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COLAB SAN LUIS OBISPO COUNTY 

WEEK OF MARCH 20 -26, 2016 

 

  

 

 THIS WEEK 

 

APCD FACILITATED WORKSHOP ON 

IMPROVED COMMUNICATION, ETC.                        
(BUT ULTIMATELY COLLABORATION HAS MEANT SUBMISSION)  

 

DIABLO DESALINATION UPDATE AND 

DECISION TO LAUNCH EIR 

 

OLIVE PROCESSING AND TASTING                                
(CAN YOU MILL IMPORTED OLIVES & CAN YOU FEED VISITORS?)  

 

MEDICINAL MARIJUANA ORDINANCE 

DRAFTING AND PROCESSING SCHEDULE              
(BUT WHAT IF RECREATIONAL USE IS LEGALIZED IN NOVEMBER?)   

 

 COUNTY GREENHOUSE GAS REDUCTION 

PERFORMANCE NOT SO GREAT 
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LAST WEEK 

 

GIBSON ATTEMPTS TO HIJACK WATER 

DISTRICT DEFEAT                                                  
(ARNOLD, COMPTON, & MECHAM REJECT PLOY) 

 

BOS APPROVES THE TEMPLETON                      

 MENTAL HEALTH FACILITY                                 
(DENIES THE APPEAL) 

 

 SLO COLAB IN DEPTH                       
(SEE PAGE 12) 

 

The Magnitude Of Duplicity 
By Andy Caldwell  

 

Mass Transit Rail a Past Relic; Time to Embrace 

Future of Choice 
March 18, 2016 by Joel Kotkin 

  

 

 

THIS WEEK’S HIGHLIGHTS 

 
Board of Supervisors Meeting of Tuesday, March 22, 2016 (Scheduled) 

 

 

Item 17 - Update of the Diablo Canyon Desalination Project with direction to staff to 

proceed with project development and coordination work, and request authorization of a 

corresponding budget adjustment in the amount of $900,000 from San Luis Obispo County 
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Flood Control and Water Conservation District Reserves.  The report indicates that the 

project is feasible from an engineering and construction standpoint. The various potential users, 

including the City of Pismo Beach, the City of Arroyo Grande, the City of Grover Beach, the 

Avila Beach Community Services District, and the Oceano Community Services District, have 

all indicated that they support going to the next phase of the project, which includes conducting 

an environmental review. 

 

The key decision for the Board at 

this point is whether to spend                   

$900,000 on preparing an EIR and 

related project management costs. 

The proposed budget for this phase 

of the project is displayed to the 

right. 

 

The total project cost and resulting 

cost of the water are shown in the 

table below.  

  
 

What is omitted is how these costs would translate into monthly water bill costs  

for customers in the various using districts and municipalities. This would be an algorithm that 

considers the mixes of water and current cost distributions of each entity. It would be helpful to 

have some approximation of the impact of the desalination component before making decisions. 

If there is to be a huge spike, which could generate a customer/political revolt, this should be 

known before too many resources are committed to the project. 

 

The light blue line on the aerial below on the next page depicts the route of the pipe from the 

Diablo Plant to a potential connection with the Avila Community Service District.  
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It is not known how the Coastal Commission, Central Coast Regional Water Quality Control 

Board, Sierra Club, Center For Biological Diversity, Environmental Defense Center, Mothers 

For Peace, and other intervenors will regard this plan. Again, staff would do well to take the 

preliminary temperature prior to getting too far down the road.  

 

On the other hand, it is possible that the Lopez Reservoir could run out of water in 2017 if recent 

rains have not sufficiently improved the situation. Thus the various governments involved might 

see the progress of this project as a prudent investment against a disaster. Accordingly, 

homeowners and businesses in the affected jurisdictions might well mobilize against opposition 

as well as support driving the project forward. 

 

As we have said separately, San Luis Obispo County, Santa Barbara County and both counties’ 

coastal cities and water districts should mount a parallel preliminary feasibility project on large 

scale long-term desalination. This would be particularly true if their leadership truly believes 

what they have been saying and acting on with respect to global warming. 

