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Introduction
Infrastructure investments in general, and transportation funding in particular, are increasingly seen as
some of the most pressing policy issues affecting all levels of government in California today. The
state has long been home to some of the fastest growing regions in the United States, and now is
facing a near doubling of the population—from 34 million to 58 million—by 2040. In the face of such
an overwhelming increase in the number of California residents, there has understandably been strong
interest in exactly how the state can provide both the physical infrastructure and the social services to
keep pace.

Indeed, there are some who claim that state and local governments, particularly in the area of trans-
portation, have failed to provide adequate infrastructure even for the existing population. Many argue
that this is evidenced by increasing traffic congestion on the state’s highways, and that in order to
solve the problem, the state must get back into the business of building highways, something that
proponents claim California has not done since the massive freeway construction projects undertaken
in the 1950s and ‘60s.

But as policy experts and lawmakers continue to entertain plans for transportation system improve-
ments and new spending, there are many unanswered questions that must be addressed regarding
exactly how California should best target any new investments. How has the state spent its money on
transportation programs in the past and what’s been the result? Are we investing public funds in such
a way as to provide mobility and access to all Californians? How have our public transit systems
fared; do they provide a critical service to the state’s residents or have they failed and why? How do
current growth and development patterns impact our transportation needs and vice versa? And will
simply spending more money on transportation fix our current problems over the long term, or does
the system by which transportation spending decisions are made need to be overhauled?

The intention of this report is to begin to answer some of these critical questions, clarify issues in the
ongoing debate over transportation issues, and recommend a more comprehensive approach to the
complex problems of traffic, mobility and growth. We begin with a broad overview of the many
transportation-related issues that the state faces today. Subsequent chapters are broken down by issue
areas: traffic congestion, public transit, transportation spending, linking land use with transportation,
and ,finally, the need for a new vision.

Despite the many complexities involved in the transportation debate, one thing is clear: without a
more informed understanding of where we’ve been and where we’re heading, California will be
woefully unprepared to plan for its future.
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California’s Transportation Needs: As
Diverse As Our Population
Tackling the problem of traffic congestion is one of the more popular transportation topics in Califor-
nia today, and for good reason. The state is home to three of the nation’s ten most congested metro-
politan areas (Los Angeles, San Francisco-Oakland, and San Jose), and freeway delays cost Califor-
nians as much as $2.8 billion a year in wasted time and excess fuel consumption.1  Yet as important as
solutions to the state’s traffic woes are, they must also be understood and approached in a broader
context. Indeed, there are several issues that are critical for policymakers to understand in order to
better meet the true diversity of transportation challenges that California is currently facing:

• Commuting—the traditional home-to-work trip that is often the focus of a majority of the
state’s transportation programs and investments—actually represents only a quarter of all trips
that taken on an annual basis. This share continues to decline as the number of non-work
errand trips increase and technology and telecommuting begin to radically alter work habits as
well as travel patterns.

• Over a third of Californians aren’t even licensed to drive, a statistic that ranks the state 46th

nationwide. Indeed, the average Californian actually rides public transit more, and drives less,
than does the average American.

• Even if ongoing efforts to leverage new funding for transportation projects are successful,
both at the state and local level, there will continue to be a ongoing tug of war between funds
for maintenance and funds for new construction—for both highway and transit projects. It is
very unlikely there will ever be enough funding for both expansion and repair project wish lists
statewide as they’ve currently been developed. Policymakers must thus become more involved
in establishing priorities for basic repair and maintenance of roads and public transit systems,
while minimizing the need for vast new infrastructure expenditures through more cost-effec-
tive system efficiency improvements and more sophisticated demand management techniques.

• There are other areas where the pursuit of a singular focus will involve important trade-offs
between public policy goals. For instance, the traditional traffic engineering emphasis on
moving the greatest number of vehicles at the greatest speed is increasingly involving a signifi-
cant trade off with public safety goals. Twenty-five percent of California’s traffic fatalities are
pedestrians and bicyclists, a statistic that has resulted in part from the inability to strike a
balance between vehicle speeds and the needs of other users of local streets and roadways.

Any comprehensive approach to addressing the state’s most pressing transportation problems
must thus address a range of issues in addition to the needed emphasis on traffic congestion.
Such an agenda ought to also include the mobility needs of all Californians, public safety,
aging infrastructure, environmental protection, as well as transportation’s role in the state’s
continued economic prosperity. It must also begin to acknowledge the difficult choices and
important trade-offs that policymakers at all levels of government are going to have to make
in setting overarching priorities.

1. Providing Mobility for All Californians. In addition to the difficulties many drivers face at rush
hour, more than twelve million Californians aren’t even licensed to drive but nevertheless have impor-
tant mobility needs. In fact, the percentage of Californians holding a driver’s license has steadily
dropped each year throughout the 1990s. Additionally, there are many others who can’t afford to
drive, or who are finding themselves increasingly isolated and immobile in newer suburban areas that
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require the use of motor vehicles for virtually every trip. Among the many populations whose mobility
needs California’s transportation system must address:

Low-Income Families. The working poor rely on both urban and rural public transit systems to hold
steady jobs and access health care, child care and other critical social services. The issue of former
welfare recipients finding work is completely dependent upon the provision of reliable and convenient
transportation services. This need will only be addressed in the coming years by a diversity of pro-
grams that include vastly expanded public transit services; employer vanpools; attracting companies
to relocate in downtowns, inner cities and suburban locations that are accessible to affordable housing
and transit; and cost-effective and affordable auto ownership programs.

Children. California’s eight million children under legal driving age have become increasingly isolated
in suburban communities.2  Parents’ legitimate fears of traffic and a lack of safe and convenient
facilities prohibit children from walking and riding bicycles to school or extracurricular activities.
Today’s children largely miss out on even the moderate levels of independence and mobility that their
parents enjoyed just a generation earlier—while nearly two-thirds of kids walked or biked to school
as little as thirty years ago, that number has now fallen to less than ten percent.3 An ever-increasing
reliance on parents to chauffeur kids everywhere has given rise to the “soccer mom” phenomenon and
has contributed greatly to the sharp increase in short-distance trips made by automobile that would
previously have been made on foot or by bike. This trend has also contributed to the recent decline in
childhood physical activity and concurrent rise in health-threatening obesity.

People with Disabilities. Californians with disabilities depend on a variety of transportation facilities
in addition to streets and highways, including public transit, specialized vanpool services, wheelchair
ramps and accommodations, accessible sidewalks with curb ramps, audible signals, trails and foot-
paths, and a host of other transportation services and specially designed facilities. Studies have shown
that despite initially higher costs, designing walkable and transit-supportive neighborhoods and
transportation systems can benefit the entire population.

Public transit agencies and local governments are perhaps those most financially responsible for
implementing the provisions of the 1990 federal Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), and have
spent substantial amounts of funding on bringing themselves more in line with the intent of the Act.
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Access for the disabled will continue to be a critical issue in the transportation arena for the foresee-
able future, and in many ways is still not getting the attention and funding it deserves from both state
and local agencies.

Current and Future Seniors. California’s growing elderly population, expected to increase exponen-
tially with the aging of the baby boomers, will also face growing mobility problems as they retire in
suburban communities designed exclusively for the automobile. While many older Americans continue
to drive with few problems well into their 80s, there are also many whose struggle to retain their
license reflects the reality that losing access to a car in many California communities is akin to a
complete loss of independence.

Nevertheless, as older Californians continue to make up an increasingly larger percentage of the
state’s population, due to both the graying of baby boomers and longer life spans, this is an issue that
will only get worse. Without better transportation choices, expanded public transit services, and more
walkable neighborhoods, the next generation of California parents may well see their time spent
behind the wheel continue to rise as they play chauffeur to both their kids and their own parents.

2. Public Safety. Despite gains in reducing alcohol-related fatalities, traffic accidents are still one of
the leading causes of accidental death and injury for all Californians. More than 3400 motorists,
bicyclists and pedestrians die every year and an additional 290,000 are injured on the state’s streets
and highways. In fact, Southern California has one of the highest fatality rates as a result of aggres-
sive driving, and Los Angeles as well as Silicon Valley are home to some of the highest pedestrian
fatality rates in the country.4  Indeed, pedestrians and bicyclists account for roughly 25 percent of all
traffic-related fatalities each year in California yet receive less than one percent of all federal traffic
safety funding apportioned to the California Department of Transportation.5 A disproportionate share
of all pedestrian fatalities in California are Latino and African-American.6
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3. Aging Infrastructure. There are many who argue that California’s true transportation crisis stems
from our inability to repair and maintain our existing road, highway and transit systems, a physical
infrastructure that amounts to a combined investment of over $1 trillion statewide. Most of these
repair needs exist on local roads and streets and throughout the state’s public transit systems. Current
estimates place the total backlog of pavement repair costs on local streets and roads at around $10.5
billion, an amount that is increasing by about $400 million a year.

