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RIVERSIDE COUNTY TRANSPORTATION COMMISSION 

DATE: October 9, 2002 

TO: Riverside County Transportation Commission 

FROM: Cathy Bechtel, Director of Transportation Planning and Policy Development 

THROUGH: Eric Haley, Executive Director 

SUBJECT: 
Staff Recommendation on Locally Preferred CETAP Alternatives for the 
Winchester to Temecula Corridor and the Hemet to Corona/Lake Elsinore 
Corridor 

 
STAFF RECOMMENDATION: 
 
This item is for the Commission to: 
 

1) Receive a presentation on the staff recommended locally preferred CETAP 
alternatives for the two internal corridors. The recommended alternatives are 
7b for the Winchester to Temecula corridor with complementary north-south 
arterial roadways, and 5c for the Hemet to Corona/Lake Elsinore corridor with 
complementary east-west arterial roadways; 

2)   Direct staff to schedule at least two public hearings to be held in the areas of 
the two recommended corridors; 

3) Direct staff to work with the Federal and State agencies to reach consensus 
on the locally preferred alternative for each corridor; and 

4) Return to the Commission when ready to consider certifying the environmental 
documents for each corridor. 

   
BACKGROUND INFORMATION: 
 
The “Community and Environmental Transportation Acceptability Process” (CETAP) is one of the 
elements of Riverside County Integrated Project (RCIP). The other two elements of the RCIP are 
the update of the Riverside County General Plan and the development of a Multi-Species Habitat 
Conservation Plan (MSHCP). The primary purpose of CETAP is to determine where to locate 
possible major new multi-modal transportation facilities to serve the current and future 
transportation needs of Western Riverside County. This recommendation represents a balanced 
approach to the provision of important transportation improvements, while limiting the impacts on 
communities and the environment.  It has always been the intent to balance the “C,” “E,” and “T” 
in CETAP, and staff believes that the recommendation accomplishes that objective. Major 
transportation facilities invariably have impacts, but the benefits to Western Riverside County will 
be substantial and the actions are critical to sustaining mobility for the County’s future.  The 
CETAP recommendations need to be viewed as part of the overall system of transportation 



Staff Recommendation on Locally Preferred 
CETAP Alternatives for the Winchester to 
Temecula Corridor and the Hemet to 
Corona/Lake Elsinore Corridor 

 

 
 

 
 

2

improvements.  The CETAP corridors do not stand alone, but they are an integral part of the 
long-term strategy to keep Riverside County moving.   
 
Prior to describing the staff recommendation additional background is provided to set the 
context.   
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History of CETAP 
 
CETAP was initiated in May of 1999.  An advisory committee involving key stakeholders 
representing a wide range of interests was established to provide input to the process of defining 
potential corridor locations.  The committee has provided recommendations to RCTC at strategic 
points in the process.  In addition, extensive coordination has been undertaken with FHWA and 
Caltrans and with the Federal resource agencies within the “NEPA/404 Integration” process, 
which requires agency concurrence on certain intermediate steps before a preferred alternative 
is identified.  Some of the major CETAP activities and milestones that have been achieved thus 
far include: 
 

• Identification of the priority corridors to be studied in detail under CETAP.  The list was 
narrowed down from 13 original corridors to four.  The four include:  Winchester to 
Temecula, Hemet to the Corona/Lake Elsinore area, Moreno Valley to San Bernardino 
County, and Riverside County to Orange County (a possible new facility).  Only the first 
two (the “internal corridors”) are the subject of this staff recommendation.  The “external 
corridors” are also very important, but are proceeding on different schedules and are 
continuing with inter-county coordination.   

• Preparation of a “Purpose and Need Statement” describing why new transportation 
facilities are needed.  A separate Purpose and Need Statement was prepared for each 
corridor.   

• Identification of alignment alternatives – different routes where a new transportation 
facility could possibly be located.  Seven alternatives were identified in the Winchester to 
Temecula Corridor and 14 alternatives were identified in the Hemet to Corona/Lake 
Elsinore Corridor.   

