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The RTP should examine and consider high quality resources across the entire
region to inform avoidance of these resources as early as possible for transportation, not
only at the project level, but strategically at the regional scale. In all projects, EPA
encourages agencies to give first preference to avoiding, then to minimizing, and, finally,
to mitigating environmental impacts of their actions.

To integrate resource planning with transportation and land use planning, and to
improve coordination and cooperation with local land use agencies, BCAG has pursued a
multi-faceted, regional planning process. BCAG is currently facilitating the development
of the Butte County RTP, Regional Conservation Plan, and Conservation Strategy jointly
with the general plans for most jurisdictions. Additionally, BCAG has convened Steering
Committees and Stakeholder Committees as well as meetings of planning directors and
administrators to address land use and transportation planning.

With accelerated development and growth expected in Butte County in the next
27 years (the time horizon for the 2008 RTP), it is critical that—through these various
planning efforts—open space, functioning ecosystem areas, and critical linkages not only
be identified for protection, but also be used as criteria for determining the location of all
proposed transportation decisions.

EPA is interested in how the Regional Conservation Plan, Regional Growth
Predictions, Regional Guiding Principles, and Conservation Strategy will integrate with
and influence the RTP. In the final RTP and EIR, EPA recommends that BCAG: (1)
clearly describe how these various planning efforts and documents will inform regional
avoidance and minimization strategies when planning regional transportation networks,
and (2) describe how the various planning efforts are coordinated. Furthermore, the final
EIR should explain how information developed for the Regional Conservation Plan,
Regional Growth Predictions, Regional Guiding Principles, Ecological Baseline
Conditions Report, Biological Constraints Mapping, and Conservation Strategy may be
incorporated into long-term planning for transportation infrastructure, as well as
environmental and alternatives analysis for individual transportation projects. BCAG
should also ensure consistency between these regional planning efforts and other
conservation efforts.

- Clarify in the RTP How the Regional Conservation Plan, Conservation Strategy,
and Regional Blueprint Effort Influenced Any Current Design and Route Network
Location Decisions.

EPA recognizes that BCAG intends to apply the RTP, in conjunction with the
Regional Conservation Plan, Ecological Baseline Conditions Report, Biological
Constraints Mapping, Conservation Strategy, Regional Guiding Principles, and regional
blueprint in the planning of future projects to address the region’s mobility needs in a
way that is sensitive to communities and the environment. However, the RTP should
clearly state how the information from these planning efforts or from the information
collected to complete them in the future has informed the decision-making behind the
projects already proposed in the RTP. EPA recommends that, at a regional level, the
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RTP identify how proposed transportation projects have been planned to (1) maximize
use of existing infrastructure, such as improvements to existing roadways and transit
service, and (2) avoid and minimize high quality resources and habitat. The RTP should
also identify what design and route network location decisions were proposed in order to
avoid and/or minimize impacts to resources. It should be clear how information about
resources, including information from existing resource documents, has informed
decisions about the route network.

Include Additional RTP Performance Standards to Measure Environmental Results
of the RTP, such as Measures to Evaluate the Plan’s Success in Protecting Sensitive
Habitat.

The draft RTP identifies a list of performance indicators and measures that will be
used to evaluate and analyze the performance and effectiveness of the transportation
system, government policies, and programs presented in the RTP (page 3-35 through 3-
37 of the RTP). The EPA agrees with BCAG’s inclusion of a performance indicator for
environmental quality comprised of two specific performance measures: 1) air quality
conformity and 2) total vehicle miles traveled (VMT) for greenhouse gas analysis. To
demonstrate how the RTP will meet its broader environmental goals, the EPA
recommends that BCAG identify additional performance standards. For example, we
suggest that BCAG consider performance measures that evaluate the RTP’s effectiveness
at protecting endangered species, wildlife and wetland habitat, and/or open space. BCAG
may wish to revisit the short-, mid-, and long-term performance measures described for
the Conservation Strategy to determine how these performance measures may also be
applied to the RTP (page 3-11 or the RTP).

