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FMC SUBSTATION PERMIT TO CONSTRUCT (A.97-11-024)

COMMENTS AND RESPONSES TO COMMENTS ON
THE DRAFT MITIGATED NEGATIVE DECLARATION (SCH#98072026)

AND DRAFT INITIAL STUDY

1.  INTRODUCTION

On July 10, 1998, the California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC) released for public review
a Draft Mitigated Negative Declaration and Draft Initial Study for the proposed construction of
the FMC Substation Project in San Jose, California, in compliance with the California
Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) and Rule 17.1 of the CPUC's Rules of Practice and
Procedure.  The reports were filed with the State Clearinghouse on that date.  A minimum 30-day
review and comment period (CEQA Guidelines § 15105) began on that date.  The official public
review period closed on August 10, 1998.  The CPUC is the Lead Agency for the application and
is responsible for compliance with CEQA.  The CPUC has prepared a response to all comments
received during the public review period on the content of the Draft Mitigated Negative
Declaration and the appended Initial Study.  This document is a compilation of all written
comments received by the CPUC on the documents.  This document also presents responses to
the comments.

Section 2 of this document contains the comment letters.  Each comment letter was assigned a
letter of the alphabet for tracking, indicated in the upper right hand corner of the letter.  Each
comment was assigned a number, placed in the margin of the letter, that does not necessarily
coincide with the numbering provided by the comment writer.  All comment letters have been
reproduced in their entirety in this document.

Section 3 of this document presents the responses to the comment letters.  Responses are
organized by letter in the assigned alphabetical order and keyed to the assigned comment number.
Comments stating an individual’s or group’s position on an issue and comments on whether the
project should or should not be approved are noted without additional response
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2.  COMMENT LETTERS

The following is a list of comment letters received on the Draft Negative Declaration:

A Antero A. Rivasplata, State of California, Governor's Office of Planning and Research,
August 10, 1998

B Harry Y. Yahata, District Director, State of California, Department of Transportation,
August 18, 1998

C Joseph Horwedel, Deputy Director, Department of Planning, Building and Code
Enforcement, City of San Jose, August 6, 1998

D Frank Ciari, Ciari Plumbing and Heating, Inc., July 28, 1998

Each of the above letters is reproduced in this section.
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3.   RESPONSES TO COMMENTS BY LETTER

LETTER A

Antero A. Rivasplata,
State of California

Governor's Office of Planning and Research
August 10, 1998

1.) Comment noted.

LETTER B

Harry Y. Yahata, District Director,
State of California

Department of Transportation
August 18, 1998

1.) No lane closures within Caltrans Right of Way or on I-880 are proposed as a part of the
project.  There should be no effect on existing  Traffic Operations System (TOS) and
Ramp Metering equipment along I-880.

 
2.) This statement confirms the permit requirements noted in the Initial Study, page 8.
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LETTER C

Joseph Horwedel
Deputy Director,

Department of Planning, Building and Code Enforcement
City of San Jose
August 6, 1998

1) The City's conclusions about the sufficiency of the noise and vibration analyses appear to
be based on two incorrect premises, namely that the project includes the effects of the
existing turbines and compressors on the site, and that no studies were performed to
characterize the noise and vibration expected from the project.  To answer the first
premise, the existing gas turbine generator and synchronous condenser on the site is
existing operating equipment, having been in operation for over a year, and is not a part
of the FMC Substation proposed in PG&E’s application for a Permit to Construct.  To
answer the second premise, adequate noise studies were conducted to characterize the
noise and vibration to be expected from the project.  These issues are discussed further in
the following responses.

With respect to existing and to future noise levels from operations, PG&E is required to
comply with the City's noise ordinances.

The noise analysis in Section X of the Initial Study incorporates by reference a Noise
Impact Assessment Report conducted in October, 1997 (Geier & Geier, 1997).  The
results of that 25-page report were summarized in the text of Section X of the IS/ND.
ESA reviewed the Geier & Geier noise report for technical accuracy, validity of
assumptions, and appropriateness of assessment criteria, as required under CEQA and the
CPUC General Order 131-D process.  ESA found the noise analysis presented in the
report, including on-site monitoring and an evaluation of the potential for nighttime
perceptibility, to be detailed and appropriate.   That report is contained in an appendix to
the Proponent’s Environmental Assessment (PEA) prepared for the project.

2) The noise assessment prepared for this project (Geier & Geier, 1997) focused on noise
impacts to residences and other land uses that are typically considered sensitive to noise.
The City's General Plan noise guidelines limit interior noise and vibration levels from
proposed projects to 45 dBA, L

dn
, for residential uses. Other surrounding land uses are

zoned for industrial land uses.  The City General Plan also identifies a noise level of 70
dBA, L

dn
, as satisfactory for industrial land uses.  The noise assessment predicts no

increase to the existing monitored noise level of 65-67 CNEL (a noise measure roughly
equivalent to L

dn
), as a result of transformer noise.  Consequently, noise levels in the

project vicinity would remain below 70 dBA, L
dn

, and would be considered satisfactory
for industrial land uses.

The interior noise standard of 45 dBA was first developed as a design standard for
residential properties because of the applicability of Title 24 of the California Code of
Regulations (relative to apartments, condominiums, or townhouses) to ensure that
construction materials and techniques were sufficient to avoid noise impacts.  This
standard is also commonly used as a goal for construction of new residences in noise
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impacted areas.  Because of the differences in building construction materials, use of the
interior standard is not commonly practiced to assess the impacts of new noise sources
on existing dwellings.  However, standard, non-specialized construction practices
generally achieve a noise reduction of 15 dBA within a structure.  Consequently an
exterior noise level of 60 dBA will generally result in interior noise levels of 45 dBA or
less.

