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San Luis Obispo County

WEEKLY UPDATE
September 1- 8, 2025

An odd gap in scheduling has meant that the San Luis Obispo County Board of
Supervisors will not meet again until September 9. That doesn’t mean there aren’t
important issues worth your attention, and they are fast approaching. Please give
serious thought to the two outlined here. They will absolutely impact the future of
our nation, our state and our county.

Stinky Election in Eight Weeks
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An enormously important issue is before California voters and will be decided in
just over two months, yet it is unlikely that you will read or hear much about it, or
at least any significant details about it, from the mainstream media.

Proposition 50, called “Courage California” by its proponents will be on a
statewide ballot on November 4 of this year calling for a pure politically designed
reapportionment (Gerrymandering) of our state. It has significant constitutional
issues, breeches uncountable numbers of political and moral ethics and will
dramatically shortchange hundreds of thousands of California’s voters in what is
essentially a highly political rotten tomato toss at President Trump and the State of
Texas from our Governor Newsom.

So why is there such a shortage of reporting on an issue so big? First, as most of
us know, the mainstream media might possibly be biased and would be happy to
see California cause any possible trouble for Congress or the President.
Mainstream media knows that the less people are aware of it, the more likely it is
to pass. Another key factor though is that redistricting is a buzz kill for the media.
Reapportionment is guaranteed to drown click bait potential.

Another reason we won’t see much coverage is that even the most partisan
democrats will be hard pressed to make a reasonable case for supporting Prop 50.
We will see plenty of Kamala Harris style word salad explanations, but reporters
know that’s not a good look.

Redistricting is technical and complex. It’s not appealing as a subject because even
if one does a deep dive understanding it, almost nobody else cares and all that
knowledge turns out to be useless. Everybody expects the party in power to
manipulate new district boundaries to enhance their power base, and most people
resent being expected to be fooled by the rhetoric,

Newsom is ignoring our state constitution which calls for redistricting to be done at
the end of each decade. He is ignoring the mandate to create districts with equal
numbers of residents. He is rejecting the work of the “independent redistricting
commission”.

Newsom likes to make a big deal about how Prop 50 “reaffirms” the independent
redistricting commission — whose work he is ignoring and negating. The
commission would otherwise be just fine with the 2030 reapportionment regardless
of this sanctimonious affirmation.




He is leaving Republican voters in California with only 9% representation in
congress from our state, despite being nearly 40% of the voting population of
California.

It doesn’t take courage to throw a political tantrum, ignore election rules, disregard
voters and twist the situation around to esuriently weaponize our election system.
All of this in the name of fairness and ‘““saving democracy”.

The Prop 50 campaign will be a deeply partisan effort. It will be all about turnout.
Democrats will be told that this is a way to hit Donald Trump where it hurts.
Whichever party is more motivated to vote will come out on top. Mainstream
media knows that any coverage of this issue will infuriate conservative voters, thus
motivating them to get their ballots in. Even common sense moderates and liberals
should be outraged that the Governor is manipulating our election process just to
spite our President.

One of the big mysteries surrounding Prop 50 is the funding. Cost estimates run
from $215 -230,000,000 to taxpayers. This from a state facing huge cuts because
of shortfalls. This from a state that struggled for months to pass a budget that
almost all admit is balanced in name only — and by the way, there was no couple of
hundred million dollar slush fund set aside for this endeavor. So where does this
quarter of a billion dollars come from, and what gets cut in its place?

Even for those who believe that President Trump and Texas Governor Abbot are
overreaching, it is impossible to rationalize this overtly political measure.
Politicians should never be able to influence the reapportionment of their districts,
yet several in the state legislature have used Prop 50 as an opportunity to create a
custom-made congressional district for themselves.

We are fortunate to have a few local radio shows and Cal Coast News to provide
substantial facts. Not so much from “mainstream” media outlets. If only more
people paid attention....

Next week we will provide details about the local impact of Prop 50 (should it
pass) and suggestions should you be interested in getting involved.

Tax Measures in Ten Months

Two other ballot measures are in the works that you should be aware of. They are
SLO countywide sales tax measures that are being considered for the June 2, 2025
primary election ballot — ten months away. Language for these measures is not yet
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final, but the overall concept and basic priorities are pretty well established. The
biggest question is whether the voters have an appetite for additional taxes and
under what conditions?

The two measures being contemplated are each half cent sales taxes, one for public
safety and the other for transportation.

The very legitimate reason for the taxes is that our county economy is stagnant,
and revenues are not keeping up with spending. The legitimacy of the spending
priorities of each tax remains to be seen.

For public safety, one automatically assumes police and fire. One of our greatest
needs in SLO County is more fire stations in rural areas, along with additional
firefighters. Possibly a wise investment. However, public safety could also mean
homeless services, mental health facilities, improved sidewalks and bike paths and
a wide range of other good, pretty good or even questionable priorities,

Transportation brings to mind improved ways to get where you need to be. That
usually includes improved roads, but could also mean bus or train service
improvements. Some, however, might want to include subsidized housing
developments near transit hubs, bike paths or even pedestrian paths.

So, understanding the spending priorities is important. Another critical factor is
whether the new sale tax revenue would be allowed to supplant or divert other
spending already in place. As an example, if new sales tax revenue was going to
raise $40 million for a new overpass, does that allow county transportation
planners to divert up to the same amount that was already committed to that
overpass project and instead spend it somewhere else — thus diluting the impact of
the tax.

A half cent doesn’t sound like much. If you are buying a pair of sox for $6.00, you
are kicking in an extra three cents. But a $2,000 refrigerator or a $40,000 new car
will cost a significant amount extra. The question is whether you get a sufficient
return on such an investment to make you willing to support the tax?

Going off the politically correct rails for a moment, lets consider one of the most
important questions in all of public policy; who wins and who looses? In this case
do the consumers who put in the most sales tax revenue get the most benefit, or are
their tax contributions getting spread off to other priorities that are of service only
to people with other needs or priorities? A bit philosophical, but a good way to
determine whether a proposed sale tax is something you can support.




San Luis Obispo County is on financial thin ice. Our spending trajectory is still
climbing while our revenue trajectory is meekly struggling and showing signs that
it won’t keep up in future years. Competition for funding is growing among our
many county services. The best way to avoid any new taxes would be to foster new
manufacturing and hospitality businesses that would contribute to the economy and
tax base. But our housing prices make those kinds of investments unattractive for
potential investors who would otherwise love to bring their business here.

For anyone who is concerned and wanting to get involved, let the Board of
Supervisors know what your priorities are in the two categories. The language is
not yet final, and the biggest priority to the proponents is crafting a measure that
voters will support. Yes, there will be pet projects included as there always are.
But with enough feedback, they might inject a little common sense.

Contact information for Supervisors can be found on the roster in the back pages of
this publication. Letters, emails and testimony during public comment at board
meetings are all effective ways to get your opinions heard. Don’t hesitate to bring
these issues to the attention of your friends and neighbors as well. The stronger the
feedback, the more common sense and accountability we will see in these ballot
measures.

Powerful Fall Forum in Four Weeks

The annual COLAB Fall Forum is scheduled to take place on Thursday, October 2,
5:30 — 7:30 at the Pioneer Museum at the Fairgrounds/Event Center in Paso Robles
and you are invited.

The topic will be Energy Production in California and will feature a panel of three
experts representing different critical aspects of the issue.

Covering an overview of the challenges and policies is Edward Ring, Director of
Water and Energy Policy, California Policy Center - a recognized author whose
work is often found in the editorial pages in this newsletter.

Covering the electric grid and the opportunities associated is Eric Danials, Senior
External & Public Policy Representative for PG&E.

Rounding out the panel will be Ben Oakly, Senior Manager of State and Coastal
Issues from the Western States Petroleum Association.




Our Moderator will be Ben Higgens, COLAB Board Member and SLO County
community leader.

The subject of Energy Production comes at a critical time as our state legislature is
currently grappling with updating our state’s Cap &Trade policies. At the same
time, PG&E is attempting to extend the life and production of the Diablo Canyon
Nuclear plant. These events are happening while “green energy” is struggling to
meet expectations. All these subjects impact availability, reliability and of course
affordability.

The forum is free to attend and will include light appetizers, beer wine and soft
drinks. Please RSVP before September 25" so that we can accommodate you.
Reservations can be made by email at colabslo@gmail.com or by calling 805 548-
0340.

Meet elected officials, candidates and community activists while gaining strong
insight into the energy industry and how it impacts our state and your wallet.

Hope to see you there.

Last Week

The August 19 meeting of the San Luis Obispo County Board of Supervisors was a
long and detailed one that didn’t adjourn until 4:30 in the afternoon. It was good to
see so much public input. .

