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This section addresses the noise impacts associated with construction and operation of the 
proposed project. Noise is generally defined as unhealthful sound levels or unwanted 
sound that substantially interferes with normal activities or otherwise diminishes the 
quality of the environment. Noise is usually measured as sound level on a logarithmic 
decibel (dB) scale. Long-term exposure to higher noise levels (i.e., continuous, 
involuntary exposure for many hours per day over a long period of time) may affect 
human health through sleep deprivation, nervous conditions, etc. Relevant scientific 
literature indicates that prolonged exposure to elevated sound levels could increase the 
risk of certain health conditions, including hypertension and other cardiovascular 
conditions. Therefore, in the context of an analysis of potential noise impacts, significant 
noise impacts are primarily associated with the potential for constant exposure to higher 
noise levels, such as high interior noise levels during sleeping hours. Exposure to 
ongoing high noise levels in exterior living areas would typically involve shorter 
exposure times, and higher noise levels may not represent a significant environmental 
impact. In addition, residences are typically insulated and typical construction from the 
1970s can reduce interior noise levels substantially. 

Noise typically has three properties which are described and measured: magnitude, 
frequency and duration. The magnitude of variations in air pressure associated with a 
sound wave results in the quality commonly referred to as “loudness.” This property is 
typically measured in the dB scale. Frequency refers to the number of times per second 
the object producing the sound vibrates, or oscillates. Duration refers to the length of time 
for any given noise exposure.  

Since environmental noise at any location is usually fluctuating from quiet one moment to 
loud the next, it is necessary to describe a noise level over time. The most common 
approach to describe varying noise levels is to define the Equivalent Noise Level (Leq) for 
a specified period of time. The Leq is a single value that represents the total sound energy 
of a time-varying noise. Leq is defined as the continuous steady-state noise level that 
would have the same total acoustical energy as the real fluctuating noise measured during 
the same time duration. Although Leq can be measured or computed for any duration, it is 
typically specified for one hour (Leq[h]) or 24 hours (Leq[24h]). Leq values and the other 
noise metrics described below are expressed as decibels on the “A” weighted frequency 
scale (dBA). The A-weighted frequency filter de-emphasizes the very low and very high 
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frequency components of sound in a manner similar to the frequency response of human 
hearing.  

Noise within California communities is evaluated in terms of the Community Noise 
Equivalent Level (CNEL) metric. CNEL is the same as a 24-hour Leq except that 5 dBA 
is added to levels measured during the evening hours (7:00 p.m. to 10:00 p.m.) and 10 
dBA to levels measured during the nighttime hours (10:00 p.m. to 7:00 a.m.). These 
penalties account for the increased community noise sensitivity during the evening and 
nighttime. A similar scale is the Day-Night Average Noise Level (Ldn), which includes a 
penalty of 10 dBA for the nighttime period only. Results of CNEL and Ldn generally 
agree to within 1 dBA. Most California noise ordinances specify levels using the CNEL 
metric, while most Federal laws use the Leq metric. 

Different sources and types of noise can affect communities in different ways. Ambient 
noise refers to background noise. It is the composite of noise from all sources that impact 
a given location and represents the normally existing noise environment at a particular 
place. Ambient noise levels are measured using weighted noise measurement systems, 
such as CNEL. Nuisance noise refers to sounds that are intentionally created, but are of 
relatively short duration.   

Table 3.9-1 identifies noise levels associated with some common indoor and outdoor 
activities and settings. This table also indicates the subjective human judgments of noise 
levels, specifically the perception of noise levels doubling or being halved. For reference 
purposes, a baseline noise level of 70 dB is described as moderately loud. Humans 
perceive an increase of 10 dB as a doubling of loudness, while an increase of 30 dB 
corresponds with an eight-fold increase in perceived loudness. 