The project site lies within the 65 dBA, L
dn

 noise contour for aircraft noise from San Jose
International Airport1.  Monitored noise levels on the project site (Geier & Geier, 1997)
indicate a noise level of 65 to 67 CNEL, (the CNEL metric is roughly equivalent to L

dn
).

These data indicate that the land uses surrounding the project site exist in an environment
that is a noise-impacted when compared to the standard for residential land uses.
Consequently, the approach to the noise analysis was to determine not only if the project
would result in a change to the monitored long-term noise levels, but also to determine if
transformer noise would be perceptible to surrounding residences during the quieter
nighttime hours.  It was determined that with construction of the noise barrier,
transformer noise would not be perceptible to adjacent residences located within 180 feet
of the project site.

3) Noise from the existing on-site mechanical equipment is independent of that noise
expected to result from the project.  Because the gas turbine / synchronous condenser is
not a part of the project, the noise from operation of that equipment was not included in
the project noise emissions. At present, PG&E is working with a nearby property owner
to determine if the existing noise effects of the existing gas turbine / synchronous
condenser can be effectively mitigated.  PG&E is examining ways to reduce the noise
levels inside that building.

The gas turbine / synchronous condenser unit is used to balance deficiencies on the area’s
power transmission system.  Operation of this unit is limited to approximately 1,000
hours per year in synchronous condenser mode and 600 hours per year in the generation
mode (primarily during emergency peak loading periods in summer and fall when
temperatures exceed 90 degrees).  The gas turbine / synchronous condenser unit is not a
part of the FMC Substation, which provides 12 kV power to the local electrical
distribution system.  Removal of the gas turbine / synchronous condenser cannot occur
until improvements are made to other San Jose area power transmission system facilities.
Currently, PG&E expects to be able to make the necessary system improvements and
remove the gas turbine / synchronous condenser unit within three years, well before the
time when the FMC project is expected to be completed by the addition of the third
transformer bank.

Two of the three planned transformer banks of the FMC Substation are expected be in
operation before the gas turbine / synchronous condenser unit could be removed, so there
could be times when those two transformers and the gas turbine / synchronous condenser
would operate simultaneously.  Currently, PG&E expects to remove the gas turbine /
synchronous condenser well before all three transformers of the FMC Substation would
be in operation.

                                                  
1 As stated in the Policy 1 of the General Plan Noise Element, noise objectives established for the City recognize

that attainment of exterior noise levels within the environs of the airport will probably not be achieved by 2020.
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4) The text on page 9 has been changed to reflect the correct name for the Utility
Excavation Permit.

5) Connection of the system to the City's storm drain system was noted in the text, on page
23 of the Initial Study and elsewhere.  The requirement for payment of storm area fees is
noted.

6) Comment noted.
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LETTER D

Frank Ciari
Ciari Plumbing and Heating, Inc.

July 28, 1998

1) The gas turbine / synchronous condenser is not a part of the proposed project.  This unit
is expected to be removed before completion of the new substation.  Consequently, the
noise analysis, which was based on noise data collected prior to initial operation of the
gas turbine / synchronous condenser, was accurate in assessing noise impacts comparing
the noise from the existing 115 kV / 12 kV transformer and comparing it to the noise
from the three proposed transformers.

2) The noise assessment prepared for this project (Geier & Geier, 1997) focused on noise
impacts to residences and other land uses that are typically considered sensitive to noise.
Land uses on the west side of the railroad right-of-way are zoned for light industrial land
uses.  The City General Plan identifies a noise level of 70 dBA Ldn as satisfactory for
industrial land uses.  The noise assessment predicts no increase to the existing monitored
noise level of 65-67 CNEL (roughly equivalent to L

dn
), as a result of transformer noise.

Consequently, noise levels in the project vicinity would remain below 70 dBA L
dn

 and
would be considered satisfactory for industrial land uses.

The existing noise problems were not overlooked.  Rather, as stated above, the existing
noise from the gas turbine / synchronous condenser is not part of the noise that can be
attributed to the proposed project.

3) The environmental impacts were less than significant for geological problems, water, air
quality and noise. The Negative Declaration includes mitigation measures that have been
included as a part of the project to reduce the effects of all stated impacts, so that the
residual impacts are not significant.

4) The proposed 8-foot sound wall would be located approximately 700 feet west of the
adjacent light industrial land use.  In theory, the maximum sound reflection by that wall
would double the sound energy (a 3 dBA increase) reaching the industrial site.  However,
given the distance from the wall and the presence of intervening structures, it is unlikely
that an increase of more than 1 dBA would occur at the Ciari site.  That increase would
not be perceptible and would not change the “satisfactory” land use compatibility
characterization of the parcel as designated in the General Plan.

A major purpose of the wall is to reduce the potential for transformer noise to be
perceptible at adjacent residences during the quieter nighttime hours.  During the daytime
hours, ambient noise levels are such that transformer noise would not be perceptible at
adjacent industrial sites.  Because adjacent industrial uses are not typically occupied
during the quieter nighttime hours (12:00 a.m. to 5:00 a.m.) the noise levels, including
direct and reflected noise, would not present a significant impact.

5) The existing low frequency vibration may be caused by the existing gas turbine /
synchronous condenser, which is the project site’s noise source closest to the railroad.
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This issue has been brought to PG&E's attention and PG&E is actively addressing this
matter.  As noted previously, PG&E expects to take this unit out of operation before the
new FMC Substation is completed.