Fire Break

The meeting began with a report from fire officials who shared details on the status
of the Gifford Fire. The figures are quite startling. At its highpoint, over 5,000
personnel were involved in the battle. Only six structures were lost, with only one
loss of a home. All structure losses were in Santa Barbara County. In all, over
200,000 acres have burned in San Luis Obispo County this year.

We can’t express out thanks often enough to the professionals and volunteers who
did such a great job of protecting our community.
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Controversial Contract Extension

A contract extension with Mott McDonald Group LLC for a study of the potential
impacts and opportunities with Morro Bay and Port San Luis as it relates to
possible energy business was a hot topic. The extension was for more time, not
more money.

The REACT Group was quite vocal in opposition to the extension, citing the many
problems that have arisen with the offshore wind industry including loss of
subsidies, manufacturers going out of business and lack of federal support. Others
cited opposition due to the industrialization of the ports and shoreline, and others
expressed concern for wildlife and the fisheries that would be impacted.

This study had little to do with any of that, and in fact would probably generate
useful data for the opponents, but that diddn’t appear to matter to those opposed to
anything to do with offshore wind.

In a sardonic gesture, Supervisor Ortiz-Legg asked a leader of the group about
what form of energy generation they preferred. The answer was “not offshore
wind”.

Offense at a Defense

As predicted, a large number of people took offense to and voiced opposition to the
grant application for a Lenco Bearcat referring to it as a militarization of our local
law enforcement. Supervisor Gibson couldn’t resist bemoaning the sad state
affairs in our country, w

here men wearing masks with no identification and driving un marked cars are
terrifying communities across the nation by forcibly kidnapping people. Of course
that gratuitous remark had little to do with the grant application for the Bearcat, but
it did play into the many commentators who feared that the Bearcat would be used
to support ICE.

Others claimed that the armored vehicle would escalate situations making them
more dangerous. Comparisons to Nazis and the Gestapo were offered.

All of this concern was put into perspective by Sherriff Parkinson’s comments
about how this is a vehicle designed and used as a defensive tool that protects
officers and civilians from criminal shooters. He described several incidents
locally where a Bearcat was used to do just that, and he reminded the passionate
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anti ICE people in the room that he complies with California law which prohibits
him from cooperating with ICE.

Lane Elimination Concept for LOVR

The Los Osos Valley Road improvement concept was reviewed in detail. While
the many projects included are all in the conceptual stage, the BoS did accept the
plan concept which allows for the various elements to guide changes in the future.

A few community members spoke in favor of some of the improvements for bike
lanes. One resident challenged the roundabout concept for the intersection with
Foothill, bringing up worries about emergency evacuation from the coast in case of
earthquake, fire or invasion. She didn’t say anything about the proposed road diets
for lanes running through town that would reduce traffic to one lane each way.

Road Diet is just a marketing term for eliminating road lanes and expanding
bicycle and pedestrian lanes. Here are two examples of the proposed lane
elimination projects on LOVR:

LOCATION

)

Fairchild Way to S Bay Blvd

Road diet starts
here in westbound
direction
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LOCATION

10th St to Fairchild Way %HW

Continue road

Landscaped diet: Reduce to Close
median one through lane sidewalk gaps

in each direction

..........

e/ B

Buffered and l Road diet ends
green-painted | Curb extensions : here in eastbound
| direction

bike lanes

Property Rights Continued... Again

The Phillips 66 hearing scheduled for this meeting after having been continued
from a month earlier was once again continued — this time indefinitely. Apparently
both the Sierra Club and Phillips 66 are having a dialogue, which is a good thing.
We remain hopeful that an agreement will be reached that preserves the property
owners’ rights to do with it what is in their (and the public’s) best interest.

Low Income Housing Fixes

A marathon hearing designed to address Housing Element Implementation Action
to encourage multi-family dwelling development lasting nearly two and a half
hours finished out the afternoon. The hearing focused on adopting minor changes
to county building codes designed to make affordable housing easier to build and
more attractive to developers. Most of the recommended changes were technical
in nature such as adjustments to lot line restrictions and ratios of structures or
square footage on a lot. One element that seemed popular was a change to allow
easier inclusion of housing elements to commercial district buildings.




Supervisor Moreno expressed concern that the result could bring about a hodge
podge of mixed use that might destroy the character of the central business districts
around the county but was assured that wouldn’t happen. Supervisor Paulding
requested slightly lower height limitations, also with concern about the character of
existing communities.

The recommendations came as a result of a task force which met and studied a
variety of suggestions over a six-month period. The problem is simple; housing for
lower income earners around SLO County is scarce and expensive. Finding
employees in the service industry, hospitality, retail and other lower to moderate
paying positions is very difficult because in some cases most of their paycheck just
covers housing. Even moderate and higher income earners are often paying more
for housing than they really should.

The following graph illustrates newly constructed housing availability by incoe
level:

Regional Housing Needs Allocation (RHNA)

Number of Dwelling Units
Income Category Permitted Remaining S
Total Need (2019-2024) Completed
801 7 794

Very Low-Income 1%

Low-Income 505 226 279 45%
Moderate-Income 585 246 339 42%
Above Moderate-Income 1,365 1,132 233 83%
Total 3,256 1,611 1,645 49%

Here is data illustrating progress made by category:
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Unaffordable Housing Costs by Income Category
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The following three graphs are a small sample of the many presented during the
hearing:

MINIMUM | MAXIMUM MAXIMUM MINIMUM
INTENSITY FACTOR | UNITS PER | UNITS FLOOR OPEN AREAZ
ACRE PER ACRE AREA
Low 10 15 55% 40%
Medium 16 30 75% 30%
High 27 42 100% 25%
TABLE 3-A:
PERMIT REQUIREMENT
PERMIT REQUIREMENT
LAND USE OR
DEVELOPMENT CRITERIA [1] PLOT PLAN [2] EEIRNSII_{I_USE EfX;LOPMENT
CHARACTERISTIC
DWELLINGS
(these land use
ermit
[rjequirements Number of
dwellings per 4 or less 5to 50 51 or more
applyto site [3]
construction of
single- or multi-
family dwellings)
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Use Category Maximum Height
Elsewhere 40 feet
Industrial 45 feet
Office & Professional 40 feet
Open Space 25 feet
Recreation 40 feet
Public Facilities 45 feet
Residential
Single Family, Rural and Suburban 35 feet
Multi-Farnily
Low intensity 40 feet
Medium Intensity 40 feet
High intensity 45 feet

Most of the changes implemented were noncontroversial, but each of the
Supervisors expresses questions along the way about how these changes would
really result in more construction of affordable housing.

One element of the housing cost that never seems to be considered is an
introspective look at how the county could cut costs for developers through a
review of its own practices. How much do building permits cost and could savings
be found there? How much time is involved with the permit process and could that
be streamlined? Is the inspection process fair and predictably objective, or is it a
confoundingly subjective system that costs time and money?

Our housing challenge is very real and impacts everybody. County staff are to be
commended for taking it on, but perhaps bigger, bolder steps are called for.
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EMERGENT TRENDS - SEE PAGE 15

Redistricting’s Prop 50 is a Shameful,
Power-Grabbing Unconstitutional Scheme

Thoughts on the Lawsuit Against Prop. 50

COLAB IN DEPTH
SEE PAGE 21

The Cost Of Transit In California
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Redistricting’s Prop 50 is a Shameful,
Power-Grabbing Unconstitutional Scheme

The governor and state legislature’s intent is clear: partisan

gerrymandering

By Richie Greenberg, August 26, 2025 3:00 am
If the latest power-grabbing action from Governor Newsom and the California state

legislature does indeed go forward this November, we must stand firmly against the
proposition, now known as Prop 50.

This proposal is a blatant attack on the democratic principles Californians have already voted
on and upheld for over a decade. It's not just bad policy—it's a costly publicity stunt designed
to boost their national political ambitions with an insane $250,000,000 price tag. Worse,
while California reels from a budget crunch, mismanaged finances, and a long list of social
issues like crime, homelessness, drug addiction and unemployment, the hundreds of millions
in costs to administer the special Prop 50 vote will provide no benefit to hard-working
Californians.

In 2008 (Proposition 11) and 2010 (Proposition 20), California voters established the Citizens
Redistricting Commission (CRC) creating and entrusting a bipartisan panel of

fourteen citizens to guarantee fairness with drawing electoral maps every ten years. The
CRC's transparent process, guided by strict rules like equal population distribution and Voting
Rights Act compliance, ensures voting districts reflect our communities, not state legislators’
agendas.

