
 

 

 

27 June 2016 

 

 

Mr. Jeffrey Lynn 

14625 Tiara Street 

Sherman Oaks, California 91411 

 

 

Subject: Van Nuys Fire Station 39, Los Angeles, California 

  Critique of the DEIR/FEIR Noise Analysis 
 

 

Dear Mr. Lynn: 

 

Wilson Ihrig has practiced exclusively in the field of acoustics since 1966.  During our 50 years 

of operation, we have prepared thousands of noise studies and hundreds of Environmental 

Impact Reports and Statements.  We have also peer-reviewed and critiqued many noise studies.  

Wilson Ihrig has one of the largest technical laboratories in the acoustical consulting industry, 

and we routinely utilize industry-standard acoustical programs such as Environmental Noise 

Model (ENM), Traffic Noise Model (TNM), SoundPLAN, and CadnaA.  In short, we are well 

qualified to prepare environmental noise studies and review studies prepared by others. 

 

In August 2013, we reviewed the Initial Study / Negative Declaration for Van Nuys Fire Station 

39 (W.O. E170094B, May 2013) ("Neg Dec") which concluded that noise from the development 

of this new emergency response facility in your neighborhood "would not be considered a 

significant impact" on you and your neighbors.  We found this conclusion to be incorrect, and 

our review letter presented substantial evidence to the contrary. 

 

In March 2014, we reviewed the brief, three page, report entitled Fire Station 39 Acoustical 

Analysis ("Acoustical Analysis") which was presented to the City Council by the Bureau of 

Engineering on January 10, 2014.  Subsequently, this was used at the basis for an Initial Study / 

Mitigated Negative Declaration for Van Nuys Fire Station 39 (W.O. E170094B, February 2014) 

("IS/MND") for this project.  In our March 2014 letter, we pointed out that both the Acoustical 

Analysis and the IS/MND both ignored the single most significant noise impact of the project – 

sleep disturbance caused by the operation of sirens at all hours of the night.   

 

Having now reviewed the DEIR, we find that the omission of ignoring sleep disturbance has still 

not been corrected.  The DEIR analysis continues to obscure the true noise impact of the 

relocated Fire Station by “hiding” the short but very high siren noise levels behind a time-

averaged metric, the Community Noise Equivalent Level (“CNEL”).  This same tactic was used 

for years by airports dealing with the noise from aircraft in the middle of the night.  The simple, 

common sense notion that people are woken by short, loud noises irrespective of the “average” 
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noise level during the night was finally addressed by the California Court of Appeals, First 

District, Division 2, in its opinion in Berkeley Keep Jets Over the Bay Committee v Board Port of 

Commissioners (2001) 91 Cal.App.4th 1344.  The opinion held that an environmental impact 

report (EIR) for an airport expansion failed to address adequately the potential disturbance to 

area residents resulting from increased nighttime air cargo operations, and should not have relied 

exclusively on the Community Noise Equivalent Level (CNEL) regardless of the change in noise 

to quiet neighborhoods.  The court found the EIR contained no meaningful analysis of noise 

levels over and above the existing ambient noise level, and failed to adequately assess the 

community reaction to aircraft noise, including sleep disturbance.  It specifically noted that the 

probability of being repeatedly awakened by multiple single-event sounds should have been 

assessed. 

 

As this court opinion clearly affirms, the DEIR for the relocation of Fire Station 39 must 

consider the impact siren noise will have on your and your neighbor’s sleep during the middle of 

the night.  As it has failed to do this, it is inadequate.  In the following section, we present a 

cursory analysis of the maximum noise levels to establish that you and your neighbors may 

expect nightly sleep disturbance if the proposed relocation goes through. 

 

 

Maximum Siren Noise Levels 

 

As we reported previously, a survey of siren noise levels from various manufacturers determined 

that the sound level at 100 ft ranges from 92 to 112 dBA, with the median sound level being 

100 dBA [Potter et al, 1977].  Our own measurements of ambulance and police cars in California 

accord with this value.  The DEIR reports that the average noise level over 17 to 23 seconds 

during EMT and Ladder Truck events were 99 to 100 dBA when measured 30 to 40 feet from the 

source.1  Since the average must necessarily be less than the maximum when a vehicle is driving 

past, we assert that the DEIR’s data is consistent with a reference siren noise level of 100 dBA at 

100 ft.  This is not surprising given that siren noise levels are regulated and fairly standardized.   

