
 
 

  

 

 
 

 
 

STAFF REPORT 
 
 
 
SUBJECT: Route 154 Operational Improvements     
 
 
MEETING DATE: January 20, 2005      AGENDA ITEM:    15 
 
 
RECOMMENDATION:  
 
Receive a status report on Route 154 Operational Improvements funded by Measure D. 
 
SUMMARY: 
Approximately $30 million in Measure D funds have been invested on the Route 154 corridor to 
improve its safety and operations.   Of the original 15 regional highway projects in the Measure 
D expenditure plan, three were directly related to improvements on Route 154: interchanges on 
the north and south ends of Route 154 at Highway 101, and operational and safety 
improvements at select locations in the corridor, referred to as “Group 1” improvements. These 
three projects are complete.  During this time, Caltrans has completed a number of projects 
using STIP funds programmed by SBCAG, most notably eastbound and westbound passing 
lanes just east of Cachuma Lake and highway lighting at the intersection of Route 246/154. 
 
By managing the regional Measure D program revenues efficiently, SBCAG has been able to 
initiate work on a second tier of operational and safety improvements in the 154 corridor.  
Preliminary engineering and environmental studies have begun on “Group 2“ improvements, 
which include two passing lanes, three turning lane improvements, and a turnout.  When 
complete, another $7 million will have been invested into Route 154  An environmental 
document is currently being prepared and an Initial Study and Mitigated Negative Declaration 
will be released for public comment in the Spring of 2005.  Staff will be making a presentation 
on the Measure D improvements completed on Route 154 and the Group 2 improvements that 
are still under development.  
 
DISCUSSION: 
 
Corridor Background 
Route 154 is a designated state scenic highway that runs approximately 30 miles from its 
junction with Highway 101 near the unincorporated community of Los Olivos to Highway 101 
near the northern boundary of the city of Santa Barbara.  Some of the conditions that have been 
and continue to be addressed on Route 154 through projects funded by Measure D include: 
 
 Steep grades and narrow shoulders 
 Limited passing opportunities 
 Conflicts between through and turning movements 
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Previous Measure D Projects on Route 154 
To date, SBCAG has delivered three projects along Route 154 totaling $30 million.  The first to 
be completed was the 154 (South) interchange in August 1997.   This project provided a new 
Route 154 bridge over Highway 101 and improved the connection between Highways 101 and 
154 through ramp and local street improvements.   
 
Shortly afterward, in November 1997, SBCAG completed twelve operational improvements 
(Group 1) on Route 154 which provided new passing opportunities and improved intersection 
conflicts.  The scope for the Group 1 was developed through an extensive study of the potential 
operational and safety improvements on the 154 corridor.  Over thirty potential projects were 
evaluated and prioritized in a Project Study Report (PSR) completed in 1991.  From this study, 
the twelve highest priority projects were selected for implementation and completed in 1997.  As 
a result of value engineering and aggressive program management, those twelve projects were 
completed well within the anticipated funding allocation identified in the Measure D expenditure 
plan.  Consequently, SBCAG and Caltrans worked to identify a new group of operational and 
safety improvements (Group 2) that could be funded with the balance of funds allocated to 
Route 154.  
 
The third project, completed most recently in August 2000, was the Route 154 (North) 
interchange.  This project eliminated an at-grade intersection at 101 and 154 with a history of 
fatal and injury accidents and replaced it with a new grade separated interchange.  The flexibility 
and local control of Measure D funds allowed the project schedule to be accelerated by more 
than 4 years. 
 
Through these projects, Measure D funding has been used to improve safety and operations on 
154 by increasing passing opportunities and reducing intersection conflicts.  The currently 
planned Group 2 improvements will further address operations and safety.   
 
Measure D Project:  Group 2 
Some of the key issues that are being considered in developing the Group 2 project are the 
diverse use of traffic and vehicle types, the rapid growth in traffic volume, as well as the need to 
address public concerns regarding rural nature, scenic value, and private access issues. 
 
Beginning in 1999, Caltrans and SBCAG began work on a new Project Study Report (PSR) with 
the objective of taking a fresh look at the Route 154 corridor to identify a short-list of new 
operational and safety improvements.  The PSR defined seven improvements, comprised of 
three passing lanes, two turning lanes, one turnout and one area of shoulder widening.  Due to 
the high cost and the significant biological and cultural resource impacts anticipated with the 
shoulder widening location, SBCAG eliminated this improvement from the Group 2.  During the 
project development process two of the locations were combined into one thus decreasing the 
total number of locations reflected on Figure 1 to five.   The Group 2 improvements are also 
listed on Table 1 below.    
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Table 1 

Route 154 Group II Improvements 
 

 
Location 

 
Scope of Improvements 

Anticipated
Construction Cost

($1000)
A Eastbound Scenic Turnout  $238
B Vista Point (west of Cold Springs Bridge):  

Westbound Right Turn Lane and Eastbound Left 
Turn Lane 

$941

C Paradise Road:  Westbound Right Turn Lane. $815
D Between Santa Ynez River and Rt 246:  

Westbound passing lane; lengthen eastbound left-
turn lane;  eastbound right-turn from Rt 154 to Rt 
246. 