Maintain and Expand the Regional Blueprint Concepts in the RTP.

EPA commends BCAG for integrating resource planning and transportation and
land use planning efforts via its regional blueprint program. As described in the RTP, the
regional blueprint has contributed significantly to the development of the Regional
Conservation Plan and Conservation Strategy, along with other planning efforts. To
demonstrate how the regional blueprint supports the RTP specifically, however, the EPA
recommends that BCAG include an expanded discussion of the goals of the regional
blueprint and how they relate to and/or influence the RTP.

Additionally, EPA encourages BCAG to pursue its proposal to conduct regional
scenario planning efforts to identify a preferred land use alternative that would help
decrease VMT and the resultant CO, emissions in the future (as described on pg. 3.3-30
of the DEIR). This future component of the regional blueprint—combined with current
blueprint efforts to expand pubic transit, bikeways, and pedestrian facilities—will
promote alternatives to single-occupant vehicles. These alternative modes lead to
reductions in VMT and ultimately improve air quality.

EPA also encourages BCAG to continue to provide support and resources to local
jurisdictions to make their general plans and proposed projects consistent with the RTP
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and the regional blueprint. Similarly, we support efforts at BCAG to limit RTP
amendments that would be inconsistent with the goals of the regional blueprint.

EPA values the opportunity to be involved in the regional transportation planning
process. When the final RTP and EIR are available, please send a copy of each to the
address above. If you have any questions about our comments, please contact Maggie
Witt of my staff at 415-972-3370 or by electronic mail at witt. maggie@epa.gov.

Sincerely,

Attt Gl

Kathleen M. Goforth, Manager
Environmental Review Office

(e Chris Devine, Butte County Association of Governments
Marilee Mortenson, Caltrans
Steve Luxenberg, Federal Highway Administration
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Response to Letter D: Kathleen M. Goforth, United States Environmental
Protection Agency

Response D-1: The commentor identifies that the Safe, Accountable, Flexible, Efficient
Transportation Equity Act (SAFETEA-LU) directs MPOs to: (1) consult with resource
agencies while developing long-range transportation plans, and (2) discuss environmental
mitigation activities and potential restoration locations for impacts caused by
transportation planning efforts. This comment is noted. BCAG made a considerable effort
throughout the transportation planning and environmental review process to consult with,
involve, and inform resources agencies while developing the regional transportation plan
for Butte County. This effort involved outreach to public agencies and the general public.
Appendix 3 of the RTP documents the effort made to engage resources agencies. BCAG
will continue to attempt to engage the resource agencies in metropolitan planning
processes. BCAG has maintained a positive working relationship with all interested
agencies and individuals and they maintain an “email interest” distribution list for any
individual, agency or private company wishing to be involved on its various planning,
programming and project development activities. Lastly, the Initial Study and Draft EIR
identify numerous alternatives to be considered, and mitigation measures that will be
required of individual projects.

Response D-2: The commentor notes that the EPA air planning staff has an established
relationship with BCAG for transportation conformity consultation in accordance with
federal regulation and that they have had separate discussions with BCAG regarding air
quality conformity. They further note that BCAG should call the EPA should they have air
quality conformity related questions. This comment is noted.

Response D-3: The commentor reiterates the SAFETEA-LU comment from Comment D-1 and notes
that the Draft RTP discusses that “a comprehensive, landscape-level Conservation Strategy
will be developed that mitigates for General Plan implementation impacts by creating
large scale, interconnected preserves that will be managed and preserved into
perpetuity”, but that its relationship to the RTP is not discussed. For clarification, the
“Conservation Strategy” is not specifically a result of the RTP, nor is it embodied in the
project description of the RTP. The “Conservation Strategy” is the result of a regional
planning effort in Butte County, led by BCAG, but involving each local agency as well as
resources agencies and the general public. This effort involves a regional blueprint
planning process, a regional multi-species habitat conservation plan, coordinated general
planning efforts, and coordinated regional transportation planning.

