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March 23, 2022

Director Matthew Brady
Caltrans
1656 Union St.
Eureka, CA 95501
matthew.brady@dot.ca.gov
RichardsonGroveImprovement@dot.ca.gov

Dear Director Brady,

On behalf of the Environmental Protection Information Center, Center for Biological Diversity,
and Californians for Alternatives to Toxics, I write to share significant new information that bears
on the findings within the EA/FONSI for the Richardson Grove Project that the project would not,
directly or cumulatively, “impair” old-growth redwood trees within Richardson Grove State Park.
Additionally, baseline conditions have changed since the start of the project, requiring new
analysis and an opportunity for public comment.

Caltrans has examined environmental impacts for Richardson Grove Project through the use of
a 2010 environmental assessment that found the project would cause no significant impact on
the environment. That 2010 EA/FONSI has been formally amended once in a 2013 supplement
to the 2010 EA. In 2017, Caltrans made changes to the original project and introduced new
analysis documents yet did not formally supplement analysis; rather, it incorporated new
information and reissued a finding of no significant impact. Caltrans has not provided an
opportunity for public comment on NEPA documents for the project since the 2013 supplement.

I. SIGNIFICANT NEW INFORMATION UNDERMINES IMPACT ANALYSIS

Since 2013, there has been significant new information that Caltrans has not incorporated into
its environmental analysis for the project. NEPA requires that Caltrans recirculate environmental
analysis whenever “[t]here are significant new circumstances or information relevant to
environmental concerns and bearing on the proposed action or its impacts.” 40 CFR §
1502.9(c)(1)(ii). This information undermines important findings for the project, namely that the
project will not impair old-growth or result in an increase in truck traffic. Caltrans still maintains
meaningful control over the project, as it is working to comply with environmental impact
analysis requires mandated by the California Environmental Quality Act. Given this retention of
discretionary ability over the project, it is imperative that Caltrans reconsider its analysis
together with this new information and provide the public an opportunity to formally comment on
this new analysis.

A. Impacts to Old-Grow Redwoods



In 2017, Caltrans again reiterated its finding that the project would not have any significant
impacts because, inter alia, “No old growth redwood trees would be removed or impaired by this
project.” (2017 FONSI at 1.) Two studies released in 2020 and 2021, however, draw into
question both the process Caltrans conducting impact analysis and its ultimate conclusion that
the project would not result in impairment to old-growth redwoods.

First, Dangerfield et al. (2021) examined construction impacts to coast redwoods through
Humboldt Redwoods State Park following highway construction in the 1950-60s. By looking at
ring widths and carbon isotopes obtained from core samples taken from trees near construction,
and by comparing them to samples from a control plot far from construction work, Dangerfield et
al. found that road construction significantly impaired growth for adjacent trees and, for some,
resulted in crown dieback or “spiketops.” Specifically, Dangerfield found “construction of
Highway 101 disproportionately impacted the growth of trees that were within 30 m of the
highway and that these effects were particularly elevated in trees that currently exhibit crown
dieback” and “highway adjacent trees also  experienced elevated water stress for several
decades following the construction of the highway.” Importantly, many of the trees that showed
signs of impacted grow and drought stress did not present obvious signs of impairment in their
canopy foliage.

Dangerfield et al. (2021) is important for analysis of this project as Caltrans previously relied on
anecdotal observations, notably Sturgeon (1964) of the impact of highway construction on
redwoods in state parks. Sturgeon and other citations by Caltrans work to support Caltrans’
conclusion that the project will not produce a significant impact because past road construction
did not, to the cited authors, appear to cause dieback or other impairment in adjacent trees.
Dangerfield et al. (2021) shows, in part, that damage to adjacent trees may not be apparent
from observations of canopy foliage.

Dangerfield et al. (2021) is likewise important because it calls into question the size of the
analysis area employed by Caltrans. Caltrans cites to the State Parks handbook for determining
the size of its analysis area, namely a 3xDBH “structural root zone” and a 5xDBH “root health
zone.” Only trees within 5xDBH were considered under the Caltrans rubric. As shown by
Dangerfield, impacts were “particularly” felt by trees 30m (~98ft) from highway construction
activities and other trees further than 30m showed impairment. The analysis area for the project
isn’t a set distance because it varies tree-by-tree, but in all circumstances the Caltrans’ analysis
area is significantly smaller than that in Dangerfield.

Dangerfield (2020) examined the same area of Humboldt Redwoods State Park impacted by
highway construction as Dangerfield et al. (2021). Dangerfield (2020) examined, inter alia,
LiDAR data to look for the prevalence of brown dieback in trees near highway construction as
well as relative tree density. Dangerfield (2020) found:

[C]rown health maps showed that crown dieback was relatively rare across a
large majority of the park, however it was also heavily concentrated in the
northern portion of the park where it aggregated near roads and previously



clearcut areas. Tree height was the most important variable for discerning crown
health and was consistently higher in trees with crown dieback than trees with
healthy crowns. The findings of this study are consistent with previous literature
that have shown taller trees have higher risk of hydraulic failure and partial
dieback. Collectively, our results suggest that the constraints that tree height
places on maintaining healthy water column can also compound with the
desiccation effects of forest edges which may led to elevated rates of crown
dieback.

Additionally, LiDAR data showed that tree density—the number of trees per area of land—was
lower in areas with crown dieback, suggesting “[t]hese lower densities of trees may indicate
increases in recent windthrow events which is the leading cause of mortality for large redwoods
(Van Pelt et al. 2016) and leading to higher exposure along these edges (Laurance & Curran,
2008).”

