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Hundreds of millions of unspent Santa Clara County transportation dollars to be 

released by lawsuit's failed appeal (Business Journal) 

Let the spending begin. 

The long-delayed funds from Santa Clara County's Measure B, which voters passed in 2016, will 

now begin to flow into transportation projects after the California Supreme Court declined 

Wednesday to hear an appeal of the lawsuit that had blocked them. It will take about a month 

for the original trial court to set the date for releasing the funds, according to the Valley 

Transportation Authority. 

https://www.bizjournals.com/sanjose/news/2019/01/23/santa-clara-county-measure-b-lawsuit-funding.html?ana=e_du_prem&s=article_du&ed=2019-01-23&u=0lJoU9RVFc8H9N22bgu3YA02a17d6b&t=1548291333&j=86230991
https://www.bizjournals.com/sanjose/news/2019/01/23/santa-clara-county-measure-b-lawsuit-funding.html?ana=e_du_prem&s=article_du&ed=2019-01-23&u=0lJoU9RVFc8H9N22bgu3YA02a17d6b&t=1548291333&j=86230991
https://www.bizjournals.com/sanjose/news/2017/08/28/measure-b-lawsuit-blocks-1-5b-for-san-jose-bart.html


Since people began paying an additional half-cent in Santa Clara County sales taxes in 2017, 

$340 million intended for pavement repairs, Caltrain grade crossings and other projects has 

piled up in an escrow account awaiting resolution of the lawsuit, filed by attorney Gary 

Wesley on behalf of Saratoga resident Cheriel Jensen. 

“The road block against road and transit improvements has been cleared,” said Carl Guardino, 

head of the Silicon Valley Leadership Group and leader of the campaign to pass the measure. 

"We are thrilled with today’s decision by the California Supreme Court," VTA spokeswoman 

Holly Perez said. "We have a few remaining procedural steps in the courts, but VTA stands 

ready to begin funding voter-approved projects and programs in Santa Clara County contained 

in 2016 Measure B." 

Measure B is expected to raise about $6 billion by the time it expires in 2047 and was 

earmarked for a wide range of projects such as BART’s San Jose subway — which will account 

for a quarter of the spending — local street and road improvements, a bicycle/pedestrian 

program and transit operations. 

But the suit said Measure B gave an impermissible amount of leeway for the VTA to shift money 

among projects, which could result in taxpayers not receiving the benefits they were promised 

during the 2016 campaign. 

Although a succession of courts ruled against the suits, funds accumulated since the start of tax 

collections could not be spent until appeals were exhausted. 

Santa Clara County: Court decision frees 2016 transportation tax money for road, 

transit projects (Mercury News) 

Lawsuit had kept $340 million in sales tax revenue on hold 

A Saratoga woman’s legal crusade against a 2016 county transportation sales tax that has held 

up millions of dollars for everything from filling potholes to extending BART in San Jose came to 

an end Wednesday when the California Supreme Court refused to consider her appeal. 

“The road block against road and transit improvements has been cleared,” said Carl Guardino, 

chief executive officer of the Silicon Valley Leadership Group, which represents major 

technology companies who led the three-year effort to qualify and pass Measure B on the 2016 

ballot. 

Nearly 72 percent of Santa Clara County voters had approved the half-cent Measure B sales tax 

in November 2016, frustrated with deteriorating roadways that were jammed with traffic amid 

Silicon Valley’s bustling technology-driven economy. It was estimated to generate $6 billion 

over its 30 years. 

The sales tax has been collected since April 2017, but the revenue, which now totals $340 

million, could not be spent and had to be kept in an escrow account until the suit was resolved. 

https://www.bizjournals.com/sanjose/search/results?q=Gary%20Wesley
https://www.bizjournals.com/sanjose/search/results?q=Gary%20Wesley
https://www.bizjournals.com/sanjose/search/results?q=Cheriel%20Jensen
https://www.bizjournals.com/sanjose/search/results?q=Carl%20Guardino
https://www.mercurynews.com/2019/01/23/court-decision-frees-2016-transportation-tax-money-for-road-transit-projects/
https://www.mercurynews.com/2019/01/23/court-decision-frees-2016-transportation-tax-money-for-road-transit-projects/


“They now have a fairly significant boatload of money ready to be invested in traffic relief 

investments that voters approved,” Guardino said. 

The woman who filed the lawsuit, Cheriel Jensen, had argued that Measure B was misleading, 

sold to voters as road improvements while the biggest slice of revenue will pay for extending 

BART into downtown San Jose, which she believes will harm underground water supplies. She 

also argued that it was billed as a special tax, with funding restricted for specific uses, but 

allowed funds to be spent on a variety of transportation related projects. 

“I am all for many of the projects this money will allow and especially for public transportation 

in general and bicycling paths,” Jensen said after Wednesday’s decision. “But the money for all 

these projects should come from the businesses that are causing such a critical transportation 

demand, and from the cities who are doing such poor planning, not from the long-retired 

elderly and people not caught up in the current economic free for all just trying to survive its 

effects.” 

After a Superior Court judge rejected the lawsuit, Jensen appealed. When the 6th District Court 

of Appeal upheld the lower court’s decision in October, Jensen appealed to the state Supreme 

Court, which denied reviewing the case Wednesday, allowing the lower court ruling to stand. 

The appellate decision had found “no merit” to Jensen’s argument. In its decision, the court had 

acknowledged that the measure allows the tax proceeds to be spent on “a wide range of 

transportation-related initiatives.” 

“However,” the court ruled, “the breadth of Measure B’s stated purposes does not invalidate 

the measure.” 

The biggest amount of revenue from the tax, $1.5 billion, is slated for the BART extension. It 

also calls for $1.2 billion for road repairs and improvements, $750 million for county 

expressway upgrades, $700 million for Caltrain track crossing safety improvements, $500 

million for transit including more frequent buses, $350 million for transit and congestion relief 

along the Highway 85 corridor and $250 million for bicycle and pedestrian improvements. 

The Santa Clara Valley Transportation Authority, which is overseeing the Measure B projects, 

said Wednesday that it is working to get a final order from the trial court so that the funds may 

be released and work can begin. 

