Draft Environmental Impact Statement
Chapter 1.0 - Purpose and Need

1.1

Purpose and Need

The Regional Transit Authority of New Orleans (RTA) has initiated the Preliminary
Engineering/Environmental Impact Statement (PE/EIS) phase of project development for
the Desire Streetcar Line project (hereafter referred to as “the project”). The Notice of
Intent (NOI) to prepare an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) was published in the
Federal Register on August 7, 1998 (see Appendix A). The proposed project provides
for the restoration of streetcar service along North Rampart Street/St. Claude Avenue
between Canal Street and Poland Avenue in New Orleans.

The Desire Streetcar Line PE/EIS phase is a continuation of the Desire Corridor Major
Investment Study (MIS), which evaluated transportation needs and alternatives in the area
bounded by the Mississippi River, Poydras Street, Claiborne Avenue, and the Industrial
Canal. The PE/EIS phase of the project includes preparation of a Draft Environmental
Impact Statement (DEIS) and a Final Environmental Impact Statement (FEIS). This phase
also includes the engineering design and analysis necessary to define the alternatives,
prepare cost estimates, and support the EIS analysis and evaluation.

The DEIS consists of two separately bound volumes. Volume 1 contains the DEIS and is
organized into several chapters. Volume 2 contains the plan and profile drawings for the
streetcar track alignment and stop locations, typical cross sections, and the traction
power substation (TPSS).

This chapter summarizes the need for transportation improvements in the study area and
provides an overview of existing transportation facilities and services, existing
transportation problems, and goals and objectives for evaluating alternatives developed
to address the transportation problems of the study area.

Project Background

The proposed Desire Streetcar Line project and study area is located in the heart of the
metropolitan New Orleans region, as shown in Figure 1-1. The study area includes the
area bounded by Claiborne Avenue on the north, the Mississippi River on the south, Poydras
Street on the west and the Inner Harbor Navigation Canal (or Industrial Canal) on the east.
The area contains the densely populated neighborhoods of the French Quarter, Faubourg
Marigny, Iberville, Tremé, St. Roch, and Bywater along with the Central Business District
(CBD) and the Medical District. The French Quarter, Faubourg Marigny, Treme, and
Bywater are listed on the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP).

Like many American cities, New Orleans once had a large network of electric streetcars.
This network provided transit service from the Canal Street hub to most parts of the city,
peaking in 1926 with 148 million passengers riding 26 streetcar lines over more than 200
miles of trackage." From the 1930s to the 1950s successive lines were replaced with
diesel bus service. With his 1948 play, A Streetcar Named Desire, Tennessee Williams
immortalized the streetcar line that connected Bywater, Faubourg Marigny, and the
French Quarter with Canal Street, although the line was replaced with bus service that
same year.

' Louis C. Hennick and E. Harper Charlton, The Streetcars of New Orleans, 1965. p. 38.
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Transportation problems in the Desire Streetcar Line study area include traffic
congestion, large volumes of local buses traveling on congested streets, increased travel
times, growing demand for parking, and safety. It is increasingly necessary to link
efficiently the study area neighborhoods (i.e., French Quarter, Iberville, Tremé, Faubourg
Marigny, St. Roch, and Bywater) with the New Orleans CBD and the adjacent Medical
District, to serve these major employment centers, and to promote tourism and economic
revitalization throughout the study area. Because of the problems related to transportation
and efforts to promote economic revitalization, the RTA initiated the Desire Corridor MIS on
May 13, 1998.

A consensus of public opinion was reached at the conclusion of the MIS, resulting in the
adoption of a Locally Preferred Alternative (LPA) by the RTA Board of Commissioners.
The LPA includes restoration of historic streetcar service along North Rampart Street/St.
Claude Avenue combined with a program of low-cost Transportation System
Management (TSM) improvements. Although the LPA streetcar alignment does not
follow the original alignment of the historic Desire streetcar line, the RTA felt that there is
so much ambience and mystique surrounding the name “Desire Line” that a downtown-
running line serving the French Quarter, Faubourg Marigny, and Bywater neighborhoods
could not be named anything other than the Desire Streetcar Line. The Desire Streetcar
Line represents the Build Alternative evaluated in the DEIS. Collectively, the Build
Alternative and the TSM improvements make up the LPA approved by the Board. The
Build Alternative will be the first element of the LPA to be implemented. The TSM
improvements will be gradually implemented over time.

