MEMORANDUM
DEPARTMENT OF PUBLIC WORKS and
COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT RESOURCE AGENCY
County of Placer
TO:

Board of Supervisors

DATE: May 19, 2020

FROM:

Ken Grehm, Director of Public Works
Steve Pedretti, Director of Community Development Resource Agency

BY:

Katie Jackson, Associate Civil Engineer
Nikki Streegan, Senior Planner

SUBJECT:

Senate Bill 743 Implementation Plan Workshop

ACTION REQUESTED
1. Receive a presentation regarding Senate Bill 743 and provide feedback on the preliminary approach for
Vehicle Miles Traveled as a metric for project impacts under the California Environmental Quality Act.
BACKGROUND
In 2013, California’s Governor signed Senate Bill 743 (SB 743), which established Vehicle Miles Traveled
(VMT) as the required metric for transportation impacts for most projects under the California Environmental
Quality Act (CEQA). The legislative intent of SB 743 is to, “More appropriately balance the needs of
congestion management with statewide goals related to infill development, promotion of public health
through active transportation, and reduction of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions.” In December 2018,
California’s Natural Resources Agency certified and adopted revisions to the CEQA Guidelines, including
changes to the transportation section required by SB 743. The Guidelines also establish an implementation
date for the new transportation metric statewide starting July 1, 2020.
For the last several decades, the metric Level of Service (LOS) has been used as the industry standard to
identify impacts under CEQA, specifically related to consistency with local planning policies which rely on
LOS for sizing of transportation infrastructure. LOS is a measure of vehicle congestion on a roadway. The
revised CEQA Guidelines identify VMT as the most appropriate measure of environmental impacts related
to vehicle usage. VMT is a measure of the number of trips and the trip length of automobile travel on the
roadway network. In order to implement SB 743, Placer County needs to identify an analysis methodology
and establish threshold for various project types and land use settings. Fehr & Peers, a transportation
consulting firm, is currently assisting the County to evaluate available travel demand models, prepare impact
analysis guidelines, customize a project level tool for VMT calculation, and identify feasible mitigation
measures appropriate for Placer County. It is important to note that while LOS is no longer a valid metric for
analysis of transportation impacts under CEQA, it can still be used to address congestion issues as a matter
of policy within General Plans and Community Plans.
DISCUSSION
VMT measures the amount and distance of vehicle travel attributed to a project or land use. To assist local
jurisdictions in implementation of SB 743, in December 2018, the State’s Office of Planning and Research
(OPR) developed a Technical Advisory on Evaluating Transportation Impacts in CEQA (Technical Advisory)
that included recommendations on metrics, methodologies, and thresholds. The Technical Advisory is a
guidance document and does not eliminate the discretion lead agencies have when preparing CEQA
documents. Lead agencies, such as Placer County, have the discretion to establish their own metrics,
methodologies, thresholds and screening criteria. Each component is discussed in more detail below.
OPR’s Technical Advisory largely focuses on providing advice and recommendations to local jurisdictions
that are located within a Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO) boundary. An MPO is an organization
created and designed to carry out the Federal Department of Transportation’s metropolitan transportation
process. The Sacramento Council of Government (SACOG) serves as the Sacramento region’s MPO. The
Technical Advisory provides some guidance for non-MPO areas within the state, and notes that in rural
areas of non-MPO counties in the state, fewer options may be available for reducing VMT, and as such,
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significance thresholds for CEQA may be determined on a case-by-case basis. Placer County falls
predominantly within the SACOG boundary and although there are several rural areas within the County, it