If you vote to approve Proposition 50, it will suspend the CRC’s maps for upcoming 2026,

2028, and 2030 elections, taking away the role of the independent commission, handing
redistricting power to the state legislature in Sacramento. This is a betrayal of the voters,
who years ago demanded impartiality over political manipulation. It's an infidelity which we
cannot forgive.

The governor and state legislature’s intent is clear: partisan gerrymandering. By redrawing
congressional maps, it is a power grab that dilutes your vote and entrenches party
dominance. It sacrifices fairness for political gain, undermining the equitable elections the
CRC was designed to protect.
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Gov. Newsom signs ACA 8, redistricting on ballot. (Photo:@CAGovernor)

Worse, the process reeks of secrecy. The redrawn maps, crafted behind closed doors
by political operatives, emerged just days before the state legislature’s vote to meet ballot

submission deadlines. This scheme, drawing maps in the dark with outside political
consultants, is in stark contrast to the CRC's year-long, transparent process with over 100
public meetings. We must decry this rushed, obfuscated approach as a deliberate snub of
voters’ will. You, as constituents, have been shamefully shunned.

The California governor’s role in this sham is shockingly galling. He's leveraging the
Proposition to elevate his national profile. We see through this: it's a high-priced stunt for
political theater and national media attention, a self-serving ploy that undermines the CRC's
voter-approved authority.

Legally, Proposition 50 is shaky. The CRC's duties and responsibilities are enshrined in our
state constitution. In 2008 and again in 2010, California’s voters specifically decided
politicians are not allowed to draw district lines. Period.

Polls show 64 percent of voters prefer the independent CRC over state legislative control. By
ignoring this obvious statistic, Sacramento’s officials and the governor betray public trust,
the trust you placed upon them as your elected representatives. Proposition 50 risks
destabilizing electoral integrity, eroding voter confidence and upending the norms of our
Democracy. Californians must reject Proposition 50 and protect the fair, transparent
redistricting process we fought for.
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Thoughts on the Lawsuit Against Prop. 50

This is a fascinating case study
By Chris Micheli, August 27

As | have been asked about my thoughts regarding the legislative process challenges to the

redistricting legislative package, | prepared this brief article in response. Being the legislative
geek that I am, as well as teaching the course “Lawmaking in California” for the past decade
at my law school alma mater, this is a fascinating case study.

As many are aware, on Monday, August 25, a lawsuit was filed in the California Supreme
Court by several legislators and voters. There are the four central arguments presented in
this writ petition (along with my short response):

1. One ballot measure cannot lawfully pose a question on two separate subjects. 1
believe there is only one amendment proposed to the Constitution by ACA 8. The first
statement is one of the People’s intent or wishes.

2. The state Constitution currently vests exclusive authority to engage in the redistricting
process in the Citizens Redistricting Commission after taking that power away from
the Legislature and imposes other requirements the Legislature ignored. While that is
true, the voters are being asked to make an exception, and this is why ACA 8 uses the
common phrase, “notwithstanding any provision of law.”

3. The state Constitution limits redistricting to once per decade. While that is also true,
this provision applies only to the Commission’s work and the voters are being asked
to make an exception to that provision in ACA 8.

4. The state Constitution prohibits action on legislation unless it has been published for
30 days. This is not how the Legislature has interpreted or applied Article IV, Section
8(a). In addition, Prop. 54 and the 72 hours in print rule was passed by the voters to
provide a window, albeit short, of public review specifically for gut-and-amend bills.

To be clear, the California courts have not been presented directly with a challenge based on
the 30-day in print rule, nor Prop. 54, and they have not revisited the Enrolled Bill Rule in a
very long time. All of these issues are set forth in the writ petition, which makes it
particularly interesting. As a result, the questions raised in this petition are all appropriate for
consideration for our state courts. | just have doubt they will rule favorably on the petition.

In reviewing the petition to the Supreme Court, | think the question presented is correct. It
says: "This case presents the straightforward but urgent question of whether the Legislature
may, in the middle of the decade, usurp the Citizens Redistricting Commission (the
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“Commission”) and impose new congressional district lines with criteria that differ from the
state Constitution’s requirements for a redistricting process.”

My views below are not on the substance of the question because, in my mind, thatis an
appropriate query for the voters of our state to decide on November 4 when they cast their
vote on ACA 8. Instead, my view is limited strictly to the procedural aspects of this case (i.e.,
did the Legislature properly place ACA 8 before the voters?).

In reviewing the key points of the petition, | have the following thoughts:

Cases such as the Weber decision from last year can be distinguished because it dealt with a
“core power” of government (i.e., the power of the legislative branch to tax). | do not view
redistricting as a core power of state government to function. ACA 8 is being placed before
the voters to ask, “notwithstanding” what you did in 2010 by Prop. 20, do you want to
approve these alternative Congressional districts for the next three election cycles?

“This Court has interpreted this requirement (the “separate vote requirement”) as
precluding the Legislature from, within any single amendment, proposing “two changes to
the state Constitution that are not germane to a common theme, purpose, or subject.”
(Californians for an Open Primary v. McPherson (2006) 38 Cal.4th 735, 738.)"

This is not being violated in this case from my perspective because there are not two
amendments being proposed. There is a single amendment and they are germane to each
other, or “reasonably related” (another court test of the single subject rule). In fact, the first
“proposal” is simply a statement of intent by the voters. It does not enact a substantive
change to the constitution, as opposed to the second item in Section 4 of ACA 8.

“When the Legislature takes actions that conflict with the constitutionally defined limits
of its authority, this Court is empowered to intervene and declare such actions
unconstitutional.”

A true statement, but my view is that AB 604 does not contravene Article 21 because it has a
contingent enactment clause. In other words, if the voters do not pass Prop. 50, then AB 604
never goes into effect. But, if the voters decide ACA 8 is an appropriate exception, then |
doubt the courts will view there has been a contravention of the Constitution by AB 604.

“Recognizing the significant power that the Constitution granted to the Legislature in this
area and how the Legislature historically exercised it, the people of California amended
the Constitution in 2008 and 2010 to vest redistricting authority exclusively in the
Commission.”
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| think Article 21 of the Constitution is quite clear, but ACA 8 is asking the voters to make an
exception in the same Article. Moreover, Article IV, Section 8(c)(2) states, in part: “(2) A
statute, other than a statute establishing or changing boundaries of any legislative,
congressional, or other election district, enacted by a bill passed by the Legislature..”

This provision remains in the Constitution even after the People adopted Props. 18 and 20 on
redistricting. As a result, | think the courts could reasonable find that the Constitution still
contemplates that the Legislature can enact some type of statute on redistricting, including
Congressional districts.

In addition, all of the citations to the provisions of Article 21 apply to the Commission itself,
not to any other entity or branch of government. And, ACA 8 asks the voters,
“notwithstanding [Prop. 21],” do you want to create this exemption from all of the provisions
of Article 21 for these Congressional districts for these 3 upcoming election cycles. ACA 8
includes this critical legal phrase (which is an often used phrase in both statutes and
contracts): “notwithstanding any other provision of this Constitution or existing law.” ACA 8
has broad language exempting its proposed amendment to Article 21 from any other
contrary provision of state constitutional or statutory law.

“Even if the Legislature or the voters have or are given the authority to engage in a map-
drawing process, a power that the Commission currently holds, the ballot measure is
unconstitutional for a separate and independent reason: Our State Constitution
unambiguously permits redistricting only once per decade.”

| agree this is a clear statement in Article 21, but it applies to the Commission’s work. Again
from my perspective, this provision does not apply, just as the redistricting commission’s
requirements on map drawing do not apply. That is because of this language in ACA 8:
“notwithstanding any other provision of this Constitution or existing law,”

In other words, if the other provisions of Article 21 do not apply because the voters created
an exemption (by voting in favor of Prop. 50), then all of these other actions inconsistent with
Article 21 will likely fail for the same reason.

“The Legislature’s passage of AB 604 only 4 days after its contents were first introduced
renders AB 604 unconstitutional.”

“The 72-hour rule, by contrast, focuses on the end of the legislative process and requires
that the final text of a bill be disclosed at least 72 hours before it is passed, ensuring
legislators have time to see the text they will be voting upon. “
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This is a novel question being presented to the California courts. It would create a new
definition of what the word “introduction” means. It has been the custom and practice, and
interpretation of both houses of the Legislature, that introduction is the date that the bill is
introduced. That is why, for example there is a table published every time an Assembly or
Senate Daily Fileis published that has a chart listing the 31+ day in print of each introduced
bill.

Moreover, because of this generally-accepted definition of “introduction,” the proponents of
Prop. 54 in 2016 (and also the opponents of so-called “gut-and-amend” measures)
promoted the 72-hour in print rule as addressing this problem with not having sufficient
review time for gut-and-amend bills. That term is actually used in arguments on Prop. 54 as
a reason to support that measure and impose this period of review.