3.9.1 Existing Conditions 

The principal contributor to the ambient noise environment at the project site is East 
Valley Road (State Route 192). East Valley Road is a two-lane east-west primary arterial 
road, which carries approximately 2,620average daily trips (ADT) in the project vicinity 
(California Department of Transportation, 2014). This level of traffic is thought to 
generate noise levels of approximately 64 dBA 50 feet from the road centerline (Santa 
Barbara County 1992; 2010). Other noise sources in the area include yard or golf course 
maintenance activities, distant noise from passing trains, construction activities, and other 
typical noise sources found in a lower density residential community. Occasional  
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Table 3.9-1. Sound Levels of Typical Noise Sources and Noise Environments 

Noise Source 
(at a given distance) 

A-Weighted Sound Level Scale 
(dBA) 

Commercial Jet Takeoff (200 feet) 120 

Pile Driver (50 feet) 110 

Emergency Vehicle Siren (100 feet) 
100 

Power Lawn Mower (3 feet) 

Motorcycle (25 feet) 
90 

Prop. Plane Flyover (1,000 feet) 

Garbage Disposal (3 feet) 80 

Passenger Car, 65 mph (25 feet) 
70 

Vacuum Cleaner (3 feet) 

Normal Conversation (5 feet) 
60 

Air Conditioning Unit (100 feet) 

Light Traffic (100 feet) 50 

Source: Branch et al. 1970. 

emergency vehicle traffic along East Valley Road associated with existing Montecito Fire 
Protection District (MFPD) stations in Montecito also contribute to existing noise in this 
area of the community. East Valley Road currently serves as a primary emergency 
vehicle access route to eastern Montecito neighborhoods from MFPD Stations 1 and 2. 
The MFPD responds to approximately 2,800 to 3,000 emergency calls per year (MFPD 
2014), a portion of which use the East Valley Road corridor. However, the current 
numbers of responses to emergencies which utilize East Valley Road in the project 
vicinity is unknown.  

3.9.2 Regulatory Setting 

3.9.2.1 Federal Regulations 

Federal Noise Control Act (1972): Public Law 92-574 regulates noise emissions from 
operation of all construction equipment and facilities; establishes noise emission 
standards for construction equipment and other categories of equipment; and provides 
standards for the testing, inspection, and monitoring of such equipment. This Act gives 
states and municipalities primary responsibility for noise control. 
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3.9.2.2 State Regulations 

State of California’s Guidelines for the Preparation and Content of Noise Element of the 
General Plan (1987). These guidelines reference land use compatibility standards for 
community noise environments as developed by the California Department of Health 
Services, Office of Noise Control. Sound levels up to 60 Ldn or CNEL are determined to 
be normally acceptable for low density, single-family, duplex, and mobile home 
residential land uses. Sound levels up to 70 Ldn or CNEL are considered conditionally 
acceptable (where new construction or development should be undertaken only after a 
detailed analysis of the noise reduction requirements is made and needed noise insulation 
features are included in the design).  

California Noise Control Act (1973): This Act declares that excessive noise is a serious 
hazard to the public health and welfare, and established the now defunct Office of Noise 
Control, which had the responsibility to set standards for noise exposure in cooperation 
with local governments or the State Legislature. The California Office of Noise Control 
land use compatibility guidelines defined a 70 dBA CNEL noise level as the upper limit 
of "normally acceptable" noise levels for sensitive uses such as schools, libraries, 
hospitals, nursing homes, churches, parks, offices, and commercial and professional 
businesses. Although the Office of Noise Control is defunct, its guidelines still apply 
under the Act. 

3.9.2.3 Local Regulations 

The Santa Barbara County Comprehensive Plan Noise Element (2009). The County’s 
Noise Element provides a thorough background discussion of noise and its effects on 
human health and quality of life. The Noise Element is a mandatory component of the 
General Plan that includes general community noise guidelines developed by the State 
Department of Health. The Noise Element also contains specific planning guidelines for 
noise relating to land use compatibility. This information was reviewed and updated in 
1993 when the County adopted its Environmental Thresholds and Guidelines.  

The Santa Barbara County Environmental Thresholds and Guidelines Manual (2015). 
This manual provides significance thresholds for noise impacts. In general, a project 
would have a significant impact if it results in long-term exposure of noise-sensitive 
receptors to exterior noise levels greater than 65 CNEL. A significant impact may also 
occur when ambient noise levels affecting sensitive receptors increase substantially but 
remain less than 65 CNEL, as determined on a case-by-case basis. CNEL is a weighted 
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measurement for a given location and significant long-term impacts are established as an 
average measurement over a 24-hour period. 

Noise associated with construction activity generally has a potentially significant effect 
on noise-sensitive receptors located within 1,600 feet of a proposed project, including 
residential development. This is based on the assumption that average peak construction 
noise levels of 95 dBA measured at 50 feet from the source would require a distance of 
1,600 feet to be reduced to levels below 65 dBA. A decrease of about 6 dB occurs with 
every doubling of distance from a stationary noise source. Construction within 1,600 feet 
of sensitive receptors is limited to weekdays between the hours of 8 a.m. and 5 p.m. and 
noise attenuation barriers and muffling of grading equipment may also be required 
(County of Santa Barbara 2015). 