Based on the decision by the Board, the RTA submitted a request to the Federal Transit
Administration (FTA) for funding and obtained approval to enter PE and prepare a DEIS
for the Desire Streetcar Line project. The DEIS effort is designed to provide:

e The engineering, conceptual design, and analysis necessary to define the
alternatives and support the DEIS analysis and evaluation;

o The analysis and study necessary to identify adverse social, economic, and
environmental impacts and measures to avoid, minimize, and mitigate impacts of the
alternatives;

e The development of the financial plan identifying the funding sources and financial
feasibility of the project;

¢ An evaluation of the benefits, costs, and environmental consequences of the
alternatives against the stated goals and objectives for the project as set forth in the
purpose and need for the project. The intent of this comparative analysis is to
facilitate the decision-making process of the RTA Board of Commissioners, the New
Orleans Regional Planning Commission (RPC) or Metropolitan Planning
Organization (MPO), public officials, and interested residents and businesses.

e The implementation of the collaborative public involvement program necessary to
guide development of the PE/EIS and to gain support for arriving at a regional
consensus on the selection (or modification) and implementation of the LPA.

The Desire Streetcar Line is the local decision-makers’ preferred alternative from among
those evaluated in the MIS. While the streetcar technology and alignment, or the Build
Alternative, was selected through the MIS process, the precise configuration, location,
and operational characteristics of the project are determined during the PE/EIS phase of
project development.
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1.2

Project Description

The purpose of the Desire Streetcar Line project is to provide transportation
improvements in a corridor with proven high transit patronage, to promote economic
redevelopment in the adjacent historic neighborhoods, and to provide low-income
populations with improved access to employment opportunities in the French Quarter,
the CBD, and the Medical District. The proposed project also would support RTA’s goals
for improving transit operations in the corridor, reducing the rate of growth in congestion,
providing economic stimulus to the surrounding built and socioeconomic environments,
and preserving historic resources and the natural environment.

The DEIS includes the evaluation of both a No-Build Alternative and a Build Alternative.
The No-Build Alternative consists of existing transportation services and facilities plus
those improvements already under construction, or for which funding has been
committed in the MPO-adopted Transportation Improvement Program (TIP) and Long-
Range Transportation Plan (LRTP). The No-Build Alternative serves as a baseline for
evaluation against which all other alternatives may be compared for environmental
impact assessment purposes. The No-Build Alternative improvements are included in
the Build Alternative.

The Build Alternative provides for the restoration of streetcar service along North
Rampart Street/St. Claude Avenue. The Desire Streetcar Line alignment would begin at
Canal Street and Basin Street in central New Orleans and extend 2.9 miles to the east
along North Rampart Street/St. Claude Avenue to Poland Avenue, with 24 stops along
the route. The alignment includes a single-track loop along the western end of North
Rampart Street between Toulouse Street and Canal Street. The loop would follow North
Rampart Street, Canal Street, Basin Street, and Toulouse Street.

The Build Alternative evaluated in the DEIS includes four different design options. The
first two options (i.e., options A and B) differ on whether both the inbound and outbound
tracks on North Rampart Street between Toulouse Street and Elysian Fields Avenue are
located in the left travel lanes next to the neutral ground, 2 or the inbound track is located
in the neutral ground and the outbound track in the left travel lane. The other two options
(i.e., options C and D) differ on whether the crossing of the Norfolk Southern Railway
tracks is at grade or grade separated with the construction of an underpass for the
streetcar line.

Because federal approvals and permits are required to construct the Desire Streetcar
Line project, the proposed project is subject to review under the National Environmental
Policy Act (NEPA). The relevant NEPA regulation is the joint FTA and Federal Highway
Administration (FHWA) environmental regulation called "Environmental Impact and
Related Procedures: Final Rule" (52 FR 32646-32669, August 28, 1987). This regulation
defines three classes of action, which require different levels of environmental analysis
and documentation. Class 1 actions normally have a significant impact on the
environment and thus require an EIS. Maijor rail projects, both new starts and

2 Inthe early nineteenth century, tensions between the Creole society (in the French Quarter) and the
newer immigrants from other parts of the United States (in what is now the CBD) grew so intense that
the median of Canal Street was commonly called the “neutral ground” between the two communities.
The term is now applied to all parkway medians throughout the city.
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modernization, fall into this category. The Desire Streetcar Line is considered to be a
major rail project; thus, preparation of an EIS is required for environmental review of the
project under NEPA.