4. Environmental Protection. California’s natural and biological resources are essential for the
environmental and economic health of the state. Ninety-five percent of California’s wetlands have
vanished over the last two centuries, thirty-two percent of California’s native plant species are cur-
rently at risk (the highest percentage of any state in the continental U.S.), sixteen percent of the oak
woodlands in the foothills of the Sierra Nevada have been lost, and twelve percent of the Central
Valley’s prime farmland has been paved over.
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Transportation policies, by facilitating growth into farmland and natural areas, have played a role in
this loss of natural habitat, and will continue to influence the environmental health and habitat diver-
sity found throughout the state for decades to come. Transportation is also a significant source of
both air and water pollution.

Air Quality Problems. Despite improvements from the days of notoriously smog-ridden Los Angeles,
California is still home to some of the worst air pollution problems in the country. Every major metro-
politan area in the state fails to meet fully federal air quality standards, exposing more than 80 percent
of California’s population to unhealthy levels of air pollution. Transportation is one of the major
contributors to air pollution because the number of trucks, buses and cars on the road traveling
further and further distances is overwhelming any recent technological advances in cleaner fuels and
engines.

Water Quality Problems. Paved surfaces including highways, streets, roads, and parking lots, are also
increasingly responsible for polluting waterways with contaminated runoff. The Regional Water
Quality Board has become so concerned with contaminated runoff in Los Angeles County that it
recently adopted a rule requiring that new developments include mechanisms for capturing urban
runoff.

Transportation plans and programs must also reflect and incorporate growth management principles,
address and mitigate environmental impacts, as well as partially fund open space and habitat preserva-
tion as part of a more balanced approach that recognizes transportation’s linkage with the environ-
ment. Individual projects must also be designed to better incorporate components that will ensure the
health of surrounding habitats, like wildlife tunnels under freeways and stormwater runoff controls to
reduce water pollution.

5. Economic Prosperity. Research shows that the prevalence of traffic congestion has serious nega-
tive impacts on California’s economic health. Yet highway construction in particular is seen to have
increasingly mixed results in terms of relieving congestion, and many types of transportation projects
in general don’t always produce the lasting economic benefits they’re often touted for. A series of
studies on beltway and bypass construction conducted for the U.S. Department of Transportation and
the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development concluded that “no strong evidence exists
demonstrating that beltways improve a metropolitan area’s competitive advantage…a proposed
beltway only rarely can be justified on even the partial basis that it will enhance the region’s economic
position.”7  What often appears to happen as a result of beltway and bypass construction projects is a
mere shift in economic activity from one area to another within the same region. As University of
California researchers found in another recent study: “our results offer overwhelming evidence for
one overriding conclusion: that highway capacity expansion stimulates development activity, both
residential and non-residential, in the corridors served by the expanded facilities.”8

At the same time, California does stand to greatly benefit from many other types of transportation
projects that can help to enhance tourism while preserving natural habitats and scenic resources.
Enhancing and protecting scenic roadways, providing recreational trails and state-of-the art bicycle
touring routes, and marketing existing Amtrak services all provide tremendous potential for reducing
traffic demand while boosting local economies. A recent study by the National Park Service found
that new biking and hiking trails were rewarding local communities with millions in revenue from this
increasingly popular form of tourism. The popular Lafayette-Moraga Trail in Contra Costa County
draws in over $1.6 million annually from visitor expenditures on food, lodging and bike rentals.9
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6. TRAFFIC CONGESTION. While deserving of a more sophisticated approach to its solutions
than has traditionally been the case, traffic congestion is still undeniably a major problem that will
continue to demand the attention of California’s policymakers well into the future. Once the almost
exclusively the domain of Los Angeles, roadway congestion has now become a reality in many of the
state’s larger metropolitan areas like San Diego, the San Francisco Bay Area and Sacramento in
addition to a growing number of communities that were until recently largely rural and agricultural in
nature. Yet these trends towards increasing vehicle hours of delay demand a closer look into their
causes.

As it turns out, worsening congestion isn’t solely a function of highway supply failing to keep pace
with population throughout the state. In fact, California’s state and local governments have been
building and widening highways and roads over the last several decades. In California’s major metro-
politan areas where a majority of the state’s residents live, new roadway capacity expansions have
actually kept pace with population growth over the last fifteen years (while the California’s metropoli-
tan areas’ population has increased 28 percent since 1984, road capacity has increased by 24 per-
cent).10  In reality, much of what has driven the recent growth in traffic congestion is an even sharper
increase in driving (measured in vehicle miles traveled), an exponential increase that cannot be ex-
plained by population expansion or even the demographic shift to two-worker households alone.
Rather, the trend towards an increasing number of miles driven primarily reflects the trend towards
lower-density residential and commercial development patterns that force people to drive more
frequently over longer distances.

For all these reasons and more, the underlying causes of traffic congestion and our larger set of
transportation needs deserve far more attention and discussion if we truly care more about solving the
longer-term causes of traffic congestion rather than spending tens of billions trying to repeatedly treat
its symptoms.

Endnotes
1 California Travels: Financing Our Transportation System; State of California, Legislative Analysts Office, May 2000.
2 Population estimate from State of California, Department of Finance, County Population Projections with Age, Sex, and Race/Ethnic

Detail. Sacramento, California, December 1998.
3 U.S. Centers for Disease Control.
4 Surface Transportation Policy Project: Aggressive Driving—Are You At Risk?, Washington DC, March 1999.
5 Surface Transportation Policy Project, Mean Streets, Washington, DC, 1998.
6 Latino Issues Forum and Surface Transportation Policy Project.
7 USDOT and USHUD, Land Use and Urban Development Impacts of Beltways, June 1980.
8 Marlon P. Boarnet, “Highways and Economic Productivity: Interpreting recent Evidence,” Journal of Planning Literature, Vol. 11 #4,

May 1997.
9 Hugh Morris, Rails-to-Trails Conservancy, “Trails and Greenways: The Quintessential Sustainable Development Public Works Project,”

STPP’s Progress, February 1999.
10 Texas Transportation Institute, Federal Highway Administration data (see Table 7).
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Chapter Two: Highway Construction
and Traffic Demand
Traffic is one of the hotter topics on the minds of both politicians and the public throughout California
today. Yet there is undeniably a sense of frustration when it comes to attempting to solve traffic
congestion problems, as well as a great deal of disagreement and very little understanding about
exactly what California has been doing about its traffic congestion problems. Have we been adding
capacity to our streets and highway networks or haven’t we? Even more significantly, there’s very
little discussion about the fundamental causes of traffic congestion. Is it a simple case of demand
outpacing supply, or are there other economic, demographic and social trends that we’re missing?
Without a proper understanding of why congestion occurs, finding long-term solutions to the problem
will be nearly impossible.

Traffic Demand vs. Highway Supply: Are We Keeping Pace?

One of the more popular assertions in California’s current debate over traffic congestion is that road
building is not keeping pace with California’s booming population. A recent report to the legislature
from the California Transportation Commission detailed the problem of playing catch up with “three
decades of population growth that out-paced highway and road capacity increases by a factor of two,
and growth in vehicle miles of travel (VMT) that out-paced population by a factor of nearly three.”1

Similar reports about highways failing to keep pace with population have been widely circulated in
the state legislature and the media. Recent articles and reports have variously asserted that population
has doubled while the state highway system has grown by less than ten percent in the last two de-
cades. Other reports claim that California’s highway system has grown by only 64 lane-miles the last
two decades.

Have highways really failed to keep pace with population and the amount people drive? And is a
comparison of highway and road expansion with population growth and vehicle miles traveled even a
meaningful measure of transportation success or failure?

Overall Growth in the State’s Road Network. In the thirteen years between 1984 and 1997, at least
26,000 lane-miles of streets and highways were added to the entire road network statewide. The
Interstate highway system grew by five percent, freeways and expressways off the Interstate system
increased by 26 percent, principal arterial streets grew 13 percent, and minor arterial streets increased
26 percent. Over that same period California’s population grew 28 percent and the amount of driving
increased by 45 percent.2
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Of course, expanded facilities were built in many different parts of the state, but with only statewide
figures, it’s difficult to tell how those expansions compared with population growth in the same area,
making drawing more detailed conclusions difficult. However, there are more disaggregated statistics
available.