 

 

 

Item 18 - Request to receive and file the EnergyWise Plan  (EWP) 2016 Update.  This is a 

staff report on the County’s progress or lack thereof in achieving its Global Warming 

EnergyWise Plan greenhouse gas reductions. As stated below in the write-up, the goal was set to 

reduce overall CO2  emissions by 15% below the 2006 level by 2020. 
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The EWP 2016 Update follows the structure of the EWP itself, which identifies one overarching 

goal – to reduce greenhouse gas emissions from community-wide and County government 

operations sources by a minimum of 15 percent from 2006 baseline emissions by 2020.  

 

Per the chart on the next page, progress has not been so good. The only real statistically 

meaningful reduction has been from cars and trucks, which is a function of State emission 

standards, private sector innovation in the automobile industry, and people driving less. These 

causes are not under the management and control of the County government and thus are not a 

result of the County program. 

 

CO2  from County operations actually increased by one-tenth of one percent due to the startup of 

the pumps on the Naci aqueduct. Notwithstanding all sorts of County activities and expenditures 

on energy reduction, the County actually increased its greenhouse gas generation because it had 

added facilities and expanded operations. 

 

The Intergovernmental Waste Management Authority (IWMA) has reduced its CO2 by less than 

5 metric tonnes, a statically insignificant amount. 

 

Residential energy 

use has declined by 

only 2 tenths of 1%, 

notwithstanding all 

the subsided solar 

programs and hype. 

The County says this 

is because more 

homes have been 

built, but statistics 

show that only 1,523 

homes were produced in the unincorporated area between 2009 and 2013, where the County has 

authority. Theoretically, those homes being new, are built to the latest energy standards.  

 

Something doesn’t jive here. 

 

  

Continued on next page. 
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The bottom line is that the County is wasting a lot of public money on a largely symbolic 

program that is accomplishing little and means nothing in the overall scheme of CO2 reduction. 

The statewide 1990 level was 492.31 million metric tonnes per year. A 15% reduction is 73.85 

metric tonnes. Overall and not counting the automobiles, which as noted above are not the under 

the control of the County, about 9 net metric tonnes have been reduced overall.
1
 

 

The report attempts to obfuscate this fact by reporting anecdotal relative data by function. But 

the summary chart above is clear. 

                                                           
1
 The tonne ( 

i
/tʌn/) (British and SI; SI symbol: t) or metric ton (in the United States) is a non-SI metric 

unit of mass equal to 1,000 kilograms; or one megagram (Mg); it is equivalent to approximately 2,204.6 
pounds, 1.10 short tons (US) or 0.984 long tons (imperial).  
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Worse yet:  The report lists a number of efforts to accelerate the attempt to reach the reduction 

goal. These include government subsidized home loans for energy saving improvements and the 

notorious community choice aggregation program under which the County or a County- 

controlled subsidiary would buy “green” energy on the open market and retail to it local 

customers. 

 

 

Items 24 and 25 - Submittal of a resolution formally initiating the Los Osos Groundwater 

Basin boundary modification request with the California Department of Water Resources. 

The County, if this item is approved, will request that the State modify the Bulletin 118 boundary 

of the Los Osos water basin for SGMA purposes. Readers may recall that Bulletin 118 is the 

State’s official boundary demarcation document for basins throughout the state. 

 

The write-up states:  

 

On October 14, 2015, 

Judge Martin J. 

Tangeman of the San 

Luis Obispo Superior 

Court signed an order 

approving the Stipulated 

Judgment and the 

Updated Basin 

Management Plan for the 

Los Osos Groundwater 

Basin (Basin Plan). 

Based on the best 

available science at the 

time, the Basin Plan 

defined a different 

boundary than DWR’s 

Bulletin 118 boundary. 

SGMA includes a 

provision that provides that SGMA does not apply to the portion of the Los Osos basin that is at 

issue in the litigation, subject to certain requirements. Therefore, aligning the DWR Bulletin 118 

and Basin Plan boundaries will be important.  