At the end of the PE/EIS process, a Record of Decision (ROD) will be sought from the
FTA. The ROD is the formal environmental approval action allowing the project to move
forward into the next phase of project development — final design and construction. The
FTA is the lead agency for this review. The RTA is the local lead agency.

Description of the Project Study Area

The Desire Streetcar Line study area encompasses the city’s world-famous French
Quarter,® the CBD economic core, and several historic residential neighborhoods. The
area contains industrial, commercial, residential, high-rise and recreational mixed-uses
along with state highways, interstate facilities and freight railroad lines. The project study
area is shown in Figure 1-2.

The study area is approximately 1 mile wide and extends from Claiborne Avenue on the
north to the Mississippi River on the south. It spans approximately 3 miles downriver
from the city’s main commercial axis, Poydras Street, on the west, to the Inner Harbor
Navigational Canal, part of the regional riparian industrial complex, on the east. The
historic French Quarter, Tremé, Faubourg Marigny, and Bywater are the immediate
corridor’s oldest neighborhoods, all dating from the eighteenth century, and all included
on the NRHP. These historic neighborhoods once were served by several historic
streetcar lines, including the Desire line (generally, along Bourbon/Dauphine Street and
Royal Street), the North Claiborne line (along North Claiborne Avenue and Villere
Street), and the St. Claude line (along North Rampart Street and St. Claude Avenue).

The demographic makeup of the study includes a relatively large low-income population
situated lakeside of North Rampart Street and St. Claude Avenue. Signs of upwardly
mobile residential renewal are evident riverside of the alignment in Bywater and to a
greater degree in Faubourg Marigny. The tourism industry is centered in the historic
French Quarter, riverside of the alignment and in the vicinity of Canal Street near
connecting streetcar service. The proposed project would serve the highly individualized
needs of each of these diverse groups.

Major activity centers within the study area include the F. Edward Hébert Defense
Complex, facilities of the Port of New Orleans, Jackson Square, Washington Square,
Frederick Douglass High School, and the New Orleans Center for Creative Arts. Figure
1-3 identifies the location of these and other major activity centers and places of interest.

Several activity centers within the study area generate high levels of pedestrian activities,
such as the CBD and the French Quarter. The CBD is situated between Poydras Street
and Canal Street, where major high-rise hotels and office towers are located. Between
Canal Street and Poland Avenue, along North Claiborne Avenue and St. Claude Avenue,
the land is primarily residential with neighborhood retail and community services, such as

® The names “French Quarter” and “Vieux Carré” (literally, “Old Square”) are used interchangeably to
describe the same neighborhood.
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Louis Armstrong Park, McDonogh #35 High School, St. Claude Hospital, and numerous
small shops, churches, and service businesses.

1.4 Transportation Facilities and Services in the Study Area

The description of existing transportation facilities includes a discussion of highways,
public transit, passenger and freight railroads, and other transportation services.

1.4.1 Highways

Two state highways bisect the Desire Streetcar Line study area on east-west arterials
between Orleans Parish* and downriver parishes, as shown in Figure 1-4. State
Highway LA 39 connects central New Orleans with Bohemia in Plaquemines Parish, and
is situated in the study area as North Claiborne Avenue between Tulane Avenue and the
Industrial Canal. LA 46 connects central New Orleans with Shell Beach in St. Bernard
Parish. (See Figure 1-1.) LA 46 is situated within the study area as Elysian Fields
Avenue between North Claiborne Avenue and St. Claude Avenue, and as St. Claude
Avenue between Elysian Fields Avenue and the Industrial Canal.

Interstate Highway 10 (I-10) runs along the western edge of the study area and
connects New Orleans with Mobile, Alabama to the east and Houston, Texas to the
west. Between St. Bernard Avenue and Poydras Street, I-10 is elevated above North
Claiborne Avenue (LA 39).

The Industrial Canal separates the study area from the Lower Ninth Ward of New
Orleans. There are two crossings from the study area: the St. Claude Avenue Bridge on
the south and the Judge Seeber Bridge at North Claiborne Avenue on the north.

