
Traffic (Transportation and Wildfire) 

Summary 

No traffic study was done for traffic at the Heights location, and in 
particular the effect of the long on-site queue on congestion, safety, and 
flow of traffic.  Bald conclusions were stated without factual support, 
evidence, or thoughtful modeling or analysis of likely scenarios.  
Observations of traffic in the area for many years, coupled with an analysis 
of the proposed lanes, parking locations, and issues facing Heights 
parents when dropping children at school suggests that the proposed 
solutions will actually decrease flow and safety, causing a significant 
adverse environmental impact.  


The length of the onsite queue is unlikely to de-congest Boquita Drive - 
the historical congestion goes too far beyond Cordero to make that likely.  
As a result, the same problems will persist.  An unintended effect will be 
relieving traffic on Cordero, causing some parents to scoot up onto Mira 
Montana to drop their kids at the cul de sac, because they will want to 
avoid the long captive queue onsite at the school.  As a result, Mira 
Montana is likely to become an unofficial drop off queue, without adequate 
infrastructure, with a significant negative impact on neighbors there.


Because of the issues raised in the wildfire analysis in the next section, it is 
important to know for sure that the deep three lane onsite queue will 
perform under the pressure of a site evacuation and allow fire and 
emergency vehicles to get to the site, at the same time parents are likely to 
come to school to retrieve their kids in a rush (which they will do, even if 
told to stay away).  Yet there is no analysis of this important issue.  The 
queue combines fire access with inbound traffic, outbound traffic, pick-up/
drop-off, and 45 cars pulling out of perpendicular parking spots into the 
fire lane.  The queue configuration and driving patterns suggest significant 
congestion is likely during an emergency scenario.


CEQA framework 

If a lead agency is presented with a fair argument that a project may have 
a significant effect on the environment (in this section, environment means 
traffic, whether onsite or in the neighborhood; and emergency 
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evacuation traffic from the site and neighborhood ), the lead agency 26

shall prepare an EIR even though it may also be presented with other 
substantial evidence that the project will not have a significant effect.  
Guidelines 15064(f)(1).


No traffic study for the Heights’ rebuild - the community is 
left to conjecture and guesses 

It is remarkable that the MND does offer a traffic study for the temporary 
relocation of students to the Hills and the impact of those in the 
community who live nearby that school.  But when it comes to what most 
of us think is the main event - the Heights - there is no study at all, but 
only anecdotal factual information (much of which is flat wrong, and the 
rest unscientific and conjectural) and naked inferences from the 
consultant, who has no history in the community and apparently did not 
study the Heights’ traffic patterns himself.  It seems so incongruous that 
one is left to wonder whether it was indeed done, but the results didn’t 
turn out as the district hoped.


For instance, the traffic queue is cited as completely solving the problem 
of Boquita backup, but there should have been a time analysis of the 
drop-off and pick-up and depth of the queue to assess whether, in fact, 
the cars that are expected to drop students in the morning are still so 
abundant that the queue will nonetheless extend out onto Cordero and 
beyond.  This type of study is commonplace for elementary schools who 
are designing queues and evaluating traffic patters. 


Instead we are left with mere bald assertions like this one, without analysis 
or data to back it up:  “With the extended queueing zone and student 
drop-off/pick-up area, the proposed project would improve circulation in 
the area, by reducing the number of vehicles on the adjacent roadways.”


Finally, it’s worth noting that for many years the school allowed students to 
be dropped off as early as 7:30 for free supervised childcare.  Many 
parents took advantage of this, because it allowed them to drop off before 
the traffic backed up, and kids loved getting to play before school.  The 
new school will have a very limited window for drop off in the morning of 
7:45 am to 8:00 a.m., unless you are willing to pay $10 for child care, 
which many will choose to avoid.  This will increase the car counts and 
back up; thus alleged solutions based upon anecdotal car counts and 
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observations made in the spring of 2019 using existing conditions, have 
little value in assessing the new conditions that will be in play when the 
new school arrives.


No study of the critical questions regarding the three-lane 
onsite queue - either for safety or flow 

There is no traffic study or even analysis of the critical three lane onsite 
queue - not for normal operation or for site evacuation and emergencies.  
A fair analysis shows the bulk of the “problems” identified anecdotally in 
the MND have not been eliminated, but instead moved onsite into a longer, 
narrower, more captive channel - and made worse by new opportunities.


