MEMORANDUM

Date: July 7, 2025
To: Matthew Bomberg, Project Manager, Alameda County Transportation Commission
CC: David Rodriguez, Environmental Planner, Environmental Planning Division, California

Department of Transportation
From: Juliet Martin, Project Manager, Circlepoint
Geoff Reilly, Principal-in-Charge, Circlepoint

Subject:  San Pablo Avenue Safety Enhancements Improvements Project (EA 04-2Y280)
Categorical Exemption Determination —Berkeley, and Albany

INTRODUCTION

The Alameda County Transportation Commission (Alameda CTC) proposes to implement roadway safety
improvements along State Route 123 (San Pablo Avenue), from 100-feet north of Channing Way (Post
Mile 2.700) in the City of Berkeley to the Contra Costa County line (Post Mile 5.177) in the City of
Albany, known as the San Pablo Avenue Safety Enhancements Project (Project). The Project would
implement bicycle and pedestrian crossing improvements, traffic signal upgrades for pedestrians,
parking and auto circulation changes, and bus stop improvements along the corridor to improve cyclist
and pedestrian safety in Albany and Berkeley. Project improvements include Rectangular Rapid Flashing
Beacons (RRFBs), Pedestrian Hybrid Beacons (PHBs), accessible push buttons, countdown signal heads,
street lighting, ADA-compliant curb ramps and high visibility crosswalk markings, pedestrian refuge
islands, bulbouts, cycle track connectors, and landscaping. This memorandum evaluates the applicability
of a Class 1 categorical exemption for the Project improvements in accordance with the California
Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) pursuant to Cal. Code Regs tit. 14 Sections 15300.2 and 15301.

CATEGORICAL EXEMPTION OVERVIEW

Section 21084 of the California Public Resources Code specifically requires the CEQA Guidelines to
include a list of classes (or categories) of projects that have been determined not to have a significant
effect on the environment and are therefore exempt from the provisions of CEQA. The CEQA Guidelines
Cal. Code Regs. tit. 14 Sections 15301 through 15333 constitute the list of categorically exempt projects
and contain specific criteria that must be met in order for a project to be found categorically exempt.
Additionally, Section 15300.2 of the CEQA Guidelines includes a list of exceptions to the use of
categorical exemptions, none of which may apply to a project for it to qualify for a categorical
exemption.

PROPOSED PROJECT
Project Location

San Pablo Avenue provides north-south connectivity through Albany and Berkeley and is a reliever route
for freeway traffic. The San Pablo Avenue corridor supports local, rapid, and Transbay buses and

includes many high-activity pedestrian areas. San Pablo Avenue consistently has two travel lanes in each
direction, with signalized intersections spaced roughly 1,000 feet apart on average. Dedicated sidewalks
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and landscaping areas parallel to San Pablo Avenue vary in width, but they are often 12 to 13 feet wide.
The Project includes improvements at spot intersections along San Pablo Avenue in Berkeley and
Albany. Intersections within the Project area are primarily collector roads that connect San Pablo
Avenue to local roadways. Most residential streets adjacent to San Pablo Avenue consist of a single
travel lane in each direction with street parking on either side of the street. Land uses adjacent to
Project intersections are primarily zoned for Commercial use.'> Commercial uses in the vicinity include
restaurants, retail, and gas stations.

A site map of Project intersections and streets is shown in Figure 1.

1 City of Berkeley. Official Zoning Map. 2022. Accessed May 7, 2025.
https://berkeley.municipal.codes/BMC/OfficialZoningMap

2 City of Albany. City of Albany Official Zoning Map. 2013. Accessed May 7, 2025.
https://www.albanyca.gov/files/assets/city/v/1/community-development/planning-and-
zoning/documents/albany-zoning-map.pdf
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Purpose
The purpose of the Project is to:

e Improve safety for bicyclists and pedestrians to access employment, education, and other
areas of community life.

e Prioritize multimodal and network connectivity through transit-priority treatments and
pedestrian-friendly design along San Pablo Avenue within the cities of Berkeley and Albany.

e Increase multimodal transportation solutions for the low-income and diverse communities
along the Project corridor.

e Reduce vehicle miles traveled, through increased use of transit and active transportation
modes.

e Increase the desirability of active transportation travel options.