1.4.2 Public Transit

The study area is currently served or crossed by eleven RTA bus routes, as shown in
Figure 1-5. They include:

¢ Route 3 Vieux Carré Shulttle; e Route 58 Franklin Express;
¢ Route 5 Marigny-Bywater; o Route 80 Louisa;

¢ Route 48 Esplanade; ¢ Route 81 Almonaster;

¢ Route 55 Elysian Fields; ¢ Route 82 Desire; and

e Route 56 Elysian Fields Express; ¢ Route 88/89 St. Claude.

e Route 57 Franklin;

Canal Street is the primary axis in the local grid-pattern street network. More than half of
the RTA’s 60 bus routes currently provide service to or along Canal Street, as do the
RTA'’s two existing streetcar routes, the St. Charles and the Riverfront streetcar lines. A
third streetcar line, to run the length of Canal Street from the Mississippi River to the

“In Louisiana, the largest local administrative subdivisions are called “parishes” instead of “counties.”
Orleans Parish is coterminous with the City of New Orleans.
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1.4.3

1.4.4

1.5

1.5.1

cemeteries, is under construction. The St. Charles streetcar line’s terminal stop is in the
CBD at Carondelet Street and Canal Street, and the Riverfront streetcar line runs upriver
to the Morial Convention Center and downriver to Esplanade Avenue. The future Canal
streetcar line and most existing bus routes also have terminal stops in or near the CBD.

Railroads

Amtrak’s intercity passenger rail service operates from the Union Passenger Terminal,
located approximately 0.37 miles west of the study area on Loyola Avenue (see Figure
1-5). Active freight rail lines operate within the study area along the Mississippi riverfront
and the Industrial Canal. Notably, a Norfolk Southern Railway line crosses St. Claude
Avenue (LA 46) near Press Street at grade. The proposed Desire Streetcar Line would
cross the railroad line either at grade or in a new underpass. Previous community
involvement activities have included the Norfolk Southern Railway, and coordination with
the railroad is ongoing.

Other Transportation Services

Other transportation services and facilities include ferry service across the Mississippi
River between Canal Street and Algiers Point, a fleet of over 1,600 taxicabs, and
numerous private providers of coaches, shuttles, and limousine service between the study
area’s hotels, attractions, and activity centers, and Louis Armstrong International Airport.

Transportation Problems and Needs in the Study Area

The need for transportation improvements within the Desire Streetcar Line study area is
based on the identification of problems. There are a number of transportation problems
within the study area that are related to traffic congestion, parking, and inefficiency of
existing bus services. Others problems relate to mobility of study area residents and
provision of transportation facilities and services to support economic revitalization of the
neighborhoods within the study area. All of these problems can be translated into
transportation needs to be addressed by the proposed project.

Traffic Congestion

Traffic congestion in central New Orleans indicates that commercial, civic, retail, service,
and entertainment activities continue to attract people from throughout the metropolitan
area and beyond. As a historic city developed before the advent of widespread
automobile use, central New Orleans is not well suited to high volumes of vehicular
traffic, which often compete and conflict with the area’s pedestrian-oriented development.
Sightseeing tour vehicles, private shuttle buses, horse-drawn carriages, service and
delivery trucks, and passenger loading and unloading activities are common and
widespread throughout the French Quarter. These types of activities affect many of the
streets within the study area.

During peak hours, North Rampart Street/St. Claude Avenue and North Claiborne
Avenue are congested with delays due to high traffic volumes and buses stopping in the
outside curb lane for passenger loading and unloading. The absence of protected left-
turns at intersections causes traffic to back up in the inside lane next to the neutral
ground. The combination of bus stops in the outside lane and left-turning traffic in the
inside lane leads to a lot of weaving between lanes to avoid stopped vehicles. This
creates a safety problem and increases congestion. Other factors contributing to
congestion on study streets are grade crossing blockages on St. Claude Avenue due to
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1.5.2

1.5.3

railroad freight movements on the Norfolk Southern Railway line and the operation of the
St. Claude Avenue draw bridge over the Industrial Canal.

The consequences of congested traffic conditions are experienced throughout the study
area, and secondary effects can be felt beyond the study area boundaries. Congestion
increases delay to buses, which affects travel time and reduces ridership. Poor traffic
conditions and consequent congestion also affect air quality conditions. Vehicle emissions
are a major source of air pollution, particularly as a result of idling diesel buses spending
hours of delay traveling slowly through heavily congested intersections. The proposed
streetcar project would have streetcars operating in the neutral ground of St. Claude Avenue
east of Elysian Fields Avenue, where the street is more congested due to commercial traffic.
This would improve transit travel times and increase ridership. The project also will result in
the removal of some buses, which would help reduce delay to traffic.