Among the first jobs in the pipeline that will get going once the funding is freed is work on the 

Mathilda Interchange in Sunnyvale, where a groundbreaking is expected to take place this 

spring. VTA also anticipates releasing funds to cities to begin pavement work. 

“We are thrilled with today’s decision by the California Supreme Court,” VTA spokeswoman 

Holly Perez said Wednesday. “We have a few remaining procedural steps in the courts, but VTA 

stands ready to begin funding voter-approved projects and programs in Santa Clara County 

contained in 2016 Measure B.” 

https://www.mercurynews.com/2017/09/07/lawsuit-leaves-measure-b-tax-money-on-hold-delays-transportation-projects/
https://www.mercurynews.com/2018/10/18/6-3-billion-transportation-tax-in-santa-clara-county-is-legal-court-says/
http://www.vta.org/measure-b-2016


BART Phase II Construction 

KTVU CH. 2 Link to video 

ABC 7 News Link to video 

NBC Bay Area Link to video 

VTA begins field work for BART expansion in Silicon Valley (ABC 7 News) Link to 

video 

You may notice construction cones on the streets in San Jose.  
 
Crews are out working on the BART expansion on Santa Clara Street between Third and Market. 
That's where there will eventually be a new station. This minor construction is scheduled to last 
seven weeks. 
 
The VTA says it will help with the design phase of the project. The expansion through Silicon 
Valley will cost more than $5 billion.  Crews will be boring into the ground on sidewalks, streets 
and parking spaces to survey the sites and collect data. 
 
The subway station itself should be done around 2026 and, with the benefit being so far away, 
there's been some mixed reviews from residents. 
 
"It's going to affect a lot of residents here in San Jose, especially when they get off work. It's 
going to be congested... there are a lot of residents not happy about this," said Miguel Vasquez. 
 
"I often visit family in the East Bay Area, and that's another terrible commute. So BART is an 
affordable and pretty quick way to get around. I'm very excited for a San Jose line," said Sally 
Virgilio. 
 
Major construction on this project will start in 2020. 
 
Back to Top 
Santa Clara VTA posts negotiation progress with two unions (Progressive 

Railroading) 

The Santa Clara Valley Transportation Authority (VTA) is negotiating with two of its four unions 

– the Amalgamated Transit Union (ATU) Local 265 and Service Employees International 

Union (SEIU) Local 521 — and has made headway, the authority announced last week. 

 

As of Jan. 16, VTA and SEIU Local 521 negotiators reached a tentative agreement that will be 

considered by union members for ratification. The expectation is that a contract will be ratified 

by January's end and approved by the authority's board at its February meeting, VTA officials 

http://mms.tveyes.com/MediaCenterPlayer.aspx?u=aHR0cDovL21lZGlhY2VudGVyLnR2ZXllcy5jb20vZG93bmxvYWRnYXRld2F5LmFzcHg%2FVXNlcklEPTQ2OTk3OCZNRElEPTEwOTk2NDg1Jk1EU2VlZD05MTk0JlR5cGU9TWVkaWE%3D
http://mms.tveyes.com/MediaCenterPlayer.aspx?u=aHR0cDovL21lZGlhY2VudGVyLnR2ZXllcy5jb20vZG93bmxvYWRnYXRld2F5LmFzcHg%2FVXNlcklEPTQ2OTk3OCZNRElEPTEwOTk2NDkxJk1EU2VlZD04MDM5JlR5cGU9TWVkaWE%3D
http://mms.tveyes.com/MediaCenterPlayer.aspx?u=aHR0cDovL21lZGlhY2VudGVyLnR2ZXllcy5jb20vZG93bmxvYWRnYXRld2F5LmFzcHg%2FVXNlcklEPTQ2OTk3OCZNRElEPTEwOTk2NTAyJk1EU2VlZD0zMjczJlR5cGU9TWVkaWE%3D
https://abc7news.com/traffic/vta-begins-field-work-for-bart-expansion-in-silicon-valley/5099917/
https://www.progressiverailroading.com/labor/news/Santa-Clara-VTA-posts-negotiation-progress-with-two-unions--56567
http://www.vta.org/
https://www.atu.org/
http://www.seiu.org/
http://www.seiu.org/


said in a press release. 

 

Meanwhile, the VTA and ATU Local 265 continue to negotiate, with more meetings scheduled 

this week. The parties have been trading, reviewing and responding to proposals, many 

elements of which have reached a point of tentative agreement, VTA officials said. 

 

"Our most important goal is to reach an agreement that protects the public, the taxpayer and 

our customers … [and] is competitive and fair for our employees, but is also financially 

sustainable over the long term," they said. "The challenge exists in reaching an agreement with 

ATU Local 265 based on proposals traded to date." 

 

The VTA has more than 2,200 employees and about 90 percent of its workforce is represented 

by four unions, including the American Federation of State County and Municipal Employees 

Local 101 and Transportation Authority Engineers and Architects Association Local 21. 

 

The authority maintains a labor relations webpage on its site to provide information to the 

public and share updates on contact negotiations. 

 

Back to Top 
 

San Jose and Stockton mayors boost transit-housing plan (SF Curbed) 

“Too many children go to bed at night without seeing parents who are stuck in crippling 

commutes” 

On Thursday, San Jose Mayor Sam Liccardo endorsed SB 50, the proposed new law that aims to 

create more dense housing near major transit lines in California, as did the mayor of 

Stockton, Michael Tubbs. 

Introduced in December, the bill, written by SF-based State Sen. Scott Wiener, is a follow-up to 

the very similar but unsuccessful SB 827. 

According to Wiener’s office, the bill “eliminates hyper-low-density zoning near transit and job 

centers.” 

The text of the proposed law specifies that it applies to “sites within one-half mile of fixed rail 

and one-quarter mile of high-frequency bus stops and in job-rich areas.” 

On Thursday, Liccardo praised the proposal as a potential antidote to long commutes. 

“Too many children go to bed at night without seeing parents who are stuck in crippling 

commutes,” Liccardo said in an emailed statement. 

http://www.vta.org/transparency/public-engagement/labor-relations
https://sf.curbed.com/2019/1/18/18188416/sb-50-transit-housing-wiener-tubbs-liccardo
http://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=201920200SB50
https://twitter.com/Scott_Wiener/status/1085934772717641728
https://sf.curbed.com/2018/12/4/18125720/sb-827-50-san-francisco-density-development-transit
https://sf.curbed.com/2018/4/18/17250876/california-senate-bill-827-housing-transit-vote-wiener


The mayor predicts that “SB 50 will spur more affordable housing near transit and job centers 

so that people can live close to where they work.” 