The three lane onsite queue combines emergency vehicle access, bi-
directional traffic, drop-off, pick-up, merger of two lanes into one at the 
south turnaround, and forty-five 90º angle parking spots into a width that 
is seven feet narrower than Boquita Drive.  Once you get in, if you follow 
the rules, you are stuck until you go all the way to the south roundabout 
and make your way back.  Every one of the forty-five staff parking spots 
pulls out into the single outbound lane of the queue.  If you want to park in 
one of the staff spots, you must wait until you get to the turnaround and 
head back north - assuming you follow the rules rather than just cut across 
traffic and grab an open spot.


Here’s the on-site queue, populated with incoming cars in blue at 
approximately the right density.  The red cars arrived earlier and parked.  
The moving cars are packed tighter on the inbound, as you’d expect; and 
looser on the outbound, as you’d expect. 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Scenario 1:  Tight schedule.  Suppose a dad is on a tight schedule for a 
business appointment.  He just wants to drop his fifth grader and quickly 
run.  There’s no way he’ll be willing to get stuck in the bowels of the queue 
if he has any decent alternative - the queue would be too much lost time.  
Instead, he’ll nudge left into “lane 2” upon entering the school site and 
turn hard left (in front of outbound traffic) in the Visitor Lot before point B 
and let his kid exit the car there in the Visitors Lot.  See the green arrow 
near point B.  The dad will trust his son to cross two lanes of traffic at one 
of the crosswalks.  Or the fifth grader, being 11, might just scoot across 
elsewhere if the opportunity presents itself.


Play Outside Del Mar 19 CEQA 3.29.2020



If the dad can’t drop his son in the Visitor Lot because of traffic guards, 
he’ll make the hard left into the lot anyway, exit the school, slow to a stop 
on the outbound east lane of Boquita and let his son hop out of the car 
there.  His son will then walk into the school and cross the two lanes of the 
traffic queue either at the crosswalk just inside the school boundary, or 
perhaps navigate his way across the Visitor Lot traffic and cross near the 
Administration building.  Or, being 11, might just scoot across elsewhere if 
the opportunity presents itself or he sees a friend nearby.


Suppose instead, the dad is a more worrisome type or has a younger kid 
he doesn’t trust to cross traffic by himself, but the dad is still focused on 
saving time.  His best strategy then would be to start in Lane 1 and try to 
drop his kid in front of Administration when folks aren’t looking, then 
nudge over into Lane 2 and again take a hard left into the Visitor Lot to 
escape the bowels of the queue.


You can see the flow interruptions and the safety issues in each of these 
likely approaches.  Because of the length of the long part of the queue, it 
seems very likely that a number of cars will stack-up at point B trying to 
make that left turn into the Visitor Lot to get out - much more likely than 
waiting for the 30-50 cars in front of them to go all the way to the end of 
the queue and 180 at the south end and return back and out of the site.


Scenario 2:  Mom to playground.  Envision a mom with a first grader and 
a toddler.  She wants to park in the north lot, drop her first grader at 
school, and then head to the playground with her toddler.  Is she seriously 
going to wait in the queue, drive all the way down to the south end, turn 
back around and enter the north lot, hoping that a prized spot in the Visitor 
Lot doesn’t disappear in the interim?  That seems unlikely given today’s 
parents and our impatience.  More likely, she’ll branch into lane 2, and 
immediately start looking for every opportunity to turn hard left and scoot 
through a hole in the outbound traffic flow and grab a spot in the Visitor 
Lot.  Her worst case scenario is going to be if she can’t find that hole 
before she’s forced at point B to turn southbound into the bowels of the 
queue - so she’ll slow down or stop before point B and visually plead to 
some outbound driver to give mercy, slow down, and let her cross traffic.  
Her slowdown will of course impede the flow of the entire queue in both 
directions, but she figures it’s a big win for her to make that left turn and 
grab the spot, and not too much delay for the rest of the folks in the 
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captive queue.  Luckily, she nabs a spot and walks across the two lanes of 
queue traffic with her two kids at one of the crosswalks.