BCAG acknowledges EPA’s recommendations for developing a Regional Mitigation Strategy
as presented in this comment. BCAG will continue to consult with the EPA for advice and
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recommendations throughout the coordinated regional planning efforts that are currently
underway in Butte County, and that will ultimately result in a regional conservation
strategy. Because the conservation strategy that is discussed in the RTP is in the early
process of being developed it is premature to define the strategy in more detail in the RTP
or EIR.

Response D-4: The commentor identifies that SAFETEA-LU requires MPOs to consult with resource
agencies responsible for land use management, natural resources, environmental
protection, conservation, and historic preservation during development of the RTP. The
commentor notes that the Draft EIR addresses comments that were received by several
resource agencies in response to the Notice of Preparation for the DEIR. The commentor
concludes that the RTP should also include a discussion of any resource agencies that were
consulted during development of the RTP, and how BCAG will engage resource agencies in
the future. It should be noted, that BCAG made an extensive solicitation effort to federal,
state, and local agencies, as well as private conservation organizations, and the general
public. This public outreach effort is not only a result of SAFETEA-LU requirements, but it
has been a local public policy requirement for BCAG for years. These solicitations were
made through extensive direct mailings, meeting invitations, website postings, newspaper
postings, technical advisory meetings, regularly held BCAG meetings, and filing with the
State Clearinghouse and County Clerk during both the RTP and EIR preparation process.

Response D-5: The commentor recommends that the RTP include a discussion of “other data, or
maps that may be useful to inform long-range transportation planning and how the
transportation network has been designed to avoid resources identified in data sources”
including USFWS recovery plans, NRCS wetland databases, Nature Conservancy databases
and planning documents, CDFG databases, and local information. It should be noted that
BCAG is the lead agency currently responsible for preparing a mulit-species habitat
conservation plan for the County (part of a comprehensive regional planning effort that is
currently underway), and the HCP will use and embody data provided by the data sources
presented by the commentor. BCAG has developed an Ecological Conditions Baseline
Report, which utilizes these data sources. The Ecological Conditions Baseline Report, as
well as professional advice from resources agencies and agency databases and plans
mentioned above will be reviewed as individual projects are designed, engineered, and
ultimately constructed to ensure that impacts are avoided, or mitigated to the extent
possible. It should also be noted that none of the transportation improvement projects
identified in the 2008 RTP at a conceptual level are in conflict with any applicable
conservation plans, recovery plans or other state or federal plans developed to protect
natural resources or special-status species. The Draft EIR includes performance standards,
mitigation requirements, and permitting requirements prior to the approval of designs or
engineering for specific transportation improvements identified in the 2008 RTP, as
described in more specific detail under Response D-6, below. —Adherence to these
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measures and permit requirements would ensure that the appropriate resource agency is
contacted and consulted prior to commencement of any transportation related
construction activities, and that appropriate steps are taken to lessen or avoid any
potential impacts to natural resources. BCAG is committed to continuing its positive and
collaborative relationship with local, state and federal resource protection agencies, and
the development of future transportation improvement plans will include coordination
with these agencies, as appropriate, to develop a transportation network that avoids or
minimizes impacts to sensitive natural resources, and does not conflict with ongoing
conservation and resource protection efforts.

Response D-6: The commentor recommends that the RTP include an examination of high quality
resources across the entire region to inform avoidance of these resources. It should be
noted that the Draft EIR provides a detailed environmental setting for each environmental
issue, which includes a discussion of resources that are present in the region. For example,
page 3.4-10 through 3.4-20 in the Biological Resources section of the Draft EIR contains a
detailed inventory of every protected biological resource that is documented within the
region including the species name, protection status, and habitat requirements.
Furthermore, mitigation measures were included in the Draft EIR (i.e. Mitigation Measure
3.4-1) that requires a qualified expert to review individual project plans once they are
prepared and prior to any final approval of designs and engineering to ensure that
alternatives can be incorporated into the project plans to avoid and/or minimize an impact
to a resource.