is considered a “Metropolitan” jurisdiction, which is defined as jurisdictions that have a population of 100,000
or more in California State Government Code Section 65583.2. Additionally, portions of Placer County also
fall within the Tahoe Regional Planning Agency boundary which serves as the MPO for the Tahoe Basin
Area.
Metric
VMT can be calculated using two different types of metrics: absolute metrics and efficiency metrics. An
absolute metric measures a specific amount of VMT, such as total VMT on the roadway network in Placer
County. An efficiency metric expresses VMT as a ratio or rate, such as VMT per capita. Air quality and GHG
emissions analysis for CEQA use total VMT as an input. However, the OPR Technical Advisory on SB 743
recommends use of efficiency metrics for the transportation analysis, such as VMT/resident, VMT/employee,
or VMT/service population. Service population is defined as the total of population, employment, and
students. Service population can also include visitors, if data is available. The metric will likely vary by project
type (i.e. VMT/resident for residential projects, VMT/employee for non-residential projects).
An efficiency metric acknowledges that population and employment centers are still growing statewide. Total
VMT is currently projected to increase over time, but a reduction in the efficiency metric may indicate that
land use patterns and roadway networks are becoming more efficient.
Methodology
For the purposes of this discussion, VMT methodology refers to the tools available to calculate the chosen
metric. The methodology can range from a qualitative discussion to a detailed analysis that utilizes a travel
demand model. Travel demand models are available for use in some areas of the County, primarily in
western Placer County. It can be expensive and time consuming to perform VMT analysis in a travel demand
model. As such, Fehr & Peers will be developing a VMT estimation tool to assist transportation consultants
in VMT calculations for small to medium sized projects. The tool will be based on the same travel demand
model or other data used to establish thresholds, in order to provide an “apples to apples” comparison
between the VMT estimate and the thresholds.
Additionally, a factor in defining the methodology includes a calculation of project generated VMT versus a
project’s effect on VMT. Project-generated VMT is a calculation of how many trips enter and leave a project
site multiplied by their trip lengths. A project’s effect on VMT is an estimate of the net increase or decrease
of vehicle travel. For example, a calculation of VMT generated by a proposed grocery store would include
an estimate of the number of trips and the length of travel for every vehicle coming to the grocery store. In
contrast, the project effect on VMT acknowledges that trips are occurring with or without the proposed project
and estimates the net effect of redistributing trips based on the new grocery store. A project’s effect on VMT
can only be calculated in a travel demand model.
Thresholds
Thresholds for SB 743 need to be established in order to evaluate a project’s impact related to VMT. Placer
County has discretion to establish unique thresholds if they are supported by substantial evidence.
The OPR Technical Advisory recommends thresholds for three land use types within MPO’s: residential,
office and retail. For residential and office projects, they recommend a threshold of 15% below baseline for
VMT/capita and VMT/employee, respectively. For retail projects, OPR suggests that a net increase in VMT
may be considered a significant impact. These thresholds are recommended to help the State achieve its
climate goals related to GHG emissions reductions.
Additionally, it is important to consider the thresholds recommended by various State agencies. For
example, Caltrans recently published draft Transportation Impact Study Guidelines that are largely
consistent with OPR’s recommendations in the Technical Advisory. Similarly, the California Air Resources
Board (ARB) published the 2017 Climate Change Scoping Plan, which calculates the VMT reductions
necessary to achieve the State’s 2030 GHG target of 40% reduction from 1990 GHG levels. In that
document, ARB indicates the VMT/capita for light-duty vehicles (passenger cars and light trucks) would

