.g., geographies or 

land use types). The menu and points may also be updated to reflect citywide and regional Vehicle Miles 

Traveled targets outlined in ongoing planning efforts, such as that described in Connect SF. These data 

collection efforts and results may also be used for VMT estimates in CEQA documents.  

CONCLUSION 

While policies demonstrate a relationship between parking and VMT, the Department’s current approach 

used in CEQA documents to qualitatively assess this relationship agrees with those policies. The 

Department is involved in several efforts that may update the approach for analyzing transportation 

impacts, including quantifying the VMT effects of parking supply and for-hire vehicles. However, the 

Department is currently using the best available information to assess the transportation effects from a 

development in CEQA documents.  

The purpose of CEQA is primarily to inform decision makers and the public and, where possible, reduce 

a project’s environmental effects through mitigation measures and alternatives. While CEQA can be quite 

effective in accomplishing these outcomes, its purpose is not to resolve all policy decisions before a 

decision-making body. In addition, regardless of whether a development results in a significant VMT 

impact under CEQA, it does not negate the City from needing to do more to reduce VMT from new 

development or provide more and safer options for people to move around. Keeping people moving as 

our city grows is the goal of the TDM Program, and this applies to most new development, regardless of 

whether the project has a significant VMT impact or not. 

Lastly, the Planning Commission can rely on other policy analysis outside the confines of CEQA to 

inform their decisions. The Planning Commission also has other tools available its toolbox, besides CEQA 

mitigation measures and alternatives, to reduce a development’s impact. As it relates to transportation, 

those tools include the TDM Program, the Transportation Sustainability Fee, and decisions regarding the 

amount of parking that should be approved for a development, which the analysis in CEQA documents 

covers.  

REQUIRED COMMISSION ACTION 

None. Informational. 
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ATTACHMENT A: EXPANDED DESCRIPTION OF PARKING AND VMT ANALYSIS 

 

PARKING AND CEQA 

This section expands upon the “Parking and CEQA” section in the memorandum by briefly summarizing 

the history of parking analysis in CEQA documents and providing further details regarding the parking 

demand analysis.  

Brief History 

CEQA was enacted in 1970 to ensure the long-term protection of the environment and requires public 

agencies to analyze and disclose the physical effects of their actions on the environment. The California 

legislature writes the statute into law. The California Office of Planning and Research develops the CEQA 

Guidelines to interpret CEQA statute and published court decisions. The CEQA Guidelines include 

several appendices that contain useful forms and guidance for lead agencies when performing 

environmental review. One of the appendices, Appendix G, includes a checklist of sample questions for 

lead agencies to consider addressing in CEQA documents. Appendix G is a guidance document; lead 

agencies are not required to use it in their environmental review, unless they have adopted policies that 

adopt Appendix G as their own.8 Appendix G has been amended several times since 1970. Parking has 

been a topic analyzed in the earliest CEQA documents found in the Department’s library (mid-1970s). 

This appears to indicate that parking was included in the original or early Appendix G checklist 

questions/thresholds. As late as 2009, an Appendix G checklist question asked whether a project would 

result in “inadequate parking capacity.” 

While Appendix G included inadequate parking capacity, the Department for many years found that, in 

the transit-rich urban context of San Francisco, parking loss or deficit in and of itself does not result in 

direct physical changes to the environment. In other words, the social inconvenience of a person 

searching in their vehicle for an available parking space is not an environmental impact under the 

purview of CEQA; instead, the secondary effect of this search in relation to other topics (e.g., air quality, 

noise) is an environmental impact. This approach was affirmed in a published court decision, San 

Franciscans Upholding the Downtown Plan v. City and County of San Francisco (2002) 102 Cal.App.4th 656.9 

In response in part to the San Franciscans published court decision, as part of amendments in 2009, the 

California Office of Planning and Research removed inadequate parking capacity from the Appendix G 

checklist questions in the CEQA Guidelines. However, some jurisdictions continued to analyze parking 

capacity impacts for a variety of reasons. In 2013, Governor Brown signed California Senate Bill 743, 

                                                           

8 For Initial Studies, Chapter 31 of the San Francisco Administrative Code requires the Department to use 

as its base the environmental checklist form set forth in Appendix G of the CEQA Guidelines. 
9 In another published court decision, Taxpayers for Accountable School Bond Spending v. San Diego Unified 

