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ALTERNATIVES CONSIDERED

This chapter describes the alternatives considered for the Southeast Corridor and
the process used to select them. The alternatives under consideration in this Final
Environmental Impact Statement (FEIS)! consist of a No Build Alternative, which
serves as a basis for the evaluation of transportation and environmental impacts, and
the Locally Preferred Alternative (LPA) providing for the implementation of Bus Rapid
Transit (BRT) services in the Southeast Corridor. This chapter also describes the
alternatives development and screening process that resulted in the build
alternatives evaluated in the Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS).

The Metropolitan Transit Authority of Harris County (METRO) has followed a
prescribed process, including seeking input from the public, corridor stakeholders,
and other affected parties, to identify the range of alternatives and issues for study in
this document. A full range of possible build alternatives meeting the goals and
objectives described in Chapter 1 — Purpose and Need were evaluated in the DEIS.
After review of comments on the DEIS, the METRO Board of Directors selected the
BRT Convertible Alternative with the Wheeler-MLK alignment option described in the
DEIS as the LPA. The LPA was chosen based on its effectiveness in meeting the
purpose and need of the project and because it would result in fewer negative
impacts to the community.

Development and Screening of Alternatives in the
Alternatives Analysis

This section provides background information for the proposed Southeast Corridor
fixed-guideway transit project and summarizes the planning process that led to the
development of the build alternatives presented in this FEIS. The process began
with the initiation of the Southeast-Universities-Hobby Corridor Planning Study
Alternatives Analysis (AA). The data collection, analyses, and results of the AA
process are incorporated by reference into this FEIS.? A summary of the
conclusions of the AA follows.

Scoping and Public Involvement

Scoping is the process by which the lead agency preparing the DEIS solicits input from
the public and other agencies regarding the breadth and depth of alternatives and issues
to be addressed and the significant issues related to the proposed action. Scoping for
the project was accomplished as part of the Southeast-Universities-Hobby Corridor
Planning Study AA. The scoping process was officially initiated on January 9, 2002, with
publication in the Federal Register of a Notice of Intent (NOI) to study advanced high
capacity transit (AHCT) alignments and station locations, to prepare an environmental
impact statement (EIS), and to conduct public scoping meetings. Scoping provided the

! Acronyms and abbreviations are defined at their first use in the chapter. A complete list of acronyms
and abbreviations used in the FEIS is contained in Appendix A.

% This FEIS incorporates by reference all technical information, studies, and other public documents
produced for the Southeast-Universities-Hobby Corridor AA and the METRO Solutions Transit
System Plan that support the FEIS. These documents are considered part of the environmental
compliance record and can be requested for review at the METRO offices.
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opportunity for the community and for individual stakeholders to review alternatives
being considered, to participate in the development of alternatives, and to suggest
planning or environmental issues that should be addressed as the study proceeds.

Three scoping meetings were held, consisting of one agency and two public
meetings. Affected local, state, and federal agencies were invited to and participated
in the agency scoping meeting held on February 27, 2002 for the Southeast-
Universities-Hobby Corridor Planning Study and two other regional corridor studies.
The two public meetings were held on February 19 and 21, 2002. The Scoping
Results Report for the Southeast-Universities-Hobby Planning Study AA documents
the results of the scoping meetings.?

The AA was conducted in close coordination with stakeholders, a Community
Involvement Committee (CIC), and an Interagency Steering Committee. Meetings with
stakeholders were an on-going activity throughout the AA process and continued
through preparation of the DEIS and FEIS. Initial stakeholder meetings were used to
identify members of the community that represented significant constituencies in the
corridor. Representatives of these stakeholder groups were invited to participate on the
CIC. The CIC met regularly and reviewed study progress, provided input to the
development of the study milestones, reviewed the products of the study, and
disseminated information to their respective groups.

The Interagency Steering Committee was established to provide technical direction to
the project. The committee consisted of staff from METRO, the Houston-Galveston
Area Council (H-GAC); Harris County Public Infrastructure Department; Texas
Department of Transportation (TxDOT); City of Houston Planning and Development
Department; City of Spring Valley; Harris County Toll Road Authority (HCTRA); the
Federal Transit Administration (FTA), Region VI; and the Houston Airport System. The
Interagency Steering Committee met at critical milestones in the study process to
discuss the AA progress and keep the regional public agencies involved.

