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Decision  01-02-062  February 22, 2001 

BEFORE THE PUBLIC UTILITIES COMMISSION OF THE STATE OF CALIFORNIA

Application of the City of Coachella, for an order authorizing construction of a crossing at separated grades between 50th Avenue and the tracks of the Union Pacific Railroad Company, sometimes referred to as the “50th Avenue Overhead” [PUC No. B-614.2A] , and closing of existing 50th Avenue and 5th St grade crossing.


Application 00-09-024

(Filed: September 13, 2000)

OPINION

Summary

 City of Coachella (City) requests authority to construct a grade separation of 50th Avenue over the Los Angeles-Yuma main line tracks of the Union Pacific  Railroad Company (UP) and to close the existing 50th Avenue and 5th Street at grade crossings, in Coachella, Riverside County.

Discussion

City proposes to construct a grade separation of 50th Avenue in Riverside County to accommodate the traffic flow to the desert communities of Coachella, Thermal and Imperial Valley from Los Angeles metropolitan area. The existing at grade public crossings of 50th Avenue and 5th Street are owned and operated by UP, will be closed and abandoned following the completion of the project. 

The proposed grade separation is required to reduce traffic delay and congestion for the areas between the new Coachella Freeway (Route 86) and the Railroad.  An added benefit to this project is to assure fire protection for residents east of the railroad tracks by providing a direct route to respond to fire calls since the main fire station serving the community is located three blocks west of the UP tracks.  The proposed grade separation will also offer students from attendance areas east of the railroad a safe access route to Coachella Valley High School, which is located west of the railroad. In addition, this project also eliminates potential accidents occurring from the Peter Rabbit Farms packing plant. 

           Applicant had previously filed Application (A.) 94-12-040, requesting authority for the construction of a grade separation of 50th Avenue, which was granted by Decision (D.) 95-03-031, dated March 22, 1995.

          In the interim an underground hydrocarbon contaminated site was discovered, which created the need to realign the roadway to a more desirable location. As a result, D. 95-03-031 was allowed to expire and a new A. 97-08-052 was filed which was approved by D. 97-12-020, dated December 3, 1997. This order also has been allowed to expire.

         Following the completion of design plans at the new 1st Street location, strong opposition developed by local residents, which caused the City Council to reevaluate the 50th Avenue Alignment. During this period of time, mitigation measures significantly reduced the contamination level to more acceptable levels.

       On April 26, 2000, the City Council directed that the 1st Street Alignment must be abandoned and that a more desirable realignment of 50th Avenue be adapted. The instant application provides a significant improvement over the previous requests by the City of Coachella. 

       City is the lead agency for this project under the California Environmental Quality Act of 1970 (CEQA), as amended, Public Resources (PR) Code Sections 21000, et seq.  Section 21080.13 of CEQA., as amended in 1982, Public Resources Code, exempts from the provisions of CEQA “Any railroad grade separation project which eliminates an existing grade crossing. ” Since the proposed separation eliminates two existing crossings, City has determined that the project is exempt and preparation of an Environmental Impact is not required. 

The Commission is a responsible agency for this project under CEQA, and has reviewed and considered the lead agency's Categorical Exemption.  The site of the proposed separation has been inspected in the field and the proposed plans have been reviewed by the Commission's Rail Safety and Carriers Division (RSCD), Rail Crossings Engineering staff.

The application was found to be in compliance with the Commission's filing requirements including Rule 38 of the Rules of Practice and Procedure which relate to the construction of public highways across railroad tracks.  Detailed drawings of the proposed construction are included as appendices to this order.

In Resolution ALJ 176-3047 dated September 21, 2000, the Commission preliminarily categorized this application as ratesetting, and preliminarily determined that hearings were not necessary.  No protests have been received.  The Commission’s Rail Safety and Carriers Division recommends that this application be granted.  Given these developments, public hearing is not necessary, and it is not necessary to disturb the preliminary determinations made in Resolution ALJ 176-3047.

          This is an uncontested matter in which the decision grants the relief requested.  Accordingly, pursuant to PU Code Section 311 (g) (2), the otherwise applicable 30-day period for public review and comments is being waived.

Findings of Fact

1. Notice of the Application was published in the Commission’s Daily Calendar on September 19, 2000.  No protests have been received.  A public hearing is not necessary.

2. City requests authority under Public Utilities Code Sections 1201‑1205 to construct a grade separation of 50th Avenue over UP’s Los Angeles-Yuma main line tracks and to close the existing 50th Avenue and 5th Street at grade crossings, in Coachella, Riverside County.

3. The construction of the grade separation of 50th Avenue is required to reduce traffic delay and congestion, assure fire protection for areas east of the railroad by providing a direct route for fire calls, and to improve safety access to Coachella High School.

4. Public convenience, necessity, and safety require construction of the 50th Avenue grade separation.

5. City is the lead agency for this project under CEQA, as amended.

6. The Commission is a responsible agency for this project, and has reviewed and considered the lead agency's Categorical Exemption.

Conclusions of Law

1. Under Public Utilities Code Section 21080.13, the activity is exempted from the requirements set forth in CEQA; therefore the guidelines (14 Cal. Admin. Code – Division 6) concerning the evaluation of projects and the preparation and review of environmental documents do not apply.

2. The application should be granted as set forth in the following order.

ORDER

IT IS ORDERED that:

1. City of Coachella (City) is authorized to construct the grade separation of 50th Avenue over the Los Angeles-Yuma main line tracks of Union Pacific Railroad Company (UP), to be identified as Crossing No. B-614.20-A, in Coachella, Riverside County, at the location and substantially as shown by plans attached to the application and this order.

2. Walkways shall conform to GO 118. Walkways adjacent to any trackage subject to rail operations shall be maintained free of obstructions and shall be promptly restored to their original condition in the event of damage during construction. 

3. City is authorized to close and abandon existing UP grade crossings at 50th Avenue and at 5th Street, Crossing Nos. B-614.2 and B-614.6, respectively.

4. City is authorized a temporary impaired vertical clearance of 21 feet 0 inches during construction. 

5. Construction and maintenance costs shall be borne in accordance with an agreement to be entered into between parties.  A copy of the agreement shall be filed with the Commission's Rail Safety and Carriers Division prior to commencing construction.  Should parties fail to agree, the Commission will apportion the costs of the construction and maintenance by further order.
6. City shall file final construction plans, approved by UP with the Rail Safety and Carriers Division prior to commencing construction.

7. Within 30 days after completion of the work under this order, City shall notify the Commission's Rail Safety and Carriers Division in writing that the authorized work has been completed.

8. This authorization shall expire if not exercised within three (3) years unless time is extended or if the above conditions are not met.  Authorization may be revoked or modified if public convenience, necessity or safety so require.

The application is granted as set forth above.

Application 00-09-024 is closed.

This order becomes effective 30 days from today.

Dated  February 22, 2001, at San Francisco, California.

LORETTA  M. LYNCH

President

HENRY M. DUQUE

RICHARD A. BILAS

CARL W. WOOD

GEOFFREY F. BROWN

Commissioners
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