Road Expansion in Metropolitan Areas. A vast majority of California’s population lives in metropoli-
tan areas—geographic regions defined by the U.S. Census consisting of both cities and suburbs.
Nearly all of California’s traffic congestion problems occur in its metropolitan areas, and for this
reason many respected transportation research organizations like the Texas Transportation Institute
conduct their analyses of traffic congestion at the metropolitan level rather than the state level.

California rapidly expanded its freeway construction program in the 1950s and ‘60s, building massive
networks of roads and highways that at that time were unrivaled in any state in the country. A new
mile of freeway added to the state system before the mid-century building boom would automatically
appear to be a far greater increase than if it were added after the boom. Table 8 below illustrates this
example with two hypothetical situations.

When analyzed at the metropolitan level, the major roadway network’s capacity in California’s largest
urbanized areas grew 24 percent between 1984 and 1997 (the most recent year for which metro area
level data is available), while population grew by 28 percent and the amount of driving increased 45
percent. Thus, in California’s major metropolitan areas, roadway capacity did indeed increase in
roughly the same proportion as population in terms of percentage growth since 1984. But more
importantly, what did outpace both population and highway growth at both the regional level and
statewide was the total growth in driving measure in vehicle miles traveled (VMT).

Comparisons viewed at the state level and at the metropolitan level will obviously differ, no matter
which statistics one uses. But questions must be raised about whether the common practice of com-
paring percentage increases is even meaningful to the transportation debate. Measuring the growth in
any item will differ vastly by the window of time one chooses for analysis. Additionally, percentage
increases or decreases will always be more pronounced when starting with less of the item being
measured, and less pronounced when starting with a greater quantity. Even more importantly, is there
a valuable correlation between facility expansion, population growth and/or VMT that would tell us
we are spending our dollars effectively and wisely?

The Problem with Percentages

California rapidly expanded its freeway construction program in the 1950s and ‘60s, building massive
networks of roads and highways that at that time were unrivaled in any state in the country. A new
mile of freeway added to the state system before the mid-century building boom would automatically
appear to be a far greater increase than if it were added after the boom. Table 8 below illustrates this
example with two hypothetical situations.
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Simply measuring the increase in available roadway space in terms of its length (by the number of
miles) and its width (by the number of lanes, so that the combined measure produces total “lane-
miles”) is no longer viewed as the best gauge of the true overall capacity of a road network to handle
traffic. Contra Costa County recently completed a multi-billion project to reconfigure the Interstate
680 and state highway 24 interchange to increase the capacity of the two highways to handle traffic
flow without adding any new significant increases in the number of total lane-miles. A highway con-
struction project in Cincinnati, Ohio, will actually decrease the number of lanes in a massive inter-

WHEN IS A STATE HIGHWAY NOT A HIGHWAY?

Most statistics regarding the growth of California’s highway system focus on state-owned
highways. But the so-called “state highway system” itself proves to be a poor measure for
gauging the growth in California’s road capacity. “State highways” are really just those roads
that are owned and operated by the State of California (Caltrans, the California Department of
Transportation), a mere 13 percent of all lane-miles in the state’s overall road system. A majority
of the total mileage owned by Caltrans, and thus comprising the state highway system, are
actually two lane roads like Highway One on the Pacific coast and function as both local streets
and main streets for many small towns throughout California.

The state highway system does include Interstate highways (I-5, I-80, I-10), US routes (US 50,
US 101, US 395) and other numbered state routes with the familiar rounded green shield. Yet it
doesn’t include other freeways and expressways under the jurisdiction of city and county gov-
ernments. The state is also often “shedding” segments of its system (especially two lane roads
that function as local streets) and turning them over to local government control, a move that
will appear as a loss of overall state highways when the roads themselves still exist but merely
shift to a different jurisdiction.

A much more useful classification for different types of roadways is provided by the Federal
Highway Administration based on usage, design and traffic levels. From largest to smallest the
classifications include: Interstate highways, other freeways and expressways, principal arterial
streets, major collector streets, minor collector streets, and finally local streets. The state high-
way system includes all the Interstate highways and some pieces of every other type of classifica-
tion of roadway.
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change between several highways near downtown, while at the same time increasing the ability of the
interchange to handle traffic through a more efficient design.

The Need for Better Performance Measures

Comparing population or the increase in driving with roadway capacity growth may not necessarily
answer the question as to how much expansion the transportation system needs, especially since lane-
mile increases may not take into account efficiency measures that improve the capacity a given facil-
ity. In addition, measures of congestion vary widely, making assessment of problems difficult.

More sophisticated measures of roadway supply and traffic demand are obviously needed. Agencies
should agree on common measures and indicators of congestion that can be produced, published and
monitored on a regular basis. State, regional and local transportation agencies need to track and
publicize better data on the overall capacity of streets and highways that incorporate ongoing efforts
to improve traffic flow through maximizing efficiency and operations.

Trends in Highway Construction Spending

Another common assertion in the transportation debate is that California has not spent any significant
money on highway construction in recent years. While Chapter Five provides more detail on overall
transportation spending trends in California, a closer look at expenditures by the Department of
Transportation (Caltrans) shows that, in addition to the agency’s commitment to operational and
system efficiency improve-
ments, a significant expendi-
ture of funds is still dedi-
cated to physical capacity
expansion. The vast majority
of these expenditures are
made in the state’s metro-
politan areas, and have been
growing after a downward
trend recorded in the early
1990s due mostly to seismic
upgrade programs. As a
result of this increase in
spending on new construc-
tion and widening projects,
California has added more
than 3,200 lane-miles of
state highway since 1987.

Endnotes
1 California Transportation Commission, Inventory of Ten Year Funding Needs for California’s Transportation System, May 1999.
2 California Research Bureau; Federal Highway Administration



15

Chapter Three: The Underlying Causes
of Traffic Congestion
The underlying causes of congestion are far more complicated than many traditional interests have
historically been willing to admit. The ability of available roadway space—the most traditional
method of measuring supply or capacity as expressed in lane-miles—to meet traffic demand as mea-
sured in vehicle miles traveled, is just one of a set of several underlying factors that research has
found contribute to traffic congestion. From this research and from a growing body of experience in
both the United States and overseas, it is apparent that traffic congestion is a symptom of a much
larger problem, a problem that includes:

· The Lack of Affordable Housing. The lack of affordable and mixed-income housing near
employment centers, and the imbalance between jobs and housing, creates the notorious two-
hour commutes between places like the Central Valley and the Silicon Valley or Lancaster and
Los Angeles. California is now home to seven of the ten least affordable housing markets in
the country.1

· Sprawling Patterns of New Growth. Poorly planned sprawling development and land use
patterns and zoning codes that separate uses further and further apart require people to travel
longer distances. Many short trips that until recently had been made by walking from home to
school, between commercial establishments, from work to lunch, are now made by vehicle
trips that often occur at similar times and lead to peak hour congestion around intersections
and along freeways. Indeed, recent research by the U.S. Department of Transportation found
that only 13 percent of the increase in driving is attributable to population growth. The re-
mainder has been a result of a steady growth in the number of trips taken and the length of
trips, both primarily products of low-density suburban development that requires ever greater
levels of dependency on driving.

To make matters worse, not only does the typical suburban development model— characterized by
low-density cul-de-sacs, wide, high-speed arterials, and massive intersections—make traffic manage-
ment difficult, it also makes it less cost-effective for transit to serve scattered destinations and makes
walking or bicycling both inconvenient and dangerous.

· Changes in Home to School Travel. Whereas more than half of all kids walked or bicycled
to school in the 1950s, that number has now fallen below 10 percent as streets have become
more dangerous due to traffic. Combined with the loss of school bus service, the resulting
trend has been an overwhelming increase in parents driving their children to school, clogging
local roadways during critical peak hours. An estimated 20-25 percent of rush hour traffic on
local streets and roads is now attributable to the school commute.

· Fiscal Incentives Promoting Sprawl. Local governments increasingly rely on “big box”
commercial developments to generate local revenues through increased sales taxes. Such
commercial highway strip development has proven to be incredibly inefficient from the per-
spective of traffic flow, generating many peak hour trips that tie up intersections for hours at a
time. Numerous short vehicle trips between retail stores, services, and fast food outlets are
now replacing what used to be walking trips between shops on smaller neighborhood streets
and even more recently were walking trips made between stores inside shopping malls.

Furthermore, fiscal incentives favoring commercial development over residential due to the promise
of sales tax revenues has created a vast imbalance between jobs and housing in communities through-
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out California, requiring long distance commutes between the workplace, stores, other errands and
home.