Need
The Project needs are as follows:

e The entire Project length along San Pablo Avenue is part of the countywide pedestrian and
bicycle High Injury Networks (HIN). The San Pablo Avenue corridor is the third worst HIN
corridor in Alameda County for pedestrian and bicycle collisions and fatalities per the Alameda
County Active Transportation Plan from 2019. San Pablo Avenue within the Project limits is
considered unsafe for pedestrians and bicycles who frequent the corridor. According to data for
2015 to 2019, 95 collisions resulting in bicyclist or pedestrian injuries occurred along the Project
corridor; 56 pedestrians and 45 bicyclists were injured in these collisions (several incidents
involved multiple victims).

e The Project area is considered an Equity Priority Community and a Priority Development Area,
with a high concentration of transit dependent and underserved populations. Compared to
Alameda County overall, residents in these areas own fewer cars (13 percent zero car
households vs 9 percent for Alameda County) and heavily rely on walking (7 percent vs 4
percent for Alameda County), bicycling (8 percent vs 2 percent), and transit (25 percent vs 16
percent) to commute to jobs. Segments of San Pablo Avenue serve as community “Main
Streets,” necessitating a pedestrian-oriented roadway. San Pablo Avenue provides access to
more than 20 schools, 10 community centers, six senior centers, four main libraries, several
housing navigation centers, six food banks, and many other community gathering places and
youth centers. Gaps between pedestrian and bicycle crossings, ADA deficiencies, and a wide
roadway cross-section result in an uninviting pedestrian environment.

e Traffic congestion and inadequate loading zones for transit riders result in delays, long travel
times, and unreliable transit service. Additionally, the lack of transit amenities along San Pablo
Avenue such as transit waiting areas, bus shelters, and bus pads makes transit ridership less
desirable.

e The lack of pedestrian and bicycle conveniences such bike boxes, bike conflict striping and
proper lighting along the Project corridor promotes an undesirable perception of active
transportation among users.

Site Conditions

Project intersections are predominantly impervious surfaces and have minimal landscaping. Marked
crosswalks are present at some streets, and intersection control, including two-way stop control and
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signalized intersection control, is present at most intersections. Each intersection is adjacent to
residential or commercial uses.

Project Description

The Project would implement bicycle and pedestrian crossing improvements, traffic signal upgrades for
pedestrians, parking and auto circulation changes, and bus stop improvements along San Pablo Avenue
between Brighton Avenue in Albany and Channing Way in Berkeley, as described below. To improve
bicycle and pedestrian crossings, the Project would install RRFBs or PHB at several existing unsignalized
crossing locations. The Project would also upgrade the existing traffic signals to provide accessible push
buttons and countdown signal heads. Street lighting would be improved at crossing locations to make
pedestrians more visible. Certain existing crosswalks along the corridor are planned to be removed to
redirect pedestrians to improved existing or new crosswalks that are high-visibility crossings with ADA-
compliant curb ramps. The Project would install pedestrian refuge islands within the median at
unsignalized crossings, where feasible, to provide space where pedestrians can wait to safely cross the
second half of the street. To reduce the distance that pedestrians must cross and reduce motor vehicle
turning speeds, where feasible, the Project would install bulbouts that extend the curb into cross-
streets. Cycle track connectors on San Pablo Avenue would be provided in two locations, at Addison
Street and between Clay Street and Brighton Avenue , to connect crossing bicycle facilities that are
offset across San Pablo Avenue.

Parking and automobile circulation changes include turning movement restriction/reassignment and
parking removal. The Project would install raised medians along San Pablo Avenue at several
intersections that prohibit left turns across San Pablo Avenue onto cross-streets and/or through
vehicular traffic across San Pablo Avenue to enhance the safety of bike and pedestrian crossings. The
Project would also remove some of the existing parking stalls to accommodate new bus stop locations,
increase pedestrian visibility at crosswalks, establish cycle track connectors, and bring existing bus stops
up to AC Transit’s latest design standards for safe and efficient bus circulation. Tree preservation would
occur where possible, but in spot locations, tree removal may be required for the Project. Trees would
be replaced to the extent possible to minimize changes to the visual environment along the corridor.