Montecito Community Plan (MCP) (1992). The MCP establishes policies and 
development standards which guide development projects within the community of 
Montecito. Under the MCP, noise-sensitive land uses, such as residential facilities and 
other uses defined in the Noise Element are protected from significant noise impacts. It 
recommends that all site preparation and associated exterior construction activities should 
take place between 7:00 a.m. and 4:30 p.m. on weekdays only. Also, sound shielding and 
sufficient noise attenuation in the design of construction projects are required, where 
necessary, to avoid significant noise impacts to noise sensitive land uses.  

3.9.3 Environmental Impacts 

3.9.3.1 Thresholds for Determining Significance 

Thresholds of significance are defined by the County of Santa Barbara Environmental 
Thresholds and County Guidelines Manual (County of Santa Barbara 2015). Sound levels 
for the proposed project must also comply with relevant noise policies, standards, and 
ordinances. Thresholds are intended to be used with flexibility, on a case-by-case basis, 
but would generally consider an impact significant if:  

• a proposed development generates noise levels in excess of 65 dBA CNEL and 
affects sensitive receptors;  

• outdoor living areas of noise sensitive uses are subject to noise levels in excess of 
65 dBA CNEL, or if interior noise levels cannot be reduced to 45 dBA CNEL or 
less; 
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• ambient noise levels would increase substantially for noise-sensitive receptors in 
adjoining areas; or 

• noise from grading and construction is proposed within 1,600 feet of sensitive 
receptors. To mitigate this impact, construction within 1,600 feet of sensitive 
receptors shall be limited to weekdays between 8:00 a.m. and 5:00 p.m. Noise 
attenuation barriers and muffling of grading equipment may also be required. 
Construction equipment generating noise levels above 95 dBA may require 
additional mitigation. 

In addition, according to CEQA standards, a project is considered to have a potentially 
significant adverse impact if it would: 

• Result in exposure to or generation of excessive groundborne vibration or 
groundborne noise levels; 

• Result in a substantial permanent increase in ambient noise levels in the project 
vicinity above levels existing without the project; or 

• Result in a substantial temporary or periodic increase in ambient noise levels in 
the project vicinity above levels existing without the project. 

3.9.3.2 Impact Assessment Methodology 

Anticipated construction sound levels were assumed based on standard construction 
vehicle requirements, distance between sensitive receptors and construction activities, 
and proposed daytime operational levels. Standard noise generation levels for typical 
construction equipment were used to estimate construction sound levels, taking into 
consideration applicable noise-control measures that have been incorporated into the 
proposed project design. Impacts were assessed based on County thresholds defined for 
construction projects within 1,600 feet of sensitive receptors, as private residences do 
occur within this distance.  

Long-term impacts associated with anticipated operations at the proposed fire station 
were estimated for the existing and future noise environment. Currently the MFPD 
receives 2,800 to 3,000 calls per year; the proposed fire station is anticipated to take an 
average of 400 calls per year, which would result in an average of 1.1 emergency 
responses per day; however, as noted in Section 3.9.1 above, this project increase 
represents a worst-case scenario as East Valley Road already serves as an emergency 
vehicle access route to eastern Montecito.  
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Since emergency vehicle siren use may be necessary for some responses, impacts for a 
periodic mobile noise source were evaluated. A decrease of about 3 dB occurs with every 
doubling of distance from a mobile noise source (County of Santa Barbara 2009). 
Impacts were assessed based on potential changes to ambient noise levels and potential 
nuisance noise, especially exposure for residences and noise-sensitive receptors to 
exterior noise levels greater than 65 CNEL. 

3.9.3.3 Mitigation Measures Contained in the Proposed Project 

The applicant has proposed a series of mitigation measures to reduce potential adverse 
project effects, which have been incorporated into the project design.  

• Construction activities for site preparation would be limited to the hours between 
8:00 a.m. and 5:00 p.m., Monday through Friday. No construction would occur on 
state holidays (e.g., Thanksgiving, Labor Day). Construction equipment 
maintenance would be limited to the same hours. Non-noise generating 
construction activities such as interior painting are not subject to these 
restrictions. 

• Volume controls would be installed with the exterior address system. 

