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Michael Espinosa <michael.espinosa@lacity.org>

Fw: Proposed Van Nuys Fire Station #39 Council File No. 13-1103
1 message

Jeffrey Lynn <lnjlynn@pacbell.net> Sun, Mar 23, 2014 at 8:26 PM
Reply-To: Jeffrey Lynn <lnjlynn@pacbell.net>
To: "michael.espinosa@lacity.org" <michael.espinosa@lacity.org>

Dear Mr. Espinosa,

On my own behalf and on behalf of the other signatories to our correspondence of March 23, 2014, below,

we hereby request that said correspondence, as well as the correspondence dated March 19, 2014 from

Derek L. Watry attached hereto, be made a part of City Council File No. 13-1103 on or before the end of

business Monday, March 24, 2014. If you would be kind enough to confirm that this has been accomplished

upon its completion I would be most appreciative. Regards, Jeffrey Lynn

                                                              March 23, 2014

Catalina Hernandez

City of Los Angeles, Department of Public Works

Bureau of Engineering

1149 South Broadway, Suite 600

Los Angeles, CA 90015

Email: Catalina.Hernandez@lacity.org
         

          Re: Project Title: Van Nuys Fire Station No. 39 (W.O. E170094B)
                City Council File No. : 13-1103

 
Dear Ms. Hernandez,

 

As residents of the Van Nuys-Sherman Oaks area, and specifically as property owners and residents in such

area in immediate proximity to the site of Proposed Van Nuys Fire Station #39 (“the Project”), which is in

some cases less than one hundred (100) feet from our homes, we are once again writing to express our

vehement opposition to the construction of Proposed Van Nuys Fire Station #39 at the presently proposed

location at the corner of Oxnard Street and Vesper Avenue in Van Nuys.  

 

As you know, we submitted extensive written comments on the previous Initial Study/Negative Declaration
("IS/ND") that the City issued in May of 2013.  By letter dated August 19, 2013, we offered detailed

objections to the IS/ND's failure to adequately disclose, evaluate, and mitigate the Project's significant noise

and human health impacts.  Our letter enclosed technical critiques authored by Derek Watry, M.S., and Matt

Hagemann, P.G., C.Hg, both dated August 16, 2013, which identified numerous errors and omissions in the
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IS/ND regarding its consideration of noise and health effects, respectively.  As a preliminary matter, we

incorporate by reference all three letters here, and ask that these materials be included in the record of the

City’s eventual decision.

While we acknowledge and appreciate the City's decision to withdraw the original IS/ND and to release a

new initial study and mitigated negative declaration ("IS/MND") with a new noise study, the fact remains that
the new analysis continues to fall far short of CEQA's requirements for adequate analysis and mitigation of

significant impacts.  As Mr. Watry explains in his second critique, attached hereto, the Project will obviously

and necessarily entail elevated levels of siren-related noise exposure to people living near this emergency

response facility. Mr.Watry’s analysis  shows, using the IS/MND’s own Acoustical Analysis data, that siren

noise from the Project would far exceed the established community noise standards contained in the L.A.

Municipal Code, even with the inclusion of the proposed sound barrier wall as mitigation  In other words, the

project’s noise impacts cannot be mitigated to less-than-significant levels.   

 

Moreover, the new IS/MND simply does not address the points raised by Mr. Hagemann in his letter dated

August 16, 2013 regarding Project-related impacts to human health stemming from disturbance of

contaminated soils underlying the site, and exposure to particulates and other contaminants during Project
construction.  The new IS/MND also does not address the individual or cumulative health effects to nearby

residents, including sensitive receptors, from exposure to diesel exhaust emission from the numerous
emergency vehicles entering and exiting the Fire Station each day. 

 
In conclusion, the record before you contains substantial evidence that the Project not only may, but certainly
will, have a significant effect on the environment, primarily in the areas of noise and human health.  CEQA

therefore requires that a full environmental impact report be prepared and publicly circulated before the City
may lawfully approve this Project.

