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Operational Definition:
For the purposes of this briefing, transportation refers to the movement of goods and people, and transportation policy refers to those public responses that enhance the movement of goods and people.  

Issues:
Congestion

Pollution

Mobility of low income

Equity (environmental justice issues)

I
Congestion

Congestion remains the dominant transportation problem in Los Angeles.  The Urban Mobility Study (Texas Transportation Institute, Texas A & M, 1999) ranks metropolitan Los Angeles as the most congested, with an average trip taking 51% longer during peak travel times – with central corridors taking much longer.  This was somewhat longer than Seattle WA (43% longer), San Francisco/ Oakland (42%), Washington DC/ MD (41%), and Chicago (37%).  

TTI estimates that the average annual delay per driver in metro LA is 82 hours (82 hours lost to congestion).  This is up from 41 hours lost in 1982.  In short, between 1982 and 1997 hours lost to congestion doubled, while population grew by 24%.  

However, these trends tell only part of the story.  Los Angeles congestion increased from 31 minutes longer at peak times in 1982 to 51 minutes longer in 1990 – an increase of 65% -- and that congestion has reached a plateau.  Between 1990 and 1997 peak travel delays have remained at 5o to 51 minutes.  Thus, when ranked by rate of congestion increase, Los Angeles is near the bottom – ranking 60 out 67 metropolitan areas studied.  This may not be welcome news to anyone sitting in traffic, but it suggests a different arc of policy than the static score of “worst” congestion in the nation suggested by the TRI.  This is explained in part by the relatively static population growth between 1990 and 1997.  Metropolitan Los Angeles may be “built out”, suggesting that population growth will be slower than in other metropolitan areas.  

Policy Implications of Congestion Trends:  Building more roads and freeways to accommodate congestion is unwise in metropolitan Los Angeles.  The existing throughways are built out, the cost of freeway construction is unsustainable, and most importantly, we have failed to manage effectively the surface highways we have.  The two most significant policy advances related to congestion include maximizing high occupancy vehicle trips (carpooling) and use of public transit. Congestion, being unpleasant, creates incentives for pursuing alternative transportation.   This is a form of “congestion pricing”, and suggests specific behavioral changes may be caused by congestion.  This presents an opportunity for alternative policy approaches that discourage single occupant trips.

II
Pollution
Surface transportation is directly responsible for half of all urban air pollution in the basin, and a significant proportion of coastal water pollution from non-point urban run-off.  Thus, the reliance LA’s transportation grid places on single occupant vehicles is an environmental problem as well as a congestion problem.  The 1997 Air Quality Management Plan states that “Overall, total mobile source emissions account for 61 percent of the VOC and 88 percent of the NOx emissions for these two ozone-forming pollutants. The on-road mobile category alone contributes about 51 and 63 percent of the VOC and NOx emissions, respectively and approximately 78 percent of the CO.”  Streets and gutters, parking lots, and storm drains required in residential and commercial subdivisions, act as conduits for the transportation of motor oil, household hazardous waste, and organic material into water ways and ground water sources.

Policy Implications of Vehicle-Pollution Link:  The environmental consequences of our reliance on single occupant vehicles suggests that strategies that maximize carpooling and increased public transit use are efficacious across policy disciplines.

III
Mobility of low income families

As in many areas of life, low income families are excluded from participating in many transportation services.  The heavy policy emphasis on automobile congestion ignores the high proportion of low income families that do not own functional automobiles.  Thus, policy efforts at minimizing congestion – while important – disproportionately benefit mid to high income families.  

Policy Implications:  the goal of transportation policy is to improve the mobility of goods and people, meaningful transportation options for non-car owning residents is imperative.  Public transit, therefore, should be the centerpiece of any meaningful transportation policy in Los Angeles.  This is discussed in more detail below.

IV
Equity (environmental justice issues)

Policy makers and regulators are increasingly aware of the issues of equity and environmental justice.  Transportation options, as discussed above, are heavily influenced by equity issues.  Even excluding subsidies for car-based transit (e.g., public expenditures on suburban highways), there is great inequity within expenditures for public transit options.  In the mid-1990s Metrolink riders enjoyed a cost subsidy of $21.02 per trip, Blue Line riders $11.34 per trip, and bus riders $1.17 per trip.  Security costs on the Blue Line are $1.29 per rider, on MTA buses 3 cents (MTA).   As a consequence of continued degradation of bus services, the Bus Riders Union sued MTA, and successfully won a 1996 consent decree requiring the MTA to order 1,600 new buses -- which were to be in service by 1998 -- to reduce overcrowding and replace the aging fleet.  The MTA has been unresponsive, and consequently federal mediators ordered the to add 277 more buses to its routes by the end of 1999 to comply with a court-ordered decree to end standing-room-only rides.  Federal Special Master Donald Bliss found that the MTA had not complied with the consent decree that required the agency to buy more buses and improve its fleet. By 1997, the MTA was supposed to have no more than 15 passengers standing for an average of more than 20 minutes.