Stockton Mayor Michael Tubbs endorsed the measure this week too, promoting it as a way to 

encourage more housing and keep prices down. 

“As we force individuals to pay more for their rent, we also push them into poverty,” said 

Tubbs. “This is a policy failure that we must address.” 

San Francisco Mayor London Breed, Oakland Mayor Libby Schaaf, and the mayors of 

Sacramento and Los Angeles are also among those who endorsed the measure or “made 

positive statements regarding the direction of the bill” previously, according to Wiener’s office. 

Wiener is quick to promote local endorsements as anxiety about state laws whittling away at 

local zoning control is one of the things that helped sink the previous version of the bill. 

Though seemingly less divisive than his former effort, Wiener’s new bill has attracted some of 

the same criticisms, including Marin Independent columnist Dick Spotswood’s declaration that 

the bill us “designed to end local control of planning,” comparing it to “war on suburbia.” 

The LA-based AIDS Healthcare Foundation—which has lately become a loud voice in California 

housing politics after spending vast sums promoting rent control during the last election—also 

criticizes SB 50, alleging that it “benefits corporate, luxury-housing developers” and “will 

worsen gentrification and displacement throughout California.” 

Though introduced by Wiener, SB 50 now has 11 cosponsors in the state senate and assembly, 

including San Francisco Rep. Phil Ting and East Bay Rep. Nancy Skinner. 

 

Back to Top 
 

Managed Lanes deal not done 

Local versus regional control main issue in who owns facilities 

New offers, demands and concerns are surfacing by the week as local policymakers work out 

the owner/operator arrangement for the express lanes planned for the San Mateo County 

section of Highway 101. 

And the back-and-forth is picking up as a deadline looms that, if not met, will add time and cost 

to the $514 million project aiming for completion by the middle of 2022. 

The owner of the tolling facility gets to implement an equity program if it wants to make the 

express lanes more affordable for low-income drivers, and it also sets tolling policies. Questions 

for the future owner include: Should there be a cap for tolls so that they never exceed a certain 

https://www.marinij.com/2018/12/08/dick-spotswood-there-are-better-ways-to-encourage-housing-than-wieners-way/
http://www.housinghumanright.org/activists-disrupt-state-senator-scott-wiener/
http://www.housinghumanright.org/activists-disrupt-state-senator-scott-wiener/
https://www.smdailyjournal.com/news/local/managed-lanes-deal-not-done/article_e024d1ac-1dfb-11e9-8dc8-cf726d99b09d.html


dollar amount? Should carpools of two people ride free or at a discount and should clean air 

vehicles such as Teslas also ride free on express lanes? 

The decision is up to the City/County Association of Governments and the San Mateo County 

Transportation Authority, which oversees the county’s sales tax revenue earmarked for 

transportation. C/CAG is a joint powers authority comprised of board members representing 

each city and the county that works on quality of life issues such as air quality and 

transportation, among others.  

Both boards and respective staffers are in the midst of a series of meetings with the Bay Area 

Infrastructure Financing Authority and must come to a decision by mid-February or else the 

Managed Lanes project will be delayed and construction costs will rise. BAIFA is a joint powers 

authority between the Metropolitan Transportation Commission and the Bay Area Toll 

Authority that manages express lanes elsewhere in the state.  

The Managed Lanes project seeks to build an additional lane on Highway 101 in San Mateo 

County and then the far left lane in both directions would be converted to an express lane, 

which is free for buses, carpools of three people or more, motorcycles and potentially clean air 

vehicles while all other drivers would have to pay a toll to use those lanes. Tolls fluctuate based 

on traffic volumes — they’re expected to average $1 per mile on Highway 101 in San Mateo 

County — and surveillance equipment would be installed along the lanes to enforce the rules. 

Express lanes promise speeds of at least 45 mph in all lanes at all times. 

One option is to give ownership and operating duties to BAIFA or to have C/CAG and the TA 

share ownership while either BAIFA or the Santa Clara Valley Transportation Authority would 

operate the express lanes. VTA currently manages express lanes in Santa Clara County.  

C/CAG and the TA voted on owner/operator arrangements in November but could not reach a 

consensus. Both bodies have created an ad hoc committee to work out differences and answer 

questions. The committee held meetings longer than three hours earlier this month and 

another is scheduled next week before C/CAG and the TA vote again in February.  

The Belmont city council will address owner/operator options for the Managed Lanes project at 

its upcoming meeting. 

The TA appears ready to vote on the local ownership approach with BAIFA as the operator 

while C/CAG appears somewhat more divided on the matter. Some members, it seems, are still 

interested in making BAIFA both the owner and operator, though most have expressed interest 

for one of the two local control options. 

Local control 

“Our TA wants ownership [of the express lanes]. We want to control the equity program and 

any type of discounts,” said TA Chair Don Horsley, also a member of the San Mateo County 



Board of Supervisors. “The TA said we want local control and we’d go to VTA if we don’t get it 

[with BAIFA].” 

BAIFA currently owns and operates 23 miles of Interstate 680 as of 2017. By 2020, the agency 

will manage 50 miles of Interstate 880 and by 2022, 11 additional miles of Interstate 680. If 

BAIFA owns and operates the tolling facility, then it has agreed to cover $50 million worth of 

construction costs that would be paid back via future toll revenue. Local officials also want 

BAIFA to cover construction cost overruns if it is the owner. 

In a C/CAG staff report containing a summary of the ad hoc meeting between it and TA 

representatives, a BAIFA representative said it may consider the cost of overrun associated with 

the toll system equipment. Ostensibly, BAIFA has not agreed to any overruns associated with 

building the additional lane on Highway 101. 

Under the local control ownership model, the TA would advance $50 million in Measure A 

funds for construction and that money would be paid back from future toll revenue. As for 

construction cost overruns under the local control approach, the relevant agencies would have 

to come up with new funding sources. 