Scenario 3:  “Rules aren’t for me.”  Now suppose you have that scenario 
complained about in the MND as happening on occasion on Boquita - of 
the guy who is the rule-breaker, stuck in line, self-important, in a hurry - 
and suppose he’s looking for a parking space somewhere.  Maybe he’s 
late to drop off his second grader and needs to meet a teacher or another 
parent at the school.


Let’s say the Visitor Lot was full when he got there, so turning hard left and 
grabbing one of those golden spots wasn’t an option today.  He got stuck 
and had to turn right into the bowels of the queue.  As he nears point A, he 
sees an empty teacher spot on his left, a few cars ahead of him to the left, 
across the outbound traffic.  Do you really think that guy is going to wait 
patiently, first drop off his kid, go to the end of the turnaround, come back 
around, and hope for the best in the Visitor Lot to the north?  No way - 
he’ll just veer into the outbound traffic lane at the first opportunity and pull 
into the empty teacher spot.  Then he and his kid will either walk down to 
the crosswalk and walk across the packed queue (following the rules), or 
more likely they’ll just run across the flow the first opening in the packed 
queue and race across, right next to where they parked.  See the green 
arrow near A.


In fact, this scenario is far more inviting than ever for the rule breaker guy, 
because he can see his reward right there.  Before the new design, it was 
a risky adventure with uncertain reward to drive “on the wrong side” on 
Boquita, and a tad extreme and embarrassing.  But in the new queue, the 
reward is tangible, quick, and maybe people won’t even notice.


Scenario 4:  Patient, up to a point.  Now there’s a man around point C, 
hoping to drop his fourth grader.  He’s tried to follow the rules so far but 
anxiously needs to get to an appointment of his own.  He keeps seeing 
gaps in the outbound flow and plenty of U-turn opportunities.  Eventually, 
he’s had enough.  He tells his son to hop out of the car, makes a U-turn 
across traffic and is gone. See the green arrow near C.


Scenario 5:  Follows the rules, to a point.  This lady is a rule follower for 
the most part.  She stayed in the queue, but didn’t drop her kid because 
she wants to walk her to class.  She got there a little early, but the Visitor 
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Lot was full.  The last few days, however, she’s noticed lots of “teacher 
and staff” spots have been empty.  She patiently waits her way through 
the queue and around back north, but decides it’s just too tempting to 
pass by one of those unused teacher spots, so she grabs it.  She and her 
kid walk across the queue into the school.


What she didn’t anticipate was how difficult it would be to get her car out 
of the parking spot after quickly walking her kid to class.  She tries and 
tries to pull out but nobody gives her a chance, so eventually she just 
darts out backwards into the flow, figuring someone will surely stop.


Did you notice?  In just a few paragraphs above, I went much deeper into 
a factual and flow analysis of the queue than was ever attempted in the 
MND.  The MND said no more than it would take traffic off the streets and 
improve flow - no analysis, just a leap to DMUSD’s desired answer.


Above are but a few fair arguments that the traffic queue will present 
unanticipated problems that worsen (rather than improve) safety and 
worsen (rather than improve) traffic flow.  It does not matter for an MND, 
as noted above, that a contrary argument can be made.  An MND is 
improper in this situation and an EIR with a proper traffic analysis of the 
queue must be done.


Boquita’s improvement is conjecture, no more 

The study conjectures improvement on Boquita - but on deeper reflection, 
this is at best doubtful.  


The length of the added traffic queue on-site approximates the length of 
Boquita Drive from Cordero to the school entry - that is factual.  Since 
there is no analysis presented, the thinking must be “we’ve duplicated 
Boquita on the school grounds and therefore backup on Boquita has been 
erased.”


The thinking is the part that’s wrong.  The morning backup usually extends 
far beyond the intersection of Boquita and Cordero.  The primary author of 
this report drove it and walked it the last four years.  It’s hard to remember 
a time where the backup didn’t extend a full block more on Cordero back 
to Mercado.  Most days at the peak time, it extends even further.  To the 
west it is not at all uncommon for the backup to start, at peak times, 
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between Mercado and Recuerdo.  To the north, at peak times, between 
Cordero and Del Mar Heights Road.  Sometimes less, sometimes more.


The queue will no doubt hold extra cars - just not enough to stop the 
backup on Boquita.


Two additional points have been ignored, and they again suggest little if 
any change on Boquita.  


