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PREVIEW

 SB 743 

 What is LOS 

 What is VMT

 Needed technical analysis

 Next up: establish significance thresholds
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SB 743 
Overview

 Changes CEQA

“Automobile delay, as described solely by level of service or similar 
measures… shall not be considered a significant impact on the 
environment…” (PRC § 21099 [b] [2])  

 New primary metric will be VMT – aligns with climate goals



SB 743

 Enacted in 2013

 State guidelines/rule-making 
process 2014-2018

 OPR adopted rules in 2018

 Effective July 1, 2o20

milestones



SB 743

 Brainchild of Senator Darrell 
Steinberg (D-Sacramento)

 Also crafted SB 375 in 2008
 Coordinate regional housing 

needs and transportation 
planning in an effort to curb 
GHG emissions

 Aim: encouraging infill and 
alternative transportation

background



Traffic Truism

 Truism: 
 the more residents a downtown accommodates, 

 the less driving there is in the aggregate

 Example: Santa Barbara
 Encouraging development – commercial and residential – in its 

downtown core

 A development’s traffic impact is less

 Developments in the core will generate ½ the traffic of 
developments in outlying areas of the city

context for SB 743 & SB 375



SB 743

 Change transportation impact analysis, per CEQA
 Objective: promote infill and reduce GHG

 Change from maintaining LOS to reducing VMT
 Base impacts on how much vehicle travel a project generates, not 

changes to existing traffic conditions

purpose



SB 743 
Requirements

 The legislation includes the following language:
 “Upon certification of the guidelines by the Secretary of the 

Natural Resources Agency pursuant to this section, 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…” (PRC § 21099[b][2], 
emphasis added)

 The Governor’s Office of Planning and Research (OPR) was 
required to develop new CEQA guidelines establishing criteria…

 “for determining the significance of transportation impacts” that use 
vehicle miles traveled (VMT), or a similar metric, instead of 
measures of congestion or delay, such as level of service (LOS) 

new approach required  to 
evaluating transportation 
impacts



SB 743

 Promote infill 

 Reduce greenhouse gas emissions

 Support multimodal transportation networks

 Encourage diversity of land uses
purpose



SB 743

 Removes focus on traffic at intersections and roadways

 New focus on how new development may influence overall auto use

 Focus on reducing GHG emissions

 Promote multi-modal transportation

 Ensure land use diversity within transit priority areas

purpose



OPR

 “Determining the Significance 
of Transportation Impacts” 

 CCR § 15064.3

 Implements PRC § 21099 

 Focuses on VMT and includes 
the statement that, except 
for roadway capacity projects, 
“a project’s effect on 
automobile delay shall not 
constitute a significant 
impact.”

developed new CEQA 
guideline  



CCR § 15064.3 
 Applicability. The provisions of this section shall apply 

prospectively as described in section 15007. A lead agency may 
elect to be governed by the provisions of this section immediately. 
Beginning on July 1, 2020, the provisions of this section shall 
apply statewide. 

effective date



SB 743

 CEQA documents can no longer base a significance determination 
on an automobile delay–based analysis, such as LOS. 

 These documents are not precluded from including a LOS analysis 
for disclosure purposes, such as General Plan Circulation Element 
or Congestion Management Plan consistency, but the analysis 
cannot be used as a basis for determining a significant 
environmental impact.

 All EIRs and negative declarations circulated for public review 
after July 1, 2020, are required to consider VMT when determining 
whether a project may cause a significant impact.

implications



SB 743
 Prohibits automobile delay as a significant impact

 Must evaluate transportation impacts using VMT

 Will go into effect July 1, 2020
recap/takeaways





LOS What is ?



What is LOS?

 “Level of service,” or LOS, is a measure of delay or congestion

 Application?
 Former rules treat auto delay and congestion (i.e., a project’s 

contribution to a roadway’s LOS) as an environmental impact



What is LOS?

 The LOS approach, born of 1950s-era management approaches, 
set up the paradoxical situation in which high-density 
development was often pushed away from city centers – where 
multiple transportation options are available – and out to urban 
fringes, where intersections are less congested even if they end up 
generating more and longer car trips. 