 

The write-up further indicates that the area that is excluded might become a new basin subject of 

SGMA. It is not clear what this portends for the residents and farmers in that area, but it is 

probably bad. 

 

 

Item 26 - Report describing timelines for a marijuana (cannabis) ordinance and request for 

direction on the scope of an ordinance.  The staff indicates that it will take 7 to 9 months to 

develop a marijuana ordinance if no EIR is prepared. It will take 12 to 15 months if an EIR is 



8 
 

drafted and then goes through the comment period. The staff believes that an EIR is unnecessary 

and that the ordinance and Plan amendments will qualify as being exempt from CEQA or can be 

approved under a negative declaration. There are some real questions here: 

 

a. Originally the issue arose because the State Legislature approved enabling legislation allowing 

cities and counties to regulate the cultivation of medicinal marijuana. There was a deadline by 

which these localities had to adopt their ordinance or come under the regulation of the State. This 

deadline has been legislatively removed. 

 

b. One question that needs to be answered is:  Will this new ordinance be restricted to medicinal 

marijuana or will it be crafted more broadly in anticipation of a November 2016 ballot measure 

to legalize the recreational use of marijuana? 

 

c. The item does not address larger social, economic, health, and societal safety issues involved 

in the legalization and expansion of the use of the narcotic herb. It is as if the Board has already 

decided that those issues are moot and not deserving of a full public discussion based on 

independent analysis, particularly of the impact which legalization has had in Colorado. As we 

have pointed out, habitual use of marijuana accumulatively reduces intellectual acuity, personal 

motivation, situational awareness, and other valuable human traits that are necessary for survival, 

not only of individuals but society in general. Just about everyone has a relative or acquaintance 

to which this is happened. People who earned good grades, played sports, and were socially well 

adjusted ended up down on 5
th

 and Main.  

 

Apologists will point out that alcohol 

has many of the same effects. So why 

add another problem? If diesel engine 

exhaust is bad for the Nipomians , what 

about deliberately inhaling hot smoke 

from marijuana cigarettes every day for 

30 years? Many jurisdictions now 

regulate Hostess Cupcakes and super-

sized root beers? Why is there this big 

push for weed? If you wanted to 

undermine a society……? Why are some public  

Officials so keen on expanding marijuana use, 

while pushing anti-soft drink and snack regulation? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Air Pollution Control District Meeting of Wednesday, March 23, 2016 (Scheduled)  NOTE: 

THIS MEETING WILL BE HELD AT THE  SAN LUIS OBISPO VETERAN’S CENTER 

IN THE FIRESIDE ROOM ANNEX—801 GRAND AVENUE, SAN LUIS OBISPO 

  

ONE OF THE GREATEST INVENTIONS 

OF THE 2OTH CENTURY—PERFECT 

WHEN PAIRED WITH CHILLED 

SAVIGNON BLANC OR FINE SCOTCH   

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiQhPHHmsbLAhUT2mMKHYLiCekQjRwIBw&url=https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hostess_CupCake&psig=AFQjCNEcHNxZGiDprecN_D2KAlR5u6dERg&ust=1458252087798393
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NOTE: THE MEETING WILL NOT BE BROADCAST OR RECORDED - THEY DON’T 

WANT THIS STUFF FOR POSTERITY (OR EVEN THE ELECTION). 
 

Item A-1: Facilitated Board Workshop on Governance and Board Procedures. 

Two specialists in the field of governance and civil discourse from the local League of 

Women Voters will facilitate a special session of the Board devoted to enhancing the 

governance process and identifying mechanisms to improve communication and the 

effectiveness of decision-making. The anticipated outcome of this special session is the 

development of a mutually agreed upon set of Board procedures and norms to help 

enhance Board interactions and promote transparency; potential policies regarding ex 

parte communications and disclosure of representation by public speakers at Board 

meetings may also be discussed. It is expected that final action/approval of Board norms 

and other policies discussed at this meeting will occur at a future meeting of the Board. 

Recommendation: Participate in the workshop and provide direction to staff, if needed, on 

norms and policies discussed and any further actions required related to this agenda item. 

