
 
 

 

CITY COUNCIL AGENDA REPORT 

MEETING DATE:  OCTOBER 7, 2008                                      ITEM NUMBER:           

SUBJECT: SR-55 ACCESS STUDY 
 
DATE: SEPTEMBER 25, 2008 
 
FROM:  PUBLIC SERVICES DEPARTMENT - TRANSPORTATION SERVICES DIVISION 
 
PRESENTATION 
BY: 

PETER NAGHAVI, DIRECTOR, DEPARTMENT OF PUBLIC SERVICES 

 
FOR FURTHER INFORMATION CONTACT: RAJA SETHURAMAN, TRANSPORTATION SERVICES 

MANAGER - (714) 754-5032 
 

RECOMMENDATION: 

• Accept the recommendation of the SR-55 Access Study – Initial Screening Report 
on the alternatives for further study.  These include No Build/Baseline, 
Transportation System Management, Vertical Terminal Enhancement, and 
Cut/Cover under Newport Boulevard. 

• Request Orange County Transportation Authority (OCTA) Board to fund and initiate 
the next phase of study in an expedited manner. 

• Direct staff to convey City Council and public comments to OCTA Board. 

BACKGROUND: 
 
The Costa Mesa Freeway (SR-55), currently terminates at 19th Street and continues 
south as Newport Boulevard through Downtown Costa Mesa.  Newport Boulevard, 
under the jurisdiction of State of California Department of Transportation (Caltrans), 
carries over 100,000 vehicles per day at the SR-55 Freeway terminus at 19th Street.  
This results in severe congestion at several intersections within Downtown Costa Mesa 
and the conditions are exasperated during summer months due to beach traffic.  Other 
related impacts include cut-through traffic within the adjacent residential streets, 
pedestrian accessibility issues and Downtown business access. 
 
In order to improve overall conditions in the short-term, the City is undertaking a project 
that will provide the following: 
 

 Aesthetic landscaping and streetscape enhancements including palms, planters, 
ornamental street lighting, and bus shelters uniformly along the corridor.  

 Upgrading pedestrian, bus stop, and handicap ramps in compliance with the Americans 
with Disabilities Act. 

 Construction of missing sidewalk along the west side of Newport Boulevard north of 17th 
Street. 

 Addition of a fourth northbound lane from 17th Street to north of 19th Street. 
 Addition of a fourth southbound lane from the State Route 55 freeway terminus to 

Triangle Square. 
 Addition of a southbound right-turn lane at 17th Street. 
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The construction of this specific project is scheduled for early 2009.   
 
Caltrans Route Concept Report shows SR-55 Freeway extended south to Industrial 
Way in an easterly alignment with significant impacts to several homes and businesses 
in Costa Mesa.  The recent “SR-55 Access Study” which started in June 2007, is 
intended to identify alternatives to the Master-Planned extension of the SR-55 Freeway 
from its current terminus at 19th Street to 16th Street. This cooperative effort includes 
participation by the Orange County Transportation Authority (OCTA), the Cities of Costa 
Mesa and Newport Beach, and the State of California Department of Transportation 
(Caltrans).  The consultant team selected for the study is led by LSA Associates.   
 
A Technical Advisory Committee (TAC) consisting of staff, and a Policy Advisory 
Committee (PAC) consisting of elected officials from OCTA Board, and participating 
agencies provided guidance during the conduct of the study.  In addition, the study 
considered public input through stakeholder meetings, public open houses, and on-line 
and mail surveys.  Two stakeholder meetings were held in the Cities of Costa Mesa and 
Newport Beach.  In addition, two public open houses were held in Costa Mesa and one 
in Newport Beach in March and April 2008.  A total of 625 comments/surveys were 
received on the project from residents and business owners of Costa Mesa and 
Newport Beach and other interested parties. 
 
OCTA and the consultant team also provided an update on the project at the Costa 
Mesa City Council Study Sessions on February 12, 2008 and September 9, 2008. 
 
Based on the findings of the SR-55 study by the consultant team, and input from TAC, 
PAC and public, seven project alternatives were developed: 
 
Alternative 1 – No Build/Baseline:   
 
This alternative, shown in Attachment 1, depicts existing conditions, plus the addition of 
all improvements that will be implemented as part of the upcoming Newport Boulevard 
project.  These include the addition of a fourth northbound lane between 17th and 19th 
Streets, a fourth southbound lane between 19th Street and entrance to Triangle Square, 
as well as other aesthetic enhancements.  This alternative will also consider the 
proposed Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) as planned by OCTA.  The purpose of this 
alternative is to assess “No Build” conditions and provide a basis for comparison to 
subsequent alternatives.   
 