• Identification of evaluation criteria, to serve as a basis for analyzing and comparing the 
benefits and impacts of the alternatives. The purpose and need statements, alternatives, 
and evaluation criteria were all concurred upon by FHWA, Caltrans and the Federal 
resource agencies. 

• Preparation of two draft Environmental Impact Statements/Environmental Impact Reports 
(EIS/EIRs), one for each corridor.  The draft EIS/EIRs were prepared as “Tier 1” 
environmental documents, for the purpose of evaluating environmental impacts of 
alternatives for rights-of-way to be preserved for future construction of major, multi-modal 
transportation facilities.  Subsequent “Tier 2” engineering and environmental studies will 
be conducted to work out details of facility design, delineate environmental mitigation, 
and obtain permits, prior to construction.   

• Solicitation of public comments on the two draft EIS/EIRs.  The comment period has 
been extended to November 15 to allow ample time for the public and government 
agencies to react to the content of the draft EIS/EIRs.   

 
Each of the two CETAP corridors (Winchester to Temecula and Hemet to Corona/Lake Elsinore) 
has multiple routes or “alternatives” under consideration.  The best locations for the facilities are 
being determined through a decision-making process that involves RCTC, local governments, 
Caltrans, state environmental agencies, and Federal agencies, with input from stakeholders and 
the public.  If approved and environmentally cleared, ultimately, these facilities would become 
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freeways, with interchanges at major streets.  This would mean one new north-south freeway 
and one new east-west freeway in Western Riverside County.  Most likely, these facilities would 
not be built all at once, but in phases.  The facilities would be built to accommodate transit as 
well as autos and trucks. 
 
A decision on the preferred alternative in each corridor would allow the right-of-way to be 
preserved.  As noted above, this will be followed by additional engineering and environmental 
analysis, acquisition of the necessary permits, and finally construction.  Even the first phases of 
construction would probably not occur for at least another five to ten years.   
 
There have been many opportunities for the public to provide input to the CETAP process:   
 

• Twenty-one public meetings to develop the Vision for RCIP were held in 1999;  
• Three CETAP-specific workshops on the internal corridors in Fall 2000;  
• Two public scoping meetings associated with the Notice of Intent/Notice of Preparation 

for the draft EIS/EIRs (August, 2001);  
• Two public hearings (open house format) in August 2002 following the release of the draft 

EIS/EIRs.   
• Monthly CETAP Advisory Committee meetings. 
 

In addition, an RCIP mailing was provided to every property owner in Riverside County in Spring 
2002 explaining the RCIP, including the CETAP corridors.  Prior to release of the CETAP 
EIS/EIRs, a notice was mailed to each property owner adjacent to a corridor alignment 
alternative advising that owner of the availability of the EIS/EIRs.  The same notice was mailed 
to all persons who had provided their address as an expression of interest in CETAP documents.  
Clearly, CETAP has been conducted as an extraordinarily open process, with many 
opportunities for input.   
 
Purpose of the Draft Staff Recommendation 
 
This draft recommendation has been written for consideration and discussion not only by the 
RCTC Board but by the public and interested agencies as well.  As the lead agency for the EIR 
under the California Environmental Quality Act, RCTC staff is making a recommendation on the 
locally preferred alternatives prior to the close of the public comment period for the draft EIS/EIR 
so that the public and interested agencies will be able to make an assessment of the 
recommendation and provide input to the Commission prior to the agency recommendation 
being finalized.  In effect, it serves as a starting point for discussion, with the decision on the 
locally preferred alternative to be made by the Commission possibly before the end of the 
calendar year.  It is important that there also be agreement from the Federal agencies on this 
decision, and written concurrence will be sought from these agencies as part of the NEPA/404 
process (described below).  When concurrence is reached, the Federal Highway Administration 
will issue a “Record of Decision” as part of the final EIS/EIR.   
 