 
 

 
 

Jeffrey Lynn                                                                 Mike Treibachs       
Lori Lynn                                                                      Jan Teibachs

Jacob Lynn                                                                   14553 Tiara Street
14625 Tiara Street                                                        Sherman Oaks, CA 91411
Sherman Oaks, CA 91411                                           

 
Brian Simpson                                                               

Beverley Simpson
14613 Tiara Street

Sherman Oaks, CA 91411
 

Robina Suwol
5925 Tobias Avenue

Sherman Oaks, CA 91411
 
Thomas Olsen
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14629 Tiara Street

Sherman Oaks, CA 91411
 

Joe Schwartzenberger
Mary Beth Schwartzenberger

5934 Tobias Avenue
Sherman Oaks, CA 91411

 
Giovanni V. Maranga

Darlene Maranga
14607 Tiara Street
Sherman Oaks, CA 91411

LAFD_FS39_IS-MND_Noise_Critique_2014-03-19 (1).pdf
180K
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19 March 2014 

 

 

Mr. Jeffrey Lynn 

14625 Tiara Street 

Sherman Oaks, California 91411 

 

 

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

  Critique of the Initial Study / Mitigated Negative Declaration Noise Analysis 
 

 

Dear Mr. Lynn: 

 

Wilson Ihrig has practiced exclusively in the field of acoustics since 1966.  During our 47 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. 

 

Later last year, the City of Los Angeles commissioned a noise study for this project (none had 

been done prior).  The brief, three page report entitled Fire Station 39 Acoustical Analysis 

("Acoustical Analysis") 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.  This letter reports our review and critique of the Acoustical 

Analysis and, by extension, the IS/MND.  Both of these ignore the single most significant noise 

impact of the project – and in our opinion the impact will be 'significant' as used by CEQA – 

which is very high noise levels and sleep disturbance from the operation of sirens at all hours of 

the night.  This is not the extent of the noise impacts, however, as we will develop below. 

 

The IS/MND bases its conclusion of "no significant impact" at your residence in large part on the 

Acoustical Analysis result that the noise impact would be ". . . substantially higher at the existing 

fire station site than the impact at the proposed fire station site."  As the IS/MND puts it, ". . . 
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relocation of fire station operations to the proposed site would reduce noise impacts overall."  In 

our experience and to our knowledge, the CEQA process is not intended to identify the least 

harmful of all harmful alternatives and then declare that alternative having no significant 

impacts.  Rather, the CEQA process is designed to faithfully identify and elucidate all significant 

environmental impacts on their own merits so that that government agencies and the public can 

make decisions about development projects with full knowledge of their costs and benefits.  For 

our review on your behalf, we are going to assess the noise impact on residences in your 

neighborhood and disregard the current or future situations at the existing firehouse location. 

 

 

IS/MND Opening Statement on Siren Noise 

 

As with the Neg Dec, the first statement the IS/MND makes (verbatim) regarding siren noise is 

the following: 

 

Operation of the proposed fire station would involve increased noise when compared to 
the present use of the site. Fire department personnel are required by state law to sound 
the siren when exiting the station to respond to emergency calls; however, emergency 
responders make every effort to minimize use of the siren if the station is located in a 
residential setting. If no traffic is present on the exiting street, the siren is briefly sounded 
upon exiting the station and is then silent until the emergency vehicle meets a major street 
or traffic. Emergency vehicle sirens are not subject to the limitations of noise ordinances 
because, by their very nature, they are intended to be unmistakably noticed. If the 
surrounding land use is converted to residential, the residents could expect to hear the 
sirens. Fire stations are located in all types of land use areas by necessity, and the brief 
noise of the sirens would not be considered a significant impact. 

 

As we wrote previously, this paragraph makes several contradictory and unsupported statements.  

It is correct that California state law requires fire department personnel to sound sirens when 

responding to emergency calls because the vehicles are often travelling faster than normal traffic 

while not conforming to standard traffic laws and norms.  The statement that "emergency 

responders make every effort to minimize use of the siren if the station is located in a residential 

setting" is unsubstantiated and, quite frankly, dubious.  The primary benefit of sirens over 

emergency lights is that they may be heard by people who do not have a direct line-of-sight to 

the emergency vehicle and who the emergency vehicle drivers cannot see.  As someone who has 

testified at trial in a matter involving the collision of an in-service ambulance with a private 

vehicle, I would be very surprised if the Los Angeles Fire Department had a policy which 

encouraged or even allowed its personnel to not sound their sirens at all times when responding 

to emergency calls.  To not employ the siren would imperil the Fire Department personnel, 

motorists, bicyclists, and pedestrians. 