 "Over-reliance on level of service as the only indicator of success in 
our transportation systems is one of the biggest obstacles to infill 
development," said Jeffery Tumlin, principal and director of 
strategy at Nelson-Nygaard. 



LOS

 Focus: driver convenience

 Volume-to-capacity analysis

 Qualitative scoring

 A to F letter grades
 “84 seconds of delay” = “LOS F”

 Implies failure

level-of-service 
considerations



LOS

 What is it?
 Measure of traffic flow (or delay)

 Assigns qualitative levels of traffic based on performance measures 
such as vehicle speed, congestion, etc.

 When did it start?
 Post World War II

 Context: suburban development and higher auto ownership

 Why is it important?
 Used for evaluating traffic impacts

 Obstacle to infill

recap/takeways





LOS
paradigm shift underway



Changing values and the performance measures 
that reflect them



SB 743 
Implementation

 Cities that have adopted VMT-focused transportation analysis policies
 Emeryville (2009 – prior to SB 743) 

 Pasadena (2014) 

 San Francisco (2016) 

 Oakland (2016) 

 San Jose (February 2018) 

 Los Angeles (2019)

 Caltrans working on new guidance for development projects affecting 
the State Highway System

Around California



SB 743 
Implementation

 TAC will provide methodologies for CEQA practitioners

 Draft document: March 2020

 Target publication date: May 2020

Caltrans



Why VMT?

 SB 743 requires the CEQA Guidelines to proscribe an analysis that 
better accounts for transit and reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions.  

 OPR selected vehicle miles traveled (VMT) as a replacement 
measure not only because it satisfies the explicit goals SB 743, but 
also because VMT is already used in…

 CEQA to study greenhouse gas and energy impacts

 Planning for regional sustainable communities strategies



Options & other 
considerations

 Because SB 743 preserves local government authority to make 
planning decisions, LOS and congestion can still be measured for 
planning purposes.  In fact, many general plans contain LOS 
requirements.  

 While traffic studies may be required for planning approvals, those 
studies will not be required to be part of the CEQA process.  

 This would be similar to how some local governments require 
landscaping plans and site elevations as part of project approval, but 
not necessarily for the environmental document prepared under 
CEQA.

If Level of Service can still 
be used for planning 
purposes, isn't this just 
adding another layer of 
study?



Options & other 
considerations

 Removing level of service and congestion from CEQA is beneficial 
for several reasons.  

1. It preserves local choice in planning circulation systems (i.e., 
it does not mandate that local roads have any certain 
capacity).

2. It gives local governments the ability to make policy trade-
offs in dealing with congestion (i.e., balancing free-flow with 
the cost of building and maintaining roadways and using 
other modes of travel).  

3. Mitigation for congestion impacts (which often entails larger 
roadway infrastructure) can be quite costly, and cause other 
adverse environmental impacts.  

What benefits come from 
removing level of service 
and congestion from 
CEQA?



Options & other 
considerations

 Using VMT should reduce litigation burdens in several ways.  

1. Congestion impacts are frequently litigated in CEQA cases 
today.  Under this approach, however, such effects would not 
be part of CEQA litigation.

2. This approach presumes that projects located near transit 
would normally not have a significant impact.  In most cases, 
no study or mitigation would be required for such projects, 
meaning that there would be fewer issues to litigate in a 
lawsuit.  

3. Even for projects that are not located near transit, the 
proposal establishes wide discretion for lead agencies in 
selecting models to estimate VMT, and to apply professional 
judgment in adjusting model assumptions and outputs to 
reflect project conditions.  

 All of these features should make infill projects more defensible in 
litigation than they are today.

Does this add more of a 
litigation burden for infill? 



Options & other 
considerations

 A switch to VMT means that impacts need not be mitigated only 
by improving vehicular flow.

 Other modes are eligible now – including transit, cycling, 
pedestrian improvements, etc.

What are the implications 
for mitigation for enhanced 
mobility? 



Options & other 
considerations

 SB 743 preserves local government authority to plan the 
circulation system that is right for their community.  

 Local governments may continue to require new projects to 
contribute to transportation enhancements in connection with 
project approvals.  

 To the extent that local governments adopt policies that have 
environmental impacts, those impacts would need to be studied.  
Once addressed in an environmental impact report for a general 
plan, such impacts would not normally need to be reevaluated for 
later projects.  (PRC § 21083.3.) 