Residual problems, resulting from poor traffic conditions, include safety of pedestrians,
motorists, and transit passengers attempting to cross at heavily congested streets and
intersections. Chronic traffic congestion also causes frustrated motorists to make illegal
and dangerous movements to avoid delays. Delays caused by congestion also hinder
efforts to promote business and tourism, and the time lost in traffic adds up to real losses
in potential earnings and other opportunity costs.

Parking

New Orleans is an older American city, and the historic center (within the Desire Streetcar
Line study area) was designed before the advent of widespread automobile use. The
relatively dense, older development patterns throughout the area are ill suited to
accommodate adequate parking for the number of vehicles drawn to the area. As with
traffic congestion, excess demand for parking may be considered an indication of
economic vitality, but unlike congestion, which may be endured, the perceived lack of
parking can eliminate some discretionary travel altogether, as well as contribute to
negative perceptions and the loss of commercial activities. Insufficient parking (and the
perception thereof) frustrates efforts to promote business and tourism, as well as
residential redevelopment. Millions visit New Orleans each year from around the region
and throughout the world. Many come to enjoy the city’s historic architecture and layout,
and the unusual, pedestrian-oriented activities of the French Quarter. Ironically, the
creation of additional parking within the CBD and French Quarter communities would
necessitate the destruction or displacement of the very things that attract the visitors in the
first place. The proposed Desire Streetcar Line project would reduce demand for parking.

Bus Service

While the study area has some of the most extensive bus transit service coverage in the
city, a major deficiency of the existing bus service is its indirectness of service and slow
operating speeds. The Route 88/89 St. Claude, Route 57 Franklin, and Route 55 Elysian
Fields provide nearly direct service along major thoroughfares between neighborhoods
and the CBD, which is the dominant passenger activity area within the corridor. These
routes have the highest ridership of all routes in the study area. The one-directional loop
routes (Route 3 Vieux Carré shuttle, Route 81 Almonaster, and Route 80 Louisa), which
are less direct, have longer travel times and significantly lower ridership.

Bus operating speeds are slow because of congestion on streets in the corridor and the

high number of stops. Buses are subject to the same congestion that automobiles
encounter. Because of the congestion, the service is not always on schedule. However, in

* DESIRE STREETCAR PROJECT ¢

Page 1-12

January 2003



Draft Environmental Impact Statement
Chapter 1.0 - Purpose and Need

1.5.4

1.5.5

spite of the long travel times, Route 88/89 St. Claude, which parallels the proposed Desire
Streetcar Line carries over 7,000 riders a day. Unlike buses, the proposed streetcar
project would be located within the neutral ground for much of its length and bypass the
congestion. This would improve travel times and increase transit ridership.

Some study area bus routes use narrow residential streets ill suited for large, modern
buses, some routes have failed to attract reasonable ridership, and others have suffered
chronic delays due to congestion conditions along specific street segments. Residents in
some neighborhoods have complained about the noise and vibrations associated with
large, heavy diesel buses, asserting the 40-foot vehicles put undue wear and tear on city
streets and threaten the structural integrity of historic structures located on narrow side
streets. Streetcars are more compatible with the historic and aesthetic character of the
neighborhoods within the study area.

Mobility of Transportation-Disadvantaged Residents

The New Orleans CBD, French Quarter, and Medical District hold important
concentrations of activity and employment for the entire region. New Orleans is one of
the few mid-sized American cities with several department stores still located downtown,
and much of the retail, service, health-care, entertainment, and hospitality jobs are
located within or adjacent to the study area. Many of these jobs are low- or moderate-
pay positions filled by residents from minority or low-income households or households
without or with limited access to an automobile.

There are large transportation-disadvantaged populations within the study area.
Because an automobile is not always an option for these populations, they are often
dependent on public transportation for their mobility. While the existing transit system
provides the transportation-disadvantaged populations access to the CBD, French
Quarter, and Medical District, and many areas within the corridor, the service is slow and
not reliable. The limited levels of service and reliability restrict mobility and reduce
access to job opportunities. Without improvements in public transportation, the
transportation-disadvantaged populations will be limited in job opportunities and their
mobility will be impaired. The Desire Streetcar Line project would help address this need
by providing a high frequency transit service that is more reliable than buses.

