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Safe Sidewalks LA: Sidewalk Repair Program
The City of Los Angeles has launched a program to repair our broken sidewalks. As part of a settlement of the Willits class action lawsuit, a $1.4 Billion sidewalk repair program (SRP) called Safe Sidewalks LA began 3 years ago, and as a result, hundreds of large trees have already been removed, even though an environmental impact report (EIR) had not been conducted. We all want our sidewalks repaired, but we cannot afford to lose our urban tree canopy.
Through this 30-year SRP, close to 13,000 large, mature trees are projected to be removed.  According to the Urban Forestry Division (UFD), replacement is not guaranteed in the same location and smaller species will be planted. Yet it is the large trees that provide greater ecosystem services than smaller trees, and it is these valuable species that are frequent candidates for removal. 
On December 26, 2019, the Sidewalk Repair Program Draft EIR was released. Here is a link: sidewalks.lacity.org/environmental-impact-report. The NCSA Trees Committee has serious concerns that, with respect to trees, this lengthy report is not informed by science.  In fact, not only does it fail to address all of the ecosystem services provided by trees, but it ignores the City’s own 2018 Dudek report, which cites tree preservation as critical for the health of our city and its inhabitants: www.cityplants.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/10939_LA-City-Plants_FirstStep_Report_FINAL_updt_7-2019.pdf  (page 46 of the report discusses SRP issues).

The goal of this draft EIR is to “streamline” the implementation of the sidewalk repair program and enable trees to be removed without challenge. We have concerns about the rush to remove trees without adequate due process, public involvement, and consideration of more sustainable approaches. We know there are hardscape alternatives to tree removals, such as bulb-outs, that are utilized in other cities to divert the sidewalk around the tree in order to retain it, that are not proposed for Los Angeles. But no funding exists for hardscape alternatives.  Funds are only available for removals despite the fact that the Los Angeles Chief Administrative Office has determined that the more expensive approach is for the City to remove a tree.

Although new young trees will be planted, the projected return to the tree canopy baseline as it existed prior to the program will not occur for at least 30 years. The report ignores or fails to evaluate numerous health and environmental impacts that result from tree removals. These include an increased heat island effect, a decline in air quality, loss of wildlife, and loss of storm water capture. No mitigation of ecosystem services loss is addressed in this EIR because trees are considered a design element rather than an ecosystem service provider.

Trees take decades to grow to maturity, and the report anticipates a new tree mortality rate of only 8%, which we believe is overly optimistic, particularly given that budget and capacity constraints may make proper maintenance and irrigation of young trees extremely challenging. The City of Santa Monica’s chief forester reported at the City of Los Angeles’s 2019 Tree Summit that in Santa Monica they experience 20% mortality with street tree saplings—and their urban forestry program is highly regarded. UFD will plant 15-gallon saplings with only 3 years of watering and no plan to replace any trees that fail after 3 years. UFD has issues with lack of watering crews, and new trees may not make it.




It is CRITICAL that as many NEIGHBORHOOD COUNCILS and also INDIVIDUALS EMAIL COMMENTS.  (Please share)

Here is a link to the Sidewalk Repair Program Draft EIR: www.sidewalks.lacity.org/environmental-impact-report (scroll to bottom of page)

Most of the 1800-page DEIR deals with the environmental insignificance of taking out and putting in the sidewalk hardscape.  Very little of it deals with trees, and it is mostly in the appendices.

Please write what you think is wrong with or missing from the DEIR.  Ask questions that they will have to address.

Suggested questions to add to your letter:

Trees are an essential first line of defense against extreme heat days, which will become more frequent during the next 30 years, and localized tree loss will result in a dangerous increase in local temperatures, especially on extreme heat days. What is the mitigation for this?
Loss of tree canopy also means reduced air quality, loss of wildlife habitat, and loss of stormwater capture.  Where is the mitigation of these ecosystem services addressed in this DEIR?  
Where are the scientific projections for these environmental losses? There is likely a violation of California environmental law.
Why is the City’s Dudek Report, which warns of the potential environmental losses from the SRP, being ignored?
Email to shilpa.gupta@lacity.org
Subject: Comments on the Sidewalk Repair Program Draft Environmental Impact Report