What if local general plans 
call for more roadway 
capacity? 



Options & other 
considerations  SB 743 does not preclude local agencies from applying LOS in 

policies, codes, conditions, etc.
Local practice? 



Options & other 
considerations

 New focus may include:
 Manage congestion

 Manage traffic volumes

 Manage how signals operation

 Not adding capacity to mitigate LOS impacts

Local practice? 



Now what?



SB 743 
Implementation

 Countywide collaboration

 Convene working group

 Share resources/costs

 Develop countywide VMT tool for land use projects

 Model is trip-based (not activity-based or tour-based)

work plan



SB 743 
Implementation

 Baseline VMT modeling

 VMT evaluation tool for land use projects
currently underway



SB 743 
Implementation

 VMT calculator

 Estimate protect-specific daily…
 Household VMT per capita 

 Work VMT per employee
currently underway



preliminary results



preliminary results



SB 743 
Implementation

 Residential: > 15% of existing VMT per capita

 Office: > 15% of existing VMT per employee

 Retail: Net increase in total existing VMT for region

 Transportation: Net increase to VMT “budget” to comply with 
GHG targets

OPR recommended 
thresholds



Exemptions

 Screening thresholds
 Identify when a project should be expected to cause a less-than-

significant impact without conducting a detailed study.  (CEQA 
Guidelines, §§ 15063(c)(3)(C), 15128, and Appendix G)

 May be based on project size, maps, transit availability, and provision 
of affordable housing

OPR presumption of 
less-than-significant 
impact



Exemptions

 Map-based screening
 Residential & office project located in areas of low VMT

 Small projects screening
 < 110 trips per day

 Local retail < 50K sq ft

 Affordable housing to infill locations

 Within ½ mile of a Major Transit Stop*

*Red flags:
 Excessive parking 

 Inconsistency with SCS

 Replaces affordable housing

 FAR of < 0.75

OPR presumption of 
less-than-significant 
impact



Mitigation

 Travel Demand Management (TDM) strategies

 Applied to reduce vehicle trips and VMT estimates

 Typical categories from which users can select strategies include:
1. Parking: Reducing, unbundling, permitting, pricing parking. 

2. Transit: Transit subsidies, reduced headways, neighborhood 
shuttles. 

3. Education & Encouragement: Travel behavior change program, 
promotions/marketing. 

4. Commute Trip Reductions: Required commute trip reduction 
program, vanpool, rideshare. 

5. Shared Mobility: Car-share, bike share, school carpool program. 

6. Bicycle Infrastructure: On-street bike facilities, bike parking, bike 
facilities, showers. 

7. Neighborhood Enhancement: Traffic calming, pedestrian 
network improvements

How to reduce VMT?













SB 743 
Implementation

 Regional effort underway
 Boundary condition analysis tool (estimate VMT outside the County)

 VMT data development & analysis (enable screening maps)

 VMT estimation tool 

 Next steps
 VMT significance thresholds 

 For residential, retail and office development projects

 Mitigation strategies 

 Project level, programmatic and transaction exchanges

 Legal and administrative framework

 Update CIP program and fees

recap/takeaways



More 
Information

 California State Legislature | Senate Bill 743 (Steinberg, 2013) 
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id
=201320140SB743

 OPR | Transportation Impacts | SB 743 website 
http://opr.ca.gov/ceqa/updates/sb-743/

 OPR | Technical Advisory on Evaluating Transportation Impacts 
http://opr.ca.gov/docs/20190122-743_Technical_Advisory.pdf

 Caltrans | SB 743 Implementation 
https://dot.ca.gov/programs/transportation-planning/office-of-
smart-mobility-climate-change/sb-743

 Fehr & Peers | California SB 743 
https://www.fehrandpeers.com/sb743/

https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=201320140SB743
http://opr.ca.gov/ceqa/updates/sb-743/
http://opr.ca.gov/docs/20190122-743_Technical_Advisory.pdf
https://dot.ca.gov/programs/transportation-planning/office-of-smart-mobility-climate-change/sb-743
https://www.fehrandpeers.com/sb743/


Questions

Contact: 

Justin Meek, AICP, MURP

justin.meek@cityofwatsonville.org

831.768.3050