• Intermittent noise generating activities such as emergency generator testing would 
be limited to daytime hours on weekdays for 15-minute durations once a week 
and for a 2-hour full load test once a year.  

3.9.3.4 Project Impacts 

Impact 
NO-1 Short-term construction activities would generate adverse, but less 

than significant noise levels for noise-sensitive receptors (Class III). 

The grading and site preparation phase of the project would generate the highest 
construction sound levels due to the operation of heavy equipment. Peak sound levels 
associated with heavy equipment typically range between 75 and 95 dBA at 50 feet from 
the source (USEPA 1971). Typical major sources of noise during the project’s grading 
and earthwork period and their estimated sound levels at 50 feet are: excavators (85 to 95 
dBA), tractors (75 to 95 dBA), loaders (75 to 85 dBA), compactors (75 dBA), trucks (75 
to 95 dBA), and backhoes (75 to 95 dBA) (USEPA 1971). While construction would 
occur during normal workday hours, not all construction equipment would be operated 
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simultaneously. Peak sound levels associated with construction equipment would occur 
sporadically throughout the work day.  

The County’s Environmental Thresholds and Guidelines Manual addresses construction 
noise and identifies typical restrictions to help reduce this potential impact. These 
Guidelines generally consider construction noise impacts to be potentially significant to 
any residence or sensitive receiver located within 1,600 feet (Santa Barbara County 
2015). Since residential land uses occur within a distance of at least 200 feet, the highest 
anticipated peak construction-related noise levels at the project site would be reduced to 
levels near 83 dBA near current residences (a decrease of about 6 dB occurs with every 
doubling of distance from a stationary noise source). However, per established County 
guidelines, construction for this project would be limited to weekdays between the hours 
of 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. only. Therefore, this impact would be considered adverse, but 
less than significant (Class III).  

Impact 
NO-2 Long-term noise impacts associated with the project would 

incrementally increase the frequency of very short duration peak 
nuisance noise occurrences for area residents, but would not result in 
the exceedance of established County noise thresholds (Class III). 

The potential adverse effect of noise associated with the use of emergency vehicle sirens 
on the quality of life of nearby residents is often a concern in development of new fire 
stations. Part of these concerns is related to the perception that fire stations would 
typically respond to many emergencies with multiple emergency vehicles leaving the site 
daily. The other is that emergency sirens are intentionally loud and that such loud noise 
could disrupt quiet residential neighborhoods. These concerns are reflected in Montecito 
where neighboring property owners of the proposed project site have expressed concerns 
over the effects of noise during the EIR Notice of Preparation (NOP) review process (see 
Appendix C, NOP Comments and Responses). The daily ongoing and emergency 
operation noise characteristics of the proposed MFPD Station 3 are discussed more fully 
below.   

While the proposed station would be occupied and operated on a 24-hour/7-day a week 
schedule, the majority of routine operations at the proposed fire station would occur 
within the typically defined daytime hours (7:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m.). Volume controls 
would be installed with the proposed exterior address system, and the exterior address 
system would be programmed to shut down between the hours of 7:00 p.m. and 8:00 a.m. 
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except in the case of emergency. Intermittent noise from emergency generator testing 
would be limited to daytime hours on the weekdays for 15-minute durations once a week 
and for a 2-hour full load test once a year. The routine daily operations of the proposed 
new fire station would not substantially increase ambient noise levels in the area or 
expose nearby residents or sensitive noise-receptors to exterior noise levels in excess of 
adopted County standards (i.e., greater than 65 CNEL). With regard to noise from sirens 
and emergency vehicle use, responding to emergency calls is an integral part of the 
operations anticipated at the proposed fire station. State law requires that certain response 
times for emergency vehicles be upheld, so emergency siren usage cannot be restricted 
under particular emergency circumstances. As stated, the proposed fire station is 
anticipated to respond to an average of 400 emergency calls per year, which would result 
in an average of 1.1 emergency responses per day. This estimate of the frequency of siren 
use does not account for existing use of East Valley Road by MFPD emergency vehicles, 
which involves ongoing use of the road by emergency vehicles from existing Stations 1 
and 2. In addition, the potential exists for multiple emergency calls to occur in one day or 
for several days to pass without an emergency response. Also, periodic training exercises, 
would occur, particularly those with two to three engines from Stations 1 and 2 and/ or up 
to 3 engines from neighboring agencies, would occasionally raise noise levels from the 
use of engines or fire protection equipment; such noise levels from training activities 
would be periodic and would not be daily. 