C/CAG officials also want BAIFA to prioritize the expansion of express lanes into San Francisco. 

BAIFA has described that project as a priority, but it’s not the agency’s only priority.  

“The San Mateo 101 extension north of I-380 and the I-680 northbound project are of 

comparable priority and would ideally proceed on parallel tracks,” the BAIFA representative 

said in a summary of the joint ad hoc meeting. “If San Mateo were to join BAIFA, we could team 

with San Mateo County on the environmental work for the 101 extension, including joint 

funding.” 

Liabilities 

BAIFA has also assured local policymakers that it hasn’t incurred any major liabilities in its first 

15 months of express lane operations. The main liabilities to date have been associated with 

damage to the toll system equipment such as hit-and-run collisions with roadside equipment 

and cuts in the backhaul fiber, according to the meeting summary. 

But that’s not to say that owning a toll facility is without risk.  

In the 1990s, express lanes were installed on the Sunol Grade on Interstate 680, which had the 

worst congestion in the Bay Area, said Andrew Fremier, BAIFA’s deputy executive director.  

“By the time the lanes opened we were in a recession and operating costs couldn’t be covered 

for several years,” he said. “A challenge is these express lanes do well in boom economies, but 

not well in recessions so there is quite a bit of fluctuation.” 



That’s because express lanes are optional and drivers choose not to drive on them as much 

during a recession, but a bridge, for example, doesn’t have that problem because commuters 

have no other option.  

Still, Fremier suggested express lane owners are only taking on minimal risk. Some C/CAG board 

members shared that perspective.  

“We get caught up in a lot of this fear ‘oh we’ve got liability’ but historically speaking the 

evidence in our region and even in L.A. has not shown great liability,” said Board Member Gina 

Papan, a Millbrae councilwoman. “As far as tort liability, cost overruns and BAIFA’s liability, it’s 

been very very minimal.”  

Board Member Doug Kim, a Belmont councilman, agreed. 

“In terms of operations, a well-designed managed lane has been tested time and time again 

across the country, so I think the risk on the operational side is much lower,” he said, adding 

that the initial buildout is the “major exposure.” “This thing is going to be a net positive asset 

for the region and it’s hard to find those kinds of things.” 

Challenges 

One of the reasons why some C/CAG board members are reticent to partner with VTA and have 

that agency operate the express lanes is because of VTA’s budget challenges, though a VTA 

representative has assured C/CAG that its financial woes would not compromise the express 

lane facility on Highway 101 and revenue from those lanes by law would also have to be 

reinvested in the corridor. 

Once C/CAG and the TA decide on the owner/operator arrangement in February, many 

decisions will remain. If the local control option is chosen, for example, then the two boards will 

have to determine exactly how shared ownership will work. One option is creating a joint 

powers authority. And it appears only so much will be known even by the time decisions are 

made. 

“This has been a fluid process and there’s just not a lot in writing, which gives some of us 

heartburn because it’s just talk (and it’s changing all the time),” said Kim at a Jan. 10 C/CAG 

meeting. “I think when we get together in a month we’ll have a few more answers, but I don’t 

think we’re going to have a ton of definitive statements that one can bank on. We haven’t had 

them up until now so I wouldn’t hold my breath for that.” 

Back to Top 
 

MARTA’s reputation, development on the line as Atlanta hosts Super Bowl 

(Atlanta Journal Constitution) 

https://www.ajc.com/news/local-govt--politics/marta-reputation-development-the-line-atlanta-hosts-super-bowl/ed6uQgna2gcz2qtpIgxrpI/


Super Bowl LII in Minneapolis was hours away. The local transit agency was about to launch a 

special service to carry more than 20,000 people to the game — service it had spent months 

planning down to the finest detail. 

Then the power went out. 

“We couldn’t move a train, much less see where we were going inside the building,” recalled 

Mark Benedict, director of Metro Transit’s light rail operations. 

It was a transit chief’s worst nightmare — a crisis at the worst possible time, on the biggest 

possible stage. And it’s the kind of potential catastrophe that MARTA officials hope to avoid as 

Atlanta prepares to host hundreds of thousands of visitors for this year’s Super Bowl and 

related events. 

Tens of thousands of people will take transit to Mercedes-Benz Stadium for the Feb. 3 game. 

And there’s reason to wonder whether MARTA can pull it off. 

Just last week direct service to Hartsfield-Jackson International Airport was down for days after 

an out-of-service train derailed. MARTA ferried passengers from College Park to the airport via 

shuttle, causing delays. Some irritated passengers wondered whether MARTA was ready for the 

Super Bowl. 

A year ago, when the stadium hosted the college football national championship, hundreds of 

passengers were stranded at Five Points Station long after the game ended because trains 

couldn’t depart. Witnesses described a frightening scene, with some passengers pushing and 

shoving on an overcrowded platform while trains went nowhere. 

MARTA blamed medical emergencies at other stations for shutting down the trains, but 

later admitted it was short-staffed and unprepared to handle the crowds. 

The agency has performed well at more recent events, including the SEC football 

championship and Atlanta United championship games in December. 

There’s a lot riding on whether MARTA gets it right during the Super Bowl — and not just for 

football fans. The game comes just a month before Gwinnett County votersdecide whether to 

join MARTA after decades of resistance. 

MARTA has been riding a wave of enthusiasm for transit across the region and at the Gold 

Dome in recent years. A successful Super Bowl could show that last year’s debacle was just a 

blip for an agency that has worked hard to put financial and other problems behind it. Problems 

at the game could revive long-standing criticism that the agency is poorly run, dampening 

enthusiasm for transit expansion. 