• Economic Disincentives For Greater Efficiency. The skewed pricing signals given to
travelers appear to make highway travel, even at the most congested periods of the day,
entirely free, while public transit and commuter rail are often perceived as too expensive.
While tolls and peak hour congestion pricing are politically unpopular and must be handled
carefully to ensure social equity, their absence as a traffic demand management tool greatly
exacerbates roadway congestion problems.

Build It And They’ll Come

A growing body of research has shown that widening
highways is only a temporary solution at best to the
complex problem of traffic congestion. Indeed,
research has pointed to a phenomenon known as
“induced traffic” that suggests new and wider high-
ways actually create additional traffic, above and
beyond what can be attributed to rapid population
increases and economic growth. In larger metropoli-
tan areas, drivers will often abandon carpools and
public transit when additional roadway space is made
available through highway widenings or new road
construction, thus creating additional trips and more
traffic. In the longer term, the promise of more
convenient transportation access allows commuters
to live further from work, increasing development pressures and thus fueling even more traffic
demand. (It should be noted that any form of transportation can produce this effect; whether it
was “streetcar suburbs” at the turn of the 20th century or new commuter trains attracting
Silicon Valley workers to live in the Central Valley with the promise of a more convenient
commute.)
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The Federal Highway Administration has recently concluded that this phenomenon of “in-
duced traffic” does in fact occur quite frequently in metropolitan areas throughout the United
States. Another detailed study has also concluded that traffic in the Bay Area and Los Angeles
would actually decrease if no new highway expansion took place. It also determined that two-
thirds of the growth in traffic in San Jose and San Diego in the coming decades will be attrib-
utable to induced demand.

A recent study conducted by the U.C. Berkeley Institute for Transportation Studies concluded that 90
percent of all new highway capacity added to California’s metropolitan areas is filled within four
years, and 60 percent-70 percent of all new county-level highway capacity is filled within two years.
This, authors Mark Hansen and Yuanlin Huang explain, means an additional highway lane-mile con-
structed in the San Francisco Bay Area, Los Angeles or San Diego regions would increase traffic by
10,000-12,000 vehicle-miles traveled per day; in Sacramento and Stockton would equate to 7,000-
8,000 additional VMT; and in smaller but nonetheless rapidly growing areas like Modesto, Merced,
Monterey and Bakersfield would translate into an additional 3,000-6,000 VMT per day. The authors
conclude:

“Our results suggest that the urban state highway lane miles added since 1970 have, on
the whole, yielded little in the way of level of service improvements. Consistent with
previous work, we find that increasing highway supply results in higher vehicle miles
traveled (VMT). An induced traffic impact of such magnitude must be considered
when assessing road capacity enhancements, whether in a broad policy context or on a
project specific basis.”

Several other reports in recent years have pointed to similar conclusions. In 1998, the Legislative
Analyst’s Office revealed the results of its own research on the issue and cautioned policymakers
about the promise of relying solely on new highway construction in order to reduce traffic congestion
throughout California:

“New road capacity will typically lead to new traffic, especially in urban areas, because
people and businesses benefit from the mobility that the transportation system provides
and seek to use it to their benefit…Ultimately, road use will increase, leading to
congestion of new road capacity. For this reason, expansion of the existing transporta-
tion will rarely alleviate congestion permanently; however, by restraining demand this
tendency can be offset and existing congested roads, as well as new roads, can be
made to operate efficiently.”2

The growing belief that induced traffic largely offsets any short-term congestion relief gains
also led authorities in the United Kingdom to cancel more than 70 planned highway construc-
tion and road expansion projects in the 1990s alone. Similar experiences have been reported
by transportation officials in Germany, Holland and Japan. Many of these countries have
retooled their transportation programs to incorporate a more balanced approach to managing
traffic congestion as well as a new emphasis on growth management techniques, more com-
pact development patterns, and other land use strategies as a way of beginning to combat
what officials and experts see as the underlying cause of increasing traffic volumes.

Cost-Effective Congestion Management

Combine the phenomenon of “induced traffic” with the fact that more than 50 percent of all freeway
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traffic jams are caused by construction-related delays or traffic accidents, and it becomes clear that
what California needs is a far more sophisticated approach in trying to manage congestion. Other
states have utilized a diversity of strategies including better real-time traveler information technolo-
gies, peak-hour congestion pricing, coordination of transportation and land use goals, telecommuting,
staggered work hours, strong financial incentives promoting ridesharing and vanpooling, and better
traffic incident management.

The experience of other states and countries in attempting to solve traffic congestion problems, in
addition to the evidence provided by growing bodies of research, are absolutely critical lessons for
policymakers. There is an overwhelming temptation at any level of government to want to believe in
both the quick fix to a problem like traffic congestion as well as to hope that by simply throwing more
money at it, the problem itself will disappear. But the futility of trying to build our way out of conges-
tion is an emerging reality that has led many other industrialized countries to dramatically alter their
approach to transportation. Instead, many states and other countries are beginning to favor more
balanced and cost-effective approaches that rely on a diversity of solutions and a more sophisticated
overall approach to traffic management.

Endnotes
1 National Association of Home Builders.
2 California Legislative Analyst’s Office, “Developing and Funding an Efficient Transportation System,” March 1998
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Chapter Four: The Role of Public
Transit
While a majority of all trips in California are made by private automobile, public transit is rarely
credited for the vital role that it plays in reducing congestion and providing mobility for the state’s
urban and suburban population. More than twelve million state residents aren’t even licensed to drive,
and public transit has become a necessity for a large segment of the state’s elderly and lower-income
populations. Public transit carries over 1.2 billion passengers a year in California, seven times the
number of annual airline passengers at the state’s 14 largest airports.1  In fact, Californians actually
drive less than the average American, are less likely to have a driver’s license than the average Ameri-
can, own fewer vehicles per person than the average American, and ride transit more than the average
American.

Transit’s Role in Reducing Congestion

While transit serves many purposes, one of the most important of which is to provide critical access
and mobility for transit-dependent and lower-income residents statewide, it also reduces the pressure
on critical commute corridors by offering a convenient alternative to driving alone. Indeed, travel
corridors where public transportation is a reliable option during peak hours are extremely popular:
transit carries 38 percent of all trips in the San Francisco Bay Bridge corridor, 30 percent of all trips
into central Los Angeles, and 18 percent of trips into San Diego.2  While Bay Area traffic is already
notorious for its backups, residents got a taste of what life would be like without BART when a
systemwide strike in 1997 literally ground the area’s freeways to a halt. Another recent study found
that without transit, Los Angeles would have to build 1,400 new freeway lane-miles to handle the
traffic, the San Francisco Bay Area would need to increase its freeway capacity by 50 percent, and
San Diego would see an additional 35,000 cars on the road.3

While the debate over the success of the state’s HOV lane program continues unabated, a tremen-
dously cost-effective public transit option lies in the utilization of the state’s existing 925-mile HOV
lane network by express commuter buses that could provide reliable and convenient service while
bypassing traffic tie-ups. A new study of the potential for express buses in the Bay Area, combined
with other transit improvements and economic incentives, concluded that such a package could result
in an annual increase of 110 million transit trips and a concurrent 20 percent decrease in traffic con-
gestion.4
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Providing Mobility for the Transit-Dependent

Transit also provides an essential service for the working poor in urban areas, and is literally a lifeline
for many residents in lower-income communities throughout the state. Consider the following:

• The Los Angeles bus system alone carries twice as many passengers as all of the commercial
airlines in the state combined; 76 percent of riders on Los Angeles County MTA’s buses have
no access to a car.5

• As federal and state welfare reform rules impose strict new guidelines and schedules, tens of
thousands of former welfare recipients will entering the job market and become dependent on
some form of transit to ensure their ability to find work. Over 90 percent of former welfare
recipients have no access to a car.6

• According to the 1990 U.S. Census (the most recent year for which numbers are available),
the average income for California commuters driving alone to work was $50,094. Those
riding in a two-person carpool averaged an income of $45,206, and those taking the bus had
an average annual income of $33,071.

• According to the 1990 U.S. Census, the average annual income for a two-car household in
California was $44,218. The typical household with access to just one vehicle averaged an
annual income of $23,449. Households without access to any vehicle earned an income of just
$10,865.