School District (2013) 215 Cal.App.4th 1013, the court distinguished San Franciscans, holding that the 

circumstances within that case were special, given its urban context and adopted city policies, and may 

not apply elsewhere. Furthermore, the court found that in the San Diego case, the lack of parking could 

potentially lead to environmental impacts, given the specific circumstances of that case, in which narrow, 

curvy streets in the vicinity of a school sports facility created potentially hazardous conditions.  The 

Taxpayers’ case findings also reflected the circumstances of the case: a “fair argument” test was applied 

given a mitigated negative declaration had been prepared for the project in question as opposed to the 

“substantial evidence” test for environmental impact reports; which the latter is more deferential to the 

lead agency. 
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which affected parking analysis through legislation. Specifically, the senate bill stated that, effective 

January 1, 2014, parking (and aesthetics) shall not be considered significant impacts on the environment 

for residential, mixed-used residential, or employment center projects on an infill site within a transit 

priority area. Most development projects in San Francisco meet these criteria. For those projects that do 

not meet these criteria, upon full implementation of the Senate Bill 743 provisions (refer to “VMT and 

CEQA” section below for more information about implementation), the adequacy of parking shall also 

not be considered a significant impact on the environment. The amendments in the CEQA Guidelines in 

2009 and the Senate Bill 743 provisions do not affect the continued need to analyze the secondary effects 

of the search for parking on other environmental topics, as described above. Therefore, the 2009 CEQA 

Guidelines amendments and Senate Bill 743 confirmed, rather than substantially altered, the 

Department’s approach for parking analysis in CEQA documents. 

Approach to Parking Analysis 

This section expands upon the Parking Demand section in the memorandum by providing further details 

regarding the methodology.  

Parking Demand 

Parking demand generated by the people within the development’s proposed uses is estimated. 

Appendix G of the Transportation Impact Analysis Guidelines identifies the methodology for estimating 

parking demand. Short-term parking demand for commercial uses is estimated based upon the daily 

vehicle trips associated with the commercial use and an assumption regarding the daily turnover rate of 

the parking space. Long-term parking demand for commercial uses is based upon the number of daily 

vehicle trips from employees associated with the commercial use.10  

Vehicle trips for commercial uses are estimated based upon the general geographical locations of the site 

within San Francisco, using data collected and analyzed in a citywide travel behavior study and from 

other sources. This vehicle trip estimate does not account for variables such as the price or parking 

supply proposed for the development or the parking supply that already exists in the surrounding 

neighborhood.11 Given vehicle trip estimates are the input for estimating parking demand for commercial 

uses, parking demand estimates for commercial uses also do not account for these variables. 

Residential parking demand is estimated based upon assumptions regarding the unit size and whether 

the development is market-rate, affordable housing, or a senior housing project. The parking demand 

estimates for residential uses also do not account for variables such as the price or parking supply 

proposed for the development or the parking supply that already exists in the surrounding 

neighborhood.12 

                                                           

10 A separate methodology is described for hotel/motel parking demand in Appendix G and not provided 

here for the sake of brevity. 
11 An exception is the extent those variables influenced employees’ travel behavior at the time they were 

surveyed.  
12 Ibid, except for residents instead of employees.  
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VMT AND CEQA13 

This section expands upon the “VMT and CEQA” section in the memorandum by briefly summarizing 

the history of VMT analysis in CEQA documents and providing further details regarding the VMT 

analysis, while repeating some information from the memorandum for the sake of clarity.  

Brief History 

VMT measures the amount and distance that a project might cause people to drive, including the number 

of passengers within a vehicle. VMT is comprised of three inputs: automobile modal split (percentage of 

trips made by automobile), vehicle occupancy (number of people in a vehicle), and vehicle trip length 

(distance of the vehicle trip). The Department has long required an estimate of a development’s VMT as 

an input for those developments that require quantification of regional air quality impacts.  