MARTA officials say they’re ready for the big game. For months they’ve prepared for everything 

from terrorist attacks to mechanical problems. 

https://www.ajc.com/ajc-coverage-of-super-bowl-atlanta-2019/
https://www.ajc.com/news/direct-marta-service-airport-back-normal-after-derailed-train-removed/dyEN7fg3ygVJZq94BGBOMJ/
https://www.ajc.com/news/traffic/update-stuck-train-continues-disrupt-marta-service-atlanta-airport/3HCMEzTsDvS1dJ5SxPIIEK/
https://www.ajc.com/news/local-govt--politics/train-door-problems-lead-chaos-marta-five-points-station/V2HL3qdqRl2epYqKBRJ47M/
https://www.ajc.com/news/local-govt--politics/marta-details-five-points-problems-after-football-championship/yOQ9MX81saCaWmGuj5UeYP/
https://www.ajc.com/news/local-govt--politics/marta-passes-sec-championship-test-but-super-bowl-still-come/7caKoKpEeOcBkIhfKVRNeM/
https://www.ajc.com/news/local-govt--politics/marta-passes-sec-championship-test-but-super-bowl-still-come/7caKoKpEeOcBkIhfKVRNeM/
https://www.ajc.com/news/local-govt--politics/gwinnett-upcoming-marta-referendum-comprehensive-voter-guide/CVj5YhwsvzesGoX29o0xvL/
https://www.ajc.com/news/state--regional-govt--politics/shifting-attitudes-could-pave-way-for-more-suburban-atlanta-transit/N8iqie54Cy329cTD8uc2oL/
https://www.ajc.com/news/local-govt--politics/transit-law-hailed-milestone-for-metro-atlanta/7fh7YnXVXK7sjKiswgpvkM/
https://www.ajc.com/news/local-govt--politics/transit-law-hailed-milestone-for-metro-atlanta/7fh7YnXVXK7sjKiswgpvkM/
https://www.ajc.com/news/local-govt--politics/parker-leaves-marta-agency-helped-revive-for-goodwill/a9MBD6lFHthPxSDkXYprKO/
https://www.ajc.com/blog/politics/keith-parker-and-transportation-kumbaya-metro-atlanta/I2DpdTn8QUc3axkIA4Ha5M/
https://www.ajc.com/news/traffic/marta-terror-attack-simulation-cause-train-delays/OGkb39pn3rSYMnDCaJz7zI/


The agency will expand service and deploy hundreds of additional employees during the big 

game and the 10 days of events surrounding it. 

“We’re prepared,” said David Springstead, MARTA’s chief of rail operations.“The tenor at 

MARTA is excitement, not concern. We want to shine.” 

But interviews with transit agencies in other Super Bowl cities show things don’t always go as 

expected. And it takes a tremendous amount of preparation to ensure the unexpected doesn’t 

derail the best of Super Bowl plans. 

Plan for the worst 

Like MARTA, the Twin Cities’ Metro Transit spent months preparing for last year’s Super Bowl. 

Among other things, the agency prepared for a dozen or more specific types of incidents, like 

protests that might shut down the rail line leading to U.S. Bank Stadium. 

That protest, in fact, happened. But Metro Transit was ready, with buses standing by. When 

protesters blocked the tracks, transit employees loaded passengers onto the waiting buses, 

bound for the stadium. 

“They didn’t lose a minute,” Benedict said. “We just let the train stand where it was while the 

demonstrators blocked it.” 

Metro Transit and an electric utility also were prepared when a power failure struck many of 

the agency’s operations just an hour before it was set to launch its Super Bowl rail service. The 

power company fixed the problem in time for the first electric train loaded with Super Bowl 

fans to depart. In the end, the transit service worked well. 

Metro Transit officials said an almost obsessive level of planning was the key. 

“There’s nothing you can over prepare for — all of these contingencies that you might need, or 

that you think that you don’t need,” said spokesman Howie Padilla. 

The Santa Clara Valley Transportation Authority in California echoed that emphasis on planning, 

planning and more planning. Three years ago, the agency carried some 10,000 passengers to 

Super Bowl 50 via light rail. 

The VTA developed a detailed playbook — half-hour by half-hour — that included schedules, 

personnel, phone numbers and other resources. Mindful of out-of-towners, the agency also 

deployed 160 transit “ambassadors” to stations, hotels and other locations to guide passengers 

to and from the game. 

“That paid off in the end,” said Jim Unites, VTA’s deputy director for transit planning. “We 

didn’t have a lot of confused folks.” 



Such preparations don’t come cheap. The Santa Clara agency spent $1.5 million on Super Bowl 

preparations. MARTA budgeted an extra $2 million for staffing and other resources needed for 

the big game. 

Metro Transit’s Padilla noted that fans also spend a lot of money to get to the Super Bowl, and 

they have high expectations as a result. 

“There was a lot of pressure,” he said, “to make sure they were going to get there.” 

MARTA feels the heat 

MARTA officials say the agency has learned lessons from transit agencies in other Super Bowl 

cities, but also from its own mistakes during last year’s college football championship. Among 

other things, it will: 

 Expand service hours and frequency in the days leading up to the game. 

 Staff every entrance to every train with “load and go” teams to ease boarding. 

 Add more than 600 transit “ambassadors” to guide passengers. 

 Supplement vending machines with employees selling Breeze Cards at numerous 

locations. 

 Supplement the MARTA police force with other uniformed officers. 

MARTA has also held several exercises to prepare for terrorist attacks and other events. And it’s 

adding new signs to direct fans to Mercedes-Benz Stadium. 

MARTA officials feel the pressure to get it right. 

“From what I observe, the Super Bowl has gotten attention at MARTA every day for 

months,” said MARTA Board member Robbie Ashe, who just stepped down as chairman. “We 

are quite aware of the opportunity and the challenges, and we’re committed to making sure 

we deliver.” 

CEO Jeffrey Parker was more succinct. 

“We’re ready,” he said. 

Back to Top 
 

Electric Bus Fleets Can Jump-start State's Climate Goals (The Bay City Beacon) 

Despite Muni and CARB’s bold plans to electrify all buses, California must do even more to 

protect the air we breathe 

Muni’s decision to electrify its buses by 2035 got a boost at the state level in December when 

the California Air Resources Board (CARB) voted unanimously to electrify all buses in California 

https://www.ajc.com/news/traffic/marta-terror-attack-simulation-cause-train-delays/OGkb39pn3rSYMnDCaJz7zI/
https://www.thebaycitybeacon.com/politics/electric-bus-fleets-can-jump-start-state-s-climate-goals/article_de82901c-1e9d-11e9-8df8-fb4018193088.html
http://www.ktvu.com/news/san-francisco-city-leaders-advocate-for-new-generation-of-electric-buses
https://www.sfchronicle.com/science/article/California-bus-agencies-ordered-to-make-fleets-13468091.php


by 2040. California is the first state in the country with a mandate to get diesel buses off the 

road. 

