Mark Paul: Steinberg's latest idea gets better reception
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Assemblyman Darrell Steinberg was back last week with another good idea, and the news was enough to set some officials privately grumbling. Doesn't he see we have too much on our plates already? 

But not everyone. 
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"It sounds great to me," said Robert Weygandt, the Placer County supervisor. When a Sacramento Democrat and a Foothill Republican can find common ground on an idea that touches on taxes, it's a sign that something important is happening in the regional debate. 

Steinberg's newest good idea is Assembly Constitutional Amendment 14, which he introduced last Monday. It would place before California voters a measure to create a new quality-of-life financing tool for local or regional governments. They would be authorized to seek majority voter approval for a special tax to fund packages of quality-of-life projects in their areas. 

In its current form, ACA 14 specifies building new infrastructure (roads, transit, sewer, etc.), preserving open space and agriculture, creating affordable housing and improving neighborhoods, an elastic category if there ever was one. But Steinberg says he is open to letting the region define which investments to make. 

Steinberg has plunked his ACA 14 squarely in the middle of two intersecting policy debates, one statewide, one regional. 

The statewide debate is about local financing for transportation. About one dollar in six of funding for roads and transit in California comes from optional local sales tax measures that voters in 18 counties have imposed upon themselves. Most of these measures, originally passed in the late '80s and early '90s with majority votes, will soon come up for renewal. 

But the state Supreme Court in 1995 threw up a roadblock to this key funding tool. It ruled that the transportation taxes are special levies requiring a two-thirds vote for passage. Since few of the transportation sales taxes received a two-thirds vote -- Sacramento County's Measure A was approved with 57 percent of the vote -- it's unlikely they can be renewed unless voters lower the threshold for approval. 

Business groups, labor and transportation advocates have been pushing for several years to put a constitutional amendment on the ballot to do that, but they never moved it through the Assembly. They are back this year with ACA 7 by Assemblyman John Dutra (D-Fremont), which would lower the bar for voter approval of local transportation sales taxes to 55 percent. 

But in recent years more groups and policy makers have come to understand that the state's mobility and quality of life needs can't be assured with concrete and steel alone. Transportation policy needs to be wedded to land use, housing policy and open space planning. 

The idea for ACA 14 came to Steinberg from the Surface Transportation Policy Project, a national group that promotes smart growth and is sponsoring his measure. 

"When we looked at local finance, we saw local governments didn't have the tools they need, especially when you look at the massive growth pressures they are facing," said Kristi Kimball, deputy California director for STPP. "There is a whole range of things that aren't part of local transportation sales taxes but are part of growing well." 

The best sign that an idea's time has come is that it pops up in more than one place at once. While Steinberg was talking with STPP, some people active in the regional dialogue, including Weygandt, had been kicking around similar notions. 

For the first time, the region is trying, through the Blueprint Project being run by the Sacramento Area Council of Governments (SACOG), to develop a shared vision for its future. The results are still a year away, but some local leaders involved in the visioning have already been wondering aloud in informal conversations how a regional agenda might be pursued. A regional quality-of-life package supported by a voter-approved special tax was one of the ideas. 

One measure of how the idea behind ACA 14 connects to regional concerns is to listen to how similarly Steinberg and Weygandt talk about it. 

"The region should have the ability to control its own destiny," Steinberg, the Democrat and legislator, said. "If SACOG comes up with a plan, and the region wants to invest in a positive way, it should be able to do that." 

"It would be a tremendous relief for communities to be able to decide their own vision," said Weygandt, the Republican and local elected official. 

Steinberg set off a ruckus last year with his unsuccessful bill, AB 680, to end the destructive game of zoning for dollars. Some cities saw his proposal to share the growth in local sales tax across the region as another state attack on cities and as a way to steal tax revenue from them. Weygandt was one of his opponents. 

But ACA 14 takes a different approach. It gives different communities across the region an opportunity to put together a shared package of investments aimed at achieving common purposes. It offers the prospect that we could see Placer Legacy, the open space initiative Weygandt has championed, and affordable housing, a Steinberg passion, as pieces of a larger strategy to preserve the region's quality of life as it grows. 

Better yet, it would give us, as citizens, a chance to act on that strategy. And that's the best idea of all. 