As stated above, in 2013, Governor Brown signed California Senate Bill 743. Senate Bill 743 also included 

provisions that eventually resulted in expanding the use of VMT in environmental analysis. The senate 

bill directed the California Office of Planning and Research to prepare, develop, and transmit to the 

California Natural Resources Agency for certification and adoption proposed revisions to the CEQA 

Guidelines to establish criteria for determining the significance of transportation impacts that “promote 

the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions, the development of multimodal transportation networks, and 

a diversity of land uses.” The senate bill recommended that VMT may be an appropriate metric to 

establish that criteria. Senate Bill 743 also stated that upon certification of the CEQA Guidelines by the 

California Natural Resources Agency, “automobile delay, as described solely by level-of-service or 

similar measures of vehicular capacity or traffic congestion, shall not be considered a significant impact 

on the environment” pursuant to CEQA. Similar to parking, this legislative change reflects that 

automobile delay in and of itself does not result in direct physical changes to the environment. In other 

words, the social inconvenience of a person waiting in their vehicle is not an environmental impact under 

the purview of CEQA; however, any secondary effect of this delay related to other topics (e.g., air quality, 

noise) is an environmental impact. 

Since that time, the California Office of Planning and Research has published three documents to 

implement Senate Bill 743. The third document was published for public review and comment in January 

2016. VMT was identified as the metric to establish criteria for determining the significance of 

transportation impacts in that third document.  

On March 3, 2016, the Planning Commission, by Resolution No. 19579, removed automobile delay, as 

described solely by level of service or similar measures of vehicular capacity or traffic congestion, as a 

significant impact on the environment pursuant to CEQA and replaced it with VMT criteria which meet 

the criteria of Senate Bill 743.  

Department staff has been in communication with the California Office of Planning Research since March 

2016, but it remains unclear on when the California Office of Planning and Research will transmit the next 

draft of the CEQA Guidelines to the California Natural Resources Agency for certification and adoption. 

Upon adoption of amendments to the CEQA Guidelines by the California Natural Resources Agency, 

Department staff will inform the Planning Commission if any significant amendments have been made 

since the January 2016 proposal and recommend if any actions should be taken by the Planning 

Commission in response to those significant amendments. 

                                                           

13 For an even more robust discussion regarding the history of and approach for VMT analysis in CEQA 

documents, refer to the Executive Summary for the March 3, 2016 Planning Commission hearing 

regarding the Align Component of the Transportation Sustainability Program. Available online at: 

http://sf-planning.org/meeting/planning-commission-march-3-2016-agenda.  

http://sf-planning.org/meeting/planning-commission-march-3-2016-agenda
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Approach to VMT Analysis 

The maps and thresholds that the Department uses for VMT analysis meet the criteria of Senate Bill 743: 

they demonstrate whether a development is in a transportation-efficient location within the region, with 

safe and adequate access to a multi-modal transportation system and key destinations, and whether the 

development will help the city, region, and state reach their greenhouse reduction targets. The thresholds 

are also set at a level acknowledging that a development site cannot feasibly result in zero VMT without 

substantial changes in variables that are largely outside the control of a development sponsor (e.g., large-

scale transportation infrastructure changes, social and economic movements, etc.).  

An expanded discussion regarding the role parking supply and for-hire vehicles have on the VMT 

estimates the Department uses are described below. 

Parking Supply 

As part of the “Shift” component of the Transportation Sustainability Program, the City adopted a 

citywide TDM Program (effective March 2017). The purpose of the TDM Program is to reduce the VMT 

that otherwise would be forecast to occur from new development (in SF-CHAMP or other transportation 

modeling software) based upon the new development’s geographic location. To achieve this VMT 

reduction, the San Francisco TDM Program requires that property owners select from a menu of 26 TDM 

measures, defined as measures that reduce VMT by residents, tenants, employees, and visitors and are 

under the control of the property owner. A reduction in VMT may result from shifting vehicle trips to 

sustainable travel modes or reducing vehicle trips, increasing vehicle occupancy, or reducing the average 

vehicle trip length. 

Each development subject to the TDM Program is required to meet a points target that is aimed at 

reducing a development’s VMT. The points target is based upon the land use(s) associated with the 

development and the number of parking spaces proposed for the land use. The more parking proposed 

for a land use, the higher the points target for the development to achieve. The rationale for tying the 

points target to parking is based on the linkage between parking and driving. Therefore, more incentives 

and tools to support non‐auto modes and more disincentives to using personal vehicles are needed at a 

site with a greater amount of parking spaces than a site with fewer parking spaces to encourage 

sustainable travel and reduce VMT. These incentives, disincentives, and tools that affect that choice are 

the TDM measures in the menu.  