$2,621

E Baseline/Edison and Rt 154:  Eastbound passing 
lane 

$550

Total $5,165
 

Figure 1 
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Group 2:  Project Development 
In early 2002, the SBCAG board approved a contract with RBF Consulting to perform 
environmental and preliminary engineering services on the defined Group 2 improvements.  
Since that time each  improvement location has been studied for environmental effects and 
preliminary engineering drawings have been developed.  Technical reports related to 
archeology and biology, visual environment, air and water quality, and noise have been 
completed.  The preliminary engineering and conceptual plans developed for each location 
include multiple alternatives at Locations D and E.  A detailed traffic analysis was conducted for 
Location B, Location C and Location E.   
 
The analysis at Locations B and C supported the need for turning lanes to separate through 
traffic from turning traffic.  The traffic analysis at Location E was particularly important since the 
PSR documented this as the only location under study that exceeded the statewide average for 
collisions.  This particular area is characterized by flat terrain and good sight distance.  It was 
believed that the high incidence of accidents was related to a lack of legal passing opportunities 
in the eastbound direction between the north junction of Highway 101 and Route 154 and just 
east of the Santa Ynez River Bridge.    As a result, this improvement location was originally 
defined as a passing lane located between the limits of Roblar to Baseline/Edison.    
 
 However, when Caltrans completed a traffic analysis for these limits it was evident that the 
collisions were attributable to conflicts at the intersection of Route 154 and Baseline/Edison and 
not characteristic of passing conflicts.  Caltrans has subsequently arrived at the conclusion that 
the intersection of Route 154 and Baseline/Edison requires further attention due to the high 
incidence of accidents.  Caltrans has initiated a study of the collisions and appropriate 
alternatives to improve safety.  Due to the “safety” nature of the project, its implementation 
would be expedited and designed independently by Caltrans and funded separately using state 
designated safety funds.    
 
It is anticipated that Caltrans will participate with SBCAG in our public review process for the 
Group 2 improvements, scheduled for February 2005, to obtain feedback on what solutions 
might be acceptable to the public at the Baseline/Edison location while at the same time 
meeting the State’s safety objectives.  SBCAG’s design team will coordinate with Caltrans on 
any Group 2 operational improvements that may be implemented at Location E, which extends 
through the Edison\Baseline area. 
 
Group 2:  Environmental Summary 
The technical studies that have been completed indicate that the Route 154 Group 2 project will 
not have any significant environmental impacts that cannot be avoided or mitigated to less than 
significant.  The extent of the mitigation measures will vary depending on the selected 
alternative at each location.  In addition, the project team does not anticipate that acquisition of 
new right of way or relocation of any utilities will be necessary to deliver the Group 2 
improvements.  Coordination with the US Forest Service (USFS) is required for Locations A, B 
and C, as Route 154 is located via permit on federal land under the jurisdiction of the USFS.  
SBCAG staff and Caltrans have consulted and met in the field with representatives of USFS and 
do not anticipate any significant issues in working through the permitting process.  SBCAG and 
Caltrans are still evaluating permitting issues with agencies such as California Department of 
Fish and Game and the Army Corps of Engineers.   
 
Public Process 
A public meeting will be held in February 2005 to solicit input on the Group 2 improvements that 
are being evaluated by the project team before the environmental document is completed and 
printed and made available for public review.  Part of the objective in having this workshop is to 
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again inform the public about how the operational and safety improvements in Group 1 have 
benefited Route 154.  Another objective is to seek public input on the preferred alternatives in 
Group 2 at locations where the project team is considering two clearly distinct alternatives.  This 
is the case at Location D and Location E.   
 
The project schedule calls for release of the draft environmental document for public circulation 
in May 2005.  SBCAG intends to hold another public workshop during the circulation period to 
solicit comments on the adequacy of the environmental document.  At the close of the public 
comment period, SBCAG and Caltrans will prepare responses to the comments received and 
finalize the environmental document and prepare a mitigation monitoring plan.  Both of these 
documents will be presented to the SBCAG board for approval at a future board meeting.  It is 
anticipated that final design could begin as early as Summer 2005 and continue through 2006.  
Construction would be completed in 2007. 

 
COMMITTEE REVIEW: None 
 
STAFF CONTACT:  Fred Luna 


