Final Environmental Impact Statement
Chapter 1 — Purpose and Need

1.1

PURPOSE AND NEED

The Metropolitan Transit Authority (METRO) of Harris County, Texas, in cooperation
with the Federal Transit Administration (FTA), has initiated the Environmental Impact
Statement (EIS) phase of project development for the Southeast Corridor in Houston,
Texas.' An Alternatives Analysis Report was completed for the corridor in February
2004.7 The EIS phase of the project included preparation of a Draft Environmental
Impact Statement (DEIS) and a Final Environmental Impact Statement (FEIS), in
conjunction with preliminary engineering. The Notice of Intent (NOI) to prepare an
EIS was published in the Federal Register on January 9, 2002.

This FEIS consists of two separately bound volumes. Volume 1 contains the FEIS
and is organized into several chapters. Volume 2 contains the plan drawings for the
project’s alignment and station locations, typical cross sections, and related project
features.

This chapter presents the need for transportation improvements in the Southeast
Corridor and describes the purpose of the proposed project. It contains an overview of
the project corridor in relation to the region, with a focus on land use, population and
employment, travel demand, and existing transportation facilities and services. It also
describes the specific transportation needs to be addressed and project goals and
objectives. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the role of the EIS in the
decision-making process.

Project Description

The Southeast Corridor is identified in both the Houston-Galveston Area Council
(H-GAC) 2025 Regional Transportation Plan (RTP) (H-GAC, June 2005) and the
2025 METRO Solutions plan (METRO, July 2003) as a priority for a transportation
investment.® Prior to initiating the EIS phase, METRO conducted an alternatives
analysis (AA) to identify transportation issues and to evaluate a range of mode and
alignment alternatives to address transportation needs in the Southeast Corridor.
The conclusions of the AA recommended both a new fixed-guideway transit line and
improved bus service within the corridor.

Based on the results of the AA and following a successful voter referendum in 2003
approving the METRO Solutions plan, the METRO Board of Directors adopted a
Locally Preferred Investment Strategy (LPIS) for the Southeast Corridor. The LPIS
provides for the implementation of fixed-guideway transit facilities and services in the
Southeast Corridor. The Board also adopted a Minimum Operable Segment (MOS).
The MOS is approximately 6.8 miles in length and extends from downtown Houston

! Acronyms and abbreviations are defined at their first use in each chapter. A complete list of

acronyms and abbreviations used in this FEIS is contained in Appendix A.

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

This FEIS incorporates by reference all technical information, studies, and other public documents
produced for the Southeast-Universities-Hobby Corridor Planning Study Alternatives (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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southeast to Scott Street and along Scott Street and Griggs Road to the vicinity of
Interstate Highway (IH)-610. The MOS is located geographically within the limits of the
LPIS, which extends southeast to Hobby Airport. The MOS would be the first phase of
the LPIS to be implemented.

The MOS adopted by METRO represents the base MOS alignment of the build
alternatives evaluated in the DEIS. Its logical termini connect two major activity
centers within the Houston Metropolitan area — downtown Houston and the universities
area, which contains the University of Houston (UH) and Texas Southern University
(TSU). The MOS has utility that is independent of other future projects and does not
depend on future investments to achieve its purpose and need.

The three build alternatives evaluated in the DEIS encompassed the vehicle
technologies that could be used to operate the fixed guideway transit service,
including light rail transit (LRT), bus rapid transit (BRT) convertible, and BRT.
Although LRT was the transit technology adopted by the METRO Board for the
Southeast Corridor in the METRO Solutions Transit plan, the plan was modified in
2005 to provide for implementation of BRT in the initial phase with conversion to LRT
as warranted by future demand. The BRT technology was proposed by METRO as
an alternative for implementation in the Southeast Corridor in order to improve the
cost effectiveness of the project for federal funding. The DEIS evaluated both LRT
and BRT convertible to LRT in the future as build alternatives to be considered for
implementation of fixed-guideway transit service in the Southeast Corridor. To
ensure that all reasonable alternatives were evaluated in the DEIS, BRT as a transit
technology without conversion to LRT in the future was added to the build
alternatives under evaluation. Thus, the three build alternatives evaluated in the
DEIS consisted of an LRT Alternative, a BRT Convertible Alternative, and a BRT
Alternative.

