Notes from the Caltrans Statewide PA Teleconference 10-4-06

Opening Remarks

Participants from Headquarters (HQ) included: Glenn Gmoser, Tina Biorn, Jill Hupp, and Anmarie Medin.

Jill welcomed everyone, noting that it has been some time since the last teleconference. Although these meetings have traditionally been called “PA teleconferences,” the name is a bit of a misnomer, as the focus is not meant to be limited to the PA or section 106; rather, any issues related to cultural resources may be covered. It may be time to come up with a new name.    

She also mentioned that the PA Annual Report for 2005-06 has been distributed. She thanked all Districts for contributing to the report, recognizing District 5 cultural staff in particular for their efforts last spring in organizing an interdisciplinary team, including Landscape Architecture and District engineers, to review routine projects for the purpose of identifying possible additions to the screened undertakings list. According to the results of the report, Caltrans is screening about 85 percent of all projects, with only 7 percent requiring SHPO review. HQ has asked that the other signatories consider our proposed amendments to Attachment 2. The amendments are not yet in effect however, as the signatories must first concur.  

Screened Undertakings

Q: We have had guidance from HQ that projects may not be screened if they include historic properties. For instance, if the project consists of repaving and curb replacement on existing streets within a local historic district, we have been advised that an HPSR is required, even if the proposed work only affects elements that are clearly contemporary and non-contributing.  With Local Assistance projects, it is sometimes very difficult to convince local agencies of the need to hire a Cultural Resources consultant to prepare an HPSR under those circumstances.  Furthermore, this results in questionable use of time and money by the local agency, Caltrans staff, and possible SHPO when the result is a Finding of No Historic Properties Affected.  We suggest that this interpretation be reconsidered.
A: (Glenn): We don’t really need to reconsider it, as we never really considered it this way. For curb-to-curb rehab work, the real question is: does the project really involve the historic district? Just because the district is present doesn’t mean the pavement is necessarily part of the district. We use the example in the PA training of a repaving project that’s directly adjacent to the State Capitol historic district. The work isn’t affecting the district, so it can be screened. 

(Jill): The difference is, if the project involves actually doing something to a historic property, even if it’s to a non-contributing portion, the project has potential to affect historic properties. Ultimately, the finding might be No Historic Properties Affected, but you have to go through the 106 process to get there. It’s a finding that’s made after an Area of Potential Effect (APE) has been set, after identification and evaluation. You’re in 106 Land. With screening, you never get this far in the process because you’re saying there is “no potential to affect” historic properties. That’s why screened undertakings don’t have APEs. Under section 106, there’s a big difference between “no potential to affect” and “No Historic Properties Affected.” 

The ability to screen projects doesn’t mean that local agencies never have to go through the 106 process. When their projects have potential to affect historic properties, section 106 applies. 

Q: What about sidewalk replacement projects that go right up to the facades of buildings – are these projects screenable? 

A: (Jill, Glenn): The work itself is screenable; the question is whether there is potential to affect historic properties. If they need to impose conditions to avoid affecting the adjacent buildings, that’s potential to affect. If their method of construction is the one they would use to do the project whether the adjacent buildings are historic or not, that’s not imposing a condition. It’s the project description. It’s a fine line – as Dorene would say, they’re not there to knock down a building because they don’t want to pay a fine for doing that; but they might think knocking a few bricks off a building is no big deal because they can just patch it up. Good communication is essential.  

Q: If not screenable, would I have to include the adjacent buildings in the APE?

A: Marty Rosen (D11): We wouldn’t include the buildings in the APE unless the sidewalks were contributors to a larger district.

(Jill, Glenn): We discussed this issue at length at a past teleconference [see notes for 5-27-04]. Sidewalks are typically a separate property from the buildings. If the buildings have balconies or features that extend out over the sidewalks, or basements that run under the sidewalks, then there’s a connection. The same goes if they contribute to a district, as Marty said. It all comes back to what is the potential for effect? There are exceptions of course, but in most cases, the potential isn’t there.

Blossom Hamusek (D2): In our district George Petershagen has had them leave a strip of the existing sidewalks between the building and the new construction, so they aren’t cutting right up against the buildings. They put it in the project description.

Other questions 

Q: When will the remaining Environmental Handbook chapters be available? It’s hard to get consultants to follow our procedures when they can’t access our guidance.

A: (Glenn, Anmarie, Jill): Chapter 5 was posted recently. Chapters 2 and 4 contain the bulk of the Caltrans Cultural resources procedures and have been available for some time. Chapters 6 and 7 are currently undergoing internal review in CCSO. Gloria Scott will send out an announcement when future items are posted. Also, Gloria is working with the webmaster to remove the word “draft” from chapters and exhibits. What’s on-line isn’t draft – it’s final. 

Wrap Up

Jill thanked everyone for their participation and invited questions or topics for the next cultural resources teleconference.  