Alternative 2 – Current Freeway Plan:   
 
This alternative, shown in Attachment 2, proposes to extend the SR-55 Freeway as a 
depressed section from its current terminus at 19th Street to just south of Industrial Way, 
consistent with Caltrans’ adopted alignment.  This alternative would require significant 
additional right-of-way for the realigned freeway to be constructed and would seriously 
impact many residents and businesses.  Major engineering components include 
concrete pavement, large retaining walls, bridge overcrossings, excavation, and utility 
relocations.  As expected, this alternative is expected to result in significant 
improvement in traffic operations along Newport Boulevard corridor as a parallel 
freeway facility would be added to accommodate regional travel. 
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Alternative 3 – Transportation System Management:   
 
This alternative, shown in Attachment 3, expands on Alternative 1 and includes the 
extension of the fourth southbound lane from Triangle Square to 17th Street.  In addition, 
this alternative includes construction of bus turnouts on Newport Boulevard, and a 
pedestrian bridge over Newport Boulevard.  Improved signal progression throughout the 
corridor would be achieved through signal synchronization and signal timing 
optimization.  This alternative would have minimal effect on adjacent land use and 
would exhibit only modest improvements in traffic flow.   
 
Alternative 4 – Improved Conventional Highway:  
 
This alternative, shown in Attachment 4, demonstrates the need for widening of 
Newport Boulevard in response to future demand and based on Level of Service (LOS) 
“D” at all intersections.  The traffic analysis indicates a need for 10 to 12 through traffic 
lanes (both directions) on Newport Boulevard to achieve LOS “D.”  No further evaluation 
was conducted on this alternative due to significant right-of-way requirements.   
 
Alternative 5 – Vertical Terminal Enhancement:  
 
This alternative, shown in Attachment 5, provides additional capacity at the two major 
intersections on Newport Boulevard at 19th Street, and at 17th Street by grade-
separating major movements.  The proposed grade separated movements at Newport 
Boulevard/19th Street intersection include southbound Newport Boulevard to westbound 
19th Street and eastbound 19th Street to northbound Newport Boulevard.  In the vicinity 
of Newport Boulevard/17th Street intersection, the grade separated movements include 
southbound Newport Boulevard to southbound Superior Avenue, and northbound 
Superior Avenue to northbound Newport Boulevard.  These strategies would vertically 
separate the critical turn movements from 17th Street and 19th Street to Newport 
Boulevard/SR-55, thus allowing greater operational capacity and improved travel time 
for through movements along the corridor.  In addition, a pedestrian bridge is also 
proposed across Newport Boulevard in this alternative.  While this alternative results in 
some reductions in delays at the two improved intersections, several other intersections 
on Newport Boulevard will continue to operate at congested LOS. 
 
Alternative 6 – Elevated Freeway over Newport Boulevard:  
 
This alternative, shown in Attachment 6, involves construction of an entirely new 
structure above Newport Boulevard from north of 19th Street to Industrial Way.  The 
purpose of this alternative is to separate local and regional through traffic.  As this 
alternative is constructed within the footprint of existing Newport Boulevard, this 
alternative will have minimal right-of-way requirements.  However, this alternative has 
significant construction challenges due to transition from existing depressed freeway to 
an elevated freeway.  Similar to Alternative 2, this alternative would result in significant 
improvements to traffic operations on Newport Boulevard and adjacent streets. 
 
Alternative 7 – Cut and Cover Freeway under Newport Boulevard:  
 
This alternative, shown in Attachment 7, involves construction of an entire new structure 
below Newport Boulevard.  The purpose of this alternative, like Alternative 6, is to 
separate local and regional through traffic.  This alternative not only responds well to 
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future traffic demands, it also assists in eliminating or reducing cut-through traffic within 
the residential neighborhoods. There are construction challenges with this alternative 
that will be addressed in detail during the next phase of the SR-55 Access Study.  This 
alternative will also result in significant improvements to traffic operations on Newport 
Boulevard and adjacent streets. 
 
ANALYSIS:
 
OCTA and the consultant team, in cooperation with the Cities of Costa Mesa and 
Newport Beach, and Caltrans, have completed the evaluation of various conceptual 
alternatives to SR-55/Newport Boulevard south of 19th Street.  An executive summary of 
the report is included as Attachment 8.  The following criteria were used in screening 
the various alternatives: 
 

• System Linkage – How well does the alternative achieve regional and local 
transportation system linkages? 

• Capacity and Transportation Demand – Analysis of intersection, arterial and 
freeway LOS 

• Legislation/Compatibility with Plans – How well does the alternative relate to 
state and local plans for the area? 

• Social/Economic Development – How does the alternative address impacts to 
residential areas and businesses? 