 

That aside, the IS/MND states "If no traffic is present on the exiting street, the siren is briefly 

sounded upon exiting the station and is then silent . . ."  There is no indication in the IS/MND 

how often, if ever, there is "no traffic" on Oxnard Street, a major arterial roadway.  Clearly, if 

there is traffic present, the sirens would continue to be sounded.  This is the more likely scenario. 
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Finally, the conclusion of the cited paragraph – that siren noise is not a significant noise impact – 

is essentially contradicted by the earlier statement, "Emergency vehicle sirens are not subject to 

the limitations of noise ordinances because, by their very nature, they are intended to be 

unmistakably noticed."  While it is true that sirens are exempt from normal community noise 

limits, this does not render the siren noise harmless.  Rather, it is an acknowledgement by society 

that the benefit of sirens potentially overrides the harm done by the siren noise.  In our review of 

the Neg Dec, we pointed out that this potential harm is precisely what the CEQA process is 

intended to elucidate. 

 

 

Acoustical Analysis and IS/MND Noise Section 

 

Siren Noise Level.  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].   

 

The Acoustical Analysis measured noise at three locations near the existing fire station including 

The Van Nuys City Hall which is located directly across the street.  As this is representative of 

your situation, we have focused on the data from this location.  Maximum noise levels from the 

existing Fire Station 39 at the City Hall are of 93 to 102 dBA, with an average maximum noise 

level of 99.4 dBA.  Based on this and scaled aerial photos of the area, we conclude that the noise 

measurements at City Hall must have been made about 100 ft from the existing fire station.  The 

Acoustical Analysis also reported that the average noise level over an entire "event" at City Hall 

is 87.7 dBA, and that the duration of events – taken to mean Fire Department vehicles leaving 

the station under Code 3 – averaged 22 seconds.  [Acoustical Analysis at p. 1].   

 

The Acoustical Analysis also measured noise near the proposed site, but the details of these 

measurements are less clear.  However, the reported noise levels are similar to, though slightly 

higher than, those at City Hall.  The range of maximum noise levels is reported at 98 to 104 dBA 

with an average maximum of 102.6 dBA.  The average noise level over a siren event is reported 

as 89 to 96 dBA with an overall average of 92.6 dBA over 14 seconds. 

 

All of these different noise measurements are similar which is not surprising given that siren 

noise levels are regulated and fairly standardized.  Given these data, it is reasonable to state that 

the maximum siren noise levels at your property (not accounting for any sound barrier wall) will 

be some 99 to 102 dBA.  The average noise level during a siren event will be 88 to 92 dBA over 

a period of 14 to 22 seconds. 

 

CNEL Analysis.  A common metric for assessing the noise environment for a particular land use 

is the community noise equivalent level (CNEL).  This 24-hour, weighted average metric is 

utilized in the City of Los Angeles General Plan Noise Element, Exhibit I, Guidelines for Noise 

Compatible Land Use.  For the land use category "Residential single family, duplex, mobile 

home", the guidelines are as follows: 
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 CNEL < 52.5  Normally Acceptable 

 CNEL 52.5 – 67.5 Conditionally Acceptable (upon inclusion of noise insulation) 

 CNEL 67.5 – 72.5 Normally Unacceptable 

 CNEL > 72.5  Clearly Unacceptable 

 

(Note:  Exhibit I is ambiguous about the exact boundaries between the categories, so we have 

split the difference.) 

 

The Acoustical Analysis estimates that the existing CNEL in backyards of Tiara Street homes 

along Oxnard Street is 65 CNEL, near the upper limit of the Conditionally Acceptable range.  To 

our knowledge, no actual measurements have been made in any of the backyards along Tiara 

Street. 

 

The Acoustical Analysis, using response rate information from the traffic study prepared for the 

project and the measured noise data, estimates that the future noise exposure will be 72 CNEL.  

The Acoustical Analysis report does not given the details of the calculation, but given the clear 

description of their assumptions and the mathematical formula for determining the CNEL, we 

believe this result is in error.  Because this is a simple and unambiguous calculation for anyone 

knowledgeable about acoustics and decibels, we have appended it to the end of this letter.  The 

result should be at least 78 CNEL which is well into the Clearly Unacceptable range without a 

mitigating sound barrier wall and still within the Clearly Unacceptable range even with the 

proposed 5 dB sound barrier wall.
1
  As such, the siren noise should be deemed a significant 

impact because it exposes persons to noise levels in excess of standards established in the local 

general plan. 