To improve bus stops along San Pablo Avenue, the Project would install bus bulbs at all Line 72 Rapid
bus stops, enabling buses to pick up and drop off passengers while remaining in the travel lane and
providing additional space for passenger waiting. The Project would also relocate many of the existing
bus stops from the “near-side” to “far-side” of the intersection to prevent buses from blocking driver’s
view of pedestrians in the crosswalk and to reduce buses being delayed by red lights after passengers
have boarded. To accommodate these new bus stop locations, the Project would reconstruct several
driveways and portions of sidewalk to be ADA-compliant. The Project will also install new bus shelters at
the rapid bus stops in coordination with AC Transit and relocate existing street furniture, such as
benches and trash cans, to widen the walkable area adjacent to the stop. Street furniture such as bike
racks and bike storage lockers will be installed in various locations along the corridor. Finally, the Project
would remove existing bus stops in limited locations that do not meet AC Transit bus stop spacing
standards to reduce bus delays.

Construction and Schedule

In order to meet the Project’s Active Transportation Program grant guidelines, the Project’s grant funds
must be allocated for construction by the end of the 2025/2026 fiscal year, which ends in June 2026.
Once funds are allocated, contract listing, award, and approval is anticipated to take approximately 4
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months. Construction is anticipated to begin in Winter 2027 and continue for approximately 18 months,
ending in Fall 2028. Construction work would be carried out in accordance with local standards.
Construction would include activities such as:

e Grading

e Removal of existing asphalt pavement, concrete, landscaping, street signage, traffic signals, and
lighting

e Trenching for the installation or relocation of utilities

e The replacement and/or installation of new asphalt paving, new concrete and formwork,
landscaping, irrigation systems, traffic signals, and signage

e Roadway striping

Construction is not expected to include the following activities:

e Pile Driving — No pile driving is expected for the Project. New traffic signal foundations would be
constructed using cast in drilled hole method.
e Dewatering — No dewatering mitigation is anticipated.

Right-of-Way Requirements

The Project would be constructed within public ROW in the cities of Albany and Berkeley with minor
spot improvements to existing sidewalk within private property frontages. No ROW acquisition or
temporary construction easements are required. Where applicable, construction staging areas are
anticipated to be accommodated within public ROW or through PTE&C agreements on private parcels.

Traffic Management

A Transportation Management Plan (TMP) would be developed during the Plans, Specifications, and
Estimates (PS&E) phase in accordance with the Project specifications, local cities’ encroachment permit
requirements, and the California Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices, Part 6, “Temporary Traffic
Control”. The TMP will address potential impacts to circulation of all modes of travel (i.e., transit,
bicycles, pedestrians, and vehicles), and will include temporary detour impacts and measures to
minimize, avoid, and/or mitigate impacts to alternate routes. The TMP will include scope and scheduling
of the TMP activities as required by the Project specifications and will be implemented by the contractor
during construction.

CALIFORNIA PUBLIC RESOURCES CODE SECTION 15301- EXEMPTIONS

The Project qualifies for a Class 1 Exemption: Pursuant to Section 15301 (CEQA Guidelines), the Project
is categorically exempt from CEQA, as it meets the criteria for a Class 1 Existing Facility project.

Section 15301. Existing Facilities

Class 1 Exemptions consist of the operation, repair, maintenance, permitting, leasing, licensing, or minor
alteration of existing public or private structures, facilities, mechanical equipment, or topographical
features, involving negligible or no expansion of existing or former use. The types of “existing facilities”
itemized below are not intended to be all-inclusive of the types of projects which might fall within Class
1. The key consideration is whether a project involves negligible or no expansion of use.
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Examples include but are not limited to:

a.

Interior or exterior alterations involving such things as interior partitions, plumbing, and
electrical conveyances;

Existing facilities of both investor and publicly-owned utilities used to provide electric power,
natural gas, sewerage, or other public utility services;

Existing highways and streets, sidewalks, gutters, bicycle and pedestrian trails, and similar
facilities (this includes road grading for the purpose of public safety, and other alterations such
as the addition of bicycle facilities, including but not limited to bicycle parking, bicycle-share
facilities and bicycle lanes, transit improvements such as bus lanes, pedestrian crossings, street
trees, and other similar alterations that do not create additional automobile lanes).