The final selection of alternatives, following recommendation of this locally preferred alternative, 
includes a Federal process under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) and the Clean 
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Water Act, Section 404.  This process provides a framework under which the Federal resource 
agencies and the Federal Highway Administration, working together with the state agencies and 
RCTC determine which alternatives will most likely yield the Least Environmentally Damaging 
Practicable Alternative (LEDPA).  The process means that the LEDPA is not always the best 
transportation alternative.  However the recommendations provided by the local transportation 
agencies can be used to bring together the best balance of transportation, community and 
environmental needs for consideration in the federal process. 
 
The staff recommendation has been developed based on the technical data in the draft 
EIS/EIRs, public and agency input received so far, and discussions with Federal and State 
resource agencies.  The final recommendation by the Commission may differ from the staff 
recommendation, based on additional input, consideration of technical issues, or other factors.   
 
Why Are Additional Transportation Facilities Important? 
 
Riverside County is one of the fastest growing counties in the United States.  The population of 
Western Riverside County will nearly double over the next 20 years, and is projected to be at 
three million when development is “built out” sometime later this century.  The concept behind 
the RCIP has been one of planned growth.  The County is making its best effort to shape how 
growth occurs, including the transportation infrastructure needed to support the growth.   
 
The intent of CETAP is to identify locations of major transportation corridors now, so that current 
and future planning and development activities can be conducted in light of the location of those 
corridors.  These facilities also will be important to allow Riverside County to further develop its 
job base.  Good access is important not only to County residents but to attracting and keeping 
businesses that provide employment for County residents.  If these key corridor locations are not 
defined now, it will be much more difficult later, as development continues and as land for 
locating transportation facilities becomes committed to other uses.   
 
Other Related Transportation Initiatives 
 
The staff recommendation on CETAP corridors must be understood within the context of 
other transportation initiatives in Western Riverside County.  The CETAP corridors are only a 
part of the overall transportation strategy for the County.  The great majority of highway miles 
will be conventional arterial streets, built in conjunction with the ongoing development of land.  
Some of the other initiatives include: 

 
• The Circulation Element of the General Plan, which shows the planned locations and 

right-of-way widths for new and expanded transportation facilities in unincorporated 
Riverside County.  The proposed General Plan has been made available for public 
review as well.  The CETAP corridors are coordinated with the circulation element.  If a 
particular CETAP alternative is not selected, the County’s General Plan typically 
assumes that existing roadways in the area will be improved to facilitate the flow of traffic.   
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• Identification of future routes for express transit.  These routes have been identified 
in a document accepted by the Commission in March 2002 entitled The Transit Oasis 
Strategy: An Initiative in Transportation Choices for Western Riverside County.  The 
intent of the system is to connect various activity centers together (both existing and 
future) with express transit service.  It is a system that will be phased in over time, as the 
County grows.  This will provide many Riverside County citizens with transit options that 
are reasonably competitive with the automobile.   

• Extension of the Measure A half cent sales tax for transportation improvements and 
services.  The extension of the sales tax is on the November 2002 ballot for Riverside 
County.   

• The Regional Arterial System and Transportation Uniform Mitigation Fee (TUMF), 
being developed through the Western Riverside Council of Governments.  This involves 
the designation of a specific system of regional arterials, along with adoption of a fee for 
regional transportation improvements to be paid when residential and commercial 
property is developed.  The Measure A sales tax, TUMF, and other local sources will be 
used together with state and Federal sources of revenue to build and operate 
transportation systems.  These funding programs are designed to work together with 
CETAP, transit programs, and the circulation element roadways of the County and cities 
to provide the mobility we will need for the future.   

 
In addition to the above, CETAP has always recognized the importance of job creation in 
Riverside County to ease the dependence on commutes to jobs in Orange and Los Angeles 
Counties.  This is one of the reasons that the Measure A sales tax extension sets aside dollars 
for an economic development incentives program to foster job creation in Western County.  This 
is an important part of the overall transportation strategy as well.   
 
Are New Freeways Really Needed? 
 