The TDM Technical Justification document14 provides the technical basis for the selection of and 

assignment of points to individual TDM measures in the TDM Program. For the TDM Program, San 

Francisco hired transportation consultants Fehr and Peers to develop a spreadsheet that estimates the 

VMT reduction from individual measures proposed for a development, based upon a literature review 

and local data collection. Based upon that research, substantial documentation exists to quantify the 

relationship between nine TDM measures in the menu and VMT reduction for a development in San 

Francisco. For the other 17 TDM measures, enough research exists to substantiate that these measures 

reduce VMT, but not to the extent of quantifying the relationship between them and VMT reduction for a 

development in San Francisco. 

One TDM measure in the menu not quantified in the spreadsheet currently is “Parking Supply”. As 

summarized in the TDM Technical Justification document, a sufficient amount of research indicates that 

more parking is linked to more driving and that people without dedicated parking are less likely to drive. 

                                                           

14 San Francisco Planning Department, “Transportation Demand Management Technical Justification,” 

June 2015. Available online at: http://default.sfplanning.org/plans-and-

programs/emerging_issues/tsp/TDM_Technical_Justification.pdf.  

http://default.sfplanning.org/plans-and-programs/emerging_issues/tsp/TDM_Technical_Justification.pdf
http://default.sfplanning.org/plans-and-programs/emerging_issues/tsp/TDM_Technical_Justification.pdf
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However, at this time, there is not sufficient data to quantify the specific relationship between parking 

supply and VMT for a development in San Francisco.15 Instead, the various data collection and literature 

review resources were used to assign a high potential point value that a development could receive for 

the Parking Supply measure in comparison to other TDM measures in the menu. The point assignment 

was not intended to translate to a quantified amount of VMT as it relates the effects of a development’s 

parking supply in CEQA documents. CEQA discourages public agencies to engage in speculation. 

Therefore, the quantified VMT estimates in CEQA documents for a development currently do not directly 

account for the effect of development’s parking supply on VMT.  

SF-CHAMP does indirectly account for parking supply in its VMT estimates to the extent the parking 

supply affects the travel behavior of people within different geographic locations throughout San 

Francisco. To address this indirect relationship, the Department on a case-by-case basis may conduct a 

qualitative analysis in CEQA documents of the effects of parking supply on VMT (e.g., refer to Pier 70 

Draft EIR). This qualitative analysis is based upon whether the project’s parking supply is greater or less 

than the neighborhood parking rate. The neighborhood parking rate is the estimated number of existing 

off-street parking spaces provided per dwelling unit or per 1,000 square feet of non-residential uses for 

different geographic locations within San Francisco. A development may not reduce VMT as it relates to 

parking supply if the new development is not parked at or below the neighborhood parking rate.  

For-Hire Vehicles 

Based upon anecdotal evidence and a limited number of travel decision surveys conducted by the San 

Francisco Municipal Transportation Agency (SFMTA) as well as other studies, as described below, it is 

clear that more people are using for-hire vehicles today than just a few years ago. It is difficult to predict 

whether this usage will continue to grow, decline, or stabilize. Numerous legal, consumer, technological, 

funding, and regulatory questions regarding this topic remain to be answered.  

SFMTA Travel Decisions Surveys. In San Francisco, the results of SFMTA Travel Decisions Surveys16 

indicate that between 2012 and 2015 transportation network company usage has grown year over year 

and that transportation network company trips exceed those of taxis, while taxi use has declined. The 

SFMTA Travel Decisions Survey 2015 results also indicate that 53 percent of respondents in San Francisco 

have never tried a transportation network company. Of those respondents who indicate that they use 

transportation network companies in the SFMTA Travel Decisions Survey 2015, younger people (ages 18-

34) use the services more than people who are older and people with higher incomes (>$75,000 annually) 

use the services more than those with lower incomes.  

                                                           

15 Some studies and models attempt to quantify the effects of parking supply on travel behavior. 

However, these studies are often conducted in geographic contexts different than San Francisco and the 

quantified results are often in comparison to Institute of Transportation Engineers parking demand or 

vehicle trip generation rates (e.g., California Air Pollution Control Officer’s Association, “Quantifying 

Greenhouse Gas Reduction Measures,” August 2010). These rates are primarily established based upon 

studies in suburban settings. As stated above, SF-CHAMP uses locally calibrated data for San Francisco 

VMT estimates and thus, at this time, quantified vehicle trip should not typically be applied directly for 

developments in San Francisco.  
16 SFMTA, Travel Decisions Survey 2012. Available online at: 

https://www.sfmta.com/sites/default/files/reports/2015/Travel%20Decision%20Survey%202012%20Summ

ary%20Report_0.pdf. SFMTA, Travel Decisions Survey 2015. Available online at: 

https://www.sfmta.com/sites/default/files/reports/2016/Travel%20Decision%20Survey%202015%202016-