The commentor notes that they are interested in how the regional planning efforts will
integrate with and influence the RTP. The commentor recommends that the final RTP and
EIR clearly describe how these planning efforts and documents will inform regional
avoidance and minimization strategies when planning regional transportation networks,
how the planning efforts are coordinated, and how they will be incorporated into long-
term plans for transportation infrastructure. As noted in Response D-1, much of the
regional planning effort in Butte County is in the early process of being developed and will
likely evolve through the input of resource agencies, local agencies, private organizations,
and the general public. Because these planning efforts have not yet resulted in adopted
plans, strategies, principals, etc, it is premature to try to define the product of these
efforts in more detail in the RTP or EIR at this time, or to try to examine what is not yet
defined. As the agency that is leading and coordinating the regional planning effort, it is
BCAG’s intent to first develop these documents through a regional effort that will need
region-wide consensus, then adopt these documents, and lastly implement the documents
through their own planning efforts and through their involvement with participating
agencies. BCAG will continue to consult with the EPA for advice and recommendations
throughout the coordinated regional planning efforts that are currently underway.
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Response D-7: The commentor requests that the RTP clarify how the Regional Conservation Plan,
Conservation Strategy, and Regional Blueprint effort influence any current design and
route network location decisions. It should be noted that many of the projects listed in the
RTP and analyzed in the EIR have been included in previously approved RTPs for over a
decade. The inclusion of these older projects in the current RTP is carried-over as projects
that were needed years ago, but did not have the funding available to implement the
projects at that time.

As stated in earlier responses, the regional planning effort is in process, thus the product
of the effort is not yet clearly defined, nor is any document adopted. Most of the
individual projects identified in the RTP are conceptual, and have not been designed or
engineered. It is the intent of BCAG to progressively design and engineer individual
transportation improvements to be consistent with regional plans, including the HCP,
Regional Conservation Plan, Conservation Strategy, and Regional Blueprint as they are
developed and adopted.

Response D-8: The commentor recommends that the RTP include additional performance
standards to measure environmental results of the RTP. It should be noted that the Draft
EIR addresses potential impacts to a broad range of environmental topics, including
endangered species, habitat, etc. Each environmental topic includes a discussion of the
impact level of significance that could be anticipated as individual projects are designed,
engineered, and constructed. In situations where the impact is potentially significant,
mitigation measures are presented that attempt to avoid and/or mitigate the impact to
the resource. Each mitigation measure from the Draft EIR is embodied in the Mitigation
Monitoring and Reporting Program identified in Section 4, which will serve as a tool for
BCAG to monitor the performance and effectiveness of each measure in protecting
resources as individual project are built. This monitoring process will be the responsibility
of BCAG, as well as the lead agencies that are responsible for the individual projects.

Response D-9: The commentor recommends that the RTP maintain and expand the Regional
Blueprint Concepts. As noted in Response D-1, much of the regional planning effort in
Butte County is in the early process of being developed and will likely evolve through the
input of resource agencies, local agencies, private organizations, and the general public.
Because these planning efforts have not yet resulted in preferred land uses, adopted
plans, strategies, principals, etc, it is premature to try to discuss these in more detail in the
RTP or EIR at this time. As the agency that is leading and coordinating the regional
planning effort, it is BCAG's intent to include pursue land use scenarios that allow for the
expansion of alternative modes of transportation, such as bicycle and pedestrian facilities,
as well as transit in an effort to reduce VMTs and green house gas emissions. BCAG will
continue to consult with the EPA for advice and recommendations throughout the
coordinated regional planning efforts that are currently underway.
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Response D-10: The commentor requests that a copy of the final RTP and EIR be provided to the
EPA once completed. This comment is noted, a copy of these documents will be provided
to the EPA.
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