It has been mentioned that the CETAP facilities would ultimately become freeways.  The need 
for new freeways has been questioned by some, but the staff believe strongly that the CETAP 
facilities need to be planned as ultimate freeways.  The travel capacity freeways provide play an 
important role of carrying through traffic and trucks by keeping such traffic off local streets.  They 
also are important to industry, which relies on freeways for timely connections with their markets, 
suppliers, and customers.  Without one additional north-south freeway and one additional east-
west freeway, staff believes residents and businesses will eventually become frustrated with how 
long it takes to travel in Western Riverside County, especially after the county is more 
developed.  Designating new freeway locations is more difficult than planning for more 
conventional highways with traffic signals.  But the staff believes that RCTC would regret not 
planning for additional strategically located freeways as part of this CETAP program.  In the rest 
of Southern California, the spacing between freeways is typically in the range of five miles.  For 
example, this is the case with the 10, 60, and new 210 freeways in San Bernardino County.  The 
spacing of freeways in Western Riverside County is currently 10 to 15 miles, and there are no 
east-west freeways currently planned south of State Route 60 and State Route 91 (about 35 
miles with no planned east-west freeways between SR-60 and the San Diego County line).   
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PREFERRED CETAP ALTERNATIVES: 
 
The staff recommendation for preferred alternatives in each of the two corridors is presented 
below.  The recommendation for the Winchester to Temecula Corridor is presented first, followed 
by the recommendation for the Hemet to Corona/Lake Elsinore Corridor.  In each case, not only 
is the recommendation provided for the preferred CETAP alternative, but other elements of the 
corridor strategy are also explained, so that the CETAP recommendation can be seen in light of 
other transportation initiatives that can be expected in each corridor.   
 
WINCHESTER TO TEMECULA CORRIDOR 

Alternative 7b is recommended as the preferred alternative in this corridor, with the 
following adjustments:   

• The alignment should be modified at the southern end to remain north of the 
Calvary Chapel located near Scott Road and Menifee Road.   

• It should also avoid the community of J-Bar Ranch immediately south of Scott 
Road. 

   
Alternative 7b, in conjunction with the future realignment of SR-79 to the west of Hemet, will 
provide a clearly defined through route for traffic between I-10 in Beaumont and I-15 toward San 
Diego.  It also provides traffic relief on SR-79 (Winchester Road) in Murrieta and Temecula, by 
diverting through traffic toward I-215.   
 
Figure 1 shows the alternatives considered in the Winchester to Temecula Corridor.  The 
bandwidths shown in the figure are wider than what will be required for the actual facility.  The 
bandwidths were specified to be wider than needed to allow for flexibility in the Tier 2 facility 
design phase to avoid impacts to homes, businesses, community facilities, and the environment 
to the extent possible.  Some of the bandwidths are identified in Figure 1 to be as wide as 1000 
feet.  Only about 300 feet of width will actually be required for the transportation facility.   
It is important to note that the preferred alternative in the Winchester to Temecula Corridor would 
work together with a separate RCTC and Caltrans planning effort to re-align State Route 79 to the 
west side of Hemet, connecting the two projects to provide a high-capacity route for traffic 
between I-10 in Beaumont and I-15 in the Temecula area.  The Winchester to Temecula Corridor 
can be thought of as comprising the southerly portion of this connected route.  In addition, this 
recommendation also addresses the supporting arterial system, which will work together with the 
CETAP corridor to provide adequate north-south mobility in southwestern Riverside County. 

It should be noted that one of the community centers designated in the General Plan is located 
north of Scott Road and east of I-215.  The design of the facility to be eventually constructed 
within CETAP alignment 7b will need to preserve good access to and from I-215 for the 
community center (and for the rest of the Menifee area), with the objective of preserving I-215 
access.    

Staff believes that Alternatives 5a and 5b, although they are the only alternatives to provide 
substantial traffic relief to I-15 through Temecula, would have too great an impact on the 
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community at the eastern edge of the city, and too great an impact on the environment per the 
federal resource agencies and are therefore not recommended.  However, the General Plan 
Circulation Element provides for additional roadways at the eastern edge of Temecula with the 
completion of the Washington Street/Butterfield Stage Road arterial system.  The General Plan 
also provides for a new arterial connection southerly of Temecula and the Pechanga 
developments, with a new interchange at I-15.  This will provide alternate access to I-15 from the 
southeastern portions of Temecula and the surrounding area.   