As aresult, in recognition that gut-and-amends do not restart the 30-day in print rule, a new
constitutional rule was created for those types of bills. Therefore, a gut-and-amend bill
cannot be acted upon for 72 hours after the new language is “introduced” into the already
existing bill. Note that there is no constitutional prohibition against gut-and-amend bills.
There is a germaneness rule in the Joint Rule, but that is only enforceable by the Legislature
itself.

“This Court’s application of the Enrolled Bill Rule under these circumstances to preclude
review of the Legislature’s aggressive violation of Article IV, § 8(a) raises the question as
to whether Article 1V, § 8(a) is effectively a dead letter. No bill gutted and amended like AB
604 would ever be subject to review for compliance with Article IV, § 8(a).”

“The longstanding rule in California, as well as less than half the states, is that this
presumption is conclusive. “

These are correct statements about how California courts currently apply the Enrolled Bill
Rule. The petition cites my short law review article that recommends a new approach for the
courts to take, which the petition appropriately argues for. However, based upon the
Supreme Court's application of the Enrolled Bill Rule, challenged procedural violations are
usually not considered under the separation of powers doctrine.

Despite this, | have long advocated for the position that the petition takes for application of
the EBR (i.e., that the court should, in fact, consider any constitutional procedural items that
may be violated, but not consider alleged violations of the internal rules of the Legislature). |
agree with the petition that the Court should definitely take this alternative approach and
perhaps they will use this case to limit the application of the Enrolled Bill Rule. However, my

20




thought is that, on other grounds raised above, the courts are likely to reject the procedural
challenges for the reasons explained.

Editor’s note: this article was written before it was announced that
the California Supreme Court denied this writ challenging the validity of the gerrymandering
bills under the state constitution without issuing a statement explaining its reasons.

THE COST OF TRANSIT IN CALIFORNIA

BY MARC JOFFE AND ATHAN JOSHI

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This study analyzes the financial performance of 85 California transit operators for fiscal year
2023, revealing a significant gap between revenue and expenses that necessitates over $10
billion in annual taxpayer subsidies. The report identifies long-term cost escalation, driven by
what economist William Baumol termed “Cost Disease,” as a core issue. It concludes that
without significant policy changes, such as embracing automation and more cost-effective transit
models, these subsidies will continue to grow.

Key Financial Findings

e Overall Deficit: In FY 2023, California’s transit agencies generated $897 million in fares
against $8.76 billion in operating expenses. When including non-fare revenue and capital
costs for maintenance and replacement, the total taxpayer subsidy required to break even
was $10.31 billion.

o Farebox Recovery: The statewide farebox recovery ratio was a mere 10.25%.
Performance varied dramatically, from the California Vanpool Authority
(CalVans) at 96.77% to the City of Los Angeles at 1.31%, largely due to its fare-free
policies.

e Cost Per Mile: Operating expenses per passenger mile were lowest for CalVans ($0.13)
and the San Diego Metropolitan Transit System ($0.91), and highest for paratransit
services like Access Services ($4.83) and bus-heavy systems in high-cost areas like the
Alameda-Contra Costa Transit District ($4.35).

o Largest Subsidies: The largest systems required the biggest subsidies in absolute terms,
led by the Los Angeles County Metropolitan Transportation Authority ($2.45
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billion), San Francisco’s BART ($1.39 billion), and San Francisco’s Muni ($1.09
billion).

Factors Driving High Costs

The study attributes the financial unsustainability of California transit to several factors:

Baumol’s “Cost Disease”: Transit is a labor-intensive industry where productivity gains
are slow. However, wages must keep pace with other sectors of the economy, leading to a
continuous rise in operating costs that outpaces inflation.

Low Ridership Density: Many systems, particularly in suburban and rural areas, operate
long routes with few passengers, driving up the cost per trip.

Inefficient Operations: Slow bus speeds due to traffic and frequent stops, high
administrative overhead, and costly capital projects that add few riders contribute to poor
financial performance. For example, AC Transit’s budget works out to roughly $15 for a
typical four-mile ride.

Fare Policies: Fare-free programs and lax enforcement, while intended to promote
equity, significantly reduce revenue and can lead to safety and cleanliness issues that
deter riders.

Policy Recommendations

The report argues that transit’s impact on climate change is negligible and that policy should
therefore focus on financial sustainability. The key recommendations include:

1.

Embrace Automation: Transitioning to automated trains and buses can significantly
reduce labor costs, which are the primary driver of expenses. The study points to
successful automated systems in Vancouver and Honolulu as models.

Support Micromobility: E-bikes, e-scooters, and neighborhood electric vehicles (NEVs)
are more cost-effective alternatives for personal mobility that can solve the “first-
mile/last-mile” problem and replace short transit trips.

Focus on Cost-Effective Models: Prioritize investments in proven, efficient modes

like vanpools, Bus Rapid Transit (BRT), and app-based rideshare services. The high
cost and long timelines of rail projects make them a less attractive option.

Consolidate Agencies: Merging smaller, inefficient transit agencies into larger, regional
ones can reduce administrative overhead and improve service coordination.

INTRODUCTION

We analyzed financial data reported to the federal government by 85 California transit operators
for fiscal year 2023, the latest year for which complete National Transit Database data is
available. Most systems reported large gaps between fare revenues and operating costs,
necessitating large taxpayer subsidies. When capital expenditures and deferred maintenance are
considered, the revenue shortfall is even greater.

An ongoing post-COVID ridership recovery may narrow the losses somewhat in FY 2024 and
FY 2025, but transit costs were spiraling even before the pandemic and the need for taxpayer
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subsidies can be expected to increase going forward in the absence of policy change and
adoption of emerging transit technologies.

While transit operations in California were a losing proposition overall, there was wide
variability across operators. In this analysis, we look at the best and worst performing operators
as well as best practices outside California to see what works. We conclude with policy
recommendations.

Overall Picture

California transit agencies reported a total of $897 million of fare revenue and $8.76 billion in
operating expenses during fiscal year 2023, resulting in an overall “farebox recovery ratio” (fare
revenues over operating expenses) of just 10.25%.

But when evaluating the overall impact of transit on taxpayers now and in the future, factors
other than fares and operating expenses need to be considered. In FY 2023, transit operators also
collected $427 million in non-fare revenues from advertising, parking, and other services but
they spent $2.88 billion on maintaining, improving, and replacing their capital stock. This latter
amount excludes capital investments on service expansions. Factoring in these additional
revenues and costs, we estimate that California transit needed $10.31 billion in taxpayer support
to break even.

FY 2024 data should be available by December. To preview what the data may show, we also
reviewed FY 2024 audited financial statements filed by some of the largest systems. These
statements suggest some improvement over FY 2023 with aggregate 2024 statewide deficits
likely to be in the vicinity of $9 billion.

RANKING INDIVIDUAL SYSTEMS

NTD provides data for 85 California systems overall, but many of these are quite small. In the
rankings below, we focus on the 38 systems that had at least 2 million Unlinked Passenger Trips
in FY 2023 (by “unlinked” we mean that transfers during a single trip may be counted as
separate trips). We have published summary data on all 85 agencies in a shared Google Sheet
at this link.

The tables in this section show the top five and bottom five agencies for key financial metrics.
We also provide commentary for selected agencies with the rankings and include commentaries
about larger agencies which do not appear in the rankings.

Farebox Recovery

A common metric for comparing transit system cost-effectiveness is the farebox recovery ratio,

which is the quotient of passenger fare revenues and operating expenses reported to the National
Transit Database. The next two tables show the large California transit systems with the highest
and lowest farebox recovery ratios, respectively.

TABLE 1 - HIGHEST FAREBOX RECOVERY RATIOS, LARGE SYSTEMS
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Transit Agency Farebox Recovery Rati¢

California Vanpool Authority 96.77°
University of California, Davis 67.449
Anaheim Transportation Network 59.48°
Peninsula Corridor Joint Powers Board 25.059
San Francisco Bay Area Rapid Transit District 24.049

The California VanPool Authority (CalVans) has the strongest farebox recovery ratio and
performs well on other metrics. Its vanpool aggregator model tightly aligns revenue with cost
and minimizes subsidy. Vanpool drivers are volunteers. Like the passengers, they are using the
van trips to commute. Riders (often with employer or pre-tax commuter benefits) pay full,
predictable monthly charges that cover vehicle lease, fuel, insurance, and administration,
yielding near-100% farebox recovery. On the cost side, CalVans records very little beyond
administration, while vanpools generate long, commute-length trips, producing exceptionally
high passenger-miles per trip.