• 48 percent of riders on Los Angeles County MTA’s buses have household incomes less than
$15,000.7

Public Transit Spending and Trends in Ridership

Chapter Five provides more detail on transit spending, but in general public transit agencies have
increased spending on transit services since the mid-1980s. This has been due primarily to the cost of
compliance with two significant federal laws passed in the early 1990s: the Clean Air Act and the
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). To comply, transit agencies had to begin to purchase new
cleaner fuel buses and retrofit buses with wheelchair lifts, rather than spending new funds on opera-
tions. At the same time, in the mid-1990s, the federal government slowly eliminated transit operating
assistance funds, a major source of operating assistance for many of California’s transit agencies. The
two federal mandates combined with federal budget cuts to public transit coincide with a loss of
ridership among all transit agencies in
California in the mid-1990s (Figure 3).

Despite this dip, ridership on the state’s 200
largest public transit systems has grown by
nearly ten percent overall since 1985. Yet,
this aggregate number masks large indi-
vidual fluctuations among the hundreds of
transit systems across the state. Some transit
agencies have lost passengers. Those that
have lost the most tend to be those that have
either raised fares or reduced service. AC
Transit in Alameda and Contra Costa coun-
ties lost 32 percent of its ridership since
1982 in the wake of several rounds of
service cutbacks, including a round of
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massive night and weekend service cuts in the wake of federal budget cuts in the mid-1990s. The Los
Angeles County MTA bus system has lost 13 percent of its ridership since 1990, after it raised fares
from $.50 a ride to $1.35.

On the other end of the scale, there are agencies experiencing major increases. Since 1982, the Or-
ange County Transit District has seen a 90 percent increase in bus passengers, San Diego Transit has
had an 87 percent increase in its bus patronage, and the San Francisco Peninsula’s Caltrain has experi-
enced a 66 percent increase in commuter rail ridership.

The Challenges Ahead for California’s Transit Systems

Despite a general resurgence in patronage since the early 1990s, and gains in overall passenger
ridership that among some systems has been significant, California’s public transit agencies still face
many challenges that must be dealt with in order to remain competitive and provide meaningful
service. Among the issues that public transit officials, transportation agencies and local and state
lawmakers must face in the years ahead:

• A commitment to provide transit service to those who most need it. Public transit provides a
convenient choice for commuters in several select areas, but it also serves as a lifeline for
millions of low-income families, seniors and people with disabilities throughout the state. New
and existing transit service should meet certain cost-effectiveness criteria, but the social
benefits of providing equal access to jobs and opportunities for those who don’t drive or can’t
afford to must be adequately reflected in any cost-benefit calculations. The largest declines in
passenger ridership statewide in recent decades have been among the systems serving the
greatest percentage of lower-income individuals and communities of color: AC Transit in
Alameda and Contra Costa Counties, San Francisco’s MUNI, and the Los Angeles County
MTA.

• Adding new service as a result of strict cost-effectiveness, social equity and demand criteria,
rather than what’s eligible for available funding sources. As will be discussed in chapter five,
the complexities and eligibility criteria attached to available funding sources all too often
dictate the type of service that transit agencies end up providing. More often than not, that
means that capital-intensive projects often win out over “softer” expenditures like adding
night or weekend bus service or implementing new express bus service that utilizes existing
HOV networks. Different transit technologies work better in different situations, but objective
criteria should decide these choices rather than politics or funding eligibility. This is, of course,
out of the hands of most transit agencies and under the jurisdiction of state and federal law-
makers, and may entail increased access to funds that can be used exclusively for operations
and maintenance activities.

• Integrating services, becoming more flexible and being smart about marketing. One of the
biggest problems with getting new customers to use transit is lack of both convenience and
information. The San Francisco Bay Area alone has 28 transit agencies with 28 different
schedules and 28 ticketing systems. As information technologies drive the new economy, so
too could they provide a much needed boost for transit patrons by providing schedule and fare
information, service that’s timed and coordinated between different agencies and universal
tickets. Technologies may also play a significant role in rethinking traditional fixed route bus
service, with the advent of “smart shuttles” that could provide door-to-door service and
generally make transit more flexible, convenient and customer responsive.

• Influencing and coordinating land use plans. Currently, transit agencies mainly react to the
land use decisions made by the local communities they serve, even when those decisions make
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the efficient provision of transit difficult or nearly impossible. More coordinated regional and
local planning and earlier input and review by transit providers in planning and community
designs could significantly improve the ability of new developments to support effective
transit service.

Endnotes

1 Transit Operators and Non-Transit Claimants Annual Report 1997-98, State Controller’s Office.
2 California Public Transit: Report to the California Legislature and Governor Gray Davis; California Transit Association and the California
Association for Coordinated Transportation. March 1999.
3 Donald Camph, Dollars and Sense: The Economic Case for Public Transportation in America, June 1997.
4 Bay Area Transportation and Land Use Coalition, “World Class Transit for the Bay Area,” January 2000.
5 APMG, Study of the Role of the State in Mass Transportation, January 1998.
6 Surface Transportation Policy Project, U.S. Department of Transportation.
7 APMG, Study of the Role of the State in Mass Transportation, January 1998.
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Chapter Five: Trends in Transportation
Spending
How we raise funds and what we spend them on has a profound impact on how our transportation
network functions, how efficiently it performs, what it looks like, and even how people travel. Unfor-
tunately, both our state and national system of transportation finance is complicated even for
policymakers to understand. What follows is a brief explanation of transportation finance mecha-
nisms, in addition to several key issues that are important to understanding California’s transportation
funding picture.

Transportation Revenues and Expenditures

Transportation funding is unique when compared to many other publicly funded programs in the
United States in that historically it has been supported by “user fee” financing, notably taxes on
gasoline and other vehicle-related programs. California is no exception to this, and has since the
1920s relied primarily on state gasoline taxes to fund road construction and maintenance statewide.
For various reasons, this historical trend began to shift in the 1990s with an increasing reliance on
statewide bonds and county-level sales taxes.

California still receives most of its transportation revenues from the current state gasoline tax of 18
cents per gallon. This tax produces a little more than $5 billion a year in transportation revenues,
accounting for nearly half of all roadway-related revenues in the state. The federal government also
levies an 18.3 cent per gallon tax on gasoline. California receives roughly $2.4 billion a year in federal
highway funds and $500 million in public transit funding. Additional sources of revenue for transpor-
tation statewide include local county sales taxes (levied in 16 of the state’s more populous counties
and worth about $1.7
billion annually),bond
receipts, local general
fund monies, local
property taxes, and road
and bridge tolls.

A significant piece of the
revenue and spending
puzzle is funding for
local street and road
maintenance. There is
currently a tremendous
disparity between fund-
ing for bigger ticket
projects on the state-
owned highway system,
at the expense of funding
for repairing local roads
and streets. The state-
owned highway system
comprises only 13
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percent of the state’s entire road network. The local street and road network comprises 83 percent of
the state’s entire 373,000+ lane-miles of roadways, and 41 percent of it is in serious need of repair.
Yet in 1997, spending on the state highway system averaged $62 per lane mile and spending on the
local streets and roads network averaged just $7 per lane mile. Kings, Yolo, Glenn and Humboldt
counties are now literally reverting paved roads back to gravel due to the cost of maintenance.

In 1990, the cities’ and counties’ share of the statewide gasoline tax revenues fell from 49 percent to
23 percent, translating into even greater inequities between local street and road spending and funding
for state-owned highways.

Funding for public transit was historically kept quite separate from street and highway financing, until
recently. Many of the local streetcar, trolley and motorbus services that operated in the early 20th

century, both in California and nationwide, were often largely privately financed, with some support
from local public funds. Federal funding for public transit systems arrived much later than it did for
highways, with the first smaller grant programs starting in the 1960s and annual federal appropria-
tions for local public transit beginning in the 1970s.

Today, California’s public transit systems are funded by a wide range of sources, many of which
fluctuate dramatically from year to year. The largest single source of revenue is passenger fares,
which comprise 28 percent of all operating revenues and 23 percent of total transit revenues including
capital grants.1 Transit is also funded by a portion of the statewide sales tax (roughly 20 percent of all
revenues), federal grants (roughly 13 percent of all revenues), countywide sales taxes (12 percent),
local transit district sales taxes, property taxes, general fund monies and other local and state grants.2

As noted in the previous chapter, transit agencies saw the elimination of federal support for opera-
tions in the mid-1990s. Along with the loss of federal operating assistance, transit agencies are se-
verely hampered financially by state laws prohibiting the expenditure of state gas tax revenues or
bonds on the day-to-day operations of transit services. This has created a Catch-22 for transit agen-
cies: growth in capital expenditures, or the ability to buy train cars and buses for public transit sys-
tems, but a loss of revenue
with which to operate
those trains and buses.

