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February 10, 2004 Santa Monica, CA

INFORMATION ITEM

TO: Mayor and City Council
FROM: City Staff

SUBJECT: Traffic Analysis

Introduction

This report provides information regarding traffic analysis methodologies and data.

Background

The Planning Commission recognizes that traffic congestion is a concern of many
residents of the City and has requested that the Council reconsider the methodology it

uses to evaluate the impacts of new development on the City’s transportation system.

Discussion

The City currently maintains a database of traffic data that includes information, such as
lane configuration and width, signalization and phasing, and other operational
characteristics that affect the capacity of each intersection. Beginning this year, the
database will be updated annually with current information on peak weekday morning
and afternoon traffic volumes at each signalized intersection throughout the City and on
summer afternoon peak periods at signalized intersections in the downtown and near
the beach. The data and methodology used are the most accurate way to describe

current operations of specific intersections.



The City’s current data set is more comprehensive than most cities’ data for two
reasons: the City of Santa Monica has adopted the Highway Capacity Manual
Operations methodology—one that relies on a significant amount of operational data to
generate accurate results; and, the City collects and updates traffic volumes on all
intersections periodically.  This data set provides a reliable base for analysis of
potential impacts from proposed development and reduces the opportunity for errors in
the analytic work for a particular project. In 1991, after public discussion and assistance
from technical panels, this methodology was selected by the City Council to analyze

traffic impacts from development projects.

The Planning Commission has suggested that the City re-evaluate its methodology for
analyzing traffic impacts because it only provides a limited snapshot of overall
conditions in the City. Of the Commission’s recommendations some, such as providing
visualizations of the data, are relatively easy to implement. The City could purchase
and operate a system that would provide visual models based on the current data for
about $10,000-$20,000. Other recommendations, such as the development of a traffic
model capable of rerouting future traffic to avoid anticipated congestion or providing
information about trip purposes for each trip through an intersection, would be
expensive, time intensive, and require a significant financial commitment to maintain
and update because of the extensive data requirements. In addition, this type of
analysis methodology will be less accurate because it would increase the need to use

estimates and assumptions.



Altho’ugh it is theoretically possible to develop models that can assess specific project
impacts by using simulated models, no such model exists for Santa Monica and none
are currently in use. Some jurisdictions, such as City of Los Angeles  (in certain
planning sub-areas), and County of Orange, use simulated traffic models to estimate
future traffic volumes along corridors. These jurisdictions, however, use those
simulated volumes as inputs to calculate levels of service. In Santa Monica the levels of
service are based on actual data The models themselves are costly to maintain and
operate because each must be uniquely designed and then populated with data that is
consistent with regional models, calibrated against actual traffic counts and updated to

reflect anticipated development.

The Commission has suggested that the cost of enhanced analysis could be minimized
if the City were to build its own model from the Southern California Association of
Government (SCAG)'s base. However the currently adopted SCAG transportation plan
(2001 RTP) is based on data from 1997, and the Commission has previously éxpressed
concern about making decisions based on older data. The SCAG plan is updated on a
three-year cycle, but SCAG staff does not collect original data in Santa Monica A
significant extrapolation would be required from the SCAG data to create the detail

required to describe traffic movements at each signalized intersection in the City.

There is little statistically-reliable data to assist in the analysis of critical transportation
and circulation issues for Santa Monica For example, questions such as “How many
motorists might start walking to a particular destination if continuous sidewalks were

provided?” or “What is the effect of parking fees?” or “How much traffic will be re-routed



because adjacent intersections were experiencing a particular level of delay?” are very

difficult to answer with a theoretical model.

The Commission also is interested in gathering information about trip destinations as
part of any new traffic methodology. However, there is even less data available to
identify the purpose of vehicle trips through a particular intersection. It would be very
difficult to collect reliable information of this type and keep it current. Generally,
practitioners rely on detailed studies and then extrapolate from study conclusions to
empirical data The City has supplemented its information on access with targeted
survey questions from time to time, including questions of residents in the Citywide
survey, of beachgoers and Promenade patrons and parkers in downtown structures.
Although this type of survey information does not detail the trip purpose of each trip
through an intersection, it does provide some information to help shape programs or
projects to improve traffic flow and/or encourage the use of alternative modes.
Moreover, it may not be necessary to gather trip distribution data in order to estimate
the impact of new development on local residents. Residents have access to
environmental impact reports and to the descriptions of how intersections operate today
and are expected to operate in the future. Residents know which intersections they use
and how often, and have the ability through the project approval process to inform
decision makers when intersection operating conditions are deteriorating too much
Residents know this from experience. a model is not necessarily the means of

assessing acceptable traffic conditions.



Today, the transportation planning focus in the City has been on developing
improvements for alternative modes, such as the City's nationally recognized
Transportation Management Ordinance and program, the design of pedestrian
crossings at busy corridors and the implementation of signal timing and phasing
patterns that benefit people walking, as well as parking management. This focus is part
of all project reviews. Staff reviews projects to ensure that access by those using
alternative modes, as well as impacts of project development on alternative modes are
not impacted. Pedestrian, transit and carpool access issues have figured heavily in the
review of such projects as New Roads School, and McDonald’s as well as others.
Redirecting staff time toward more modeling and research activities would reduce the

capacity to work on practical programs that address obvious problems.

Staff does not believe the cost, time commitment and continued maintenance of an
intensive traffic model will yield improved traffic studies. There is value to providing
visual illustration of traffic patterns and refining the methodology to address impacts to
bikes, transit and pedestrians. This effort is to occur as part of the update to the
Circulation Element. Should the Council decide that the proposal by the Planning
Commission be pursued, the effort should occur as part of the Circulation Element

update scheduled to begin this fiscal year.
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