Another large system with a high farebox recovery ratio is the Anaheim Transportation Network
(ATN). ATN’s ART buses are designed for the Anaheim Resort, Convention Center, and
Disneyland area where demand is steady and time-sensitive. That market supports higher
effective revenue per rider than typical local transit. Schedules are built around resort
opening/closing times, which concentrates loads and improves productivity relative to cost.

San Francisco BART enjoys a well-above average farebox recovery ratio because the system
charges relatively high fares. BART uses distance-based pricing rather than flat fares, so longer
trips contribute more revenue toward costs. The network is designed for regional, long-haul
travel; BART reports an average trip length of ~15 miles and a pre-pandemic role carrying over
half of the Bay Area’s transit passenger-miles. Those two factors — long trips and distance
pricing — mean each mile traveled is supported by more fare revenue. The Peninsula Corridor
Joint Powers Board, which operates Caltrain rail service between San Francisco, San Jose, and
Gilroy, also reported relatively high farebox recovery attributable to higher, distance-based fares.
Although BART and Caltrain have high farebox recovery ratios relative to other California
transit systems, their ratios are well below pre-pandemic levels subjecting the two systems to
large annual deficits as COVID-era federal support is exhausted.

TABLE 2 - LOWEST FAREBOX RECOVERY RATIOS, LARGE SYSTEMS

Transit Agency Farebox Recovery Ratig
City of Los Angeles 1.319
Access Services 4.019
Stanislaus Regional Transit Authority 4.659
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Transit Agency Farebox Recovery Rati¢

SunLine Transit Agency

City of Fresno

Most of the City of Los Angeles’ transit services were fare free during FY 2023. Indeed, Los
Angeles Department of Transportation’s (LADOT’s) DASH buses were fare-free for nearly all
of the FY2021-FY2024 period, and even after fares resumed in February, 2025, they were set at
$0.50 (with many categories still riding free). That keeps fare revenue close to zero while
operating costs remain substantial. LADOT reinstated and expanded free-ride programs
alongside fare collection (e.g., DASH to Class/GoPass, Cityride, LIFE, Access, Metrolink/EZ
pass holders). These erase or reduce the fare paid by many riders.

Urban transit agencies that go fare free or offer lax fare enforcement are at increased risk of
encouraging vagrants and criminals to ride their systems. The resulting deterioration in
cleanliness, orderliness, and safety can drive passengers to alternative transportation modes.

Although not among the lowest five agencies, Santa Clara Valley Transportation Authority
(VTA) has posted below average farebox recovery ratios for many years — about 9% in FY
2019 compared to 6.04% now. Its light-rail productivity is weak with long crosstown trips that
are uncompetitive with driving, depressing ridership and fare revenue. The California State
Auditor also flagged VTA'’s capital spending that yields minimal added riders, underscoring
structurally modest fare generation relative to costs. On the revenue side, VTA participates

in Clipper START, giving 50% fare discounts to eligible low-income adults—which may be a
compelling equity policy but one that lowers average fare per trip. Employee costs have kept
spiraling over the last decade even as the number of trips have reduced. Bus speeds and
reliability improvements are in progress (e.g., transit-priority lanes), but until ridership density
and service speed materially improve, operating costs will outpace fare revenue, keeping VTA
among California’s lowest farebox-recovery large agencies.

Operating and Capital Expenses

For those who prefer fare-free transit or those who would just rather de-emphasize revenue
collections, a more useful metric is Operating Expenses (OE) per Passenger Mile Travelled
(PMT). Tables 3 and 4 show the large transit systems with the lowest and highest operating

expenses per passenger mile.

TABLE 3 - LOWEST OPERATING EXPENSE PER PASSENGER MILE, LARGE SYSTEMS

Transit Agency OE per PM}

California Vanpool Authority
San Diego Metropolitan Transit System
San Francisco Bay Area Rapid Transit District

Peninsula Corridor Joint Powers Board

5.129

5.399

$0.11
$0.9
$1.13

$1.3¢
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Transit Agency OE per PMY

University of California, Davis $1.3
TABLE 4 - HIGHEST OPERATING EXPENSE PER PASSENGER MILE, LARGE SYSTEMS

Transit Agency OE per PMY
Access Services $4.81
San Mateo County Transit District $4.5]
Alameda-Contra Costa Transit District $4.31
Central Contra Costa Transit Authority $4.11
San Joaquin Regional Transit District $4.14

Access Services, which administers paratransit on behalf of other transit providers in Los
Angeles County, reported high operating expenses and low farebox recovery. The agency
contracts with private providers to offer on-demand, door-to-door shared ride service. The
agency is disadvantaged on financial metrics because the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)
requires it to provide origin-to-destination service countywide, with tight on-time and eligibility
standards. That produces very low productivity—few passengers per vehicle-hour and short,
circuitous trips. As a result, passenger-miles per hour are low while labor, fuel, and contractor
overhead keep climbing. With so few passenger miles over which to spread costs, OE per PMT
is high. On the revenue side, ADA fares are capped at no more than twice the base fixed-route
fare and cannot be distance-priced, so farebox recovery is chronically low regardless of demand.
All that said, providing mobility to those with physical challenges may be seen as a public
service particularly worthy of taxpayer support, so there is an argument for not assessing Access
Services using the same financial yardsticks applied to agencies serving the general public.

San Mateo County Transit District’s (SamTrans’) high OE per PMT results from the fact that it
largely provides short bus trips in an expensive area with moderate population density. The
county’s main thoroughfare, El Camino Real (ECR), has long lights which slow buses. ECR is
the system’s spine and carries a large share of riders, but it’s congested with frequent stops (Y4—
2-mile spacing). ECR consumes ~20% of the bus operations budget and is “very long” and
challenging to operate—amplifying the cost impact of low speeds. Coverage obligations on
lower-density Pacific Coastside and suburban segments add miles with modest PMT returns,
further worsening the ratio. SamTrans has launched speed/reliability measures on ECR (signal
priority, stop consolidation, targeted lanes) but those are yet to be fully implemented. Increased
compensation and lower operator productivity have worsened SamTrans’ metrics. A
Metropolitan Transportation Commission audit found that vehicle service hours per full-time
equivalent employee decreased from 1187 in FY 2018 to 855 in FY 2023

Alameda-Contra Costa Transit (AC Transit), which serves Oakland, Berkeley, Richmond, and
adjacent cities in the East Bay, faces structural and administrative issues that result in high unit
costs. The network is overwhelmingly served by traditional bus service with frequent stops. Only
a small share of passenger-miles is served by faster submodes (e.g. Tempo Bus Rapid Transit).
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That means the system average reflects slow, stop-dense urban bus corridors rather than rail/BRT
speeds. Peak operating speeds around 12—13 mph and closely spaced stops suppress
passenger-miles per vehicle hour. Riders also take short trips (=3.5 miles on average)—so even
when buses are full, each boarding produces limited PMT. On the cost side, AC Transit faces a
high cost per revenue hour (=$260) and only ~17 UPT per Vehicle Revenue Hour (VRH), a
combination that necessarily yields a high OE per PMT. The district’s budget works out to
roughly $15 for a typical four-mile ride—evidence of unusually heavy back-office spending. A
board-approved $500k “sweetheart” consulting payout for departing General Manager Michael
Hursh raises concern about AC Transit Board’s financial stewardship. The Bay Area’s
labor-intensive, high-wage environment compounds this: labor is the dominant expense share.

Operating expense is an incomplete measure of the cost of providing transit. Capital must also be
considered. There are various ways to measure the cost of transit capital on a per unit basis, none
of which is perfect. One option is to add depreciation expense to the operating expenses, but
NTD does not include depreciation expense. This value can be obtained from each entity’s
financial statements, but some transit providers do not report the depreciation expense related to
their transit operations. NTD does collect capital expenditure data. But a large portion of transit
agency capital spending is driven by expansion projects, which arguably should not be attributed
to the cost of providing transit to current users. In the tables below, we only include transit
agency capital expenses not related to expansions, i.e., those needed to replace and repair
equipment and facilities. (This is admittedly an imperfect measure because, for example, vehicle
replacements occur irregularly, and we look forward to finding and using more accurate metrics
in future research.)

TABLE 5 - LOWEST OPERATING EXPENSE PLUS NON-EXPANSION CAPITAL
EXPENDITURE PER PASSENGER MILE, LARGE SYSTEMS

Transit Agency OE + Non-Expansion Capital per PM}

California Vanpool Authority

San Diego Metropolitan Transit System
University of California, Davis
Anaheim Transportation Network

Santa Barbara Metropolitan Transit District

California Vanpool Authority’s long trips keep Operating Expense per Passenger Mile Traveled
quite low compared to other operators. Capital intensity is also low: vehicles are leased or
externally , so renewal needs are modest and largely embedded in participant charges. Scale
further compresses overhead per vehicle.

