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Executive Summary 
 Transportation projects can result in widespread regional benefits, but these benefits often 

come at the price of local residents’ comfort or well-being. Striking a balance between these 

dispersed benefits and concentrated costs is key to providing a successful project that minimizes 

negative impacts for the community. In this study we used Metro’s Orange Line, a 14.5 mile Bus 

Rapid Transit (BRT) project in the San Fernando Valley, as a case study in how regional benefits 

must be weighed against local impacts when deciding whether to pursue a project.  

 We looked at the public comments and Metro’s mitigation measures and responses in the 

Final Environmental Impact Report (FEIR) from 2002 and the Revised FEIR from 2004, 

primarily from individuals and community groups. We grouped the comments according to 

common areas of concern: safety; division of the Orthodox Jewish pedestrian community; 

parking; increased traffic; noise; crime and graffiti; air quality; construction truck traffic; and 

skepticism in the data and forecasts. We then conducted a site visit to the Orange Line from the 

Canoga stop to North Hollywood. During the visit we documented mitigation measures, any 

apparent adverse impacts along the corridor, and measures of use and performance. To gauge 

local residents’ opinion of the Orange Line post-construction, we interviewed six individuals, 

three of whom where in support of the line and three in opposition. Finally, we conducted a 

review of public involvement and transportation evaluation literature as well as relevant 

newspaper articles and post-construction reports.  

 Through this analysis, we determined that an appropriate balance is struck between these 

dispersed regional benefits and local impacts when the public’s input is vigorously incorporated 

into projects through mitigation measures that are continually followed throughout the lifetime of 

the project. During the planning and operation of the Orange Line, Metro made extensive efforts 

to address stakeholders’ concerns, while still maintaining the integrity of the project and its goals. 
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Introduction 

Large transportation projects often involve tradeoffs between diffuse regional benefits 

and concentrated local impacts. A project may have the potential to reduce congestion, improve 

air quality, and increase system connectivity.  These regional benefits accrue to both users and 

nonusers throughout the region. However, construction and operation of that same project may 

disrupt or even endanger the lives of residents in the adjacent neighborhoods (Meyer & Miller, 

2001). Metro’s Orange Line—a 14.5 mile Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) project through the San 

Fernando Valley— provides a case study in how transportation planners and politicians must 

weigh regional benefits against local impacts when deciding whether to pursue a particular 

project (FTA, 2011).  

  We reviewed relevant project evaluation and public participation literature, investigated 

residents’ comments and Metro’s mitigation measures, and evaluated the Orange Line’s regional 

benefits.  Based this analysis, we argue that Metro achieved a reasonable balance between 

regional benefits and local impacts. However, Metro staff could have improved the project 

through more diligent implementation of mitigation measures. 

System Performance and Project Evaluation 

Evaluation allows planners to weigh the potential impacts and tradeoffs between 

alternatives to identify major areas of uncertainty and the need for further study (Meyer & Miller, 

p. 373. 2001). The means by which planners evaluate a potential project will influence the 

importance attached to various costs and benefits in the decision-making process. Cost-

effectiveness and scoring or weighting techniques are two popular, albeit it imperfect, evaluation 

approaches (Meyer & Miller, 2001).  Cost-effectiveness techniques place everything in monetary 

terms. As a result, planners tend to ignore or attach less importance to qualitative community 
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values and concerns. While scoring techniques allow decision makers to assign a weight to 

community values, the process is very subjective (Meyer & Miller, 2001). Metro’s evaluation 

methodology for the Orange Line attempted to combine both economic measures of 

effectiveness and community values and concerns. In the Orange Line Final Environmental 

Impact Report (FEIR), Metro evaluated alternatives in terms of improved mobility, cost-

effectiveness, operating efficiencies, environmental benefits, equity, and community 

involvement responses (FEIR, 2002). For each of these categories, Metro developed measures of 

performance ranging from discussions of demographic and community factors to ridership and 

time-savings (Appendix A).  

Regional Benefits 

Regional benefits from transportation projects can include system connectivity, improved 

air quality, and reduced congestion. Metro anticipated that the full Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) 

alternative would produce greater regional benefits than the other alternatives (FEIR, 2004).  

