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Via Electronic Mail 

 

Brad Richter 

Principal Planner 

Centre City Development Corporation 

401 B Street, Suite 400 

San Diego, CA 92101 

 

E-mail:  richter@ccdc.com  

 

 

Re:  Draft Subsequent Environmental Impact Report for the Downtown San 

Diego Complete Community Mobility Strategy 

 

 

Dear Mr. Richter, 

 

Save Our Forest and Ranchlands (―SOFAR‖) and the Cleveland National Forest 

Foundation (―CNFF‖), two organizations dedicated to progressive land use planning and the 

protection of vital natural resources, are submitting comments on the Draft Subsequent 

Environmental Impact Report (―DEIR‖) for the Downtown San Diego Complete Community 

Mobility Strategy (―Mobility Strategy‖). If implemented properly, the Mobility Strategy would 

result in an exceptional shift to transportation planning in downtown San Diego, and could 

potentially provide a means for future sustainable growth. However, there are some functional 

issues with the Mobility Strategy and its DEIR, which undercut notions of sustainable 

transportation planning because they (1) rely too heavily on expanding bus rapid transit (―BRT‖) 

and related highway infrastructure and (2) fail to properly analyze a realistic and functional rail 

alternative. Despite current issues with the Mobility Strategy and the DEIR, the overarching 

message found within these documents –that it is necessary to de-prioritize automobile travel in 

order to accommodate future infill development — demonstrates that transportation planning in 

San Diego needs to undergo a fundamental shift away from automobile-based infrastructure in 
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order to accommodate the infill development needed for the future success of the San Diego 

region. 

1. Introduction 

 

On April 13, 2006 SOFAR filed a Petition for Writ of Mandate in the San 

Diego County Superior Court challenging the approval of the Downtown Community 

Plan (―DCP‖) and the certification of the Final Environmental Impact Report 

(―FEIR‖) for the DCP. The Centre City Development Corporation (―CCDC‖), the 

Redevelopment Agency, and the San Diego City Council completed the Mobility 

Strategy and its DEIR in order to satisfy a settlement agreement reached between 

SOFAR and other relevant parties regarding the DCP.  

 

 

 

2. Summary of Significant and Unavoidable Impacts 

 

The DEIR notes that the Mobility Strategy would potentially result in 

significant environmental impacts within eight different impact areas, including:  

Land Use and Policy Consistency (DEIR at 3.1), Transportation and Traffic (3.2), Air 

Quality and Global Climate Change (Id. at 3.3), Noise (Id. at 3.4), Geology and 

Paleontology (Id. at 3.5) Cultural Resources (Id. at 3.6), Biological Resources (Id. at 

3.7), Hydrology and Water Quality (Id. at 3.8), and Aesthetics and Visual Quality (Id. 

at 3.9).  

 

Due to the policy-level nature of the Mobility Strategy and the absence of 

specific projects to analyze within the DEIR, many of the significant and unavoidable 

impacts listed above are due to uncertainty regarding whether or not mitigation will 

be sufficient to reduce impacts to a less than significant level. As the DEIR notes in 

several sections, the ambiguity of impacts will be made clear with subsequent design 

and environmental review that are anticipated prior to construction of any future 

transportation project governed under the Mobility Strategy.  

 

3. Issues with the Mobility Strategy 

 

Bus Rapid Transit and Highway Infrastructure 

 

As stated previously, the Mobility Strategy does not contain detailed project-

level recommendations, but rather focuses on general transportation improvements 

that could be made to meet various mode share goals. With regards to BRT, the 

Mobility Strategy recommends the following: 

 

 Increase service frequencies on planned BRT routes providing a 200 percent 

increase in bus volumes above those identified in the current RTP (SANDAG 

2007) in order to accommodate increased demand.  

 Provide busways (grade-separated exclusive rights-of-way) at key downtown 

entry/exit points.  



 Provide exclusive bus lanes along key corridors within downtown.  

 

These types of BRT-related investments and improvements are completely 

inappropriate within downtown San Diego, especially when considering that there are 

almost no examples of cities where BRT was able to provide an intensive transit 

service in a large town. On the contrary, there are many examples of downtown 

transit systems that have attempted to use high-capacity BRT, and moved to rail 

(specifically light rail transit or LRT). One example is in Ottawa, Canada, which at 

one point was the poster child for busways, and is now switching to LRT.
1
 In 

Edinburgh, Scotland, the government is building their new LRT system on a failed 

and abandoned guided busway grade.
2
 Most staggering of all is the city of Portland, 

which created a long range plan in the 1970’s that called for a complete bus system. 

Portland now has one of the most famous and utilized LRT systems, within which 

buses play a supporting role to the rail lines.
3
 

 

The major significance of the Mobility Strategy is that it definitively states 

that business-as-usual (i.e. our current auto-based system) will not be able to provide 

adequate mobility needs for Downtown San Diego. The BRT system planned within 

the current RTP (the 2030 RTP) calls for extensive freeway expansion projects to 

create all purpose lanes, and also to add Managed Lanes for BRT. Adding capacity to 

freeways would constitute a complete business-as-usual scenario, and will only 

further support the auto-based transportation system that has been a proven failure for 

San Diego. In order to make a holistic change from sprawl to infill development, and 

to make urban areas like Downtown San Diego function, we must move away from 

highway infrastructure and immediately invest in rail transit. Furthermore, the BRT 

system called for within the 2030 RTP would cost the San Diego region billions of 

dollars. Given our region’s current economic shortfalls, we simply cannot afford to 

make infrastructure investment mistakes that will need to be corrected in the future.   