It is also recommended that an arterial corridor be preserved in the County’s General Plan 
connecting Washington Street with Anza Road, in the event that this additional capacity becomes 
necessary.  This option would be exercisable if the Butterfield Stage Road alignment is unable to 
accommodate the growth in traffic.  It should also be noted that SR-79 is designated as an 
expressway the entire length from I-10 to Murrieta Hot Springs Road.  This multi-pronged strategy 
will ensure that through traffic between I-10 and I-15 is directed to the freeway system (CETAP 
corridor, I-215, and I-15) and local traffic is adequately accommodated on multiple arterial routes.   

Alternatives 1 and 3 are not recommended because they provide less traffic relief on SR-79 
(Winchester Road) in Murrieta and Temecula.  In addition, Alternative 3 (following Keller Road 
between SR-79 and I-215) impacts one of the core reserve areas identified in the MSHCP and 
Alternative 1 has significant impacts to aquatic resources.   

Alternative 7a is not recommended because of its potential impacts on existing and proposed 
development projects and potential engineering conflicts with adjacent interchanges. 

Finally, it should be anticipated that additional widening may be required on I-15 south of the I-
215 junction.  Traffic flows reasonably well through that section now, but significant future 
congestion is predicted, and a deliberate effort needs to be undertaken to maintain the flexibility 
for lane additions on I-15 in this section.  Likewise, I-215 north of I-15 will require substantial 
additional widening in the future.  The ultimate Caltrans Route Concept for I-215 in this area is 10 
lanes (5 in each direction). 

HEMET TO CORONA/LAKE ELSINORE CORRIDOR 

Alternative 5c is recommended as the preferred alternative for the Hemet to Corona/Lake 
Elsinore Corridor.   

• Staff also concurs with the supporting expressway system identified in the 
proposed Circulation Element of the County General Plan.   

 
The Circulation Element shows expressways along the Ramona Expressway/Cajalco Road/El 
Sobrante Road alignment and along SR-74 from I-215 to the west end of Hemet.  Although only 
the CETAP alternative can be environmentally cleared by the CETAP EIR/EIS, it is important to 
understand that these other expressway facilities will function as a system of roadways that will 
substantially improve east-west access.  Expressways limit direct private driveway access and 
provide for at-grade cross street access at approximately half-mile intervals. 
 
Figure 2 shows the alternatives considered in the Hemet to Corona/Lake Elsinore Corridor.  The 
bandwidths shown in the figure are wider than what will be required for the actual facility.  The 
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bandwidths were specified to be wider than needed to allow for flexibility in the Tier 2 facility 
design phase to avoid impacts to homes, businesses, community facilities, and the environment 
to the extent possible. For example, the alignment for Alternative 5 should accommodate the 
proposed CALPINE power plant south of Ethanac Road.  Some of the bandwidths are identified in 
Figure 2 to be as wide as 1000 feet.  Only about 300 feet of width will actually be required for the 
transportation facility.      
 
Western Riverside County is severely deficient in east-west access.  Currently, access into the 
interior of Western Riverside County from Orange and southern Los Angeles Counties is 
typically via SR-91 through the City of Riverside and up the Box Springs grade to I-215 south.  
This route is indirect and congested in both the AM and PM peak periods.  One of the principal 
objectives of the alternatives for the Hemet to Corona/Lake Elsinore corridor is to provide a 
major alternate access route to the interior of Western Riverside County and to substantially 
improve east-west access between Hemet and the Corona/Lake Elsinore areas.  The selection 
of the CETAP corridor is one aspect of this strategy.  But the improvement of east-west access 
also involves a supporting east-west expressway sys tem, as noted in the staff recommendation.   
 