Restoration or rehabilitation of deteriorated or damaged structures, facilities, or mechanical
equipment to meet current standards of public health and safety, unless it is determined that
the damage was substantial and resulted from an environmental hazard such as earthquake,
landslide, or flood;

Additions to existing structures provided that the addition will not result in an increase of more
than:

1) 50 percent of the floor area of the structures before the addition, or 2,500 square feet,
whichever is less; or

2) 10,000 square feet if:

i. The projectis in an area where all public services and facilities are available to
allow for maximum development permissible in the General Plan and

ii. The area in which the project is located is not environmentally sensitive.

Addition of safety or health protection devices for use during construction of or in conjunction
with existing structures, facilities, or mechanical equipment, or topographical features including
navigational devices;

New copy on existing on and off-premise signs;

Maintenance of existing landscaping, native growth, and water supply reservoirs (excluding the
use of pesticides, as defined in Section 12753, Division 7, Chapter 2, Food and Agricultural
Code);

Maintenance of fish screens, fish ladders, wildlife habitat areas, artificial wildlife waterway
devices, streamflows, springs and waterholes, and stream channels (clearing of debris) to
protect fish and wildlife resources;

Fish stocking by the California Department of Fish and Game;

Division of existing multiple family or single-family residences into common-interest ownership
and subdivision of existing commercial or industrial buildings, where no physical changes occur
which are not otherwise exempt;

Demolition and removal of individual small structures listed in this subdivision;
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1) One single-family residence. In urbanized areas, up to three single-family residences
may be demolished under this exemption.

2) A duplex or similar multifamily residential structure. In urbanized areas, this exemption
applies to duplexes and similar structures where not more than six dwelling units will be
demolished.

3) A store, motel, office, restaurant, and similar small commercial structure if designed for
an occupant load of 30 persons or less. In urbanized areas, the exemption also applies to
the demolition of up to three such commercial buildings on sites zoned for such use.

4) Accessory (appurtenant) structures including garages, carports, patios, swimming pools,
and fences.

Minor repairs and alterations to existing dams and appurtenant structures under the supervision
of the Department of Water Resources.

Conversion of a single family residence to office use.

Installation, in an existing facility occupied by a medical waste generator, of a steam sterilization
unit for the treatment of medical waste generated by that facility provided that the unit is
installed and operated in accordance with the Medical Waste Management Act (Section 117600,
et seq., of the Health and Safety Code) and accepts no offsite waste.

Use of a single-family residence as a small family day care home, as defined in Section 1596.78
of the Health and Safety Code.

CALIFORNIA PUBLIC RESOURCES CODE SECTION 15300.2 - EXCEPTIONS

CEQA Guidelines Section 15300.2 denotes the exceptions to CEQA categorical exemptions. If a project
meets the criteria of any of the six exceptions listed below, the project may not be considered for a
categorical exemption.

Section 15300.2. Exceptions to Exemptions

a)

b)

c)

d)

Location. Classes 3, 4, 5, 6, and 11 are qualified by consideration of where the project is to be
located--a project that is ordinarily insignificant in its impact on the environment may in a
particularly sensitive environment be significant. Therefore, these classes are considered to
apply in all instances, except where the project may impact on an environmental resource of
hazardous or critical concern where designated, precisely mapped, and officially adopted
pursuant to law by federal, state, or local agencies.

Cumulative Impact. All exemptions for these classes are inapplicable when the cumulative
impact of successive projects of the same type in the same place, over time is significant.

Significant Effect. A categorical exemption shall not be used for an activity where there is a
reasonable possibility that the activity will have a significant effect on the environment due to
unusual circumstances.

Scenic Highways. A categorical exemption shall not be used for a project which may result in
damage to scenic resources, including but not limited to, trees, historic buildings, rock
outcroppings, or similar resources, within a highway officially designated as a state scenic
highway. This does not apply to improvements which are required as mitigation by an adopted
negative declaration or certified EIR.
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f)

Hazardous Waste Sites. A categorical exemption shall not be used for a project located on a site
which is included on any list compiled pursuant to Section 65962.5 of the Government Code.