Contact: Larry Allen  

 

Wow! The League of Women of Voters will facilitate the session. And we thought they would 

bring in former Marine DI’s who are now anti-bullying counselors at the roughest high schools 

in West Texas. This has the potential to be a great show. Given some of the egos, not to mention 

the seething animosity, it could be worth the price of admission. We wonder which leadership 

theory will be espoused: John Greenleaf’s doctrine of the Servant Leader; Jesus’s washing of the 

feet of his disciples (a grim thought given some of the cast but after all the next day is Maundy 

Thursday); the theory of the Dionysian organization (the most effective organizations and leaders 

are the ones who sacrifice their existence to achieve their purpose); or the usual pap about 

collaboration, which means the more conservative folks are screwed.  

 

 

Planning Commission Meeting of Thursday, March 24, 2016 (Scheduled) 
  

Item 5 - Hearing to consider a request by Greg Bone for a Conditional Use Permit to 

authorize a public tasting area (94) sf for olive oil tasting), a 998 sf restaurant (limited food 

service facility), and a 30 sf area for retail sales (permanent farm stand), to be located 

within an existing 3,445 sf permitted olive oil processing building. The applicant is also 

requesting to allow the processing of olives not grown on-site, the processing of olives into 

table olives for sale onsite, and the construction of a 45 sf detached restroom.  

The applicant is not proposing any Temporary events. The project is located within the 

Agriculture land use category and is located on the south side of Kiler Canyon Road, 

approximately 1.35 miles west of the City of Paso Robles (at 1111 Kiler Canyon Road), in 

the North County.  The project has attracted both considerable opposition and support. So many 

public commenters showed up that the last hearing had to be continued to March 24
th

. There are 

a number of speaker slips outstanding.  

 

One underlying issue (which is playing out  in several areas of the County) is whether 

agricultural processing (in this case processing olives) should be allowed in rural areas where 

there are residences. Many people are willing to support the processing of crops which are 

actually grown on the site. The opposition is stronger against processing grapes, olives, nuts, or 
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whatever that are trucked in from other farms. The same is true for sales and tasting facilities. 

People are more willing to support these if they are restricted to products grown on the site. The 

strongest opposition comes from those people who oppose what they term “nonagricultural” 

functions, such as weddings and other events which they see as unrelated to agriculture.  

 

Many agriculturalists point out that direct sales are critical aspects of their marketing, sales, and 

survival. Tasting rooms, direct sales rooms, and the ability to offer events that broaden the 

audience are regarded as essential for survival. Opponents point out that many areas are zoned 

for residential and that allowing commercial activities is detrimental and violates the purpose of 

zoning itself. 

 

This debate is growing  in San Luis Obispo County and has become a huge contentious issue in 

Santa Barbara County. It is often characterized as the ranchette vigilantes versus the real farmers 

and ranchers. The project here is but one example. 

 

Traffic on country roads is also a major concern, particularly where alcohol is involved. The fact 

that there are so many great specialty crops grown on the central coast adds to the pressure. No 

one goes wheat tasting in Kansas, potato tasting in Idaho, or grapefruit tasting in the Rio Grande 

Valley, although they do have bourbon tasting in Kentucky. Should the voters legalize the 

recreational use of marijuana in November, a whole new universe of controversy may open up. 

You can compare Adelaide Super Grade with Salinas Keenness. 

 

County policy makers and staff should develop some real data about the issue: 

 

1. Is there a problem(s)? 

 

2. How many incidents , complaints, and other occurrences of some type are we getting? 

 

3. Where do these occur? 

 

4. When do they occur? (Time of day, seasonal, day of the week or what?) 

 

5. Who or what is causing the problem? 

 

6. Who is affected? 

 

7 What are the possible solutions? 
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LAST WEEK’S HIGHLIGHTS 

 
Board of Supervisors Meeting of Tuesday, March 15, 2016 (Completed) 

 
Item 10 - Public Comment for Matters Not On the Agenda — Gibson Attempts to Hijack 

Paso Water District Defeat.  At the end of the public comment period Supervisor Gibson 

launched an effort to have the Board hold a hearing on April 5 or 12
th

. He clearly wanted to take 

control of defining next steps. He stated (again) that the County should consider requesting the 

State to take over management of the Paso Basin. Hill stated that the “State Groundwater 

Management Act (SGMA) will require action.”  “We need to explore what we are going to do.” 