It has also fueled a dispar-
ity between urban and
suburban services. There
has been increased funding
for commuter systems that
need to buy equipment to
serve largely wealthier,
suburban populations, but
cutbacks to urban bus
transit systems that don’t
need much new equip-
ment, but require much
more funding for repair,
maintenance and opera-
tions.
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Why Transportation Doesn’t Pay For Itself

There are often debates about which form of transportation is subsidized, and which form of transpor-
tation pays for itself. The fact of the matter is that no form of transportation really pays for itself.
Passenger fares cover only a portion of public transit operating costs depending on the system and its
type of service. So-called highway “user fees” also fall short of covering the costs of the road and
highway network. A 1994 U.S. Congressional study found that highway-related taxes only covered
between 53 percent and 68 percent of the total cost of highway programs when factoring in the
external costs of road congestion, accidents and injuries, highway patrols, and air quality impacts to
public health.3  Airlines also rely on subsidies in the form of airport construction and maintenance,
airport access by off-site transportation improvements, fuel subsidies, and impose massive external
costs in the form of noise and air pollution. Amtrak actually covers a majority of its operating costs
through passenger fares, but will face an uphill battle when attempting to become financially self-
sufficient in 2002 as mandated by Congress.

The reality is that the subsidy debate is often counterproductive. There are public transit proposals
that don’t merit any public subsidy because they don’t make sense, there are highway projects that
would prove to be a waste of money if built, and there are even toll road facilities that never pay for
themselves as promised and need an eventual bailout with public financing. A far better test for
whether transportation investments are worthwhile is the development and implementation of a broad
range of performance measures and cost-effectiveness criteria.

Endnotes
1 Transit Operators and Non-Transit Claimants Annual Report 1997-98, State Controller’s Office
2 All numbers are for 1997-98
3 American Public Transit Association, Transit Fact Book 1998; original study conducted by U.S. Office of Technology Assessment.
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Chapter Six: The Need for a Vision:
It’s Not If We Grow, It’s How
As we deal with transportation finance issues, there is a great need to reform the decision-making
process by which most transportation projects are chosen in the first place. There are currently re-
quirements for both short-range (4-year) and long-range (20-year) transportation plans statewide and
in every region in California. But the plans themselves often contain little foresight and few incentives
to do anything more than “predict and provide,” and staple together lists of politically popular
projects from various jurisdictions. The past quality of these plans has led to major battles in the
debate over new transportation funding. Public interest groups often don’t support increases in
transportation funding precisely because they don’t trust the overall plans from which the agencies are
likely to pull their projects.

These plans, and the 20-year long-range plans in particular, present a tremendous opportunity to
more actively involve local elected officials and the general public in deciding on a vision and goals
for their region, and to coordinate growth and transportation decisions that can make more efficient
use of transportation infrastructure. Indeed, the task of reforming the transportation planning process
may be even more important than any plan to raise new funds for transportation projects. It’s not
simply a matter of how much money agencies spend, it’s also how they spend it. Pumping more
money into a system that is flawed to begin with, and perpetually expanding transportation infrastruc-
ture to serve inefficient land development practices, is unlikely to be able to deliver the full range of
transportation choices Californians require, or to allow the state ever to catch up on maintaining even
its existing systems.

The Gap Between Transportation and Land Use Decisions

One of the more important realities in California’s decision-making processes is that the decisions
regarding how and where to grow, and the equally important choices in terms of how to provide
mobility and access to relevant destinations, are made separately. While land use authority has histori-
cally been a hot button issue in the United States, the separation between local land use decisions and
regional and statewide transportation planning decisions has been one of the greatest barriers to
successfully managing traffic demand in conjunction with sustainable commercial and residential
growth. As the 1998 LAO report on transportation describes:

“Transportation demand is also influenced by local land use decisions that determine the
locations of new housing and jobs, and which in turn determine whether communities will be
compact and densely populated or sprawling and sparsely populated. Land use in many of
California’s communities is defined by lower-density development and ever-expanding urban
boundaries that make pedestrian, bicycle and transit travel impractical, and that increase trip
length and VMT (vehicle miles traveled). Coordinating land use and transportation policies is
made more difficult because many large urban areas include several city and county jurisdic-
tions, and land use decisions of one jurisdiction can impact traffic in other jurisdictions.”

The Costs of Current Growth Patterns

Suburban sprawl has tremendous implications for how and even if California can indeed handle its
projected population increases and housing, jobs, and transportation needs in the next forty years. The
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amount of land consumed—much of it in the form of productive farmland or valuable open space—as
well as physical infrastructure that current growth patterns require per capita comes at a tremendous
cost both economically as well as environmentally.

Consider the experience of Los Angeles, where between 1970 and 1990 the population grew 45
percent but the developed land area grew 300 percent. If these types of development trends continue,
in the next twenty years, areas like the Central Valley will lose much of its productive farmland and
yet experience levels of traffic congestion similar to those faced by Los Angeles commuters today.
The American Farmland Trust in a recent study found that the current model of growth and develop-
ment for the Central Valley threatens to consume a million acres of prime farmland by 2040, reducing
farm and ranch profits by $5 billion annually and requiring such massive amounts of new transporta-
tion and other public infrastructure that it will run city and county budgets into a $1 billion deficit.1

Smart Investments, the 1999 California Debt Affordability Report released by State Treasurer Phil
Angelides, warned policymakers that the state cannot financially afford the fiscal costs that are the
byproducts of such poorly planned low-density development. The report asserts:

“Present patterns of growth are consuming our open space at a rate even faster than our
population growth. These patterns of expansion are not sustainable fiscally, economically,
environmentally, or politically. Fiscally, the State and local governments cannot afford to meet
the demand for transportation, public works and other services needed to connect increasingly
far-flung communities…

‘Sustainable development’ accepts the reality that we will experience growth and asks how
best to direct this growth without destroying the quality of life which is a critical factor in
stimulating private investment. Sustainable development means that land uses support trans-
portation options beyond more freeways and roads; a better mix of housing in communities
and neighborhoods; locating jobs near housing and balancing job growth with new housing;
land use designs that bring homes, schools, workplaces, services and retail shops closer
together; communities centered around civic spaces…and protection of environmental re-
sources.”

Linking Land Use and Transportation Decisions: The Regional Approach

Several metropolitan areas like Minneapolis, Atlanta, and Portland, Oregon, have adopted the bold
strategy of coordinating transportation, land use and even local government revenues through re-
gional cooperation. As the historic boundaries of cities, counties and even states mean less and less in
an age of global markets, electronic commerce and increasing individual mobility, the importance of
regional economies and regional approaches to economic development, housing and transportation
has been increasingly acknowledged. Regardless of how regional decision-making is structured, the
lesson increasingly appears to be that transportation policies as well as a host of other program areas
are best coordinated at the regional level, while still recognizing local land use authority.

Fortunately, California has already begun to establish regional agencies as some of the more important
decision-making bodies. As described above, California currently has 48 regional transportation
planning agencies (RTPAs) that make decisions on the majority of federal and state transportation
funding, thanks to recent changes in federal and state laws, the most recent of which was Senate Bill
45 signed into law by Governor Pete Wilson in 1997.
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The regional transportation planning agencies now not only program funding, but also develop long-
range transportation plans that can provide an arena for creating a broader vision for future growth
and a public debate better alternatives for both land use patterns and transportation infrastructure
needs.

In the San Diego metropolitan region, San Diego Mayor Susan Golding recently urged the area’s
regional transportation planning agency to take advantage of the development of their 20-year trans-
portation plan as a means of striking a new approach to the region’s growth, development and trans-
portation needs. In the words of Mayor Golding:

“We need to learn from our past and design our future with a new approach. Ever
widening freeways may be a short term help but will never get us where we need to be
20 years from now and beyond. We now know that for transit corridors to be success-
ful, development along the corridor has to occur to bolster the density enough to
maybe make transit desirable and used in the future.

Today I am proposing that we immediately engage in an update [of the 20 year re-
gional transportation plan] that would incorporate a new way of thinking about ac-
complishing the same goal of diminishing traffic congestion and increasing transit
ridership without increasing the amount of pavement.”

Models for More Cost-Effective Growth Patterns

Long-term transportation plans are ideal venues not only for proposing alternative models of growth
and transportation needs, but can also be a tremendously productive process for determining how
cost-effective different models of growth will be. The American Farmland Trust recently analyzed
competing models of growth for California’s Central Valley and determined that the more compact
“smart growth” alternative could save municipalities 500,000 acres of farmland and actually net valley
towns and counties a $200 million surplus in public costs due to a more efficient use of land and
transportation infrastructure.