Although CETAP Alternative 1b provides superior transportation benefits to Alternative 5c, it is 
not recommended because of a combination of factors:  potential engineering challenges of 
situating a freeway around the Lake Mathews Dam, impacts to aquatic resources along the 
alignment, and impacts to neighborhoods in the Lake Mathews/Cajalco Road area.  The Hybrid 
alternatives (H1 and H3) have fewer impacts on aquatic resources, but have the same 
engineering and community impact issues as Alternative 1b.  An expressway will still provide a 
major improvement in east-west access, while substantially reducing impacts on the community 
and easing the engineering problems associated with the dam.  This expressway alignment will 
essentially follow the existing facilities (Ramona Expressway, Cajalco Road, and El Sobrante 
Road), with a new connection between the El Sobrante/La Sierra intersection and the I-
15/Cajalco Road interchange.  This will provide traffic relief to Van Buren Boulevard east of SR-
91 and provide residents in the Lake Mathews area and the southern section of the City of 
Riverside with a direct outlet to I-15 (rather than having to reach I-15 via the 91 freeway).  It 
should also be noted that the MSHCP retains an option to construct the expressway south of 
Lake Mathews, but at a substantial cost in additional habitat mitigation.   
 
Alternatives 5a, 5b, 5d, and 5e, though similar to Alternative 5c, each have impacts that make 
them less desirable than 5c.  Alternative 5a would have substantial impacts on the commercial 
activities along existing SR-74 near I-15 and would cut off existing access points to Temescal 
Canyon High School as well.  It would be extremely difficult to make that alternative work.  
Alternatives 5b, 5d, and 5e all have greater environmental impacts than Alternative 5c.  
Alternative 4c was not recommended because it would have substantial impacts on existing and 
planned communities and commercial activities along SR-74 east of I-215.  The expressway 
configuration will work much better than an ultimate freeway in this area.   
 
Finally, Alternatives 6a and 6b have substantial impacts on the Menifee Lakes community, 
developments along Newport Road, and in the Canyon Lake area.  A freeway is not appropriate 
along either of these alignments.   
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Additional Considerations 
 
There are several aspects of the recommendation that require additional consideration.  First, 
the combination of the two recommended preferred alternatives (7b in the Winchester to 
Temecula Corridor and 5c in the Hemet to Corona/Lake Elsinore Corridor) require some 
additional engineering coordination.  These two alternatives and the realignment of SR-79 to the 
west of Hemet all converge near existing intersection of SR-79 and Domenigoni Parkway.  First, 
it will be necessary to consolidate the alignments of Alternatives 7b and 5c into a single facility at 
Domenigoni Parkway, with the alignments diverging westerly of that point, 7b proceeding to the 
southwest and 5c to the northwest.  This will need to be appropriately connected with the SR-79 
realignment coming into the area from the northeast.  Currently the alternatives for the SR-79 
realignment show an east-west roadway north of and parallel to Domenigoni Parkway 
connecting into SR-79.  RCTC staff will be working on this issue, and its resolution may have 
some impact on how the 7b and 5c alignments are ultimately connected to SR-79.   
 
Another important consideration is the actual preservation of the right-of-way for the CETAP 
facilities.  The designation of the CETAP corridors, once part of a Federal Record of Decision 
and included in the appropriate County and City General Plans, will authorize the County, Cities, 
and RCTC to protect that right-of-way so that the facility can ultimately be built.  RCTC staff 
strongly recommends that a memorandum of understanding be executed between the County, 
appropriate cities, and RCTC to outline commitments to right-of-way preservation and control of 
access.  We would recommend that Caltrans be a party to this MOU, given that there is the 
potential for one or both of these facilities to be eventually incorporated into the State Highway 
system.  We would also recommend that the MOU delineate responsibilities for right-of-way 
preservation and for access control for the expressways designated in the Circulation Element of 
the County General Plan and the General Plans of the cities.  This will involve, at a minimum, the 
cities of Beaumont, Corona, Lake Elsinore, Perris, Riverside, San Jacinto and the County of 
Riverside.  The MOU will outline consistent right-of-way widths, minimum spacing of 
intersections, and limitations of private driveway access.  It is extremely important that all the 
local jurisdictions proceed with a common understanding of where these facilities are to be 
located, a commitment to preserving adequate right-of-way, and control of access that will allow 
the maximum utilization of those facilities. 
 
 
 
 