Another system with very low OE per PMT is the San Diego Metropolitan Transit System
(MTS). Its Mid-Coast (UC San Diego) Blue Line extension added mileage and new destinations,
lifting average trip length and spreading fixed costs over more passenger-miles. Extensive BRT
services with limited stops, transit-signal priority, queue jumps, and targeted lanes (e.g., along
I-15) to maintain higher cruising speeds and reliability, producing more passenger miles
travelled (PMT) per vehicle-hour. MTS also re-timed and restructured bus routes around the

$0.1]
$1.2¢
$1.54
$1.7Q

$1.8¢
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County’s rail spine, trimming duplicative mileage and focusing service where demand is
strongest. Service frequency increases, including later-evening Trolley headways and a new
overnight border—Downtown link, improved load factors without proportionate cost growth. The
long-haul Blue Line from San Ysidro to Westfield UTC in La Jolla concentrates PMT, while a
modern fare system (PRONTO) reduces boarding friction and helps vehicles spend more time
moving.

San Diego Metro’s low costs contrast with the neighboring Orange County Transportation
Authority (OCTA), which is in the middle of the pack on operating cost and subsidy metrics
among larger California systems. Because OCTA relies on traditional bus service in a largely
suburban county, it lacks routes that serve large numbers of passenger miles. OCTA is moving
into rail service, but the new addition is unlikely to help. The new OC Streetcar, now slated to
debut in spring 2026, will only span 4.15 miles and has ten stops. The system is opening after
years of delays and escalating costs that have drawn criticism from the County’s civil grand jury.

TABLE 6 - HIGHEST OPERATING EXPENSE PLUS NON-EXPANSION CAPITAL
EXPENDITURE PER PASSENGER MILE, LARGE SYSTEMS

Transit Agency OE + Non-Expansion Capital per PM'Y
Central Contra Costa Transit Authority $6.2(
San Joaquin Regional Transit District $5.4

Alameda-Contra Costa Transit District $4.94
Access Services $4.8%
San Mateo County Transit District $4.81

The Central Contra Costa Transit Authority, doing business as The County Connection, is
another suburban bus system that has high OE per PMT due to its heavy reliance on short, low-
speed trips. The Authority purchased 28 diesel buses in FY 2023 as replacements for older
vehicles, accounting for the large size of its Non-Expansion Capital Expenditure per PMT.

Sacramento Region Transit’s (SacRT) operating expense plus non-expansion capital cost per
PMT is not among the five highest, but at $4.77, is well above the statewide average for large
California agencies for two main reasons. First, the district is in the middle of a light-rail
modernization that adds temporary operating costs before ridership fully materializes. Second,
SacRT’s former was unusually costly at over $47 per ride, which raised the average cost per
passenger trip. SacRT discontinued SmaRT Ride at the end of 2024, replacing it with the SacRT
Flex program, which is open to fewer riders (seniors, teens, and low-income individuals) and
uses smaller vehicles.

Taxpayer Subsidies

The next two tables capture the overall cost of operating each system that must be covered by
taxpayers. We estimate the taxpayer subsidy as the total of fare and non-fare revenue less
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operating and non-expansion capital costs. Because we are showing total subsidies rather than
subsidies per mile or per trip, the rankings are driven by the relative size of the systems.

TABLE 7 - LARGEST TAXPAYER SUBSIDIES

Transit Agency Total Taxpayer Subsid)
Los Angeles County Metropolitan Transportation Authority $2,448,291,301
San Francisco Bay Area Rapid Transit District $1,393,992,91]
City and County of San Francisco (SF Muni) $1,085,160,854
Alameda-Contra Costa Transit District $560,033,051
Peninsula Corridor Joint Powers Board $508,972,07]

Although the list of most-subsidized systems largely mirrors the list of California’s largest
systems, the San Diego Metropolitan Transit System is notably absent despite providing the third
highest number of passenger trips and passenger miles statewide. As discussed above, this
system’s heavy use of rail and BRT reduces its costs per PMT.

Los Angeles Metro is California’s largest transit operator and the second largest in the U.S.,
spanning bus, BRT, rail, and paratransit. Its scale is underwritten by dedicated county sales
taxes (Props A/C, Measures R/M), which together translate into well over $5.5 billion annually
with an annual operating shortfall of almost $2.5 billion. LA Metro posts one of the state’s
lowest farebox-recovery ratios (low single digits post-pandemic) and middling operating-
efficiency metrics versus large peers, reflecting slow bus speeds, complex service patterns, and
heavy safety/cleanliness demands on the network. There have been significant concerns on
safety, cleanliness, fare evasion, and reliability, which constrain ridership and revenue. LA
Metro’s response has been operational rather than fiscal: the NextGen Bus Plan and an
expanding network of bus-priority lanes to lift speeds; higher entry gates to improve fare
compliance; Transit Ambassadors and enhanced security (including a transition toward an in-
house police department) to improve the customer environment. Since some of these measures
had not been fully implemented in FY 2023, LA Metro could see enhanced revenue in
subsequent fiscal years.

The City of San Francisco’s Muni system has a high taxpayer burden in absolute terms and one
that is particularly high on a per PMT basis. Fare revenue per mile is low and operating speeds
are slow. San Francisco permanently expanded Free Muni for Youth (all riders <18 ride free),
and maintains multiple low-/no-fare programs (people experiencing homelessness can ride
free)—choices that meet equity goals but depress fare receipts. Meanwhile, most service operates
in mixed traffic with dense stop spacing, yielding slow average bus speeds and short trips.

TABLE 8 - SMALLEST TAXPAYER SUBSIDIES

Transit Agenc Total Taxpayer Subsidy
gency pay \

California Vanpool Authority $331,081
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Transit Agency Total Taxpayer Subsid)

University of California, Davis $3,693,441
Anaheim Transportation Network $7,525,26%
City of Culver City $22,938,55¢
Gold Coast Transit District $30,579,88(

With its low expenses and strong revenue, CalVans almost pays for itself despite serving 3.6
million passenger trips and providing 105 million passenger miles of travel during FY 2023.

Potential Costs of Deferred Maintenance

For agencies that provide financial statements, it is possible to make some estimate of their
deferred maintenance burden. Independent researcher Gregg Dieguez has applied a methodology
originally developed by Fitch Ratings to measure the degree to which a transit system’s assets
have been exhausted. The Life Cycle Ratio is the system’s average asset age divided by their
average lifetime as implied by capital and depreciation data on its financial statements. The
higher the ratio, the closer the system is to being obliged to replace its assets.

TABLE 9 - LOWEST LIFE CYCLE RATIOS (CAPITAL STOCK FURTHEST FROM
REPLACEMENT AGE)

Transit Agency Life Cycle Ratig
San Francisco Bay Area Water Emergency Transportation Authority (WETA) 24.559
San Francisco Bay Area Rapid Transit District 33.489
Anaheim Transportation Network 36.389
Gold Coast Transit District 37.729
San Diego Metropolitan Transit System 39.089

San Francisco BART’s appearance in this list may be surprising to passengers who have recently
faced delays due to track and electrical system failures. Two structural features push BART’s
lifecycle ratio down relative to its peers. First, the system’s core fixed assets—Transbay Tube,
tunnels/structures, traction power, train control—have very long planned lives (often a half-
century or more). Even at ~50 years old, many components are still within their design lives;
recent retrofit work further extends service life, keeping lifecycle ratio modest. Second, BART
just replaced its rail car fleet: the Fleet of the Future reached the initial 775-car milestone in 2024
and continues with Core Capacity cars, sharply lowering rolling-stock average age. Meanwhile,
train-control modernization (CBTC) and Measure RR rebuild packages keep renewing power,
track and structures in large blocks.
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San Francisco’s ferry operator, the Water Emergency Transportation Authority (WETA), has a
relatively new asset base that is frequently refreshed. In just the past few years, WETA has
opened or advanced new terminals—Richmond (2019), Seaplane Lagoon/Alameda Point (2021),
and Mission Bay which is now moving into final design and construction—resetting terminal
ages. On the fleet side, WETA has commissioned multiple new high-speed vessels (e.g., MV
Dorado, 2022; “Karl,” 2025) and is proceeding with all-electric ferries under its Bay Ferry 2050
Service Vision, further lowering average fleet age as these deliveries arrive. The agency has also
secured state and federal grants for expansion and electrification, accelerating replacement cycles
rather than stretching assets to end-of-life.