01-08.pdf.  

https://www.sfmta.com/sites/default/files/reports/2015/Travel%20Decision%20Survey%202012%20Summary%20Report_0.pdf
https://www.sfmta.com/sites/default/files/reports/2015/Travel%20Decision%20Survey%202012%20Summary%20Report_0.pdf
https://www.sfmta.com/sites/default/files/reports/2016/Travel%20Decision%20Survey%202015%202016-01-08.pdf
https://www.sfmta.com/sites/default/files/reports/2016/Travel%20Decision%20Survey%202015%202016-01-08.pdf
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University of California Study. During the Spring 2014, University of California academics conducted an 

intercept survey in the Mission, Marina, and North Beach neighborhoods in San Francisco during 

evening hours to collect data on transportation network companies’ users and trips.17 The University of 

California results had similarities and differences to the SFMTA survey results, while also including 

additional information. The University of California results indicate that younger people (ages 25 and 34) 

use the services more than other age groups, similar to the SFMTA survey results. While the University of 

California results indicate that people with higher incomes (>$71,000 annually) use the services more than 

those with lower incomes, consistent with the SFMTA survey results, those respondents (i.e., those who 

used the services) with incomes between $30,000 and $70,000 were representative of San Francisco’s 

population at this income bracket (~22%). Those respondents with incomes below $30,000 were 

underrepresented compared to San Francisco’s at this income bracket (~9% respondents vs. ~26% 

population in San Francisco).   

Of most relevance as it relates to in-use VMT (i.e., trips that include a passenger) were University of 

California results related to mode split, induced travel, and vehicle occupancy. The results indicated that 

92% respondents would have still made the trip had transportation network companies’ services were 

not available. Of those, 39% would have used a taxi, 33% would have used bus or rail, 8% would have 

walked, and 6% would have drove their own car. This suggests that transportation network companies 

have an induced travel effect, given 8% of respondents said they would not have taken the trip if the 

transportation network companies’ services were not available, and that some of these trips replaced 

traditional for-hire vehicles (i.e., taxis) and personal driving, while others replace public transportation 

and walking options. These results would indicate an increase in VMT because of transportation network 

companies. However, other results within the survey indicate in a decrease in VMT due to increased 

vehicle occupancy in transportation network company services vehicles compared to traditional taxis. 

The University of California study concludes that the impacts on overall VMT from these services are 

uncertain.  

Other research. Other research regarding transportation network companies’ usage and effects include an 

American Public Transportation Association research analysis,18 a Pew Research Center study,19 and a 

National Association of City Transportation Officials Policy paper.20 The last paper indicates that the 

effects these services have on VMT are unclear. Clearly, more study is needed to better understand and 

quantify the effects of TNCs on travel behavior in aggregate or in San Francisco or elsewhere.  

 

                                                           

17 University of California Transportation Center, “App-Based, On-Demand Ride Services: Comparing 

Taxi and Ridesourcing Trips and User Characteristics in San Francisco”, August 2014. Available online at: 

http://uctc.berkeley.edu/research/papers/UCTC-FR-2014-08.pdf.  
18 American Public Transportation Association, “Shared Mobility and the Transformation of Public 

Transit,” March 2016. Available online at: 

https://www.apta.com/resources/reportsandpublications/Documents/APTA-Shared-Mobility.pdf.  
19 Pew Research Center, “Shared, Collaborative and On Demand: The New Digital Economy,” May 2016. 

Available online at: http://www.pewinternet.org/2016/05/19/the-new-digital-economy/.  
20 National Association of City Transportation Officials, “Ride-Hailing Services: Opportunities & 

Challenges for Cities, 2016. Available online at: http://nacto.org/policy-2016/ride-hailing-services-

opportunities-and-challenges/.  

http://uctc.berkeley.edu/research/papers/UCTC-FR-2014-08.pdf
https://www.apta.com/resources/reportsandpublications/Documents/APTA-Shared-Mobility.pdf
http://www.pewinternet.org/2016/05/19/the-new-digital-economy/
http://nacto.org/policy-2016/ride-hailing-services-opportunities-and-challenges/
http://nacto.org/policy-2016/ride-hailing-services-opportunities-and-challenges/