 

The County Executive Officer pointed out that it would be impossible for the staff to prepare a 

proper report by either date. Mecham indicated that he had previously scheduled attendance at a 

water conference in Sacramento and intended to attend. He said that he wanted to take that 

opportunity to hear what various experts had to say before the Board approached the solutions to 

planning for designing a structure and process for compliance with SGMA. Arnold noted that 

there are a number of basins in the County that are subject to SGMA and requested a 

comprehensive report that discusses alternate approaches to structure, process, and costs for all 

the subject basins. 

 

COLAB Snubbed: The Board conducted a 15 to 20 minute discussion of the issue which was 

not on the agenda and then refused to allow COLAB to speak. This was an out and out violation 

of the Brown Act. The County Counsel repeatedly warned the Board to no avail.   

 

There will be tactical political maneuvering by Hill, Gibson, and some members of the staff to 

invite the State in to manage the basin.  

 
Item 11 - Appeal of the Planning Commission’s Approval of a Conditional Use Permit to 

allow the subdivision of a 4.9 acre site into two parcels of 1.46 acres and 3.44 acres and the 

construction of a 70,419 square foot behavioral health hospital on Parcel 1 and a 36,503 

square foot assisted living facility on proposed Parcel 2, located across from Twin Cities 

Hospital in Templeton. District 1.  After a lengthy all-day hearing, the Board unanimously 

approved the permit. The challenge for the appellants was that the land is zoned for the proposed 

uses and there is an existing hospital nearby. The appellants stated that they were not opposed to 

the use but that the version proposed is too large for the community. There was strong support 

from the health, mental health, not-for-profit, and professional communities. There were also 

many individuals and family members who supported the in-County private sector facilities 

because they have had to go to Ventura or further for services. 
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Board of Supervisors members generally saw the facilities as attracting a greater breadth and 

depth of medical practitioners and promoting the economy. The Board directed the staff to 

prioritize road mitigation funds into the area to begin to reduce congestion and delays.   

 

 

 

 

  

SLO COLAB IN DEPTH 
In fighting the troublesome, local day-to-day assaults on our freedom and property, it is also 

important to keep in mind the larger underlying ideological, political, and economic causes and 

forces.  

 

 

The Magnitude Of Duplicity 

By Andy Caldwell  

Each and every day a tanker truck pulls up 

to any number of gas stations to fill the 

underground tanks with fuel. Motorists 

come and go without thinking twice about 

those gasoline trucks sharing the same 

streets and highways as they do. Why? Well 

for one thing, consumers take the on time 

delivery of most all products, including fuel, 

for granted. Second, we have had very few 

mishaps involving tanker trucks so it has not 

been an issue. 

These delivery trucks get their fuel from one 

of the few refineries left in the state who still 

produce California’s own unique blend of 

gasoline. In turn, the refineries get the raw 

product they need by way of truck, rail, 

pipeline or ship from relatively few 

production are-as, namely the Middle East, 

the Dakotas, or, from here on the Central 

Coast. All told, 14 billion gallons of fuel is 

produced and consumed by California 

drivers each and every year. 

So, why am I telling you all this? Because 

the average person doesn’t think about 

where their gas comes from. They just 

expect it to be there when they need it. They 

don’t bother to think that if the raw product 

doesn’t come from here, it has to be 

transported across the country by rail or 

shipped half-way around the world. Why? 

Because California consumers need it and 

demand it. 

It is a misnomer to blame the oil industry for 

the presence of refineries and the need to 

drill. Oil companies satisfy consumer 

demand, they don’t create it. California is 

the home to over 30 million vehicles. Our 

state uses more gasoline than any other 

country on earth except the United States. 