TABLE 10 - HIGHEST LIFE CYCLE RATIOS (CAPITAL STOCK NEAREST TO

REPLACEMENT AGE)
Transit Agency Life Cycle Rati¢
California Vanpool Authority 94.889
Access Services 87.529
Riverside Transit Agency 80.729
San Mateo County Transit District 76.27°
Long Beach Transit 72.509

Riverside Transit Agency’s (RTA) lifecycle ratio is elevated largely because the agency is timing
fleet replacement to its hydrogen transition. Since late 2024, RTA has also been building a new
hydrogen fueling station and staging zero-emission procurements, a strategy that often lets
legacy buses run closer to their Useful Life Benchmark (ULB) while infrastructure and grants are
finalized. Once the fueling facility is online and orders arrive, the average age of assets will fall.
As a bus-only system with no rail assets to dilute the average, the ratio reflects bus fleet age
more than facility condition.

Zero-Emission Bus (ZEB) transitions appear to have also slowed bus replacements at Long
Beach Transit’s (LBT) and SamTrans before and during FY 2023. The California Air Resources
Board requires all bus operators to transition to fully zero-emission fleets by 2040, a policy
which may spike bus system capital expenditures in the near future.

Small Systems

We devote less attention to smaller systems in this study because their impact on taxpayers is
limited. But the following table is intended to capture the most inefficient small systems. It lists
the six agencies with operating expenses and non-capital expansion expenses of more than $10
per passenger mile. These are the systems that should receive the strongest consideration for
consolidation or replacement by private alternatives.
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TABLE 11 - COSTLIEST SMALL SYSTEMS PER PASSENGER MILE (NON-EXPANSION
CAPITAL INCLUDED)

OE + NonExp OE + NonExp Farebox
. . . Total Taxpaye)
Transit Agency Capital per Capital per Recovery Subsidy (FY 2023
PMT UPT Ratio >\ oY
County of Kern $25.63 $51.27 0.00% $10,856,991
Tulare County Regional $14.46 $28.87 4.24% $18,531,559
Transit Agency
City of La Mirada $12.39 $36.47 2.06% $993,124
City of Clovis $10.40 $20.81 0.00% $810,75§
City of Fairfield, $10.14 $41.38 4.73% $10,565,52]
California
Santa Barbara County $10.11 $20.22 0.00% $1,889,64¢

Association of
Governments

Notably, three of these systems absorb taxpayer subsidies of more than $10 million, so non-
trivial savings would be possible by replacing or reorganizing them.

Kern Transit’s financial efficiency is very low because it delivers service across a very large,
rural service area with long intercity corridors and significant demand-response obligations. The
agency operates 12 fixed routes plus Dial-A-Ride across 906 square miles, linking small
communities to Bakersfield and distant hubs like Lancaster, Ridgecrest, Lake Isabella, Delano,
and Mojave. These long, low-density runs result in inferior financial metrics. (Kern Transit’s
PMT is an estimate since only UPT was reported to the National Transit Database).

Similarly, Tulare County Regional Transit Agency (TCRTA) covers a large, rural service area
with long deadhead miles (i.e., miles over which the vehicles are operating but not taking
passengers). As a relatively new multi-jurisdictional consolidation, it also carries integration and
start-up costs as well as inherited fleet maintenance requirements—pushing costs up despite
modest PMT.

The City of Fairfield’s bus system suffers from low post-pandemic ridership on its commuter
lines, resulting in long runs with light loads. Its paratransit responsibilities also add cost pressure.
Fairfield is in Solano County which is also served by a countywide operator, Solano Transit
(Soltrans). Administrative savings and better coordination might be achieved by merging the city
and county bus systems. Soltrans is itself the result of a merger of two other Solano County
municipal transit agencies (based in Vallejo and Benicia) in 2010, so this type of merger has a
local precedent.

Although the City of La Mirada’s bus system is experiencing losses that are an order of
magnitude smaller, its dilemma is worthy of comment. The system’s short trips, limited scope,
and low fares yield minimal fare revenue and PMT, so unit costs and subsidy per mile are high.
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The service is contracted out to a private company, MV Transportation, but the terms do not
seem favorable to the City. La Mirada may benefit from adopting the contracting model now
being used by Huntington Beach, a much larger city that is spending less money annually for a
private provider, Circuit Transit, that offers an app-based on-demand rideshare service.

POLICY ANALYSIS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Having established that California transit is heavily subsidized overall and having explored the
best and worst systems from a financial perspective, we now turn to policy analysis. We begin
with a discussion of the economic effect driving California’s transit cost spiral.

An Economist’s Insight Captures Transit’s Dilemma

Writing in the 1960s, Economist William Baumol first described an effect that plagues labor-
intensive industries such as the performing arts, education, and healthcare. Baumol’s “Cost
Disease” describes a phenomenon where sectors with inherently slower productivity growth
experience rising costs relative to more technologically advanced sectors such as manufacturing.
This occurs because wages in low-productivity sectors must still rise to compete for talent with
high-productivity sectors, even if their own output per worker has not increased at the same rate.
Since these sectors cannot offset higher wages with increased productivity, their unit costs
inevitably rise, leading to persistent upward pressure on prices or required subsidies.

As Javier Morales-Sarriera discussed in a 2016 study, public transit also suffers from Baumol’s
Cost Disease. The operation and maintenance of vehicles and infrastructure require a significant
human workforce. Unlike manufacturing, where automation can drastically increase output per
worker, a single transit operator typically manages one vehicle, and tasks like track maintenance
remain highly dependent on human labor, making significant productivity gains difficult to
achieve. While wages for transit workers tend to rise in line with economy-wide wage growth,
their output per worker does not increase proportionally.

For transit, the effect has been exacerbated by declining transit utilization. As average wages
rose in the decades after World War II, many commuters switched to cars, and, more recently,
some started commuting to their workplace fewer days per week if at all.

Figure 1 shows average operating cost per US transit trip in constant 2023 dollars since 1947.

Inflation-adjusted operating costs per trip rose 744% between 1947 and 2019 before spiking
during the COVID pandemic. In 2022 and 2023, costs started to fall back toward their pre-
COVID trendline.

Although we do not know when this normalization process will end, we can be confident that the
long-term trend toward higher costs per trip will resume given the enduring nature of Baumol’s
Cost Disease. As long as the transit sector remains labor-intensive and its inherent productivity
growth lags that of the broader economy, the cost of delivering transit services will continue to
outpace general inflation.

California policymakers hope to bend the declining utilization curve by concentrating the state’s
population near train stations and bus routes. By also pursuing policies that raise gasoline and
electricity costs, they aim to arrest the trend toward the greater affordability of driving.
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While these policies may stabilize and even raise ridership in the coming years, transit unions
and management may be able to continue pushing up overall operating costs. So California
should continue to follow the national trend toward higher costs per ride, although possibly at a
slower rate.

But this picture could change if transit operations are automated.
Automated Transit

Waymo has proven that automated driving at scale is possible. By March 2025, the service was
providing 700,000 monthly trips in the Bay Area and Los Angeles. The fact that Artificial
Intelligence can reliably handle all the challenges of city driving provides convincing evidence
that more transit automation should be possible in California.

Relative to driving, it is much easier to automate train service on a fixed route, especially on
systems like BART that have no at-grade crossings. Comparable systems elsewhere have already
adopted automation. One of the earliest to do so was Vancouver’s SkyTrain in 1986. More
recently, the Paris Metro has been both adding new automated lines and converting existing lines
to driverless operations. In the U.S., Honolulu’s Skyline became the first driverless metro system
in 2023, but airport train systems have been offering automated service around the country for
decades.

Buses are more challenging to automate, but progress is being made outside the U.S. Japanese
startup Boldly, a subsidiary of SoftBank, is operating driverless bus pilots around the country.
Among the more ambitious pilots is a 2.5-mile shuttle service between the train station and
airport in Komatsu. Most of Boldly’s service is provided by minibuses built in Estonia and
France, but its premiere vehicle is a full-sized bus built in China and retrofitted with a package of
radar, LIDAR, and software provided by Tier IV, a Japanese company that offers open source
autonomous driving solutions.

The Japanese government is making a major investment in driverless buses due to a shortage of
drivers, which is expected to get worse as the country’s population ages.

In the U.S., Jacksonville is pioneering autonomous bus technology. The Jacksonville
Transportation Authority’s NAVI (Neighborhood Autonomous Vehicle Innovation) vans serve
twelve downtown stops along a 3.5-mile route. Since the June 30, 2025 launch date, NAVI’s
nine passenger vans have human safety monitors for now, but JTA plans to remove them in late
2026. The service is operated by Beep, a U.S.-based autonomous transit startup, and uses
mobility software from Oxa, a U.K.-based company.