Neighborhood Revitalization

New Orleans has many features that continue to attract great numbers of visitors,’
including a large, modern convention center, distinctive architecture and neighborhoods
(e.g., the Garden District and the French Quarter), hundreds of remarkable restaurants,
and a tradition of good living and hospitality. Some of the transportation problems
discussed above, including traffic congestion and limited parking, specifically
characterize the French Quarter and CBD neighborhoods where much of the hospitality
industry is concentrated. While this concentration is a natural consequence of
geography, it can be argued that any efforts to spread the city’s attractions out into more
of the surrounding neighborhoods, such as Tremé, Faubourg Marigny, St. Roch, and
Bywater, could relieve some of the transportation problems of the French Quarter and

®The population of the city of New Orleans is approximately 500,000, and according to the New
Orleans Convention and Visitors Bureau, each year nearly 11 million people visit the city.
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CBD, as well as help to revitalize these neighborhoods. Like the St. Charles streetcar
line, the restoration of streetcar service along North Rampart Street/St. Claude Avenue
could help revitalize the neighborhoods by making them more accessible to tourists,
many of whom include a streetcar ride as part of their experience in New Orleans.

Cities such as Williamsburg, Virginia; Galveston, Texas; Boston, Massachusetts; and
Santa Fe, New Mexico, attest to the long-term benefits of history-related tourism and
hospitality-related industries, and to the advantages of spreading these services and
facilities beyond historic core attractions. Coordinated planning, appropriate
transportation investments, and concerted efforts to distribute visitors can help to relieve
congestion and more evenly distribute the benefits of tourism.

The study area neighborhoods of Tremé, Faubourg Marigny, St. Roch, and Bywater are
among the oldest residential neighborhoods in New Orleans.® They were built largely in
the pre-automobile age and their development patterns reflect an early reliance on
walking and public transit for access to services and activities. Few homes have off-
street parking, and by the 1890s, no home was more than three blocks from a streetcar
line.” With the post-war shift to automobile reliance, the densely built, older housing
stock lost its appeal and the neighborhoods witnessed a period of decline. In the last ten
years, there has been some renewal and interest in these historic neighborhoods. With
improved transportation connections to the French Quarter, the CBD, and the Medical
District, these neighborhoods could become more attractive to people seeking
affordable, historical housing within easy reach of New Orleans’ active center.

Project Goals and Objectives

Project goals and objectives were developed based on the transportation needs
identified for the Desire Streetcar Line study area. Goals are general statements of what
is to be accomplished. Obijectives are statements that identify the extent to which the
goals will be accomplished. Project goals and objectives are used in the development of
alternatives for addressing the identified transportation needs. They also are used in the
evaluation of alternatives; specifically, how effectively the alternatives address the needs
of the study area.

Project stakeholders, community groups, and public agencies adopted goals and
objectives for transportation improvements within the study area during the Desire
Corridor MIS. Through public and agency input, transportation problems were identified
for development of the goals and objectives. Transportation opportunities also were
identified, including goals for maintaining the local quality-of-life, as well as opportunities
to promote economic revitalization within the study area. These same goals and
objectives serve as the basis for the Desire Streetcar Project DEIS. The project goals
and objectives developed during the MIS, and carried forward into the DEIS, are
identified in Table 1-1.

6 “Faubourg” is a French term for “suburb.” When Bernard de Marigny subdivided his estate just
downriver from New Orleans in 1805, he created one of the city’s first satellite residential areas—its
first suburbs. Claude Tremé also subdivided his land. Bywater was originally known as “Faubourg
Washington.”

" Hennick and Charlton, 29.
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Table 1-1
Project Goals and Objectives

Goal Statement Objectives

1. Provide a transportation mode compatible with the o Reduce the use of diesel- and gasoline-powered
historic character of the corridor neighborhoods buses in the historic neighborhoods

e Help preserve the neighborhoods

e Enhance the aesthetic character of the
neighborhoods

2. Provide better transit service to residents, workers, Improve mobility to, from, and within the corridor
students, and visitors within the corridor and study ¢ Improve connectivity between the corridor and the
area, and attract more transit customers rest of the regional transit system

3. Provide more efficient transit service to benefit both Reduce traffic congestion and improve air quality
the corridor and the regional transit system ¢ Eliminate duplication of service

e Maintain or lower the RTA system’s operating costs

and recurring capital costs

Provide better transit access to corridor jobs

Serve key activity centers and commercial areas

e Support ongoing and new neighborhood revitalization
efforts

Source: Regional Transit Authority, Desire Corridor Major Investment Study Report, 1999.

