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I Introduction

The Sacramento Metropolitan Air Quality Management District (SMAQMD or Air District)
is reviewing its California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) thresholds of significance
for NOz, SO,, CO, and fine and coarse particulate matter (PM,.5 and PMqq). The District

is proposing to proceed first with revisions to its PM threshold, and will bring forward
revisions to the other thresholds at a later date.

The current particulate matter thresholds are shown in Table 1.

Table 1 Current Particulate Matter CEQA Thresholds

Pollutant Project Level ] Cumulative’
PM,5 12 p/m3 (Annual) // none
y 50 p/m (24-Houry”, \| 2.5 w/m® (24-Hour)
10 20 p/m® (Annugll”” N\ 1.0 p/m® (Annual)

" A substantial contribution to a nonattainment polluta emissions™eatal fo or greater than 5% of a

California Ambient Air Quality Standard (CAAQS).

previously adopted or recorm -
experts, provided the decigibp ’
by substantial evidence.” Q

with the expert aSSI ¢

particulate matter
of Directors Mar '

After reviewing its exigting PM/sfandard and administrative record, staff determined that
the standard should beNeys€d. Rather than assessing significance by reference to a
specific standard exceedange; as the 5% threshold does, staff is recommending that the
Board link the standard to the offset threshold for stationary sources. This approach is
consistent with the emission reduction strategy in the Federal Clean Air Act and the
California Health and Safety Code for stationary sources of air pollution, and has also
been adopted by thirteen other air districts throughout the state.

Il. Regulatory Authority

The SMAQMD has direct and indirect regulatory authority over sources of air pollution in
Sacramento County. The District is also required to ‘“represent the citizens of the

Sacramento County is nonattainment for state PM, standards.
? Resolution AQMD2002018.
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Sacramento district in influencing the decisions of other public and private agencies
~ whose actions may have an adverse impact on air quality within the Sacramento

district.”® Adopting CEQA significance thresholds that can be uniformly applied
throughout the county is an ideal mechanism for achieving this goal, because it provides
agencies with an unbiased and uniform measure of a project’s potential impact on air
quality within the district.

Ill. CEQA Requirements

CEQA directs public agencies to consider the potential adverse environmental impacts
of any project that a public agency proposes to carry out, fund or approve. To do this,
lead agencies must either determine that a project is exempt from CEQA, or prepare a
Negative Declaration or Environmental Impact Repop/(FIR) assessing the project's
potential impacts. An EIR must be prepared whenevef iKcan be fairly argued, based on
substantial evidence,* that a project may have a sigpifidamt.effect’ on the environment,
even if there is substantial evidence to the con (CEQA Byidelines §15064). CEQA

environment, but also the cumulative impacts
causing related impacts. When the increme
considerable, the lead agency must d{&¢C

§15064).

ect of a project is cumulatively
ative impacts. (CEQA Guidelines

low threshold requirement
preference for requ of an EIR and for “resolving doubis in favor of

environmental rexiew. Mels \ Citx Of Los Angeles (2005) 130 Cal. App. 4th 322, 332.

to the extent possible Or diedtific and factual data.” (CEQA Guidelines §15064(b)).

In determining whether a project may have a significant effect on the environment,
CEQA Guidelines Section 15064.7 provides that lead agencies may adopt and apply
“‘thresholds of significance.” A threshold of significance is “an identifiable quantitative,
qualitative or performance level of a particular environmental effect, non-compliance
with which means the effect will nhormally be determined to be significant by the agency

* Health and Safety Code, § 40961.

4 «gybstantial evidence” includes facts, reasonable assumptions predicated upon facts, or expert opinions
supported by facts, but do not include argument, speculation, unsubstantiated opinion or narrative,
evidence that is clearly inaccurate or erroneous, or evidence of social or economic impacts that do not
confribute to, or are not caused by, physical impacts on the environment. Cal. Pub. Res. C. §21080(c);
see also CEQA Guidelines §15384.

% A "significant effect’ on the environment is defined as a “substantial, or potentially substantial, adverse
change in the environment.” Cal. Pub. Res. C. §21068; see also CEQA Guidelines §15382.
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and compliance with which means the effect normally will be determined to be less than
significant” (CEQA Guidelines §15064.7).