A commonly used measure to evaluate system performance is the project’s ability to 

reduce Vehicle Miles Traveled (VMT) and Vehicle Hours Traveled (VHT), which in turn lead to 

reduced emissions and energy consumption (Ewing, 1995). VMT is closely associated with 

ridership levels. The Orange Line tripled Metro’s projections for ridership one year after it 

opened, carrying 22,000 riders per day (Bloomekatz, 2012). During our site visit, we rode from 

Canoga Park to North Hollywood. The headways were less than five minutes and the buses were 

full with several patrons standing. This confirms post-construction reports and stakeholder 

interviews that the line is well used and Metro had to add bigger buses to increase capacity (FTA, 

2011; Doyle, 2007; Interviews, 2012). A National Bus Rapid Transit Institute survey conducted 

in 2009 on the Orange Line found that “32 percent of surveyed trips were made by riders who 
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previously drove” (FTA, 2011). This suggests that the Orange Line is reducing regional VMT 

(FTA, 2011).  

A 2005 study found that the Orange Line reduced congestion and thus potentially 

regional VHT on the U.S. 101 freeway (FTA, 2011; Bloomekatz, 2012). Shortly after the 

opening of the Orange Line, average speed on the 101 through the San Fernando Valley during 

the morning peak hour increased 7 percent while congestion decreased 14 percent (Liu, 2005). 

System connectivity was also a priority for the creation of the Orange Line because it links the 

Valley into the greater Los Angeles rail system (Appendix B), providing users with a fast and 

reliable means of accessing destinations. Thus, it is obvious that the Orange Line greatly 

benefited the region. However, it is critical to understand the local impacts to assess the tradeoffs 

associated with the project.  

Local Impacts 

 While local residents reap some of the regional benefits of the Orange Line they must 

also bear more concentrated costs such as increased noise and community disruption. Thus, there 

are distributional equity concerns in who bears the majority of the costs. Transportation agencies 

can use public participation as a means to mitigate these local impacts through actively seeking 

the input and engagement of the public. 

Public Participation 

 Transportation agencies have been undergoing a paradigm shift from a “decide, announce, 

defend” attitude of public engagement, in which planners only engage the public at the end of the 

planning process, to a consensus-based method of public outreach (Jackson, p.7, 2002). Building 

consensus requires planners to seek out public input during the earliest stages of planning and to 

sustain those efforts throughout the project. Effective methods to engage the public include focus 
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groups, identifying and meeting with key stakeholders, and public education efforts (South, 

2002). An agency’s objective in pursuing public involvement is “to generate not only broad 

public consensus on a transportation action, but public ownership and excitement that builds the 

political will to implement the proposed action” (Weeks, p. 27, 2002). 

 While the ideal is to build consensus, there are many challenges to meaningful 

participation. Successful public engagement requires additional time and money. In some cases, 

no matter the extent of the public participation campaign, there may be irreconcilable values and 

goals between the agency and portions of the public. 

Orange Line Concerns and Metro’s Responses 

Throughout the planning of the Orange Line Metro held over 200 meetings with stakeholders 

and received over 700 letters from politicians, community organizations and local residents 

(FEIR 2002). We grouped the comments according to common areas of concern: division of the 

Orthodox Jewish pedestrian community; parking; increased traffic; noise; crime and graffiti; air 

quality; construction truck traffic; skepticism in the data and forecasts; and safety. Metro 

attempted to address these concerns by incorporating a wide variety of mitigation measures into 

the final design.  

Orthodox Jewish Community 

Members of the Orthodox Jewish community along Chandler Boulevard comprised a 

large portion of the opposition to the full BRT alignment. Due to religious restrictions, Orthodox 

Jews must walk to synagogue on Saturdays and cannot use traditional pedestrian crosswalk 

signals.  They argued that the BRT would divide their community and endanger the congregation 

walking to synagogue (FEIR, 2002). Initially, Metro considered re-routing service on Saturdays 

to avoid the Orthodox pedestrian traffic. However this would have added $1.8 million to project 
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costs (FEIR, 2002). Instead, Metro installed low, see-through fencing, reduced operating speeds 

to 35 mph, and added two mid-block crossings in the neighborhood (FEIR, 2002). We attempted 

to interview representatives of the Jewish community but we did not receive any response. 

Therefore, we cannot be certain whether these mitigation measures allayed their concerns. 

Increased Local Traffic  

There are eight parking lots along the Orange Line alignment, ranging from 200 to 1,200 

spaces (Orange Line, 2012). Residents near the park and rides were concerned that bus riders 

would cut through their neighborhoods. Metro did not implement any measures in response to 

these complaints but agreed to monitor the traffic. As a result, the community of Cameron 

Woods voted to block outside traffic from entering their community (Davis, 2012). 

Noise and Crime  

 In addition, Metro mitigated concerns over noise, crime and graffiti by installing sound 

walls, having Sheriffs patrol the busway, limiting access to alleyways between the sound walls 

and residential properties, and planting vines on the walls to prevent graffiti (FEIR, 2002). Metro 

further ameliorated noise concerns by paving residential portions of the busway with rubberized 

asphalt and modified exhaust pipes (Callaghan &Vincent, 2007).  