CC: julie.sauter@lacity.org, robert.vega@lacity.org, amber.elton@lacity.org, gary.lee.moore@lacity.org, deborah.weintraub@lacity.org, Fernando.campos@lacity.org, adel.hagekhalil@lacity.org, martin.schlageter@lacity.org, kevin.james@lacity.org, aura.garcia@lacity.org, mike.davis@lacity.org, jessica.caloza@lacity.org, teresa.villegas@lacity.org, mayor.helpdesk@lacity.org, councilmember.cedillo@lacity.org, councilmember.Krekorian@lacity.org, councilmember.blumenfield@lacity.org, david.ryu@lacity.org, 
paul.koretz@lacity.org, councilmember.martinez@lacity.org, councilmember.rodriguez@lacity.org, councilmember.harris-dawson@lacity.org, councilmember.price@lacity.org, councilmember.wesson@lacity.org, councilmember.bonin@lacity.org, councilmember.Lee@lacity.org councilmember.ofarrell@lacity.org, councilmember.buscaino@lacity.org
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SAMPLE LETTER FOLLOWS:

(utilize it anyway you like)

Shilpa Gupta, Environmental Supervisor I
City of Los Angeles Public Works, Bureau of Engineering
Environmental Management Group
1149 S Broadway, Suite 600, Mail Stop 939
Los Angeles, CA 90015      
From: _____________________________________________
Re: Comments on the Sidewalk Repair Draft Environmental Impact Report
Dear Shilpa Gupta:   
The _________________ Neighborhood Council appreciates the extension of the public review period for the Citywide Sidewalk Repair Draft Environmental Impact Report, so that we may submit the following comments:
INSERT YOUR LANGUAGE HERE—WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT TO YOUR COMMUNITY
Public participation is an essential part of the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) process, and therefore we request that our comments/questions be responded to and incorporated into the final EIR.
The (your NC name here) requests:
1) that a scientific study of ecosystem services provided by trees proposed for removal be conducted and mitigation for these environmental losses be determined and implemented. 
2) that every possible effort be made to retain and protect existing healthy mature trees by implementing alternative designs, paid for by the program or budget request to the City for earmarked funds, so that no more than 30% of the total projected trees currently slated for removal are actually removed.  We would like offers to property owners for easy variances and even incentives for meandering sidewalks. We would like funding to design and build bulb-outs for streets where parking is not an issue.
3) that only those trees absolutely necessary to be removed for sidewalk repair be removed, not whole blocks of trees that are not causing problems.
4) that every tree removal continue to have the due process of notification through an Urban Forestry Division tree removal notice and that removal of 3 or more trees at a given site continue to have a Board of Public Works hearing.  We oppose any streamlining that removes adequate time to consider every alternative to tree removals. Given the value of trees, seven days is not enough time for thoughtful approaches. 
5) that all trees removed for the sidewalk repair program be mitigated at a ratio of 4:1 with species of equal size at maturity and located in the same neighborhood as those removed. 
6) that newly planted trees are guaranteed good quality soil and amendments, as well as frequent irrigation, for a minimum of 3 years and longer as needed by species, in order to guarantee survivability.
7) that the EIR be amended to consider tree removal a significant adverse impact with binding mitigation measures that restore the canopy level much sooner than 30 years.  Twenty-nine years of canopy loss of over 1.5% by removing close to 13,000 large trees is counter to any strategy of sustainability.
Sincerely,
Signature    (include mailing address)

CC:	Deputy City Engineer Julie Sauter, BOE
	Robert Vega, BOE
Amber Elton, BOE
City Engineer Gary Lee Moore, BOE
Deborah Weintraub, Chief Deputy City Engineer
Executive Officer Fernando Campos, BPW
Director Adel Hagekhalil, StreetsLA
Martin Schlageter, StreetsLA
Commissioner Kevin James, BPW
Commissioner Aura Garcia, BPW
Commissioner Mike Davis, BPW
Commissioner Jessica Caloza, BPW
Commissioner Teresa Villegas, BPW
Mayor Eric Garcetti
Council Member Gil Cedillo
Council Member Paul Krekorian
Council Member Bob Blumenfield
Council Member David Ryu
Council Member Paul Koretz
Council Member Nury Martinez
Council Member Monica Rodriguez
Council Member Marqueece Harris-Dawson
Council Member Curren Price
Council Member Herb Wesson
Council Member Mike Bonin
Council Member John Lee
Council Member Mitch O'Farrell
Council Member Jose Buscaino
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