 

The DEIR recognizes that the homes on Tiara Street are approximately 100 ft south of the 

proposed Fire Station.  [DEIR at p. 4.7-5]  In response to Comment MRW-11, the FEIR states 

that proposed mitigation measure NOI-1, a 10 ft sound barrier wall, “would reduce fire station 

noise levels by up to 12 dB at residences to the south.”  [FEIR at p. 2-37]  Taking this at face 

value, this would reduce the noise level at the façade of your home to 88 dBA.  In personal 

correspondence with me, you have stated that you and most of your neighbors sleep with their 

windows open and that only about half of the homes on Tiara Street have air conditioning.  For 

you and those that sleep with their windows open, the outdoor-to-indoor attenuation provided by 

the house shell will be on the order of 15 dB.  Therefore, when all is said and done, you may 

expect noise levels on the order of 73 dBA in bedrooms facing Oxnard Boulevard from each 

response vehicle leaving the Fire Station via Oxnard Boulevard. 

 

                                                 
1   The DEIR states that the Fire Truck used a “low frequency” siren during testing which produced a lower noise 

level than the “high frequency” siren used by the EMT and Ladder Truck.  The DEIR states “[t]o simulate worst-

case noise conditions, it was assumed that all response vehicles would use high-frequency sirens while exiting the 

fire station.”  [DEIR at p. 4.7-22].  Hence, we are only relying on the EMT and Ladder Truck data herein. 
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The DEIR states that four of the daily calls expected in 2018 will require all six vehicles at the 

Station to respond [DEIR at p. 4.7-22], and it’s not difficult to image that at least three of these 

will be pulling out of the three bays facing Tiara Street in close proximity.  The combined effect 

of three vehicles with sirens will be 78 dBA in rooms facing Oxnard Boulevard, and this high 

noise levels will persist for some 20 seconds.  Assuming the four calls are distributed equally 

around the clock, as the DEIR does, you may expect, on average, 1.5 disturbances of this 

magnitude per night between the hours of 10 PM and 7 AM. 

 

For the remaining 28 calls in 2018, two vehicles are expected to respond.  Depending on how 

close they are to one another, you may expect sound levels in rooms facing Oxnard Boulevard 

between 73 dBA over roughly 40 seconds to 76 dBA over roughly 20 seconds.  On average, you 

may expect 10.5 disturbances of this magnitude between 10 PM and 7 AM each night. 

 

The figure below shows the results of loud, intermittent noise levels on sleep.  When maximum 

noise levels are between 73 and 78 dBA, there is about a 20% probability of being awaken and a 

50% to 60% probability of having your sleep disturbed.  According to the DEIR, there will be 

roughly 12 events per night with these levels should Fire Station 39 be relocated.2  This 

constitutes a significant impact on your life and that of your neighbors in every sense of the 

word. 

 

 

 
  Alterations of sleep depth and awakenings from intermittent noise 
  (from Griefahn, B., Noise Control During the Night, Acoustics Australia) 

 

                                                 
2   We note that in the original IS/MND for this project, the traffic consultant determined that there would be 108 

outbound emergency trips per day.  [IS/MND, Appendix E]  In the DEIR, this has been cut to 80 trips.  [DEIR, 

Appendix E].  If the actual number is closer to 108, you may expect about 16 disruptions per night. 

Alterations of 
sleep depth 

Induced 
awakenings 
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It must be recognized that the audible warning devices from fire trucks, ambulances, and police 

cars are exempt from the Municipal Code limits for understandable reasons of safety [LAMC 

114.04], but our purpose here is to call attention to the fact that moving Fire Station 39 to a 

location directly across the street from homes on Tiara Street will result in significant, if 

unavoidable, noise impacts to you and your neighbors.  This is precisely the sort of impact that 

the DEIR is supposed to elucidate, but it has failed to do so. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

One of the characteristic elements of an emergency response vehicle is a loud siren used to 

audibly warn other motorists, bicyclists, and pedestrians of the vehicle's approach – often at high 

speeds and in a manner that does not conform with standard traffic laws and norms.  This is done 

for the safety of all.  One of the ramifications of siren use, however, is an elevated level of noise 

exposure to people living near the emergency response facility. 