Unless and until we do something to reduce 

demand, we are only shooting ourselves in 

the foot when we hinder and hamper the 

industry from producing and refining the 

fuel sup-plies we need each and every day. 
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And, to the degree we shut down local 

sources, we simply transfer and magnify the 

impacts of our consumption patterns on a 

larger scale to other parts of the planet. How 

is that the environmentally conscious thing 

to do? 

Such is the backdrop to the Phillips 66 

proposal to bring product to their refinery in 

Southern San Luis Obispo County. If those 

trains don’t come here, they will go 

elsewhere in the State. Or, in their place, 

more tankers will cruise the California Coast 

having made the journey all the way from 

Saudi Arabia. Why? Because we 

Californians need those 14 billion gallons of 

gasoline in order to drive 330 billion miles a 

year. Let the magnitude of those numbers 

sink in. 

We live with and depend on tanker cars, 

ships, pipe-lines and trucks each and every 

day of our lives to bring us the raw fuels and 

finished products we need to live in a 

modern society. The oil industry is no pariah 

and rail is a phenomenally safe and 

environment-tally efficient mode of 

transport despite the plethora of demagogues 

who say otherwise. 

 

First Published in the Santa Barbara News Press. Andy Caldwell is the Executive Director of 

COLAB of Santa Barbara County, the regular editorialist for the Santa Barbara News Press, 

and host of the 5 day per week Andy Caldwell Radio Show on AM 1440 radio.  

 

 

Mass Transit Rail a Past Relic; Time to Embrace 

Future of Choice 
March 18, 2016 by Joel Kotkin  

 

                      

Journalists in older cities like New York, 

Boston or San Francisco may see the role of 

rail transit as critical to a functioning 

modern city. In reality, rail transit has been a 

financial and policy failure outside of a 

handful of cities. 

 

In 23 metropolitan areas that have built new 

rail systems since 1970, transit’s share of 

commuting — including all forms, such as 

buses and ferries — has actually slipped a 

bit, from an average of 5.0 percent before 

the rail systems opened to 4.6 percent in 

2013. The ranks of those driving alone 

continue to grow, having increased 14.4 

million daily one-way trips since 2000, 

nearly double transit’s overall daily total of 

7.6 million, according to Census Bureau 

data. 

Virtually all the actual increase in rail 

commuting has occurred in the “legacy 

cities”: New York, Boston, San Francisco, 

Washington, Chicago and Philadelphia.  

These are older cities built around well-

defined cores that were developed mostly 

before the automobile. Together the core 

cities of these metro areas, excluding the 

suburbs, accounted for 55 percent of all 

http://www.newgeography.com/content/004789-evaluating-urban-rail
http://www.newgeography.com/content/004789-evaluating-urban-rail
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transit work trips in the nation in 2014, 

according to the latest American 

Community Survey data. Overall, transit’s 

work trip market share in these six 

metropolitan areas rose from 17 percent to 

20 percent between 2000 and 2014. In the 

entire balance of the country, where most of 

the new rail systems have been built, 

transit’s market share is only 2.2 percent, up 

a scant 0.2 percentage points since 2000, 

according to Census Bureau data. 

Manhattan alone, in fact, accounts for more 

than 40 percent of all rail commuters in the 

nation. New York is the only U.S. city 

where more than 20 percent of workers 

labor in the central business district 

(downtown). In most cities, the percentage is 

less than half of that, and in many others, 

even smaller. In Los Angeles, less than 3 

percent of employment is downtown. In 

Dallas only 2 percent of metropolitan 

employment is downtown. In Houston, 

where numerous large companies maintain 

headquarters, it’s still only 6.4 percent. 

For transit to work effectively, employment 

needs to be concentrated. This explains why 

between 2013 and 2014, New York 

accounted for a remarkable 88 percent of the 

total increase in train commuting. But what 

works for Brooklynites headed to Union 

Square does not generally work so well for 

people living in our increasingly dispersed 

metropolitan areas. Indeed in most cities — 

Dallas-Fort Worth, Houston, San Diego, and 

even the new urbanist mecca of Portland, 

according to 2015 American Community 

Survey data, where new transit lines have 

been put in, it has failed to increase the share 

of commuters who take public 

transportation, and in some cases the actual 

ridership has dropped. 