Historical Resources. A categorical exemption shall not be used for a project which may cause a
substantial adverse change in the significance of a historical resource.

CONSISTENCY ANALYSIS

The Project qualifies for a Class 1 (Existing Facilities) exemption pursuant to CEQA Guidelines Section
15301(c), as described below.

CEQA Guidelines § 15301(c) — The Project consists of safety and accessibility enhancements
along San Pablo Avenue. The Project would not involve the construction of new automobile
lanes or major expansion of existing facilities, and all bicycle and pedestrian elements would be
integrated into the existing network. The proposed activities fall within the scope of Class 1
exemptions, which allow for minor alterations to existing highways and streets, including
pedestrian and bicycle facilities, signal modifications, and transit-related improvements,
provided there is no significant expansion of use. As the Project is limited to safety, accessibility,
and operational enhancements within an already developed transportation corridor, it qualifies
for a Class 1 Categorical Exemption under CEQA Guidelines § 15301(c).

The Project further qualifies for a categorical exemption described in CEQA Guidelines § 15300.2 by not
meeting any of the exception criteria described below.

CEQA Guidelines § 15300.2(a) — This exception does not apply, as the Project is not seeking a
Class 3,4, 5, 6, or 11 exemption.

CEQA Guidelines § 15300.2(b) — The Project site is located within a developed urban roadway
corridor that has been previously disturbed by transportation infrastructure and ongoing public
use. While other past, present, or reasonably foreseeable infrastructure projects may occur in
the broader area, this Project is limited in scope to localized improvements addressing existing
pedestrian and bicycle safety needs at specific crossings as well as bus stop improvements. All
work would occur within the existing public ROW and would not induce growth or development
that could result in future or successive projects at these locations. Importantly, once
constructed, the proposed improvements would fulfill the safety objectives at the identified
locations, and no further or successive projects of the same nature are anticipated within the
same footprint. The Project does not propose or trigger any new development or offsite
improvements, nor would it result in impacts that, when considered with those of any other
projects, would result in a cumulatively considerable impact. Therefore, because the Project
would not result in significant environmental impacts and no successive projects are expected at
the same locations, the cumulative impacts exception under CEQA Guidelines § 15300.2(b) does
not apply, and the use of a Class 1 Categorical Exemption remains appropriate.

CEQA Guidelines § 15300.2(c) — Project construction would occur within existing roadway
intersections that have been previously disturbed by construction of the existing roadways as
well as adjacent development. Construction activities would include temporary detours,
excavation up to 36 inches in depth, soil grading, removal and replacement of existing asphalt,
concrete, landscaping, street signage, traffic signals, and lighting, and roadway striping. Project
improvements would occur in previously-disturbed areas and replace existing facilities, and
these activities would not negatively impact the environment. After buildout, the Project would



operate similarly to existing conditions. Per the Initial Site Assessment (ISA), deep ground
excavation may require additional testing to confirm the absence of harmful substances.
However, excavation is not anticipated to result in significant adverse effects. The Historic
Properties Survey Report (HPSR) with attached documentation (Archaeological Survey Report
(ASR), Historical Resources Evaluation Report (HRER), and Extended Phase | (XPI) Archaeological
Report) determined that a Finding of No Adverse Effect with Standard Conditions is appropriate
for the Project, indicating that no significant effect would occur as a result of the Project (HPSR
2025). No special-status species, critical habitat, or jurisdictional waters would be impacted by
the Project. Where the Project site encompasses potential habitat for species, including
Monarch Butterfly, Western Bumble Bee, migratory birds, and non-listed bat species, avoidance
and minimization efforts would be applied to ensure impacts are avoided (NES-MI 2025). The
Project would not result in long-term community impacts beyond temporary construction-
related disruptions, which would be minimized through standard avoidance and minimization
measures (CIA 2024). Given the above, the Project would not result in a significant effect on the
environment. Therefore, the exception related to significant effects due to unusual
circumstances under CEQA Guidelines § 15300.2(c) does not apply, and the use of a Class 1
Categorical Exemption remains appropriate.