 

The IS/MND uses an increase greater the 5 dBA as its significance threshold, though no basis for 

this is given [IS/MND at p. 26].  Our calculation indicates that the noise increase at residences 

along Oxnard Street as measured by the CNEL would be 13 dB without a wall and 8 dB with the 

proposed wall.  In either case, the increase exceeds the IS/MND's significant impact threshold. 

 

 

Maximum Noise Analysis.  We addressed the CNEL analysis first because that was included in 

the Acoustical Analysis.  Based on the CNEL analysis alone, project noise should be found to 

cause a significant impact at Tiara Street residences along Oxnard Street.  However, the CNEL 

analysis doesn't address what is presumably of greatest concern to local residents, namely, the 

extremely high noise level from the sirens. 

 

As established above, the maximum siren noise levels at your property (not accounting for any 

sound barrier wall) will be some 99 to 102 dBA.  With the proposed sound barrier wall, the noise 

level will be 94 to 97 dBA. 

 

                                                 
1
 We say "at least" because our calculation assumes that only one vehicle per call is responding 

with lights and siren.  If more than one vehicle respond with a siren, the noise exposure level 

would be greater. 
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At the outset, it must be recognized that the audible warning devices from fire trucks, 

ambulances, and police cars are exempt from the Municipal Code limits for the reasons 

discussed previously [LAMC 114.04], but our purpose here is to ascertain the normal community 

limits for noise for environmental impact assessment purposes.  The City of Los Angeles noise 

limits are distributed throughout the Municipal Code, and most of the limits are tied to existing 

ambient noise levels.  These had not been measured for the Neg Dec, but were later measured by 

the preparers of the Acoustical Analysis who reported hourly average noise levels of 52 to 

65 dBA.  The lower end of the range is reasonably presumed to be during the night.   

 

Under the Municipal Code, vehicle repair shops [114.01], normal motor vehicle operation 

[114.02], and powered equipment intended for repetitive use in residential areas [112.04] are 

limited to the ambient level plus 5 dBA.  This would be 57 to 70 dBA given the reported ambient 

noise levels.  Siren noise levels would exceed these limits by 29 to 45 dB without a sound wall 

and 24 to 40 dB with a sound wall. 

 

Another gauge is provided by the only Code provision we find that provides an absolute noise 

limit.  LAMC Section 112.05, Maximum Noise Level Of Powered Equipment Or Powered Hand 

Tools, provides that between the hours of 7 AM and 10 PM, within 500 ft of any residential 

zone, powered equipment intended for infrequent use be limited to 75 dBA.  Siren levels will 

exceed this by 24 to 27 dB without a sound wall and 19 to 22 dB with a sound wall.  Note that 

this limit is expressly applicable during daytime hours whereas sirens will occur both day and 

night. 

 

It is interesting to note that the Municipal Code requires places of public entertainment with 

amplified sound levels greater than 95 dBA to post a sign outside that states:  "WARNING:  

SOUND LEVELS WITHIN MAY CAUSE HEARING IMPAIRMENT."  [LAMC 112.06]  

Even with a sound wall, siren noise levels will be at or above this level in your backyard, and 

there will be, on average, more than two sirens per hour throughout the entire day. 

 

Finally, because emergencies happen at all hours of the day and night, approximately 19 of the 

51 emergency calls will occur during the nighttime hours of 10 PM to 7 AM.  Typical home 

construction provides 30 to 35 dB of noise attenuation with the windows closed, so noise levels 

inside rooms facing the fire station will be on the order of 64 to 72 dBA without a sound barrier 

wall and 59 to 67 dBA with a wall.  Sleep disturbance is to be expected at these levels. 