The DEIS also evaluated an alignment option to the base MOS alignment in the
segment of the corridor along Scott Street south of Wheeler Street. This alignment
option follows Wheeler Street and Martin Luther King Boulevard southeast to
connect with the base MOS alignment at Griggs Road and east to the terminus in the
vicinity of Palm Center.

In addition to the three build alternatives, the DEIS included the evaluation of a No
Build Alternative. The No Build Alternative consists of existing transportation
services and facilities plus the METRO transit services and facilities that will be in
operation in FY 2007 and the regional roadway/highway system that will be in place
in 2025. It includes the METRORail Red Line, but incorporates no other new
advanced high-capacity transit services. The No Build Alternative was used in the
DEIS for comparison to determine the environmental impacts of the build alternatives.

The DEIS was circulated for public review and comment in July, 2006 and a public
hearing was held on August 19, 2006. Based on input received during the public
comment period and analysis of potential community and environmental impacts, the
METRO Board adopted the BRT Convertible Alternative with the Wheeler-MLK
alignment option as the locally preferred alternative (LPA) on September 21, 2006.
The LPA adopted by the METRO Board, is shown in Figure 1-1.
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Figure 1-1
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Source: Parsons Brinckerhoff, 2006.
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Because federal approvals and permits, and proposed funding assistance are required
to construct the Southeast Corridor project, the proposed project is subject to review
under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). The relevant NEPA regulation is
the joint FTA and Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) environmental regulation
Part 771, Environmental Impact and Related Procedures: Final Rule (23 Code of
Federal Regulations (CFR), August 28, 1987). Paragraph 771.115 of this regulation
defines three classes of action, which require different levels of environmental analysis
and documentation. Class 1 actions, which require an EIS, are defined as “actions
that significantly affect the environment”. Major rail projects, both new starts and
modernization, fall into this category. The Southeast Corridor project is considered by
the FTA regulations to be a major transit project; thus, preparation of an EIS is
required for environmental review of the project under NEPA.

1.2 Description of the Project Study Area

The Southeast Corridor project and study area for the FEIS is located within the
metropolitan area of Houston, in Harris County, Texas, as shown in Figure 1-2. The
corridor extends from downtown Houston in a southeast direction towards Hobby
Airport. It is defined as the area bounded by IH-45 on the east, US Route 59/State
Highway (SH) 288 on the west, and Almeda-Genoa Road on the south.

The study area for the project includes the portion of the Southeast Corridor from
downtown Houston south to Bellfort Road, which is approximately 1 mile south of
IH-610. In addition to downtown Houston (sometimes referred to as the central
business district, or CBD), the corridor includes several established residential
neighborhoods, TSU, and UH.

1.2.1 Study Area Setting

The project study area encompasses a portion of downtown Houston, which contains
the commercial core of the Houston metropolitan area and is also home to a growing
residential population. There is an increasing number of high-density residential
developments downtown and east of downtown, including condominiums,
apartments, and lofts, comprised of both newly constructed buildings and the
adaptive reuse of older properties. Immediately east of downtown in the study area,
large public and public/private investments have been made in: Minute Maid Park, a
40,950-seat professional baseball stadium; an expanded George R. Brown
Convention Center; a 1,200-room Convention Center Hotel (Hilton Americas); a
20,000 seat multi-purpose arena (Toyota Center); and the expanding retail and
restaurant venues to support this complex. Figure 1-3 shows the location of
downtown Houston and other activity centers within, or in proximity to the study area.

Industrial, distribution, and warehouse-oriented uses are concentrated southeast of
downtown. The convergence of multiple railroad lines and the presence of roadway
access for freight trucks have made this area suitable for light manufacturing and
transportation related industries. This area is experiencing extensive residential
redevelopment, with numerous high-density townhomes and condos completed in
2005 or currently under construction. Interspersed in this vicinity are blocks of older,
small single-family homes.
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Project Location and Study Area

Figure 1-2
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Source: Parsons Brinckerhoff, 2006.
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Locations of Activity Centers Figure 1-3
Figure 1-3. Locations of Activity Centers
Source: Parsons Brinckerhoff, 2006.
Southeast Corridor
METRO 1-6 January 2007