The new measure should reduce carbon emissions in California by 1 million metric tons by 

2040. California has 150 zero-emission buses already, so the work of replacing 14,000 diesel 

buses with electric vehicles begins. 

“Anytime the city can work in conjunction with the region or state is a plus,” said Paul Rose, 

spokesman for the SFMTA. “We have worked hard for years to make Muni’s fleet one of the 

greenest in the world.”  The San Francisco transportation sector – all vehicles– generates about 

46% of total greenhouse gas emissions. Muni is responsible for 26% percent of those trips, but 

accounts for less than 2% of overall emissions. 

“The most impactful thing we can do to ease congestion is to encourage people to use public 

transit," said Rose. To increase reliability and boost ridership the SFMTA is working on several 

ambitious plans: reducing breakdowns across the system by replacing the bus and train 

fleet, hiring more operators, installing more transit-only lanes, completing the Central Subway 

Tunnel, and adding transit signals that would hold green lights longer for city buses. 

Getting the entire Bay Area to use more public transportation, much less the entire state, scales 

up the challenge dramatically. According to Matthew Lewis, a Berkeley-based climate and 

energy policy consultant, California’s embedded “car culture” may be the biggest roadblock. 

“The incredible news is that it’s possible to electrify buses at this scale,” Lewis said. “This wasn't 

possible with the technology we had just ten years ago. But for electric buses to reduce 

pollution, you need people to get out of their cars and ride them—and that requires more infill 

housing, and other changes to the rules governing housing, transportation and parking.” 

Although the reasons for car culture are complex, Lewis points to a critical flaw in federal fuel 

economy regulations that allows SUVs and pickup trucks to pollute far more than smaller 

passenger vehicles—a flaw carmakers have aggressively exploited. The result: California may 

lead the nation in electric cars, but far more SUVs are sold today in California than electric cars.  

Getting the public to choose a MUNI pass over an SUV points to a more urgent context, namely 

California’s ambitious plan to cut emissions by 40% below 1990 levels by 2030. Senate Bill 375, 

the legislation passed nearly unanimously in 2010 to help reach this goal, just received a 

scathing progress report from CARB which determined that not nearly enough has been done 

by cities and communities who pledged to this goal nine years ago. 

“The general consensus is that SB 375 was important legislation in that it required cities to 

come up with plans that would reduce car pollution,” Lewis said. “But there was no 

enforcement mechanism. Every city came up with the plan required by law, but very few 

actually acted on those plans.” 

https://www.sfchronicle.com/science/article/California-bus-agencies-ordered-to-make-fleets-13468091.php
https://ww2.arb.ca.gov/sites/default/files/2018-11/Final2018Report_SB150_112618_01_ExecutiveSummary.pdf


“The driver for health is air quality,” said Nicole Dolney, Manager of Off-Road Diesel Analysis at 

CARB.  “But also giving someone access to a job or a hospital. Some people are stuck with a 

two-hour commute with traffic, or live in a community without sidewalks or where it’s not even 

safe to walk.” 

Putting the choice of public transit over driving in the context of where people live and where 

they work is key to understanding transportation policy. Instead of sprawling work and home 

farther and farther apart, these essential locales must become closer and closer to have any 

chance of improving air quality. 

“Right now in California, and across the United States, the biggest challenge in climate change is 

sprawl-style housing development,” Lewis says. “By forcing people to drive everywhere they go, 

sprawl ‘locks-in’ pollution and excessive gasoline use." 

Lewis points to Senate Bill 50, the the bill introduced by State Senator Scott Wiener in 

December, as a comprehensive attempt to answer the sprawl issue. The bill would allow the 

building of more dense residential buildings, in some cases up to 4-5 stories, in lower-density 

zoned areas near public transportation. Wiener’s bill aims to incentivizer building up instead 

ofbuilding out, to reduce commute distances. 

CARB’s 96-page report on SB 375 also warns that the situation is getting worse. Two factors 

stand out: the dramatic number of single-occupancy drivers who commute long distances daily 

in California, and the counter effect of the SB 1 gas tax law passed in 2017. 

According to the report, “Around 75 percent of commuters drove alone to work, an amount 

that is staying the same or growing in most regions.” The plan concludes that California cannot 

meet its climate goals without curbing growth in single-occupancy vehicle activity. 

Since SB 1 allocated the gas tax for road maintenance and repairs, the report further concludes 

that “because ZEVs and fuel-efficient vehicles require less gasoline fuel, per-capita revenues will 

decline over time, threatening the State with future shortfalls for road and bridge maintenance 

and other important transportation investments.” 

Aside from eroding some of California’s car culture, David Clegern, Information Officer of CARB, 

pointed to fiscal reforms that could streamline such ambitious, urgent projects. 

“For example, money for electrification is available from cap and trade and high-speed rail, but 

getting the money all in the same funnel is a challenge,” Clegern said. “This is new and hasn’t 

been tried before. There are different sets of hoops to get to the money.” 

“What’s interesting about that is that people agree on the issue with the gas tax,” Clegern said. 

“Everyone agrees that will have to change somehow.” 

The report is also blunt in the gaping social justice component in implementing clean air laws. 

“The way we grow also imposes and often reinforces long-standing racial and economic 



injustices by placing a disproportionate burden on low-income residents, who end up paying 

the highest proportion of their wages for housing and commuting,” the report states. 

“California has a thriving economy,” Dolney said. “We need to make it accessible to everyone.” 

“We know how to reduce driving by the 25% CARB says is necessary," Lewis said. “My sense is 

we will get there. If we give people places to live where they can access their daily needs 

without a car, and then electrify as many cars, buses, and trains as possible, we will succeed.” 

Back to Top 
 

Making Public Transit Work For Seniors (StrongTowns.org) 

To what extent are communities adapting public transportation to meet the transit needs of 

aging America? According to the U.S. Census, persons age 65 and older now comprise one out 

of five or more residents in one-quarter of all counties nationwide (in Florida, there are already 

four suburban counties in which the figure is more than one out of three). 