 

LAND USE 

 

Rail Alternative 

The Mobility Strategy will guide future transportation development in 

Downtown San Diego, and due to the significance of the downtown, it will also shape 

transportation throughout the entire San Diego region for decades to come. As such, it 

is crucially important that the City of San Diego’s elected officials and the public 

have all of the available information before them.  

The Mobility Strategy DEIR is the main vehicle for that information.  And at 

the ―core of an EIR‖ lies the analysis of alternatives. Citizens of Goleta Valley, 52 

Cal. 3d at 564. ―Without meaningful analysis of alternatives in the EIR, neither the 

                                                           
1
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2
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3
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courts nor the public can fulfill their proper roles in the California Environmental 

Quality Act (―CEQA‖) process . . . . [Courts will not] countenance a result that would 

require blind trust by the public, especially in light of CEQA’s fundamental goal that 

the public be fully informed as to the environmental consequences of action by their 

public officials.‖ Laurel Heights Improvement Ass’n v. Regents of Univ. of Cal. 

(1988) 47 Cal.3d 376, 404.  An EIR therefore must analyze a reasonable range of 

alternatives to the proposed project. Citizens for Quality Growth v. City of Mount 

Shasta (1988) 198 Cal. App. 3d 433, 443-45.  A reasonable alternative is one that 

would feasibly attain most of the project’s basic objectives while avoiding or 

substantially lessening the project’s significant impacts. See Pub. Res. Code 

§ 21100(b)(4); CEQA Guidelines § 15126.6(a).  

The DEIR analyzes four alternatives to the Mobility Strategy, including:   

 No Project/Existing Downtown Community Plan 

 Enhanced Bus, BRT Routes, Ridesharing, and Managed Lanes 

 Enhanced Non-Motorized Facilities and Access, and 

 Grade Separated (Subway) Downtown Rail System 

The DEIR found the Enhanced Bus, BRT Routes, Ridesharing, and 

Managed Lanes (―Bus Alternative‖) to be environmentally superior to the 

Mobility Strategy in the categories of transportation and traffic, air quality and 

climate change, and noise (DEIR at 5.2). In comparison, the only rail oriented 

alternative, the Grade Separated (Subway) Downtown Rail System was found to 

be environmentally similar to the Mobility Strategy. These conclusions within the 

DEIR are unsubstantiated and run contrary to on-the-ground conclusions found in 

other transportation systems, which overwhelmingly suggest that rail (specifically 

LRT) is less impactful than BRT on a system-wide level.  

Overwhelming evidence suggests that bus-heavy transportation systems 

can cause severe transportation issues with regards to pedestrian and traffic flow. 

According to Gerald Fox, P.E. (a retired traffic engineer), induced traffic and 

resulting blight from bus systems is one of the main reasons why cities turn to 

rail. For example, he notes that Seattle tried to develop a bus-only transit system 

in the 1980’s, and was forced to build a bus subway to contain the resulting horde 

of buses. Twenty years later Seattle, like so many other cities, has abandoned their 

bus system and now has a LRT line running through the bus subway. In Portland, 

the adoption of an LRT system was needed to contain the growth of buses in the 

downtown area. Bus capacity in Portland was not sufficient to handle transit 

demand, which resulted in the Bus Malls carrying over 200 buses an hour, 

therefore blighting downtown streets. In general each LRT car train can carry the 

same amount of people as eight buses, thereby reducing traffic impacts by 

reducing the amount of vehicles needed to carry the same amount of people.  

Furthermore, many studies demonstrate that LRT, which is run off of 

electricity, generates less air pollution and greenhouse gas emissions, and 



significantly reduces localized air pollution impacts to sensitive receptors when 

compared to gasoline-run BRT.
4
 Similarly, noise impacts associated with buses 

has been found to be significantly higher than LRT, especially when considering 

that LRT can handle more capacity than BRT and therefore requires fewer 

vehicles to move the same amount of people.
5
 

Given that the DEIR does not contain a rail analysis which features 

extensive LRT in lieu of BRT, it has failed to complete a full alternative analysis 

as required by CEQA. In addition, the cursory impact analysis demonstrated in 

Section 5.2 with regards to the Bus Alternative is unsubstantiated, and gives no 

justification for the claims that such an alternative would be environmentally 

superior to the Mobility Strategy. On the contrary, overwhelming evidence, 

including many on-the-ground case studies suggest that the Bus Alternative would 

result in substantially higher impacts that the Mobility Strategy, and certainly 

would be more impactful than an LRT-based alternative. In order to move 

forward with adoption of the Mobility Strategy, CCDC and other relevant parties 

must complete a subsequent EIR that analyzes an LRT-based alternative.  

 

 

4. Lessons for the San Diego Region  

 

 

Despite issues with the Mobility Strategy and its DEIR, together these 

documents represent a change that is desperately needed in San Diego. General 

principles for the Mobility Strategy and DEIR remain consistent from the DCP, 

and expound on them by attempting to, ―find a matching transportation solution 

that will lock in these principles‖ (Mobility Strategy at pg.7). Principles from the 

DCP state that Downtown San Diego should be:     

 

 The center of the region.  

 A nucleus of economic activity.  

 A memorable, diverse and complex place.  

 A place connected to its context and to San Diego’s Bay.  

 A celebration of San Diego’s climate and waterfront location.  

 A distinctive world-class downtown, reflecting San Diego’s unique 

setting.  

 Intense yet always livable, with a substantial and diverse downtown 

population.  

 A collection of unique, diverse neighborhoods with a full complement of 

uses.  
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