The alleys between the sound walls and residential properties were named “crime alleys” 

by some local residents out of a fear that these secluded areas would attract crime or vagrants 

(FEIR, 2004). One interviewee commented,  “When the [sound] walls were first built there were 

transients living in those spaces, some properties had [possessions] taken. In response, the MTA 

secured the spaces” (Fisher, 2012; Appendix C). During our site visit, we noted that Metro has 

closed off these spaces although it is impossible to gauge from one site visit if these alleys attract 

crime and vagrants.  
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Graffiti was also of concern to local residents, however we did not notice any along the 

route. Multiple interviewees commented that they were pleased with the landscaping and general 

appearance of the busway and adjacent bike path (Appendix D). 

 Mitigation Shortcomings 

While Metro was successful in addressing many residents’ concerns, we documented 

several instances in which they fell short. For example, many individuals questioned Metro’s 

population and ridership forecasts. Metro generally responded to these comments by referring 

individuals to forthcoming reports or simply stating comment noted. When they did directly 

address a question regarding data or model forecasts, they often used technical language (FEIR 

2002). Perhaps if Metro had been more responsive to specific concerns about their alternatives 

analysis, they could have avoided the subsequent lawsuit and delays.  

Metro developed a mitigation plan based on their draft and final EIRs. However, because 

they did not monitor their contractors and subcontractors adequately, Metro alienated residents 

who were initially in favor of the project. For example, several residents near the Sepulveda Park 

and Ride complained of construction truck traffic cutting though their neighborhood. 

Additionally contractors did not adequately water the site, which resulted in dust from 

demolition and construction that contained harmful contaminants (Davis, 2012).  

 Despite these failings, Metro continues to be responsive to community concerns even 

after post-construction.  For example, between 2005-2010 there were there were 58 traffic 

accidents with the BRT (FTA, 2011). Although Metro was only at fault for one of the accidents, 

they decreased speeds at intersections to ten mph and installed red light cameras at intersections 

(Liu, 2005; FTA, 2011; Appendix E).  
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Who Doesn’t Like Balance? 

Transportation projects can result in widespread regional benefits, but these benefits often come 

at the price of local residents’ comfort or well-being. However, the calculus for weighing the 

advantages and disadvantages of a project does not have to be an absolute choice. A public 

involvement campaign that engages stakeholders early in the design process, identifies key 

leaders in the community, and encourages participants to provide feedback can “produce[s] a 

sense of community ownership, which reduces such problems as vandalism and litter, and 

improves maintenance” (Bell, p. 30, 2002). These efforts help to minimize the concentrated costs 

to the community while preserving the regional benefits that will accrue from the project. Thus, 

an appropriate balance is struck between these dispersed regional benefits and local impacts 

when the public’s input is vigorously incorporated into projects through mitigation measures that 

are continually followed throughout the lifetime of the project.  

During the planning and operation of the Orange Line, Metro made extensive efforts to 

address stakeholders’ concerns, while still maintaining the integrity of the project and its goals. 

Metro’s thoughtful consideration of public concerns combined with an active constituency, 

resulted in mitigation measures such as sound walls, safety improvements, and landscaping—all 

of which improved the final outcome. Furthermore, Metro did this all for a lower price per 

passenger than the Metro Gold Line or Ventura Rapid Bus (FTA, 2011). Had Metro pursued the 

Transportation System Management alternative or a different alignment, it is possible that the 

project would not have attracted as many riders nor improved travel times across the San 

Fernando Valley.  Few people would dispute the success of the Orange Line in improving 

regional travel times, reducing emissions, and providing transit dependent riders with a fast and 

reliable means of crossing the San Fernando Valley.  
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Appendix	  A:	  Metro’s	  categories	  of	  analysis	  and	  performance	  	  

	  
	  	  	  	  Source:	  FEIR	  2002	  
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Appendix B: Orange Line riders connecting to Metro’s Red Line 
 

 
Source: Site Visit 10/5/2012.  
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Appendix C: Cameron Woods Neighborhood 
 
Dividers preventing traffic from cutting through the Cameron Woods neighborhood to reach the 
Sepulveda Station Park and Ride.  

 
Source: https://maps.google.com/ 
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Appendix D: Landscaping and bike path. 
 

 
  
Source: Site Visit 10/5/2012 
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Appendix E: Traffic safety mitigation measures  
- red-light cameras and flashing bus signs.  
-  
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Source: Site visit 10/5/2012 
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