Transportation represents a fundamental means of access to meet daily needs, which is 

essential for aging well. Though driving is a predominant and often preferred mode of travel for 

many Americans, age-related changes that impact driving skills suggests that people outlive 

their ability to drive safely by 7-10 years. Consequently, people increasingly limit their driving 

by age, with 19% of persons age 65 and older reporting that they no longer drive compared to 

nearly half (47%) of persons age 85 and older. 

Though public transportation represents a viable option to get around, research suggests that 

the majority of older Americans reside in communities with poor transit access. This is true in 

both big cities and smaller towns: 55% of older Americans in cities of three or more million 

people lacked good access to transit, as did 62% in locales with a population less than 250,000. 

Moreover, failure to access suitable transportation impacts health and well-being via missed 

medical appointments, shopping and social activities. 

National and global networks of age-friendly communities are helping push cities to engage 

with and listen to their older residents to solve these problems. In 2015, Sarasota County 

became Florida’s first municipality to join the Global Network of Age-friendly Cities and 

Communities. The worldwide network was created by the World Health Organization in 2005 

and is advanced nationally by AARP’s Livable Communities movement. Today, there are more 

than 700 age-friendly communities across the globe and more than 300 in the United States. 

The age-friendly designation requires a commitment to a five year process that begins with 

assessing local community assets and the needs and aspirations of aging residents. As a 

condition of participation, age-friendly communities are expected to engage older adults’ 

perspectives and incorporate their input into action. The results can be eye-opening. 

What Are The Specific Transit Needs of Older Adults? 

https://www.strongtowns.org/journal/2019/1/17/making-public-transit-work-for-seniors
https://www.prb.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/aging-us-population-bulletin-1.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1447231/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1447231/
https://agingstats.gov/docs/LatestReport/Older-Americans-2016-Key-Indicators-of-WellBeing.pdf
https://agingstats.gov/docs/LatestReport/Older-Americans-2016-Key-Indicators-of-WellBeing.pdf
https://www.aarp.org/livable-communities/learn/transportation-mobility/info-12-2012/waiting-for-a-ride-transit-access-and-americas-aging-population.html
https://extranet.who.int/agefriendlyworld/?sfid=10015&_sf_s=sarasota
https://extranet.who.int/agefriendlyworld/?sfid=10015&_sf_s=sarasota
https://www.aarp.org/livable-communities/


Listening to the lived experience of older adults provides an authentic voice for community 

input on key matters such as transportation. Indeed, much was learned from assessing nearly 

1,200 Sarasota County residents ages 50-98 regarding transportation. Surveys and focus group 

findings revealed a wide variety of issues pertaining to transportation including the importance 

of driving, recognition of changes to driving abilities, difficulties in transitioning from driving, as 

well as the lack of alternative modes of transportation in the community. 

Many survey respondents expressed concerns about the prospect of ‘when,’ and not ‘if,’ they 

are unable to drive: “At some point, yeah. I know. The day I can’t drive is the day I don’t know 

what I will do.” Concerns about being unable to drive were expressed with a sense of urgency, 

particularly on behalf of spouses and others who are transportation dependent:  “My (spouse) 

doesn’t drive, will never drive. I’m having difficulties already driving in the evening and I’m 

slowly going blind so eventually, I will be blind, if I live long enough.”  

Participants also shared a range of features that impacted usage of public transportation 

including affordability and accessibility: “We can do better in terms of our busing and 

transportation… as people get older and have to give up their cars and they have to use public 

transportation, we have to make it more accommodating for them physically.” Many 

participants expressed the lack of experience in riding a bus and safety concerns such as fear of 

falling or being rushed to enter and exit the bus: “…a lot of people are from areas where there 

never was a bus or they’re afraid to ride the bus… there is a mindset about the bus—bad people 

on the bus—so they don’t want to ride the bus.” 

Participants also discussed limited alternative transportation options otherwise, citing the 

unaffordability of taxi service, unfamiliarity with ride-sharing opportunities such as Uber and 

Lyft (which are available in the community), and concerns about continued reliance on friends 

to drive: “After a while, I am going to have to rely on taxis and public transportation because I 

won’t impose on my friends…. I don’t like to rely on people either, I really don’t.” 

Bus stops like this one in Orlando are useless to many seniors, despite the efforts of an 

enterprising citizen in this case to redress the lack of seating. (Image via Flickr) 

The Florida Department of Transportation’s Safe Mobility for Life Coalition has compiled 

guidelines to create age-friendly public transit that build on, but go beyond, ADA [Americans 

With Disabilities Act] requirements regarding bus stop location, size, connectivity, clearance 

and cross slopes. All bus stops must have sufficient, non-obstructed space with firm, stable, and 

slip-resistant surfaces to accommodate boarding and alighting at the stop. The bus must have 

adequate space for passenger movement on and off the buses including sidewalk clearance. 

Bus Stop signs are required and must be located outside the accessible path per ADA. Route 

indicators and wheelchair logos signify wayfinding and accessibility accommodations. 

Characters on the signs should display contrasting light and dark between lettering and 

background for greater legibility for those with vision impairments. Unique features of the 

transit system should be incorporated into the design of each bus stop sign so that passengers 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/95578258@N00/5815857766
http://safemobilityfl.com/


with visual disabilities can distinguish a bus stop from other street furniture. Bus Benches are 

recommended when a shelter with seating is not provided and if bus headways are longer than 

15 minutes. 

Senior users in regular transit service often experience problems related to comfort, safety and 

convenience. Confronted with a limited number of seats, seniors cannot always be guaranteed 

a comfortable and safe trip when they use the regular transit services—which can be a strong 

deterrent to relying on those services. By providing accessible buses, with low floors and ramps, 

and with more space dedicated to users with mobility aids, transit agencies can offer seniors 

with a more comfortable and safe ride, encouraging them to use these public transit services 

with greater frequency. 

Level boarding, as shown here, can make buses more accessible and speed up the boarding 

process. (Image: Wikimedia Commons) 

Additional recommendations for age-friendly public transit include the convenience to easily 

accessible seats and secure wheeled mobility device stations at the front of the bus as well as 

reduced fares and priority seating areas designated for older and disabled users. People with 

mobility challenges may use bulky walkers and require the availability of grab bars and users of 

wheeled mobility devices may need different device security. 