Attached to this email are comments submitted by Mr. Dangerfield on the most recent
“addendum” to the state’s CEQA analysis, which is pertinent here as the analysis for that

B. Impacts from Truck Traffic

The EA/FONSI is premised on an assumption that there will not be an increase in truck traffic as
a result of the project. After the release of the EA/FONSI, significant new research was released
concerning traffic inducing impacts of STAA access. This report, CRTP (2017), utilized data from
Caltrans concerning truck traffic volumes, intensities, and the rate of change for non-STAA truck
routes as well as “dead end” STAA routes, where STAA access to an area is facilitated by a
single road, and “throughway” STAA routes, where there are multiple STAA access routes to an
area. CRTP found that dead end STAA routes resulted in higher traffic volumes and intensities
than non-STAA routes, and throughway STAA routes had higher truck traffic volumes and
intensities than dead end routes. Because completion of the Richardson Grove Project would
allow for a new STAA route combination, CRTP concludes, “the findings of this study strongly
suggest that the two projects in question will significantly increase truck traffic in Humboldt and
Del Norte Counties, contrary to the findings of previous, less rigorous analyses.” By allowing for
additional route combinations, dynamic routing is able to piece together more potential truck
routes through the North Coast, resulting in potentially new truck trips.

If additional truck traffic is a reasonably foreseeable likely outcome of the project, it stands to
reason that conclusions predicated on an assumption that truck traffic will not increase need to
be revised.

II. CHANGED BASELINE CONDITIONS DEMAND ADDITIONAL ANALYSIS

The purpose and need of the Richardson Grove Project was predicated on a perceived need for
increased STAA access to Humboldt and Del Norte Counties to facilitate goods movement.
When the project was first conceived, there was only one allowed STAA access route: Highway



101 South. In the intervening years since the project was first proposed, Caltrans has completed
other projects that now allow for STAA access. This changed baseline calls into question the
purpose and need of the project.

An agency preparing an EIS must specify the underlying purpose and need for the
proposed action. 40 C.F.R. § 1502.13; City of Carmel-By-The-Sea v. U.S. Dep't of Transp.,
123 F.3d 1142 (9th Cir.1995). The choice of a purpose and need is important because it
helps define the range of alternatives to be considered and helps decisionmakers choose a
preferred alternative. While courts have afforded agencies discretion to define the purpose
and need of a project, that discretion is not boundless. Courts evaluate a Statement of
Purpose and Need under a “reasonableness” standard. Friends of Southeast's Future v.
Morrison, 153 F.3d 1059, 1066-67 (9th Cir.1998). An unreasonably narrow purpose and
need inappropriately limits the consideration of alternatives and forestalls the role of NEPA
to foster informed decisionmaking.

NEPA demands accurate baseline conditions. "Without establishing the baseline conditions
which exist ... before [a project] begins, there is simply no way to determine what effect the
[project] will have on the environment and, consequently, no way to comply with NEPA." Half
Moon Bay Fishermans' Mktg. Ass'n v. Carlucci, 857 F.2d 505, 510 (9th Cir. 1988). Specifically to
the purpose and need, without an accurate presentation of the baseline conditions, it may
present a skewed “need” for an agency action and can affect the consideration of project
alternatives, particularly the “no action alternative.”

The “Purpose and Need” of the Richardson Grove Project was originally narrowly written: to
“adjust the roadway alignment so that two STAA trucks passing in opposite directions can be
accommodated.” However, an underlying examination of the rationale to support this purpose
and need statement finds a broader purpose for the project: to reduce barriers to STAA trucks,
and therefore, goods movement into and out of the North Coast. This purpose and need is
based in part on the 2008 Regional Transportation Plan, which in turn highlights both
Richardson Grove State Park as well as Buckhorn Summit on Highway 299 as barriers to STAA
transport.

When Caltrans first proposed the Richardson Grove Project, the Buckhorn Summit project was
still in development. Caltrans completed the Buckhorn Summit project in late 2017, after the
release of the 2017 FONSI determination. Since completion of the Buckhorn Summit Project,
STAA traffic now has two routes into and out of the North Coast, including a direct link to the I-5
corridor. Completion of the Buckhorn Summit project cuts the travel distance, measured from
Oakland to Eureka, roughly in half for STAA traffic. At no time since the original EA/FONSI has
Caltrans revisited the purpose and need of the project.

These changed baseline conditions call into question the purpose and need of the project. With
multiple points of access, including one that connects to the I-5 corridor, is there still a purpose
and need for the Richardson Grove Project? That is an independent finding that requires
revisitation given the changed baseline conditions. Assuming ad arguendo that Caltrans again



finds there to be a purpose and need for STAA access through Richardson Grove State Park,
the changed baseline condition matters for the consideration of alternatives. If an improvement
to goods movement is minor, is the cost of the project, both in taxpayer dollars and to the
environment worth it?

III. REQUIRED REVISIONS TO THE PROJECT

Given the significant gulf of time between when the project was first proposed and today, it is not
surprising that there is significant new information and that baseline conditions have changed.
Because Caltrans retains discretionary control over the project, it is obligated to revise its
analysis of the project. Should Caltrans fail to adhere to NEPA’s demands, our organizations will
pursue a court order to force the agency to do so.

Sincerely yours,

Thomas Wheeler
Executive Director
Environmental Protection Information Center

Patty Clary
Executive Director
Californians for Alternatives to Toxics

Peter Galvin
Director of Programs
Center for Biological Diversity