44

need to be approximately 16.8% below existing levels and total VMT/capita would need to be approximately
14.3% below existing levels to achieve the State’s 2030 target.
It is also important to consider the legislative intent when establishing VMT thresholds. The legislative intent
of SB 743 is to, “More appropriately balance the needs of congestion management with statewide goals
related to infill development, promotion of public health through active transportation, and reduction of
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions.” The language suggests a balance between competing priorities but
does not require local agencies to be consistent with the State’s goals.
Screening Criteria
VMT impact analysis can be divided into three different categories: project screening, a simplified calculation
tool and complete modeling analysis. The purpose of the screening criteria is to determine if a project is
likely to result in less than significant VMT impacts, without requiring a complete VMT analysis. OPR’s
Technical Advisory provided some recommended screening criteria, however, each jurisdiction that chooses
to adopt screening criteria has discretion to establish their own approach.
The screening criteria currently being evaluated by County staff may apply to the following project types:
•
•
•
•
•

Projects under 110 average daily trips (OPR recommendation), with modifications based on
research, as discussed below
Affordable housing
Local serving retail under 50,000 square feet
Projects located in low VMT generating areas
Locally serving recreational amenities (e.g. parks, libraries, bike trails, etc.)

Maps of low VMT generating areas can be used to evaluate a proposed project. Projects that are generally
consistent in size and land use type compared to their surrounding built environment will have similar VMT
values to the existing land uses near the project site. As a result, if a proposed project occurs within a low
VMT generating area and has similar features to the surrounding area it will likely not result in substantial
increases in VMT. If a project is not determined to be within a low VMT generating area, then a complete
VMT analysis will be required.
The Sacramento Area Council of Governments (SACOG) is currently analyzing the screening criteria
regarding 110 average daily trips. As such, staff is awaiting the results of that work in order to establish a
recommended approach on screening criteria.
Other Jurisdictions
Many jurisdictions have not yet adopted VMT thresholds. The jurisdictions that have adopted thresholds
consist primarily of urbanized, incorporated cities like San Jose, San Francisco, and Elk Grove. The majority
of adopted thresholds are consistent with OPR’s recommendation for 15% below the citywide baseline VMT.
Similarly, Caltrans has released a draft guidance document that aligns with OPR’s thresholds for all land
use projects that could impact the State Highway System.
However, Placer County is evaluating distinctly different threshold options because it has a diverse mix of
urban, suburban, and rural areas. For example, San Francisco adopted the OPR recommended thresholds
and eliminated LOS entirely and replaced it with VMT. In contrast to this, Placer County will continue to
evaluate the relevance of LOS as a matter of policy rather than a CEQA impact. A more appropriate
comparison would be a suburban and rural unincorporated jurisdiction, many of which are taking steps to
acknowledge their sub-regions and diversity of land uses. Some rural, non-MPO counties, which are not
subject to most of OPR’s recommendations are currently evaluating options for a potential threshold such
as VMT is no worse than the baseline average, or to allow projects consistent with the General Plan or
regional transportation plan.
In order to evaluate the actions taken by other jurisdictions, a statewide review will continue as staff brings
forward a final recommended approach.
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Outreach
On February 26, 2020 and March 16, 2020, the County hosted two focus group meetings in Tahoe and
Auburn to receive feedback from CEQA practitioners, traffic engineers, local agencies, and the development
community.
The presentation included initial recommendations on the VMT metrics, methodologies, and thresholds.
Fehr & Peers presented the results of several case studies. Both workshops were held with the intention of
educating stakeholders about SB 743 implications, sharing technical findings, and receiving input from
technical practitioners and the development community across Placer County.
Attendees at both workshops identified the potential need for sub-regional thresholds between eastern and
western Placer County, to recognize the difference in development between established, developed, rural,
and Tahoe communities, and to recognize that these diverse sub-regions should be treated distinctly.
East County attendees supported the concept of screening out below-market housing, similar to OPR’s
recommendation of screening out deed-restricted affordable housing. This approach would not require
below-market housing projects to undergo VMT analysis, but instead rely upon established substantial
evidence regarding below-market housing trip characteristics to reach a conclusion of less than significant
for VMT impacts. Staff recognizes that affordable housing throughout the county is a priority and is exploring
options to screen these types of projects countywide. Tahoe participants also identified the uniqueness of a
tourism-driven economy. While the Tahoe Basin draws trips from all over the State and beyond, trips could
be managed through transportation demand management strategies and other measures that are currently
being explored through the Resort Triangle Transportation Plan. As such, a threshold recognizing this
unique dynamic should be developed.
Finally, attendees at both workshops demonstrated interest in the potential for a regional mitigation
bank/exchange. In concept, a regional mitigation bank/exchange would offer a way for developments that
will create additional traffic, and can’t figure out how to avoid it, to pay an impact fee to cut down driving in
some other way in another part of the region.
POTENTIAL APPROACHES FOR PLACER COUNTY
Placer County’s land use context is diverse. It includes urbanized incorporated cities, but also suburban and
rural unincorporated areas. While LOS is a measure of vehicle congestion, VMT is a measure of travel
distance between origins (e.g. home) and destinations (e.g. work, retail, recreation). When land uses are
farther away from one another, people tend to choose their vehicle to get around, resulting in higher VMT.
VMT can be reduced by encouraging other travel modes such as carpooling, biking, walking, and transit.
The preferred threshold options presented below for the Board’s consideration have been developed based
on the following goals developed for this effort:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Facilitate growth in Placer County;
Comply with the requirements and recommendations of SB 743;
Strive to achieve the GHG reduction measures outlined in the Placer County Sustainability Plan;
Relatively simple to understand and administer.