e CEQA Guidelines § 15300.2(d) — There are no state-designated or eligible scenic highways
within 0.5 miles of any of the Project site.? The surrounding corridor is highly developed and
urban in character, and the Project is not adjacent to any notable scenic resources such as
significant trees, rock outcroppings, or other visually prominent natural features. Project
improvements would consist of pedestrian, bicycle, transit, and circulation safety enhancements
within an existing urban roadway and would not substantially degrade the visual character or
quality of the site or its surroundings (VIA Memo 2024). The Project would not introduce
substantial new visual elements or alter existing aesthetic conditions in a way that would
adversely affect scenic resources. Accordingly, the exception related to scenic highways under
CEQA Guidelines § 15300.2(d) does not apply, and the use of a Class 1 Categorical Exemption
remains appropriate.

o CEQA Guidelines § 15300.2(e) — A Draft ISA was prepared for the Project to evaluate the
potential for hazardous materials concerns. The ISA identified eight locations within one mile of
the Project site that could present a potential environmental risk due to groundwater
contamination. The Project would include some deep excavation sites related to utility pole
relocation, and groundwater at the deep excavation locations near petroleum-related
recognized environmental condition sites should be tested for petroleum products and their
breakdown compounds. Soils within the Project area where soil disturbance is planned should
be tested to confirm the presence of aerially deposited lead. Prior to construction, a health and
safety plan would be prepared for construction activities to ensure worker safety and
compliance with existing State and federal laws regarding exposure to hazardous materials. The
Project would not result in significant impacts related to hazardous materials, and no exception

3Caltrans. 2025. California Scenic Highway System Map. Accessed: May 7, 2025. Available:
https://caltrans.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.htm|?id=465dfd3d807c46cc8e8057116flaacaa
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under CEQA Guidelines § 15300.2(e) would apply. Therefore, the use of a Class 1 Categorical
Exemption remains appropriate.

o CEQA Guidelines § 15300.2(f) — A HRER, ASR, and an XPIl were prepared for the Project site. The
cultural resources investigation also included a records search of the following resources and
databases: National Register of Historic Place (NRHP), the California Register of Historical
Resources (CRHR), the Office of Historic Preservation Historic Properties Directory, the California
Built Environment Resources Directory, and the Archaeological Determinations of Eligibility List.
This review identified 22 previously recorded cultural resources along San Pablo Avenue
between Brighton Way in Albany and Channing Way in Berkeley. Of these, 18 were determined
not eligible for the NRHP, and four resources—the Albany Bowl, the Cortese Pharmacy, the
Weisbrod Building, and the Kroll Building—were found to be eligible for listing in the NRHP. The
Project would not impair or materially alter these eligible resources. Proposed improvements
are limited to minor grading and excavation within existing disturbed ROW and involve safety
enhancements that are consistent with the existing urban setting. No work would occur on or
directly adjacent to the eligible historical resources, and no character-defining features would
be affected. As such, the Project would not cause a substantial adverse change in the
significance of a historical resource. Therefore, the exception under CEQA Guidelines §
15300.2(f) does not apply, and the use of a Class 1 Categorical Exemption remains appropriate.

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

As documented above, the proposed improvements fall within the description of a Class 1, Existing
Facilities categorical exemption as described under California Code of Regulations tit. 14 § 15301(c).
Project improvements would occur within existing ROW and would not incur any cumulative impacts.
Additionally, Project construction would be done in previously-disturbed sites, would operate similarly
to existing conditions, and the Project would not result in significant impacts on the environment. There
are no state-designated or eligible scenic highways within 0.5 mile of the Project site. Additionally,
Project construction would not occur within any hazardous waste sites and would not cause a
substantial adverse change in the significance of any historical resources.

None of the exceptions noted in CEQA Guidelines 15300.2 would be triggered by the Project. Given this,
additional analysis is not warranted.

CONCLUSION

The Project has been reviewed in compliance with California Legislature. Pursuant to CEQA Guidelines §
15300.2 and 15301, and the Project is categorically exempt from CEQA.
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