2.1.2 Alternatives Screening and Selection Process

Title 49 of the United States Code (USC) 5309(e)(1)(A) establishes the process for
the planning and development of New Starts projects* consisting of Alternatives
Analysis and Preliminary Engineering. Under this process, an agency is allowed to
prepare a DEIS to satisfy National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) requirements as
part of the AA or to use the AA for the subsequent preparation of a DEIS within the
preliminary engineering phase of project development. After consulting with FTA,
METRO chose to prepare the DEIS as part of the AA process.

NEPA requires that the DEIS include an analysis of all reasonable alternatives. The
Southeast-Universities-Hobby Corridor Planning Study AA was the process used to
select the build alternatives from among several alternatives considered. The

Parsons Brinckerhoff, Southeast-Universities-Hobby Planning Study, Scoping Results Report,
March 2002.
The FTA's discretionary New Starts program is the Federal government’s primary financial
resource for supporting locally-planned, implemented, and operated fixed-guideway -capital
investments.
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Southeast-Universities-Hobby Corridor Planning Study Alternatives Analysis Report
documents the results of the analysis of all alternatives considered.®

The AA identified and evaluated alternatives through a two-step process. The first
step consisted of the identification and screening of a long list of potential alignment
segments. The alignment segments consisted of rights of way that could conceivably
accommodate AHCT (defined as high-capacity, high-speed two-direction all-day
transit). The CIC patrticipated in the screening of alignment segments by reviewing
and commenting on the results of the analysis. The results of the screening were then
reviewed in meetings with the stakeholders. Based on input from the stakeholders, a
list of alignment segments was selected to carry forward to detailed evaluation.

The AA also screened a long list of transit technologies capable of providing AHCT,
narrowing to the consideration of light rail transit (LRT) and BRT with input from the
CIC and general public. The technologies of LRT and BRT were selected for
detailed evaluation with the corridor alignment alternatives.

The second step involved the development of full-length corridor alternatives from
the list of remaining alignment segments. The corridor alternatives were then
subjected to more detailed evaluation of the benefits and the environmental,
transportation, and economic impacts against the stated goals and objectives for the
project as set forth in the purpose and need. Capital and operations and
maintenance (O&M) cost estimates were also developed for use in the evaluation.

The alternatives and results of the evaluation were presented to the stakeholders and
public in a series of meetings and comments were solicited. Following the meetings,
comments from the general public and cooperating agencies were assessed and a
recommended locally preferred investment strategy (LPIS) for the Southeast-
Universities-Hobby Corridor was selected and subsequently approved for inclusion in
the METRO Solutions plan. The plan was subjected to a referendum and approved by
voters in November 2003. Following an extensive public involvement process, the
METRO Board adopted the LPIS and minimum operable segment (MOS) in November
2003. This previously adopted LPIS and MOS are described in Section 2.1.2.4.

This next section describes the alternatives considered in the AA and the results of
the screening and evaluation process that led to the selection and adoption of the
LPIS and MOS.

Identification and Screening of Preliminary Alternatives

The development of alternatives was initiated with the identification and mapping of
all potential rights of way conceivable for fixed-guideway transit, including arterial
streets and active or abandoned railroad rights of way. In the initial step, alignment
segments having “fatal flaws” that made them clearly inferior for further consideration
were eliminated. Figure 2-1 identifies the alignment segments initially considered,
including the segments that were eliminated and the reasons for their elimination.

®  Parsons Brinckerhoff, Southeast-Universities-Hobby Planning Study, Alternatives Analysis Report,

February 2004.
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Figure 2-1. Initial Alignment Segments Considered

Source: Parsons Brinckerhoff, Southeast-Universities-Hobby Planning Study, Alternatives Analysis Report, February 2004.

The remaining alignment segments were then screened using the criteria derived
from the goals and objectives for the project. The criteria and measures used in the
screening of alignment segments are identified in Table 2-1.

The screening of the alignment segments against the criteria resulted in a reduced
set of alignment segments for development of conceptual alternatives. The
alignments segments eliminated, and reasons for elimination, are listed below.

X Houston Belt and Terminal Railroad (HB&T) (an abandoned railroad right-of-way)

— Conflicts with residential property and would have to share right-of-way with
committed plan for a hike and bike trail.
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