Equity Implications:  Bus transit is clearly the most used form of public transit.  As such, improved bus service is a critical first step, both to comply with the consent decree, and to fulfill the exisiting demand.  However, improving rail transit must also be a priority, both to lighten the ridership on buses, and to improve regional mobility generally.  This suggests that the Red Line extension into East Los Angeles should be as much a priority as replacing our aging bus fleet.  

Policy Framework

The City of Los Angeles does not have independent responsibility for transportation issues.  As a city of 3.5 million within a metropolis of 16 million, the City of Los Angeles must work with a variety of regional actors.  The existing transportation policy framework includes:

The Transportation Element of the City’s General Plan 

The City’s transportation plan is laid out in the Transportation Element of the City’s General Plan. This document, required by state law, was approved by the City Planning Commission in July 1997, and adopted by the City Council in September 1999.  Chapter Four of the Transportation Element provides several goals, attainable objectives based on these goals, and specific implementation programs that link to objective attainment.   See APPENDIX A for Plan summary.

Air Quality Management Plan (AQMD)

The AQMD is chartered by the State Air Resources Board to regulate air emissions in the South Coast Basin.  Since vehicle traffic is the single largest contributor to air pollution, the AQMD has broad authority to regulate transportation.  This is best illustrated in two areas:  First, the Plan puts forward goals and timetables for conversion to clean burning fuels.  And, second, the Plan encourages trip reduction as a policy goal.  

The Regional Transportation Plan of SCAG 

SCAG’s RTP summary states “The 1997 Regional Transportation Plan (97 RTP) provides a coordinated and long range vision of the regionally significant transportation improvements and policies that will be needed to efficiently move goods and people through the early part of the 21st century to the year 2020.”  As such, the RTP provides a basis for  16 million people in five counties to cooperatively plan transportation needs.  The City of Los Angeles, as the largest municipality in the region, is a major partner in this planning process, and has stated its explicit intent to accommodate the RTP in its own transportation planning process.  

See APPENDIX B for the RTP’s goals and objectives.

Policy Opportunities

Transportation policy must acknowledge the level of population density.  Metropolitan Los Angeles has the highest population density in the country, with 5465 people per square mile in 1997.  This exceeds even metropolitan New York’s density of 4835 people per square mile, and far outpaces all other large urban areas (Boston: 2610; DC: 3465; San Francisco Bay Area: 3,660; Detroit: 3065).   This explains our congestion, and more importantly, suggests that there is great latent demand for density based public transit – if well conceived and efficiently implemented.  (Source Texas Transportation Institute, Texas A & M University)

General Policy Goal Recommendations:

1) Reduce single occupant vehicle trips;

2) Increase ridership on public transit;

Appendix A:  The Transportation Element of the City’s General Plan 

Goal A: Accessibility to work and services;

Objective 1:  Expand neighborhood transportation services and programs to enhance neighborhood accessibility.

Objective 2: Mitigate the impacts of traffic growth, reduce congestion, and improve air quality by implementing a comprehensive program of multi-modal strategies that encompass physical and operational improvements as well as demand management.

Objective 3: Support development in regional centers, community centers, major economic activity areas and along mixed-use boulevards as designated in the Community Plans.

Objective 4: Preserve the existing character of lower density residential areas and maintain pedestrian-oriented environments where appropriate.

Objective 5: Provide for the efficient movement of goods and for adequate access to intermodal facilities.

Objective 6: Incorporate available local, state, and federal funding opportunities to provide sufficient financing for transportation improvements and programs.

Objective 7: Provide an ongoing evaluation of transportation programs to determine  whether the goals and objectives of the Citywide General Plan Framework and this Element are being met, or if these goals and objectives should be modified to reflect changing circumstances

Goal B:  A street system maintained in a good to excellent condition adequate to

 facilitate the movement of those reliant on the system;

Objective 8: Operate a pavement management system designed to provide, on a continuing basis, the status of the maintenance needs of the City's street and bikeways systems.

Objective 9: Ensure that adequate maintenance of the street system is provided to facilitate the movement of current and future traffic volumes, as well as emergency services.

Goal C:  An integrated system of pedestrian priority street segments, bikeways and scenic highways which strengthens the City's image while also providing access to employment opportunities, essential services and open space;

Objective 10: Make the street system accessible, safe, and convenient for bicycle, pedestrian, and school child travel.

Objective 11: Preserve and enhance access to scenic resources and regional open space.

Appendix B – RTP Goals and Objectives
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