In California, the state’s transit agencies can leverage advancements in Japan and Florida to
provide riders with more frequent bus service at a lower cost. The Contra Costa Transportation
Authority has been offering autonomous shuttle pilots in the East Bay, but major transit
operators have yet to get on board.

Transit automation in California has begun to meet resistance from public employee unions. One

labor backed group recently proposed including anti-automation language into a draft 2026 Bay
Area transit tax measure.

Bikes, E-Bikes, E-Scooters and EVTOL:s
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Micromobility—encompassing conventional bicycles, electric-assist bicycles (e-bikes), and
electric scooters (e-scooters)—has grown rapidly in California cities and suburbs. The
relationship between micromobility and transit is complex. On one hand, shared bikes and
scooters address the “first-mile/last-mile” (FM/LM) problem, acting as a feeder system for
public transit. On the other hand, they often serve as a direct competitor, particularly for short
trips. Like cars, micromobility options require no waiting and enable the user to get from origin
to destination without switching transportation modes.

The growth of micromobility is being propelled by two parallel trends. The first is a boom in the
consumer market for personally owned vehicles, most notably e-bikes. This surge in ownership
is fueled by technological advancements, rising fuel costs, and state-level incentive programs.

The second trend is the maturation of shared micromobility systems, the fleets of dockless and
station-based bikes and scooters that have become common in California cities. After a period of
volatility, these systems are experiencing a strong, e-bike-led ridership renaissance.

Micromobility options are becoming available to a wider range of users. Three-wheeled e-trikes
make micromobility available to individuals with weight and balance concerns. E-trikes range
from cruisers with large cargo baskets to heavy-duty fat-tire versions and even recumbent styles
with backrests for enhanced support. Specialized designs are also emerging, such as “reverse
trikes” with two wheels in the front for more nimble steering and electric rickshaws capable of
carrying passengers.

One step above the electric rickshaw is the neighborhood electric vehicle (NEV), which may be
legally operated on California roads that have speed limits up to 35 mph. Laguna Woods, a city
in Orange County with a high concentration of retirees, facilitates widespread usage of NEVs as
well as golf carts. As California’s population ages and NEV technology improves, this
alternative may spread to more communities.

Micromobility options allow individuals or small groups to move around in vehicle footprints
that are much smaller than traditional cars and SUVs. They thus address an objection transit
advocates have against personal vehicles: that they consume too much scarce road space.

Another technology that promises to provide small group mobility while conserving road space
is the eVTOL, Electric Vertical Take-off and Landing aircraft. Archer Aviation’s Midnight
eVTOL can transport four passengers up to 50 miles making it suitable for downtown to airport
connections. Archer is partnering with the Los Angeles Olympic Committee to provide eVTOL
service during the 2028 summer games.

Is California Public Transit Needed to Stave Off the Climate Catastrophe?

Transit spending is often framed in terms of the state’s climate change policy. But because
California produces such a small share of global greenhouse gas emissions and Californians’
propensity to use transit is so low, investments in California transit cannot meaningfully impact
the trajectory of global warming.

In the calendar year 2024, Californians took 955 million transit trips covering about 5.1 billion
passenger miles in aggregate. If California transit agencies were all abolished and all of these
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trips were replaced by travel in fossil fuel passenger vehicles, greenhouse gas emissions would
have increased by 204,000 metric tons. Given that global greenhouse gas emissions in 2024 were
approximately 54 billion tons, abolishing California transit would have resulted in a mere
0.0004% increase in emissions last year.

Therefore, while advocates for adding rail extensions and maintaining bus lines often couch their
support in terms of the need to avert a climate catastrophe, any individual service change has an
immaterial impact on the trajectory of greenhouse gas emissions. The best argument for
California climate policies is that they set an example for other states and other countries, but
most other jurisdictions cannot afford to lose $10 billion annually on transit, so the example we
set is unlikely to be followed.

RECOMMENDATIONS

While California transportation policy has no material impact on global climate change, political
leaders and policymakers will maintain their preference for greener transportation alternatives.

But they can decarbonize transportation by supporting the transition to electric robotaxis, electric
autonomous buses, e-bikes, e-scooters, and neighborhood electric vehicles. These modes are
likely to be more cost-effective than traditional public transportation modes because they do not
require paid operators, whose compensation is often maximized by public employee unions.
These alternatives also do not require the same level of administrative staff, fixed assets, and
costs necessary to operate and maintain traditional transit systems.

In addition to downsizing public transit overall, policymakers should encourage what works best
within the industry. Vanpools, app-based rideshare, and bus rapid transit are proving to be
relatively cost-effective. While rail often outperforms local buses in terms of cost per PMT, the
high construction costs and long time frames associated with rail projects militate against
increasing reliance on trains.

Finally, to reduce administrative costs and improve schedule coordination, the State should
encourage transit agencies to merge.

CONCLUSION

Overall, California transit providers experienced $10 billion of losses in their 2023 fiscal year.
While some improvement may occur in FY 2024 and 2025, the longer term trend is for losses to
grow as fare revenues fail to keep up with growing labor and capital asset replenishment costs.

While transit imposes a substantial burden on California taxpayers, it will not save us from the
worst effects of climate change. Transit policies should thus be assessed from a financial
perspective.

Transit agency losses can be staunched by reducing our reliance on paid human operators. Just as
office building operators saved money by transitioning away from human elevator operators for
providing vertical mobility in the 20th century, California cities and suburbs should transition
toward self-service and automated operations to lower the cost of horizontal mobility in the 21st
century.
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THE ANDY CALDWELL SHOW NOW LOCAL
IN SLO COUTY

Now you can listen to THE ANDY CALDWELL
SHOW
in Santa Barbara, Santa Maria & San Luis
Obispo Counties!
We are pleased to announce that The Andy
Caldwell Show is now broadcasting out of San Luis
Obispo County on FM 98.5 in addition to AM

The Power of Information

1290/96.9 Santa Barbara and AM 1240/99.5 Santa Maria
The show now covers the broadcast area from Ventura to
Templeton -

THE only show of its kind on the Central Coast covering local,
state, national and international issues! 3:00-5:00 PM
WEEKDAYS
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You can also listen to The Andy Caldwell Show LIVE on the Tune

In Radio App and previously aired shows at: 3:00-5:00 PM
WEEKDAYS

COUNTY UPDATES OCCUR MONDAYS AT
4:30 PM

GREG HASKIN IS THE REGULAR MONDAY GUEST AT 4:30!
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A Voice for Reason
3:00 PM to 5:00 PM Monday thru Friday
- Ventura to San Luis Obispo -

Listen to The Andy Caldwell Show "LIVE"

KSMA KZSB"

N EWS A L K

1240995

1240ksma.com

am1290kzsb.com

The Power of Information

knews985.com

The Only Talk Radio Show to Cover
Santa Barbara, Santa Maria & San Luis Obispo !
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APPEARED AT A COLAB ANNUAL DINNER

NATIONAL RADIO AND TV COMMENTATOR HUGH HEWITT AT COLAB DINNER

MIKE BROWN RALLIED THE FAITHFUL
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KEEP HANDY * CONTACT YOUR ELECTEDS

ON ISSUES OF CONCERN!
THEY NEED TO HEAR FROM YOU!

Elected Officials Representing San Luis Obispo County
Governor Gavin Newsom

916-445-2841 Sacramento
https://www.gov.ca.gov/contact/

Senator Alex Padilla
202-224-3553 DC\
https://www.padilla.senate.gov/contact/

Senator Adam Schiff
202-224-3841 DC
https://www.schiff.senate.gov/contact/

Representative Salud Carbal
202-225-3601 DC
805-546-6348 District
carbajal.house.gov/contact

Representative Jimmy Panetta
202-225-2861 DC
831-424-2229 District
panetta.house.gov/contact
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State Senator John Laird
916-651-4017 Sacramento
805-549-3784 District
senator.laird@senate.ca.gov

State Assembly Member Dawn Addis
916-319-2030 Sacramento
805-549-3001 District
assemblymember.addis@assembly.ca.gov

SLO County Supervisor Bruce Gibson
805-781-4338 District
bgibson@co.slo.ca.us

SLO County Supervisor Heather Moreno
805-781-4339 District
hmoreno@co.slo.ca.us

SLO County Supervisor Dawn Ortiz-Legg
805-781-5450 District
dortizlegg@co.slo.ca.us

SLO County Supervisor Jimmy Paulding
805-781-4337 District
district4@co.slo.ca.us

SLO County Supervisor John Peschong
805-781-4491 District
jpeschong@co.slo.ca.us

JOIN OR CONTRIBUTE TO COLAB ON THE NEXT PAGE
Join COLAB or contribute by control clicking at: coLa

San Luis Obispo County (colabslo.org) or use the form below:
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