Residents or other sensitive-noise receptors in the immediate vicinity of the proposed fire 
station would experience periodic exposure to sirens. In terms of the magnitude of noise 
exposure, a typical siren emits approximately 100 dB at 100 feet (refer to Table 3.9-1 for 
comparisons of different noise levels). Since a decrease of about 3 dB occurs with every 
doubling of distance from a mobile noise source (County of Santa Barbara 2009), the 
three residences within approximately 400 feet of proposed Station 3 would experience 
peak short-duration exterior noise levels in the 95 to 100 dB range an average of once per 
day (refer to Figure 3.9-1). It should be noted that typical older construction practices 
from the 1970s would reduce typical short duration interior noise exposure to 75 to 80 
dB, while more recently constructed or remodeled homes would further reduce interior 
noise effects.  
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Because emergency vehicle response is by nature rapid, the duration of exposure to these 
peak noise levels in the 95 to 100 dB range is estimated to last for a maximum of 10 
seconds as emergency vehicles pause at the driveway exit, engage the siren and turn onto 
East Valley Road and accelerate rapidly away from the proposed Station 3. Thus, 
residents of existing nearby homes would be exposed to very short-duration high noise 
levels for approximately 10 seconds an average of once per day. Further, the typical 
practice for emergency vehicle use at the MFPD is to use sirens to break traffic at 
intersections or warn drivers of the emergency vehicle approach when traffic is 
congested. Responses to nighttime emergency calls, when nuisance noise is most 
noticeable, routinely occur without the use of sirens. It should be noted that other homes 
and residents along East Valley Road and other routes used for emergency access would 
also be exposed to such noise levels, although the magnitude and frequency of this 
exposure would vary by distance from the road and proximity to Station 3. The duration 
of such exposure would likely be less than the projected 10 seconds for homes near 
proposed Station 3 as the emergency vehicles would generally be assumed to be passing 
at full speed, with no time required for turning out of the driveway or accelerating.   

As discussed in Section 3.9, a key focus of analysis with regard to noise is the potential 
for long-term exposure to higher noise levels (i.e., continuous, involuntary exposure for 
many hours per day over a long period of time) that may adversely affect human health. 
Because of this emphasis, adopted Federal, State and County regulations and standards 
typically focus on increases in long-term exposure to ongoing average noise levels rather 
than infrequent short-duration peak effects (refer to Section to 3.9.2). Under these 
adopted standards, the increase of an average of one emergency vehicle trip per day 
would not be considered a significant impact because: 

• Average long-term noise levels in the neighborhood would not substantially 
change and the CNEL for the vicinity would not exceed 65 dBA, the accepted 
level for exterior noise in adopted County standards as a result of emergency 
vehicle and siren use at the proposed station; 

• The low frequency of siren use (an average of once per day) would not constitute 
a significant change in the existing noise environment;  

• The relatively short duration of the noise events (i.e., generally less than 10 
seconds) would not substantially alter the existing noise environment; and  

• The magnitude of noise, while briefly very high in exterior living areas, would be 
substantially reduced in interior living areas through existing construction.   
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Therefore, noise impacts to residents and other sensitive receptors resulting from the 
station’s long-term operation and response to emergencies would be adverse, but less 
than significant (Class III).  

3.9.3.5 Cumulative Impacts 

The proposed project would include the development of approximately 2.55 acres to 
accommodate a new fire station. Overall, the project would introduce some changes to 
ambient noise levels in the project vicinity, mostly during construction phases of the 
proposed project. While construction phases of this project may coincide with other 
projects planned in the vicinity, the noise-control measures that have been incorporated 
into the proposed project design discussed above in Section 3.9.3.3 would guide 
development of the proposed project and would ensure that standards defined by the 
County and discussed in the MCP are maintained. Additionally, long-term noise impacts 
in the project vicinity would be of low frequency and short-duration in nature; therefore, 
anticipated long-term noise impacts would be unlikely to contribute to the cumulative 
effects of other pending and ongoing projects. Given that all anticipated short- and long- 
term noise impacts would comply with noise thresholds by the County and the MCP, the 
project’s effects on the cumulative noise environment in the project vicinity is considered 
insignificant. 

3.9.3.6 Residual Impacts 

As no significant noise impacts would occur as a result of the proposed project, no 
residual impacts would remain after project implementation. 
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