 

While none of these standards are directly applicable to this situation, they serve as indicators of 

the community norms when it comes to limiting noise exposure in the absence of more apropos 

standards.  As mentioned previously, the IS/MND used the arbitrary standard of a 5 dB increase 

as its threshold of significance, and siren noise levels will exceed the Municipal Code standards 

cited above by much more than that.  The fact that the noise exceeds local noise ordinance 

standards at all is sufficient to deem the noise impact significant. 
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Cumulative Noise Impact 
 

Even if the siren noise by itself were not a significant impact, the IS/MND failed to consider 

cumulative noise impacts.  CEQA requires a two-step analysis where there is a potential that a 

project may make a considerable contribution to a cumulatively significant noise impact.  In step 

one, the agency must determine if the combined noise from past, present, and foreseeable future 

projects is significant, e.g., in excess of General Plan or local ordinance thresholds for acceptable 

noise levels.  If so, in step two, the agency must determine whether the proposed project makes a 

considerable contribution to that cumulatively significant impact.   

 

The IS/MND does not provide any information about existing or projected future cumulative 

noise levels; however, we understand that the neighborhood is urbanized with substantial traffic 

noise and, possibly, aircraft overflight noise.  Accordingly, an adequate noise analysis must, as a 

first step in cumulative analysis, evaluate projected cumulative noise levels to determine if there 

is a cumulatively significant noise impact.   

 

Where cumulative noise levels are significant, even individually minor noise impacts may 

represent a considerable contribution.  Indeed, the worse the existing noise conditions, the 

smaller the noise increment need be to be deemed a considerable contribution.  Here, the 

substantial increase to 24-hour noise levels represented by the project are not minor, and thus 

would clearly be a considerable contribution to any existing or projected significant cumulative 

noise impact.   

 

 

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 near the emergency response facility. 

 

In this letter, we have demonstrated using the project's own Acoustical Analysis data that siren 

noise from the proposed Van Nuys Fire Station 39 would far exceed established community 

standards, even with the inclusion of the proposed sound barrier wall.  The correct conclusion to 

be drawn from a CEQA analysis of the noise from this project is that it will result in a 

significant, unavoidable noise impact for you and your neighbors. 

 

 

*                         *                    *                    *                         * 
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Please feel free to contact us if you have any questions about our review of the IS/MND or 

require additional assistance with this project. 

 

Very truly yours, 

 

WILSON, IHRIG & ASSOCIATES, INC. 

 

 

 

Derek L. Watry 

Principal 
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CNEL Calculation Using Acoustical Analysis Data 
 

Hour 
of the 
Day 

Average Measured 
Sound Level 
(Leq, 14s) 

Average Hourly 
Sound Level for 

2.125 Sirens 
(Leq, 1hr) 

CNEL 
Calculation 

Penalty 
(dB) 

Adjusted Hourly 
Sound Level 
(Leq, 1 hr) 

0:00 92.6 71.8 10 81.8 

1:00 92.6 71.8 10 81.8 

2:00 92.6 71.8 10 81.8 

3:00 92.6 71.8 10 81.8 

4:00 92.6 71.8 10 81.8 

5:00 92.6 71.8 10 81.8 

6:00 92.6 71.8 10 81.8 

7:00 92.6 71.8  71.8 

8:00 92.6 71.8  71.8 

9:00 92.6 71.8  71.8 

10:00 92.6 71.8  71.8 

11:00 92.6 71.8  71.8 

12:00 92.6 71.8  71.8 

13:00 92.6 71.8  71.8 

14:00 92.6 71.8  71.8 

15:00 92.6 71.8  71.8 

16:00 92.6 71.8  71.8 

17:00 92.6 71.8  71.8 

18:00 92.6 71.8  71.8 

19:00 92.6 71.8 5 76.8 

20:00 92.6 71.8 5 76.8 

21:00 92.6 71.8 5 76.8 

22:00 92.6 71.8 10 81.8 

23:00 92.6 71.8 10 81.8 

CNEL = Average of 24 Adjusted Hourly Levels =   78.4 

 
Notes: 
 
1. Avg Hourly Level for 2.125 Sirens = Avg Measured (14 seconds) + 10log10(14×2.125/3600) 
 
2. Average of 24 adjusted hourly levels is a logarithmic average, not an arithmetic average. 
 
3. This calculation assumes only one responding vehicle is sounding a siren per call.  If more 

than one vehicle is sounding a siren, the noise level would be higher.  Because decibels are 
a logarithmic scale, if two vehicles per call sound a siren, the result would be 3 dB higher. 

 