First, over the last twenty years, all doubt has been erased on the 
connection between parking and traffic.  Simply put, a drumbeat of 
compelling research has shown that more parking increases rather than 
decreases traffic.  As one author put it, “Build parking spaces and they will 
come - in cars.”    So the new, excess parking is going to draw more 27

traffic, which will just back up Boquita again - with people who weren’t 
driving into the school before but maybe walking or carpooling their kids.


Second, let’s not forget the school building capacity is 673 students.  It’s 
certainly more than foreseeable that student capacity will increase 
substantially, and no effort has been made to analyze, study, or even 
acknowledge that possibility.


Mira Montana will suffer though 

If the new on-site queue does shorten the off-site traffic queue 
substantially, as claimed, then one consequence will be to free up 
Cordero, which is definitely backed up now from school traffic.


Consider this:  if Cordero is no longer backed up, then surely more people 
dropping off kids are going to dart up to Mira Montana and drop off their 
kids - especially older kids - at cul de sac for back entry.  The only reason 
that doesn’t happen more often today is because Cordero is so backed up 
you can’t get there.


But if Cordero is free, then no matter whether Boquita itself is jammed or 
whether the jam is limited to the school site, going to Mira Montana for 
drop-off would be a much more attractive alternative than getting stuck in 
the school drop-off/pick-up queue.  Wouldn’t you just rather scoot up to 
Mira Montana with your older kid and let them come in through the “back 
door”?
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People will figure it out, and over time Mira Montana will be the unofficial 
companion to the official Boquita drop-off queue.  The problems is that, as 
presently configured, Mira Montana doesn’t have the infrastructure that 
would make that tolerable for the residents that live there.  But it is a 
predictable consequence of the new school design, all the more 
guaranteed if the school moves to full capacity.


No study of the traffic queue for fire or other emergency 
situations 

The eastern fire access road - built into the three lane traffic queue we 
have been discussing - presents serious potential for complications 
compared to the school today.  While it might technically comply with DSA 
regulations for a generic site because of its 30’ width and 200’ proximity to 
sprinklered buildings on the east side of the new school site, it fails to 
account at all for the serious increased risk complications that are 
discussed in the wildfire section below - the potentially dangerous Reserve 
to the west, many buildings right up against the Reserve, the reduced 
buffering size of the fields cut in half, the general movement of all buildings 
toward the Reserve, and the potential blockage of the the west fire access 
road that is the only entry point for accessing the center of the site and 
protecting buildings.  


Potential exists, more than ever before, for the need for immediate, 
smooth rapid exit of everyone from the site.


Because of this, it is befuddling to see that the “way in” for emergency 
vehicles on the east - which may be the only open entry for fire and other 
emergency vehicles - now more than ever before has competition with 
outbound traffic, pick-up/drop-off and 45 cars pulling out of perpendicular 
parking spots into the fire lane - not to mention an extremely long queue of 
cars in both directions that might be stacked with frantic parents coming 
and going to extract their kids from danger.


Based on reports from those who directly observed teachers and parents 
involved in another local wildfire that required a school evacuation under 
panic, it’s unlikely in the extreme that parents won’t rush to the school in 
their cars to retrieve their kids, no matter how misguided that may be, no 
matter how many times they are told to stay home.  It’s unlikely that cars 
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onsite won’t be pulling out of those parking spaces into the fire lane to get 
out at the same time that fire vehicles and others are coming in.


We sure hope that never happens.  But now is the time to carefully study 
and, if necessary adjust, the site design so that the school can manage the 
conflagration that would occur in that situation.  Later is just too late.


And yet, the MND punts on this issue.  There is no mention of how this 
conflagration would be managed - no study at all.  


The current school was originally built for 350 students.  By accretion of 
portables it has grown to house an average of 460 students over the last 
decade - but there has never been an time evacuation study for either the 
school or the neighborhood with that level of student population, much 
less the 673 student capacity that the new school is capable of housing 
without any modification of facilities.


In our view it is reckless to “end run” an EIR and avoid a time evacuation 
study with particular attention paid to the three lane queue and how 
students and staff will evacuate the site.  Parents, students, staff, and 
neighbors deserve this analysis which has become a best practice - and in 
the circumstances of this project - is an imperative.
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