Other voluntary efforts at modeling different growth alternatives have produced similar results: more
compact growth that makes more efficient use of existing infrastructure usually costs less than the
current models of “sprawl.” A comprehensive effort in the San Francisco Bay Area to develop an
alternative growth scenario, combined with better economic incentives promoting carpools and public
transit, determined that a more compact growth scenario for the nine-county Bay Area would reduce
traffic by 6 percent (vs. a 32 percent increase in the existing plan), decrease average travel times by
13 percent, save 150 square miles of open space, cut carbon monoxide emissions by 6900 tons annu-
ally, and eventually reduce infrastructure costs by as much as $25 billion.

A Common Vision: The Fresno Growth Alternatives Alliance

One example of such a broad-based approach to developing a regional vision—and that has great
relevance for other high growth areas around the state—is the effort currently being undertaken by a
diverse coalition known as the Fresno Growth Alternatives Alliance. Comprised of the Fresno Cham-
ber of Commerce, the Fresno County Farm Bureau, the Building Industry Association of the San
Joaquin Valley, the American Farmland Trust and the Fresno Business Council, the Alliance took it
upon themselves to craft a common agenda and a vision for where Fresno County should be heading
in the next 30 years when facing a possible tripling of its population and an ever-increasing strain on
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its valuable agricultural resources.

The process of producing the report itself represents a landmark attempt to bring together interests
who have been seen as traditionally benefiting from low-density suburban sprawl in order to clarify
common ground and begin to see the problem as a choice between many different models of develop-
ment, rather than simply “no growth” vs. “pro growth.” Indeed, the authors conclude that it isn’t
simply population increase that is the biggest drain on both natural and financial resources:

“Over the years, it has become apparent that growth patterns actually play a more
important role in causing urban sprawl than population growth itself. Replacing urban
sprawl with more efficient patterns of growth on the urban edge and directing growth
inward through infill development and neighborhood revitalization can accommodate
the same number of people on much less land. Controlling or changing population
trends is nearly impossible; but it may be possible to change patterns of growth,
especially if a grassroots consensus for better land use planning can be developed
among local stakeholders and decision makers.”

Among the agreed-upon recommendations of the Alliance, published in its 1998 report entitled “A
Landscape of Choice: Strategies for Improving Patterns of Community Growth,” were:

• provide incentives for compact growth which provide for amenities such as bike paths and
neighborhood parks as densities increase;

• preserve and enhance existing pedestrian and transit-oriented neighborhoods;
• create mixed use zone districts that encourage residential, commercial and office use on the

same site
• encourage an orderly outward expansion of new urban development while providing for new

towns that create new patterns of compact growth
• create a forum in which regional land use planning can be achieved.

California is truly at a crossroads in deciding not only how we’re going to grow, but just as impor-
tantly how we’re going to pay for that growth. The type of transportation investments and policies
that the state pursues will likely be a critical component in shaping that growth, and will significantly
impact what our communities and our quality of life will be like in future decades. While there are
many uncertainties in this equation, one thing appears definite: we must dramatically change our
planning and decision-making frameworks at the state, regional, and local levels, or we may indeed be
doomed to failure. There may well be a strong case for increased funding for transportation state-
wide, particularly for congestion management, public transit and local street and road maintenance
projects. But if that’s all we accomplish—spending more money on transportation—we’ll have
slapped an even higher price tag on a system that won’t address the core issues and needs of
California’s communities because it will have once again treated only the symptoms and ignored the
larger root causes of the problem.

Endotes
1 “Future Urban Growth in California’s Central Valley,” American Farmland Trust, October 1995
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A New Transportation Agenda for
California
If California is going to effectively manage its transportation problems in the coming decades and
provide cost-effective infrastructure improvements that promote more sustainable growth, then it
must craft a bold new transportation decision-making and evaluation process. The following recom-
mendations, if implemented, could go a long way in allowing us to better manage traffic congestion,
provide more convenient and reliable transportation options for Californians of all ages and abilities,
reduce infrastructure costs for taxpayers and increase the cost-effectiveness and efficiency of our
present and future transportation systems and services:

(1) Provide Incentives For Healthier Mixes of Jobs and Housing Near Existing Services. One of
the shortcomings of the current debate surrounding traffic congestion in California is the notion that
transportation-based problems must naturally have transportation-based solutions. In fact, some of
the more promising strategies for addressing congestion and the growth in traffic have nothing to do
with transportation. In the Silicon Valley, nine new jobs are being created for each housing unit
produced.1  The complete imbalance between jobs and housing, combined with astronomical housing
costs in the Bay Area, force many employees to locate hours away. New incentives for ‘infill’ housing
can both increase housing affordability as well as relieve the burden on the regional freeway system.

One promising market-based solution is the newly unveiled Location-Efficient Mortgage (LEM) in
Los Angeles and the Bay Area that allows lenders to factor in lower transportation costs associated
with more walkable neighborhoods near public transit (transportation is often the second highest
personal expense behind housing). This allows prospective homebuyers to qualify for higher mort-
gages and thus provides a financial incentive for consumers to locate close to existing jobs and other
services.

(2) Make It Cheaper to Avoid Congestion. While congestion costs Californians nearly $2.8 billion
annually, transportation and road pricing signals are often skewed so as to make sitting in traffic
appear free to the individual. Phone and electric companies discovered long ago that a far more cost-
effective provision of service is achieved by charging higher rates during peak periods and far lower
rates during off-peak periods. For transportation facilities, this translates into bridge, freeway and
parking charges that variable depending on the time of day—the worse the congestion, the higher the
toll. Not only can this even out demand and improve system efficiency, it can also provide a new
revenue source for transportation programs through the more traditional user fee approach.

At the same time, increased tolls or parking charges are usually highly unpopular with both the public
and political leaders. These programs could thus be offset by reductions in commuting costs for
avoiding peak-hour congestion. There are in fact many programs currently available that California
isn’t taking full advantage of, like tax-free transit vouchers through the IRS tax code that can make
public transit virtually free for employees as well as employers. California could also fully implement a
“parking cash out” program that allows employees to give up a free parking space offered by the
employer (and tax deductible for both) in return for the equivalent cash value. And finally, state
lawmakers have several proposals for tax credits and other incentives for employees who
telecommute or work non-traditional hours, the most promising of which should be explored and
implemented.



31

(3) Design Transportation Facilities That Provide More Travel Choices. The concept of Univer-
sal Design holds that facilities should be designed for all potential users regardless of ability. Yet just
as buildings and public facilities were designed to the exclusion of people with disabilities until very
recently, so to was our transportation system designed for several decades with the singular purpose
of facilitating only one mode of travel—the automobile. Communities like Pleasant Hill in Contra
Costa County, planned and built in the mid-twentieth century, were designed without sidewalks due
to the belief that pedestrians would soon be obsolete. While consumers are beginning to increasingly
demand safer and more convenient bicycle and pedestrian facilities for themselves and their children,
transportation agencies have been slow to respond.

Yet designing all transportation facilities to both safe and convenient for those traveling by foot,
bicycle, wheelchair, walker or stroller can play a tremendous role in boosting traffic safety, improving
quality of life, protecting public health, as well as reducing local traffic congestion. Despite the trend
towards scattered development patterns and low-density growth, nearly half of all personal trips are
still three miles or less. Local and regional transportation plans should include goals to increase levels
of walking and bicycling, improve access and mobility for the disabled, children and seniors, and
reduce bicycle and pedestrian injuries and fatalities. At a minimum, any new transportation funding
source should include a ten percent set-aside for community enhancements to construct bicycle and
pedestrian facilities and protect the environment.

(4) Coordinate Transportation, Growth and Land Use Decisions. Unfortunately, transportation
and land use decisions are often mired in a vicious cycle whereby local governments assume certain
types of growth and development are going to occur, and a regional transportation agency commits
funding to provide the new infrastructure—a move that then ironically induces much of the growth to
take place. Local governments also all too often compete against one another for precious public
resources, new job growth, and commercial development that brings in sales tax revenues. Meanwhile
transit agencies are hard-pressed to meet the service demands of continued sprawl, the needs of those
who can’t drive go unmet, and traffic congestion increases again.

As recommended in the 1998 Legislative Analyst’s report on transportation, the Legislature should
direct the Governor’s Office of Planning and Research to investigate and report on the impact of land
use policies on transportation, and recommend state and local policies that would more effectively
coordinate decision-making processes. Such an analysis should examine particularly how to
strengthen the linkages between the transportation planning process, economic development, air
quality and congestion management planning, the regional fair share housing allocation process, and
local land use, housing, and circulation elements, and how better to account for the impacts of indi-
vidual jurisdictions’ decisions on neighboring communities.