It has even failed where cities are booming 

and their downtowns flourishing. Houston’s 

light rail system opened in 2004, but has 

done little to change the car-dominated 

commuting pattern of America’s energy 

capital. Between 2003 and 2014, Harris 

County’s population grew 23 percent, but 

transit ridership decreased 12%, according 

to American Public Transportation 

Association data. This means that the  

 

average Houstonian took 30 percent fewer 

trips on the combined bus and light rail 

system in 2014 than on the bus-only system 

in 2003. 

The Next Great Transit City 

Nowhere is the transit mania more profound 

than in Los Angeles, a city progressive 

blogger Matt Yglesias describes as “the next 

great transit city.” 

There seems to be a conscious strategy of 

making auto commuting in Los Angeles and 

the rest of California so unpleasant as to 

force people into transit. Mayor Eric 

Garcetti has made bold  predictions that 

commuting times will drop in half, largely 

by people moving from cars to trains. Of 

course this is folly, since transit commuting 

generally takes considerably longer than 

commuting by car. The Governor’s Office 

of Planning and Research has called for 

putting all California on “a road diet,” 

meaning that traffic will simply continue to 

worsen. This in a state which has among the 

worst roads in the country – 68 percent of 

which are in poor or mediocre condition. 

Can rail solve or mitigate congestion? L.A. 

has already spent over $15 billion on rail yet 

http://capoliticalreviewcom.c.presscdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/light-rail-2.jpg
http://www.newgeography.com/content/004895-transit-ridership-increases-no-escape-new-york
http://www.slate.com/articles/business/the_pivot/2012/09/l_a_metro_how_los_angeles_is_becoming_america_s_next_great_mass_transit_city_.html
http://www.newsweek.com/2016/01/22/los-angeles-mayor-eric-garcetti-traffic-cars-gridlock-sidewalks-414912.html
https://www.opr.ca.gov/docs/Revised_VMT_CEQA_Guidelines_Proposal_January_20_2016.pdf
http://www.thefiscaltimes.com/Media/Slideshow/2015/08/25/10-States-Worst-Roads?page=3
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this has proven less than effective in either 

boosting transit ridership or lessening 

congestion. 

Since 1980 before the rail expansion the 

percentage of Los Angeles County 

commuters who take transit has 

actually dropped from 7.0 to 6.9 percent 

while the transit share of the combined 

statistical area has dropped from 5.1 to 4.7 

percent. Even the total numbers of riders is 

heading down. Recently the transit 

booster  Los Angeles  

Times published statistics that showed that 

there were now 10 percent fewer boardings 

on the Los Angeles MTA system than in 

2006, and that the decline was accelerating. 

One reason for the poor performance is that 

much of the train ridership turns out to have 

been former bus travelers in the first place, 

which limits actual gains there. Taxpayers, 

however, should be screaming about this 

switchero; the subsidy for new L.A. new bus 

riders, who tend to be the poorest of the 

poor, cost taxpayers $1.40 while the cost for 

a new rail rider was $25.82 over the period 

of 1994 to 2007. If you believe in transit as 

public good, clearly building more trains 

makes less sense than expanding bus 

operations. 

But it’s not just a cost issue. Los Angeles is 

a vast and dispersed metropolis in which 

only one in five residents even lives within 

the city limits, and even much of the city — 

notably the San Fernando Valley — is 

essentially suburban in form. Transit travel 

takes much more time to get to work than 

the car, even on the region’s miserable roads 

and overcrowded freeways. With downtown 

only a minor employment center, people 

increasingly travel there for cultural events, 

sports or even a restaurant, not for work. 

Other factors also seem to be contributing to 

the decline. One is the trend toward working 

at home; in 2014, the number of Angelinos 

working at home surpassed the number 

taking transit. Although this saves more 

energy, and produces less carbon than transit 

ridership, there is virtually no government 

support for this innovative approach to 

traffic reduction from the climate-obsessed 

state government. 