While staying below a threshold of significance gives rise to a presumption of
insignificance, thresholds are not conclusive, and do not excuse a public agency from
the duty to consider whether other evidence supports a fair argument that an impact
may nonetheless be significant. Meijja, 130 Cal. App. 4th at 342, “A public agency
cannot apply a threshold of significance or regulatory standard ‘in a way that forecloses
the consideration of any other substantial evidence showing there may be a significant
effect.”” Jd. This means that if a public agency is presented with factual information or
other substantial evidence establishing a fair argument that a project may have a
significant effect on the environment, the agency must prepare an EIR to study those
impacts even if the project’s impacts fall below the applicahle threshold of significance.

Thresholds of significance must be supported by glib€tantial evidence. This Report
provides the evidence in support of the proposed ¢hréskots
by the Air District. If adopted by the SMAQM ard of Ritectors, the Air District will
recommend that lead agencies within its jupSdfction use the \wroposed thresholds of
significance in this Report when considerin [

projects under their consideration.

It from the project to determine whether
Iess than S|gn|flcant CEQA glves lead

nature and extent of impa
the impact will be. treated

agencies discretionA ; -
significant. Ultima 3 'n of aystandard of significance requires the lead agency
to make a policy Ndment abduy whefe the line should be drawn distinguishing adverse

Because advances in science provide new or refined factual data, combined with
advances in technology and the gradual improvement or degradation of an
environmental resource, the point where an environmental effect is considered
significant is fluid over time. Other factors influencing this fluidity include new or revised
regulations and standards, and emerging, new areas of concern.

V. Proposed Particulate Matter Thresholds of Significance

The proposed particulate matter threshold is zero for projects that fail to apply Best
Available Control Technology (BACT) (where applicable) or best management practices
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for the contro! of particulate. Where BACT and best management practices have been
incorporated into the project, the proposed significance thresholds are shown in Table

2. A project’s emissions exceeding these thresholds would make a cumulatively
considerable contribution to the area’s PM levels.

Table 2 Proposed Particulate Matter CEQA Thresholds

Pollutant Pounds/Day Tons/Year
PMa.5 82 15
PMsgo 80 14.6

VI. Justification and Supporting Evidence

District rules require stationary sources that emit poljutarfs in excess of certain levels to

This new significance approach, keying thre
adopted by at least 13 other air districts.” Ado

air districts will help to ensure consis in ai
will ensure that developers throughout

n approach that aligns with other
ity analysis across the state, and

stationary source

This approach will pre¥er détgfioration of ambient air quality and thus has nexus and
proportionality to preventiqQn/of a regionally cumulative significant impact by insuring
projects do not worsen our attainment status. These thresholds represent the emission
levels above which a project's individual emissions would result in an individually or

% District Rule 202, §§ 301, 302. Note: the PM10 offset threshold is 7300 pounds per quarter, but for
consistency with PM10 threshold is expressed as 14.6 tons/year. The daily PM10 offset threshold only
applies to peaking power plants, but the threshold will apply to all sources. Rule 202 does not have daily
offset thresholds for PM2.5, so the daily threshold is the annual offset threshold divided by 365 days per
year. It is worth noting that the Rule 202 specified calculation procedures for determining whether the
offset thresholds are exceeded are different than calculations for CEQA review threshold analyses.

7 Twenty of the 35 air districts in California have adopted CEQA thresholds. Thirteen of the air districts
adopted thresholds based on the new source review offset level: Antelope Valley APCD, Bay Area
AQMD, Butte County AQMD, Feather River AQMD, Mendocino County AQMD, Mojave Desert AQMD,
Monterey Bay Unified APCD, Placer County APCD, San Joaquin Valley APCD, Santa Barbara County
APCD, South Coast AQMD, Tehama County APCD and Yolo-Solano AQMD.
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cumulatively considerable contribution to Sacramento County’s existing air quality
conditions — in short, the thresholds will allow an evaluation of the incremental
contribution of a project to a significant cumulative impact. These threshold levels are
already a well-established approach to promoting review of emission sources to prevent
deterioration of air quality. Using existing environmental programs to establish CEQA
thresholds of significance under Guidelines section 15067.4 is an appropriate and
effective means of promoting consistency in significance determinations and integrating
CEQA environmental review activities with other areas of environmental regulation.
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