
STAFF REPORT

SUBJECT: Call Box Capital Upgrade Project

MEETING DATE: July 15, 2004 AGENDA ITEM:    7C

RECOMMENDATION:

Approve the Call Box Capital Upgrade Project and direct staff to file a Notice of Exemption
under CEQA with the County Clerk.

DISCUSSION:

As the Service Authority for Freeway Emergencies (SAFE) for Santa Barbara County, SBCAG
has the responsibility for operating and maintaining the system of over 300 highway call boxes
in the county.  The network of motorist-aid call boxes was first installed in the early 1990’s.
SBCAG was one of the first smaller counties to implement a call box network.  Now 34 of the 58
counties have call box systems and the network effectively extends across county lines from the
Mexican border to north of San Francisco.

In 1998, as part of the TEA-21 federal transportation bill, SBCAG was granted $1.055 million in
demonstration funds to upgrade the call box system.  The funding was in the form of a federal
“earmark” and eligible for use only on the call box system.  The “earmark” requires a 20% local
match, which SBCAG intends to use SAFE revenues which are collected based on the number
of registered vehicles in the County.  The SAFE revenues are also used to fund the on-going
operations and maintenance costs of the call box system and are eligible for use for several
“motorist-aid” type services including Freeway Service Patrol.

The call box capital upgrade project is defined with the purpose of meeting of the following
project objectives:

1) Construct site improvements to provide accessibility for mobility-impaired users
2) Install call box units that provide universal accessibility including to speech- and

hearing-impaired users
3) Transition call box units to a digital cellular telephone service network
4) Replace aging equipment

Work on the project began in 2001.  Since that time, using consultant and staff resources, a
variety of milestones have been completed, including the development of a capital improvement
plan and a location-by-location site assessment.  In the summer of 2003, staff presented the



initial findings and recommendations of the project to various transportation and transit advisory
committees and received valuable comments which have been used to refine the
recommendations.  In general, the committees endorsed the project and supported the use of
the “Yes/No” call box units to meet Objective 2.  With regard to meeting Objective 1, several
comments were received in our outreach to mobility-impaired users that the configurations be
used that provide access away from the roadway shoulder.

In September 2003, the SBCAG board was given an initial presentation on the project and the
recommendation for choosing the “Yes/No” boxes for the project.  At the time, the board
questioned the need to maintain a callbox network for variety of reasons particularly declining
usage, prevalence of mobile phones, and on-going maintenance costs.  Staff indicated at the
time, that though usage on the network of call boxes has steadily dropped over the last several
years, over 4000 motorist-aid calls are received and responded to on an annual basis.  Although
cell phone ownership continues to increase, individuals with low incomes are less likely to own
cell phones and are more likely to own older vehicles that break down and require roadside
assistance.  There is a need to maintain continuity of the network of motorist-aid call boxes that
exist across county lines.  Neighboring counties Ventura and San Luis Obispo maintain call box
systems, and the network extends along coastal counties from the Mexican border to Oregon.  It
should be noted that the federal demonstration funds are only available for the capital upgrade
project and could not be used on any other project.  The board approved the use of the
“Yes/No” boxes and staff was directed to continue work on the project.

Staff next undertook the environmental review for the project, which is subject to review under
the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA).  In addition, SBCAG has its own Local CEQA
Guidelines (dated May 1991) to help steer projects undertaken by SBCAG.  According to the
Local CEQA guidelines, as they pertain to the Call Box Capital Upgrade Project, the following
discretionary actions are required by the SBCAG board:

1. Project Approval:  This action is required to commit SBCAG to a definite course of action
regarding this project.  In this case, moving forward with final design and construction.

2. Notice of Exemption:  This action consists of filing a document with the County Clerk
which indicates that SBCAG has approved the project and has determined as a result of
a preliminary environmental assessment that the project is exempt under CEQA.

Project approval defines the project scope.  The entire system of call boxes (337 total) will be
part of the project.  All call box units will be upgraded with new “Yes/No” boxes that are
compatible for the conversion to digital service.  Site improvements will be performed at 202
sites.  The site improvements primarily address the issue of accessibility; however, in some
cases sites will be relocated to improve signal strength.

The filing of the Notice of Exemption indicates that SBCAG has studied the potential
environmental impacts of the project pursuant to CEQA and its own Local CEQA guidelines and
has found the project to be exempt from further analysis.  Article 19 of the CEQA guidelines
defines those projects that are “categorically exempt” under CEQA.  Furthermore, Section
15301 “Existing Facilities” of Article 19 identifies a certain classes of projects that are exempt, of
which it is staff’s recommendation, based on a preliminary environmental assessment that the
call box upgrade project falls within exempt Class 1.  Consequently, staff is recommending that
the board direct staff to file a Notice of Exemption (from CEQA) with the County clerk’s office.

The project was subject to a National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) review on behalf of
Caltrans as the delegated authority for FHWA.  A Preliminary Environmental Studies (PES) form
was prepared by SBCAG staff in conjunction with Caltrans and submitted in February 2004.



Caltrans subsequently approved a Programmatic Categorical Exclusion (PCE) on May 26,
2004.

The next steps in this project include the authorization of consultant contracts to perform final
design and construction inspection during the implementation phase.  Staff will also be looking
at installing call box units in a phased approach for those locations that do not require site
modifications.  This will facilitate the transition to digital service to be provided by Cingular
Wireless, via a contract that was approved by the board in March 2004.  The remaining sites will
likely be under implementation by November 2004.

COMMITTEE REVIEW:

1. In July 2003, TTAC endorsed the project with the use of the Yes/No boxes for use in
implementing project Objective 2.

2. In August 2003, both the South Coast Transit Advisory Council (SCTAC) and North
County Transit Advisory Committee (NCTAC) endorsed the project with the use of
Yes/No boxes for implementing project Objective 2.

STAFF CONTACT: Fred Luna



NOTICE OF EXEMPTION

To: County Clerk
 County of Santa Barbara

From: Santa Barbara County Association of Governments

Based on a preliminary review of the project the following activity is determined to be exempt from further
environmental review requirements of the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) of 1970, as defined
in both the State and SBCAG Guidelines (dated May 1991) for the implementation of CEQA.

Project Location: Santa Barbara County

Project Limits: Along various State highways in Santa Barbara County, including the following
routes:  US 101, SR 154, SR 1, SR 166, SR 217, and SR 135.

Type of Work: Call box system upgrade

Project Description: Project consists of site improvements to provide accessibility to mobility-
impaired users and installation of new call box equipment, to be compatible digital network service
as well as providing accessibility for hearing- and speech-impaired users.

Exempt Status: (Check One)

 Ministerial

 Statutory

  X  Categorical Exemption

 Emergency Project

 No Possibility of Significant Effect [Sec. 15061 (b,3)].

CEQA Guideline Section: 15301

Reasons to support exemption findings (attach additional material, if necessary):

1. Project falls within the exempt Class 1 under Article 19, Section 15301 of the CEQA guidelines

2. A Preliminary Environmental Study (Assessment) was prepared which indicated no potential effects
to either the physical environment or the social and economic environment.

Jim Kemp, Executive Director                 Date