(5) Collect Better Data and Establish Performance Measures. Many in the private sector are
familiar with the concept of establishing measurable goals and performance indicators that to a large
degree reflect a company’s mission and objectives. Yet performance measures have been slow to take
hold among transportation professionals, largely due to arguments over just exactly what transporta-
tion agencies should be held accountable for. Furthermore, while data regarding highway usage is
extensive, statistics regarding transit patronage, social equity and job accessibility, walking, bicycling,
or road and street conditions, are extremely difficult to access or sometimes even non-existent.

Both Caltrans and the RTPAs should establish performance measures, including the following: (a)
mode share for all trips including accurate pedestrian trip figures and goals for the amount of walking,
bicycling, automobile and transit usage; (b) land consumption per capita; (c) vehicle miles traveled per
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trip and per capita; (d) fatalities and injuries for each mode per mile traveled; (e) pavement condition
and transit service and on-time performance; (f) percentage of jobs accessible by transit and by resi-
dents of lower-income communities; and (g) air quality. The agencies should prioritize and coordinate
efforts to collect all data that is currently unavailable, and report all findings on an annual basis to
both stakeholders and the public.

(6) Use Transportation Funds As Incentives For More Cost-Effective Growth Patterns. The
current lack of coordination between transportation and land use is perhaps best illustrated by the
case of the commute between Silicon Valley and the Central Valley. The vast imbalance between jobs
and housing in Silicon Valley (nine new jobs for every one new housing unit) has helped drive up
housing prices and has forced many workers into the Central Valley in search of more affordable
homes. The transportation response to the problem of commuters trekking over 100 miles in each
direction is to provide vast amounts of costly new infrastructure—in the form of both bigger freeways
and a new commuter rail service between Stockton and San Jose—in order to facilitate the commute.
Failure on the part of local agencies and officials to provide enough housing close in to jobs, has in
this case manifested itself in the form of unbearable traffic congestion as well as the tremendous
financial burden of trying to keep pace with the perceived need for costly new infrastructure.

Another possible response to this trend would involve action by state or regional transportation
agencies to withhold valuable transportation funds from localities that aren’t providing an adequate
jobs-housing balance. Rather than promise each region, county and city a share of state and federal
transportation funding based on a predetermined formula, agencies could instead base a substantial
portion of their funding based on performance criteria that would reward localities for pursuing
policies and programs that reduce the need for costly new infrastructure in order to serve two hour
commutes. San Mateo County in the San Francisco Bay Area is pursuing just such a program, re-
warding local governments who build affordable housing units within walking distance of transit an
incentive of $2,000 a bedroom in the form of new transportation funding.

(7) Remove Program Barriers that Favor More Expensive Projects. Unfortunately, there are
many institutional barriers to fully implementing a “smart growth” strategy for transportation state-
wide. The multi-billion dollar State Transportation Improvement Program (STIP) is one such barrier.
Newly revised under Senate Bill 45 in 1997, the STIP is now largely under the jurisdiction of the
RTPAs and county transportation agencies. While positive in many aspects, including more local
control over transportation decisions, the STIP nevertheless still limits flexibility by favoring new
construction over maintenance and operational efficiency projects, and larger highway and transit
projects over smaller community improvements, traffic safety measures, and bicycle and pedestrian
projects.

The Legislature should investigate opportunities to allow a wider range of transportation projects that
increase supply, reduce demand and improve safety, to compete fairly in the STIP process. The STIP
should also be more closely linked to long-range regional transportation plans and goals, and be
required to adhere to stringent tests for meeting performance measures established by the region,
rather than simply receive a rubber stamp. Additional barriers to funding include the State
Constitution’s Article XIX, which restricts state gas tax revenues to “fixed guideway transit” only,
precluding expenditures on bus transit as well as transit operations and maintenance.

(8) Prioritize maintenance and efficiency over new construction. In the Central Valley alone,
where population is expected to grow by 10 million people in the coming decade, new infrastructure
needs based on a continued “low-density” suburban sprawl model are expected to top $100 billion.
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Add to that the fact that nearly 126,000 lane miles of roads and highways—roughly 40 percent of all
pavement in California—is in need of repair, and it isn’t hard to understand why repairing and making
better use of our existing infrastructure should be our top priority, from a fiscal perspective if nothing
else. Every new lane-mile of highway we add to the existing system creates an even larger financial
burden for future maintenance needs and diverts current rehabilitation funds that could be used to
repair existing roadways. The State Highway Operations and Protection Program (SHOPP) should
receive a much higher priority and funding percentage each year for projects that repair and maintain
the state’s 50,000+ lane-miles of highways. Public transit operations and maintenance should also
receive first priority, and maximum use of the new flexibility in federal transportation funding should
be taken full advantage of by both Caltrans and the RTPAs.

(9) Remove Fiscal Incentives That Subsidize Inefficient Growth. The reality is that it’s cheaper in
the short-term to develop productive farmland at the edge of California’s metropolitan areas than it is
to build on a vacant lot closer in. There are many reasons for this, and most of them have to do with
the structure of our tax codes, other related economic incentives, and local and state ordinances and
regulations. Of course, one of the most notorious mechanisms that has promoted the now ubiquitous
“big box” sprawl is the reliance of local governments on sales tax, and thus commercial development,
since the passage of Proposition 13 in 1978. Until this incentive is dramatically altered, the so-called
“fiscalization of land use” will continue to favor retail developments over housing and other needed
employment sectors, and exacerbate the imbalance between jobs and housing. The state and local
governments should also remove unreasonable fiscal and legal barriers to the redevelopment of vacant
urban lands and brownfields. The state should revise tax codes that penalize farmers and agricultural
businesses by creating artificial incentives to subdivide farmland and develop it.

(10) Create Regional Visions and Goals First, Plans and Projects Later. All too often, so-called
“long range transportation plans” are nothing more than a compendium of politically-driven project
wish lists stapled together. Instead, both the State of California and regional and local agencies should
help coordinate comprehensive transportation and growth management plans that truly lay out visions
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and goals for what transportation efforts should achieve, and graphically illustrate the many alterna-
tive scenarios that are possible given varying growth and investment patterns. Project investments
should then be selected to support these comprehensive plans.

The Business, Housing and Transportation Agency should update the California Transportation Plan
with substantial local government and public input, including specific goals and visions for “smart
growth” scenarios that would prioritize maximizing the use of existing infrastructure. The RTPAs
already have 20-year plans required under federal law that should serve as the mechanism for the
regional transportation planning process. These processes should be largely stakeholder-driven,
including agencies, local elected officials and the public, and the resulting outcomes should guide all
other programs and project lists, prioritized based on their ability to achieve the goals and visions of
the plan.

Endnotes
1 California Building Industry Association.
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Conclusion: The Need for State and
Regional Leadership
Finally, what’s perhaps most important is a recognition that solving these problems will require strong
leadership from the state level in addition to management, planning and eventual implementation at
the regional and local levels. Getting there demands that every region in California step back from
current assumptions, project “wish lists” and the status quo, and undertake some risky but visionary
planning with strong public involvement that asks where each region wants to be in 20, 30 or 50
years.

Transportation policies must also recognize that congestion relief is just one of several goals that need
to be addressed as we strive to improve the quality of life for all Californians. Transportation pro-
grams must work towards the goals of cleaner air, of providing access to jobs and services for the
poor, disabled, and communities of color, of minimizing traffic-related fatalities and injuries, and
promoting physical health and safe communities. Traffic congestion must thus be tackled within a
broader context of economic, environmental and social goals and its solutions must be compatible and
work in support of, rather than against, solutions identified for the broader range of issues.

These are absolutely critical lessons for policymakers to understand, since there is an overwhelming
temptation at any level of government to hope for the “quick fix” to a problem like traffic congestion,
and hope that by directing more financial resources into the existing decision-making systems the
problem itself will disappear.

Unfortunately, the reality is that until several very important fiscal frameworks change, traffic conges-
tion in California will likely never go away, regardless of how bold our political intentions are and
how many billions of taxpayer dollars we’re willing to dedicate to the problem. Among other things,
the state needs the leadership necessary to successfully manage our existing transportation networks
more efficiently, to establish sound performance criteria and measurements that reward smart growth
practices with additional transportation funds, to relax local zoning codes and ordinances that man-
date scattered development and low-density sprawl, and begin once again to allow different patterns
of growth to occur, including mixed-use developments and more walkable neighborhoods.

There is clearly much at stake in the debate over transportation and growth. The two issues, inextri-
cably linked, will undoubtedly have a profound impact on whether or not we can sustain the state’s
economic growth, improve public health, protect the environment, and maintain California’s quality of
life for many future generations to come.