4. Provide economic and transportation benefits to
corridor residents, institutions, and businesses

1.7 Planning Context

The planning context in which the DEIS for the Desire Streetcar Line project has been
prepared is described herein in terms of: its context with previous planning studies; its
relationship to the FTA planning and project development process for major capital
investments; its role in the project development process; and, the decision at hand.

1.7.1 Previous Planning Studies

The RTA initiated the Desire Corridor MIS on May 13, 1998 to assess the long-range
transportation needs of the Desire Corridor. On July 28, 1999 the findings of the MIS
were presented to, and discussed with, the community. The LPA identified in the MIS
included restoration of a streetcar line on North Rampart Street/St. Claude Avenue from
Canal Street on the west to Poland Avenue on the east and enhanced bus
improvements. On August 24, 1999, the RTA Board of Commissioners adopted the LPA
for the Desire Corridor. The RPC adopted the project into the region’s long-range
transportation plan on June 20, 2000. On February 21, 2001, the RTA initiated the next
step in the project development process, the Desire Streetcar Line PE/EIS phase, which
includes preparation of a DEIS and a FEIS for the project.

1.7.2 Role of the DEIS in the Project Development Process

The FTA planning and project development process within which federal, state, and local
officials plan and make decisions regarding major transit capital investments contains
five phases: (1) system planning; (2) alternatives analysis, which was formerly known as
a major investment study; (3) preliminary engineering; (4) final design; and (5)
construction. As projects are conceived and advanced through these phases, their
design, costs, benefits, and impacts are more clearly defined, with alternatives being
successively eliminated until the alternative remains that is the most cost-effective and
provides the greatest benefit with the fewest adverse impacts. Final design of the project
then is initiated, and if the necessary funding arrangements can be negotiated, the
project is constructed.

* DESIRE STREETCAR PROJECT ¢
January 2003 Page 1-15




Draft Environmental Impact Statement
Chapter 1.0 — Purpose and Need

Preparation of the DEIS for the Desire Streetcar Line project, together with its required
circulation and review, ensures that an evaluation is conducted of all reasonable design
alternatives, that transportation and environmental impacts are assessed, and that public
participation and comments are solicited to help guide the decision-making process. The
evaluation of alternatives helps to ensure that the costs, benefits and tradeoffs among
the alternatives are addressed according to FTA requirements. The identification and
analysis of impacts of reasonable alternatives are necessary to meet the requirements of
NEPA. The assessment of significant environmental concerns for each of the
alternatives identifies the type and severity of environmental impacts. Avoidance and
mitigation measures for adverse impacts then can be developed for the Build Alternative
in the FEIS, along with estimates of the costs and effectiveness of such measures.

1.7.3 Decision at Hand

The purpose of the DEIS is to help the RTA and other local decision-makers refine the
project concept for the Desire Streetcar Line project. Decisions to be made following the
circulation of this document include trackway alignment, station locations, and the means of
crossing the Norfolk Southern railroad tracks. The DEIS is being circulated for review by
interested parties, including citizens, community officials and public agencies for a period of
45 days. Public hearings will be held to encourage any further comments on the document.

The Notice of Availability (NOA) of the DEIS for review and comment was published in
the Federal Register on January 10, 2003. A public hearing will be held during the public
circulation period to encourage any further comments on the document and the
recommended actions.

Following the DEIS public comment period, a refined project description will be adopted
by the RTA. Subsequent actions would include the adoption of the financing plan, and
programming construction into a conforming LRTP and TIP.

A FEIS will be prepared incorporating comments and responses made regarding the
DEIS during the public review and comment period. These comments will be addressed
and commitments will be made for implementing mitigation measures. Appropriate local,
state, regional, and federal agencies will review the FEIS to determine if all comments
reflecting community issues of concern have been addressed properly and to determine
if interagency agreements and project mitigation measures have been incorporated into
the document.

Upon completion of review, and approval by the FTA, the FEIS will be submitted to the
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). The EPA will place a NOA in the Federal
Register that the FEIS is available for public review, and the FEIS will be distributed to
agencies that previously commented on the DEIS. Thirty days after the NOA is
published, the FTA may issue a ROD culminating the environmental review process. The
RTA may then apply to the FTA for permission to enter final design. Final design would
be followed by project construction.
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