Finally, there are now other options such as 

Uber and Lyft, which provide reasonably 

priced door to service, always available, 

often on short notice. Down the road, the 

path for transit looks even bleaker with the 

development of self-driving cars, which will 

make even long suburban commutes easier. 

Looked at objectively, the drive for a 

traditional transit dominated Los Angeles is 

on a collision course with reality. 

 Taking Stock and Changing our 

Approach 

In the alternative world that dominates our 

transit planners and retro-urbanists, nothing 

succeeds like failure. Some urban experts 

still predict that the Sun Belt cities are ripe 

for a huge infusion of rail transit, despite all 

evidence to the contrary. 

Given what we know about the share of 

commuters using transit in most cities, 

pumping money into this form of 

transportation seems doubly wrong while 

other needs such as roads, schools, sewers 

and parks are neglected. Rather than try to 

fit all cities, and all parts of metropolitan 

areas, into a 19thcentury technology, maybe 

we should look to encourage 21st century 

innovation. 

Clearly some of this is already with us, 

notably in the rise of services like Uber and 

Lyft which, for many, seems a far more 

effective way of getting around with your 

own car. Ride-sharing and services like 

Zipcar also provide new alternatives. And 

other innovations could be developed, with 

expanding shuttle and dial-a-ride services. In 

many big cities dedicated commuter buses, 

http://www.newgeography.com/content/005171-just-how-much-has-los-angeles-transit-ridership-fallen
http://www.latimes.com/local/california/la-me-ridership-slump-20160127-story.html
http://demographia.com/db-rubin-la-transit.pdf
http://www.newgeography.com/content/004761-los-angeles-rail-others
http://urbanedge.blogs.rice.edu/2015/12/23/what-2016-will-look-like-for-transit-in-the-sun-belt/#.VntaRfkrJph
http://urbanedge.blogs.rice.edu/2015/12/23/what-2016-will-look-like-for-transit-in-the-sun-belt/#.VntaRfkrJph
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connecting the dispersed employment 

centers, would make great sense in cities 

such as Houston, which has many large 

employment centers, notes my Center for 

Opportunity Urbanism fellow, Tory Gattis. 

But it’s changing work patterns that may 

provide the most promising opportunities to 

reduce traffic and reduce greenhouse gases. 

In the U.S., working at home, not transit, 

was the principal commuting alternative to 

the automobile in 39 of the 53 major 

metropolitan areas with populations over 1 

million as of 2014, according to Census 

Bureau data. The share of work access 

accounted for by home workers rose by 

more than a third between 2000 and 2014, 

from 3.3 percent to 4.5 percent 

Many of the most striking work at home 

share gains are taking place in the 

country’s leading technology regions, 

including Austin, Raleigh, the San Francisco 

Bay Area, Denver, Portland and San Diego. 

Millennials in particular, notes a recent 

Ernst and Young study, embrace 

telecommuting and flexible schedules more 

than previous generations did, in large part 

due to concerns about finding balance 

between work and family life. 

All this suggests we need to revamp our 

ideas of transit, particularly in the newer, 

fast-growing cities. Trains may elicit a 

nostalgic smile about the good old days, but 

most Americans, and the vast majority of 

our cities, need to live not in the past but in 

an increasingly dispersed, and choice-filled 

reality. Time to embrace that future. 

 

This article first appeared in the California Political Review. Joel Kotkin is a fellow in urban 

studies at Chapman University in Orange, California. He writes about demographic, social, and 

economic trends in the U.S. and internationally.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

http://blog.chron.com/opportunityurbanist/2016/01/metro-improvements-max-lines-ut-vs-uh-houston-toronto-regulation-trying-to-solve-over-regulation/
http://www.newgeography.com/content/005106-2014-journey-work-data-more-same
http://www.newgeography.com/content/003098-a-look-commuting-using-latest-census-data
https://hbr.org/2015/05/millennials-say-theyll-relocate-for-work-life-flexibility
http://usa.streetsblog.org/2012/06/21/explaining-the-psychological-appeal-of-rail-over-buses/
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