• Modal Interrelations – Does the alternative allow for transit enhancements? 
• Project Enhancements/Safety/Roadway Deficiency – Does the alternative meet 

the requirements of State and local agency standards for traffic movement? 
• Implementation – How feasible is the alternative to construct? 

 
For each screening criteria, it was determined whether the alternative fails to achieve, 
moderately achieves, or fully achieves, the intended objective.  Attachment 9 
summarizes the evaluation results for all alternatives.  Based on the results of these 
analyses using the above screening criteria, the following alternatives were selected for 
future detailed study: 
 

• Alternative 1 – No Build/Baseline 
• Alternative 3 – Transportation System Management 
• Alternative 5 – Vertical Terminal Enhancement 
• Alternative 7 – Cut and Cover Under Newport Boulevard 

 
Alternative 1 – No Build/Baseline: 
 
The No Build Alternative was selected as it forms the basis to measure other 
alternatives.  As mentioned earlier, this alternative does not meet future traffic demands. 
 
Alternative 3 - Transportation System Management:  
 
This alternative was selected for further consideration due to its modest cost of 
implementation and its ability to address near-term congestion impacts.  Further, 
elements of this alternative could be part of the final locally preferred alternative for 
phased implementation plan of improvements along Newport Boulevard corridor.   
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Alternative 5 - Vertical Terminal Enhancement:  
 
This alternative was selected due to its potential for implementation of major 
improvements in the corridor.  While there are some improvements in traffic operations 
at Newport Boulevard/19th Street and Newport Boulevard/17th Street intersections, 
several other intersections on Newport Boulevard would continue to operate at 
congested LOS under this alternative.  Further refinements could be considered to this 
alternative during the next phase of the study. 
 
Alternative 7 – Cut and Cover Under Newport Boulevard: 
 
This alternative was selected due to the significant improvements in traffic operations 
realized by separating local traffic from regional through traffic. 
 
 
The results of the report were presented to the City Council at their study session of 
September 9, 2008.  Staff was directed to schedule this item for a regular City Council 
meeting so that public comments can be received and a formal recommendation to 
OCTA Board can be provided by the Council.   
 
A similar presentation was made by OCTA before the City of Newport Beach Council on 
September 23, 2008 at their study session.  Council comments were provided to OCTA 
on the subject (Attachment 10). 

 
Next Steps: 
 
The results of the SR-55 Access Study will be presented to OCTA’s Board of Directors 
for consideration on October 27, 2008.  Upon funding identification, OCTA along with 
other involved agencies, will begin full environmental assessment of all four selected 
alternatives.  It is likely that the final locally preferred alternative could be a modified 
version of one of the above alternatives, as attractive elements from each alternative 
can be included in the preferred alternative. 

ALTERNATIVES CONSIDERED:
 
The City Council may recommend a different set of alternatives to address existing and 
future traffic issues at the terminus of SR-55 in Costa Mesa.  However, this will result in 
delay in the progress of the current process.  The City Council could also recommend only 
one alternative for further consideration.  However, due to the requirements of any typical 
environmental study process, several alternatives need to be considered in detail in the 
next phase prior to determining a locally preferred alternative.

FISCAL REVIEW:
 
There is no fiscal impact to the City with this item.   

LEGAL REVIEW:
 
Legal review is not required for this item. 
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CONCLUSION:
 
OCTA’s consultant team has completed the evaluation of conceptual alternatives for the 
SR-55 Freeway extension from its current terminus at 19th Street to 16th Street.  The 
study was conducted in cooperation with the Cities of Costa Mesa and Newport Beach 
and Caltrans.  At the September 9, 2008, study session, OCTA and the consultant team 
updated the City Council on the results of the study and solicited comments.  The City 
Council directed staff to agendize this item for a regular City Council meeting, so that 
public comments can be obtained and the City Council can make a formal 
recommendation on SR-55 alternatives.  Staff will convey City Council recommendation 
for OCTA Board consideration.
 
 
 
 
 
RAJA SETHURAMAN PETER NAGHAVI, Director 
Transportation Services Manager 

 
Department of Public Services 

 
 
ATTACHMENTS: 1 through 7 -
    1 - Alternative 1 – No Build/Baseline 
    2 - Alternative 2 – Current Freeway Plan 
    3 - Alternative 3 – Transportation System Management 
    4 - Alternative 4 – Improved Conventional Highway 
    5 - Alternative 5 – Vertical Terminal Enhancement 
    6 - Alternative 6 – Elevated Freeway over Newport Boulevard 
    7 - Alternative 7 – Cut and Cover under Newport Boulevard 
   8 - Executive Summary of Initial Screening Report
   9 - Summary of Evaluation Matrices for Alternatives
   10 - Newport Beach City Council Study Session Comments  
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