The multiple threshold options were developed based on OPR’s guidance, best industry practice, and
thresholds that have been adopted by other jurisdictions. The threshold analysis also took into account
Placer County’s various land use settings and location of planned future growth. The top three thresholds
were selected by evaluating case study projects throughout the county and measuring each threshold option
against the goals listed above. The threshold approaches are described below with discussion about their
trade-offs:
Option 1: 15% below Countywide unincorporated average
This approach would evaluate every project against the unincorporated county average. The approach is
the most consistent with the OPR Technical Advisory guidance and facilitates growth in developing areas
of the county (i.e. Placer Ranch, Placer Vineyards, Riolo Vineyards) where reductions are easier to achieve.
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However, this threshold could be difficult to achieve in established and rural areas of the county. It does aim
to reduce GHG emissions by dissuading growth in rural areas and encouraging growth closer to the
incorporated cities, job centers, and developing areas. This approach is not sensitive to the variety of
different land use contexts in Placer County.
Option 2: Weighted average Countywide 15% reduction
This approach applies a higher threshold to developing areas and a lower threshold to rural areas, with an
overall goal of reaching a 15% reduction countywide. Travel demand models have shown that developing
areas (i.e. Placer Ranch, Placer Vineyards, Riolo Vineyards) have the greatest potential to reduce VMT
efficiency metrics as they build out over time by providing a better mix of land uses than exists there today.
Additionally, the majority of the County’s future growth is located in these areas. This option enables Placer
County development to rely on greater reductions in some areas in order to achieve the 15% benchmark,
as recommended by OPR. It aims to achieve a reduction of GHG emissions, but to a lesser extent than
Option 1 above, with some ability to include feasible and meaningful reduction in developing areas. This
option is a strategic approach to meeting the State’s goals and unlikely to be used by other lead agencies.
Option 3: 15% below Countywide unincorporated average for established and developing areas, with
projects in rural areas performing no worse than baseline and consistent with the Metropolitan
Transportation Plan/Sustainable Communities Strategy (MTP/SCS) (or Regional Transportation Plan/
Sustainable Communities Strategy (RTP/SCS))
This approach attempts to blend the OPR recommendations for urban and rural areas. It recognizes and
distinguishes that different thresholds should be applied to developing and established areas of the county,
which may incorporate mixed-used development, infill development, and create valuable job centers; all of
which support the reduction of VMT and goals of SB 743. However, it also recognizes that development in
rural areas is limited based on a number of constraints like infrastructure and overall land capability. The
approach would meet the intent of the law insofar as major growth pressure is limited in rural parts of the
county and look toward developing and established areas to achieve the greatest amount of reductions.
Rural communities would not be expected to reduce VMT below baseline levels, but projects in developing
and established communities would be expected to reduce VMT by 15%. Under this threshold option,
projects in rural areas would also need to be generally consistent with the MTP/SCS or RTP/SCS to be
considered less than significant. Consistency with these regional plans indicates that the region is able to
achieve the State’s assigned goals for GHG emissions reductions.
The threshold options above are proposed for non-retail projects. OPR’s Technical Advisory recognizes that
retail projects can reduce total VMT by providing shopping destinations closer to homes and workplaces.
As such, OPR recommends a threshold of no net increase in VMT for retail projects. With any of the
threshold options above, staff’s proposed approach for retail projects will be no net increase in VMT, but
also allowing for the margin of error that may occur within the travel demand model. While the models are
sophisticated and appropriately validated, they are estimates of complex human behavior. As such, staff
proposes to use a margin of error of 15% of project generated VMT. For example, a retail project that results
in 10,000 VMT generated from the project site would be considered less than significant if the project effect
on VMT in the study area is less than 1,500 total VMT.
PRELIMINARY APPROACH
With the approaching implementation deadline, VMT is an evolving topic. Additionally, there is no existing
case law to guide local agency decisions on implementation. As such, staff recommends the following initial
guidance for the metric, methodology, thresholds, and screening criteria.
•

Metric: As discussed above, multiple metrics are recommended, depending on the project type:
Household VMT/capita for residential, Work VMT/employee for non-residential (non-retail), net
increase in VMT for retail. For programmatic documents or planning level studies, VMT/service
population may be the most appropriate metric. Other metrics will be considered for unique or
specialized projects such as recreation.
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•

Methodology: Project effect on VMT is preferred, but project generated VMT analysis or a qualitative
discussion may be used in many cases. Staff recommends that the methodology be determined on
a project-by-project basis, based on factors such as project type, size, location, available tools, etc.