 

In this letter, we have demonstrated using the project's own DEIR data that siren noise from the 

proposed Van Nuys Fire Station 39 would result in significant sleep disturbance for residents of 

Tiara Street even with the inclusion of the proposed sound barrier wall.  Per the California Court 

of Appeals ruling in the Berkeley Keep Jets Over the Bay case, the preparers of the DEIR were 

obligated to conduct this analysis and not entitled to rely exclusively on the 24-hour average 

CNEL metric which obscures the effect of short, loud noises on sleep quality. 

 

The correct conclusion to be drawn from a proper CEQA analysis of the noise from this project 

is that it will result in a significant, unavoidable noise impact for you and your neighbors. 

 

 

*                         *                    *                    *                         * 

 

Please feel free to contact us if you have any questions about our review of the DEIR or require 

additional assistance with this project. 

 

Very truly yours, 

 

WILSON, IHRIG & ASSOCIATES, INC. 

 

 

 

Derek L. Watry 

Principal 
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DEREK L. WATRY, M.S. 
 

 

Experience 
 

Wilson, Ihrig & Associates, Inc.  (1992 to Present) 

Principal 

Mr. Watry is experienced in all aspects of environmental acoustics, including noise 

measurement and prediction, regulatory analysis, environmental impact assessment, and noise 

control design.  He is well versed in the requirements of CEQA, and has both prepared and 

critiqued many environmental noise studies.  Over the past 18 years, he has conducted 

numerous construction, traffic, HVAC, and industrial equipment noise projects, and has 

extensive experience with construction noise and vibration monitoring. 

 

University of California, Berkeley  (1988 - 1992) 

Graduate Student, Research and Teaching Assistant 

Teaching Assistant for "Fundamentals of Acoustics" course 

 

 

Education 
M.S. (1991) in Mechanical Engineering, University of California at Berkeley 

B.S. (1988) in Mechanical Engineering, University of California at San Diego 

M.B.A. (2000), Saint Mary's College of California, Moraga 

 

 

Professional Associations 
Member, Acoustical Society of America 

Member, National Council of Acoustical Consultants 

 

 

Academic Distinctions 
Summa Cum Laude, Saint Mary's College of California  (2000) 

National Science Foundation Fellowship Recipient  (1988 - 1991) 

Summa Cum Laude, University of California, San Diego  (1988) 

 

 

Representative Projects 
 

Patterson Ranch EIR, Fremont 

Noise section of EIR for 428 acre project that included residential, educational, religious, 

community recreation, and commercial land uses. 

 



WILSON, IHRIG & ASSOCIATES, INC. 2 Derek L. Watry 

 

 

 

Mare Island Dredged Material Disposal Facility EIR, Vallejo 

EIR noise study for proposed disposal facility to be built next to residential neighborhood. 

 

Silva Ranch Annexation EIR, King City 

EIR noise study for development of new, large, primarily residential, district on the outskirts of 

King City. 

 

525 Golden Gate Avenue Demolition, San Francisco 

Noise and vibration monitoring and consultation during the demolition of multi-story office 

building next to Federal, State, and Municipal Court buildings in San Francisco. 

 

Tyco Electronics Annual Noise Compliance Study, Menlo Park 

Conducted annual noise compliance monitoring for Tyco Electronics in 2009 and 2010.  

Provided letter critiquing the regulatory requirements and recommending improvements. 

 

Safeway Redevelopment, Sunnyvale 

Noise study of store redevelopment including loading dock, trash compactor, parking lot, and 

rooftop HVAC equipment. 

 

Safeway Redevelopment, Los Altos 

Noise study of store redevelopment including loading dock, trash compactor, rooftop parking lot, 

rooftop HVAC equipment, and Foothill Expressway traffic noise. 

 

Central Park Apartments Noise Study, Mountain View 

Noise study for new residential building development.  Major noise sources included Central 

Expressway and Caltrain. 

 

465 N. Whisman Road, Mountain View 

Noise control among suites in a low-rise office complex. 

 

Caltrain Centralized Equipment Maintenance and Operations Facility, San Jose 

Noise study of impacts for new maintenance and operations facility built next to existing 

residential neighborhood.  Included analysis of 16 ft sound barrier wall. 

 

Conoco-Phillips Refinery Noise Control, Rodeo 

Environmental noise study and assessment of refinery noise at residential neighborhood. 

 

Groth Winery HVAC Sound Barrier, Oakville 

Design of sound barriers to control noise from rooftop HVAC equipment. 

 

Dahl Booster Pump Station, Palo Alto 

Design of sound barrier and specification of mufflers for pump station equipment. 

 

 