•

Thresholds: Strive to achieve the State’s goals through the weighted average approach by applying
a higher threshold in developing communities and a lower threshold in rural areas. Retail projects
would be evaluated against a threshold of no net increase in VMT, with a margin of error, as
discussed above. The thresholds for each area, provided in the table below, were developed based
on SACOG’s 2020 MTP/SCS. They show that strategic land use planning can improve the overall
mix of land uses in all areas of the county, which results in reductions in VMT over time.

Area
Established
Developing
Rural East
Rural West
•

Percent Growth in
Service Population
17%
60%
3%
20%
Weighted Average

Option 2: Percent
Reduction in VMT
(Thresholds)
5%
20%
6%
11%
15.4%

Screening Criteria: The following screening criteria is included in the preliminary approach:
o Projects with 110 or fewer average daily trips, with modifications based on research through
SACOG Local Agency Working Group
o Affordable housing – potentially extended to below-market housing
o Local serving retail under 50,000 square feet
o Projects located in low VMT generating areas
o Locally serving recreational amenities (e.g. parks, libraries, bike trails, etc.)

NEXT STEPS
Staff has been working with the development community to communicate and develop strategic policy
recommendations related to VMT. On June 28, 2019, CDRA’s Environmental Coordination Services sent a
memorandum to current and future project applicants regarding SB 743. It provided a high-level overview
of SB 743 as well as the County’s initial SB 743 actions to transition to VMT as the CEQA metric for analyzing
transportation impacts. Additionally, staff continues to work with current development project applicants as
well as applicants with projects in the pre-development stage to guide them through SB 743 implementation,
based on each project’s unique characteristics.
Fehr & Peers will be developing a VMT estimation tool to assist project applicants and transportation
consultants in VMT calculations for small to medium sized projects. The tool could also be used to locate
areas with lower VMT generation rates, where CEQA streamlining may be available to some projects,
depending on the land use type.
Staff will continue to collect feedback on the recommended metrics, methodologies, and thresholds through
public hearings with the Board of Supervisors and the Planning Commission. The Department of Public
Works and the Community Development Resource Agency will seek adoption of the recommendations from
the Board of Supervisors in June 2020. The thresholds would go into effect immediately upon adoption.
FISCAL IMPACT
There is no fiscal impact associated with this item.
ATTACHMENT
Attachment A: SB 743 Fact Sheet
cc:
Ken Grehm, DPW

48

Stephanie Holloway, DPW
Steve Pedretti, CDRA
E.J. Ivaldi, Planning Director
Crystal Jacobsen, Principal Planner
Leigh Chavez, Environmental Coordination Services
Clayton Cook, Deputy County Counsel
Todd Leopold, County Executive Officer
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ATTACHMENT A

SB 743 & PLACER COUNTY
Senate Bill 743 (SB 743) changes the way California measures traffic impacts by
replacing Level of Service (LOS) with Vehicle Miles Traveled (VMT).

WHAT DOES SB 743 DO?
SB 743 requires CEQA lead agencies, such as Placer, to change their transportation
metric. Previously, the industry standard for assessing transportation impacts was Level
of
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Public health through active transportation
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WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR
PROJECTS?

requires state
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July 2020
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supported by
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participate in the County’s impact fee
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WHAT DOES SB 743 IMPLEMENTATION LOOK LIKE IN PLACER COUNTY?
Placer County is currently working on a SB 743 Implementation Plan. Through that plan, the
County will establish a methodology, VMT metric, and thresholds needed to analyze VMT in
a CEQA document.

Any discretionary project that will be in a public review process (including those requiring
public hearings) after July 1, 2020 will need to assess VMT in their environmental document.
The County is being assisted by industry leading technical experts for this effort.

WHAT ARE POTENTIAL MITIGATION TYPES?

Commute Reduction

Provide rideshare programs

Build low-stress bicycle

Regional VMT
Mitigation Program

Strategies

Diversifying land use

network improvements

Improved
pedestrian network

Questions?
Project applicants who have questions about VMT should direct questions to

Leigh Chavez (cdraecs@placer.ca.gov) - (530) 745-3077
Katie Jackson (kjackson@placer.ca.gov) - (530) 745-7521
Placer County Community Development Resource Center • 3091 County Center Drive, Auburn, CA, 95603 • 530-745-3000
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