More older adults, as well as young mothers, children and people with disabilities, could access 

transit vehicles if transit systems implemented designs that are currently available, such as 

buses that "kneel" at curbside, lifts to ease boarding, and light rail cars with low floors and low-

platform boarding. With appropriate development, innovations that take into account the 

needs of vision-, hearing- and mobility-challenged people can make bus riding more intuitive 

and enjoyable for the aging bus riders and the community as a whole.  
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Santa Clara, California, transit authority starts $4.7B Phase II of BART 

(ConstructionDive.com) 

 he Santa Clara Valley Transportation Authority (VTA) started construction Tuesday on 

the $4.7 billion Phase II of a 16-mile, six-station extension of Bay Area Rapid Transit 

(BART) service from North San Jose, California, through downtown and into the city of 

Santa Clara, NBC Bay Area reported.  

 Phase II of the project will include a 5-mile subway tunnel, three underground 

stations, one ground-level station, two mid-tunnel ventilation facilities, a maintenance 

facility and a storage yard. The VTA will own all of the property, facilities and equipment 

that are part of the entire expansion project. When it is complete, BART will operate and 

maintain the system, which is scheduled to open for riders in 2026. 

 The VTA contracted with the joint venture of HNTB Corp. and WSP to oversee the 

project under an $88 million, four-year program management contract. The authority is 

not expected to start major construction on Phase II until 2020. 

Dive Insight: 

https://www.constructiondive.com/news/santa-clara-california-transit-authority-starts-47b-phase-ii-of-bart-ex/546713/
https://www.nbcbayarea.com/news/local/BART-Begins-Construction-of-South-Bay-Extension-504709051.html
http://www.vta.org/bart/financial
https://www.nbcbayarea.com/news/local/BART-Begins-Construction-of-South-Bay-Extension-504709051.html
https://vtaorgcontent.s3-us-west-1.amazonaws.com/Site_Content/FAQ_FactSheet_v19.pdf
http://www.vta.org/bart/faq
https://vtaorgcontent.s3-us-west-1.amazonaws.com/Site_Content/bod_100517_m.pdf


In June, the Federal Transit Administration issued a Record of Decision for the project, 

which allowed the VTA to start engineering work and to apply for a $1.5 billion New Starts 

grant, but there is never just one source of funding for these types of transit projects. In 

addition to the $1.5 billion, the project will get another $3.4 billion of local and state money via 

Measure A and Measure B sales taxes, the California Traffic Congestion Relief Program and the 

Transit and Intercity Rail Capital Program. According to a VTA timeline, receipt of the FTA's Full 

Funding Grant Agreement is not expected until the end of 2020 or beginning of 2021. 

At the end of December, the FTA executed a $1.1 billion Full Funding Grant Agreement for 

Seattle's $3.2 billion, 8.5-mile Lynnwood Link Extension light-rail project. The grant will cover 

about 36% of the costs, but federal transportation officials said the grant process was helped 

along by local authorities committing to providing the majority of financing like the VTA has.  

The FTA came down hard on the Honolulu City Council in a letter late last year for not taking 

quick steps to live up to its September 2017 local funding commitment for a $9 billion local rail 

project. The council finally voted to approve up to $214 million for the rail in November. 

The VTA did shave about $50 million from the budget after deciding to go with a single 

tunnel rather than two. Not only did the move lower costs but it will likely reduce traffic 

congestion and disruption to local businesses during the construction phase. The VTA's decision 

to dig just the one tunnel will reportedly take 10 months off the schedule.  

Back to Top 

 

State Supreme Court OKs Santa Clara County transportation sales tax (SF 

Chronicle) 

Nearly 22 months after Santa Clara County voters approved a $6.5 billion sales tax to help 

extend BART to downtown San Jose, modernize Caltrainand improve some of Silicon Valley’s 

congested highways, transportation officials can start spending the money. 

The state Supreme Court on Wednesday rejected a lawsuit filed by a Saratoga woman to stop 

the tax. While the case was being decided, and appealed, the tax revenues collected — about 

$340 million — were placed in an escrow account. 

“The road block against road and transit improvements has been cleared,” said Carl Guardino, 

CEO of the Silicon Valley Leadership Group, which led the campaign for Measure B on the 2016 

ballot. “Voters will now receive the improvements promised in Measure B, paving the way for 

work to get started to improve the quality of life for 1.9 million county residents.” 

Cheriel Jensen, a retired urban planner, filed the lawsuit, claiming that Measure B was illegal 

since it allowed the Santa Clara Valley Transportation Authority’s board to deviate from the 

http://www.vta.org/News-and-Media/Connect-with-VTA/VTA-Receives-Federal-Record-of-Decision-for-BART-Silicon-Valley-Phase-II-Extension-Project#.WxlzWk2WzIW
https://www.constructiondive.com/news/fta-issues-decision-for-47b-california-bart-extension/525188/
https://www.transit.dot.gov/about/news/us-department-transportation-announces-1-billion-grant-agreement-658-million-loan
https://www.constructiondive.com/news/honolulu-votes-to-help-fund-beleaguered-8b-rail-project/541342/
https://www.constructiondive.com/news/honolulu-votes-to-help-fund-beleaguered-8b-rail-project/541342/
https://www.constructiondive.com/news/ca-rail-officials-weigh-single-tunnel-approach-for-5b-bart-expansion/506458/
https://www.constructiondive.com/news/ca-rail-officials-weigh-single-tunnel-approach-for-5b-bart-expansion/506458/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/State-Supreme-Court-OKs-Santa-Clara-County-13556826.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/BART-s-big-dig-leading-to-a-big-fight-in-12375762.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/Caltrain-electrification-project-takes-symbolic-11306490.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/opinion/editorials/article/Chronicle-recommends-Yes-on-Santa-Clara-Measure-B-9216315.php


specific list of projects in the ballot measure. After judges at the Superior Court and appellate 

courts rejected the lawsuit, Jensen took it to the state Supreme Court. 

In an e-mail to The Chronicle, she said the suit also aimed to protect underground water 

beneath downtown San Jose. 

“This measure was meant to fund BART going underground to SJ and destroying our precious 

aquifer in the very most critical part of our aquifer,” she wrote. “That water is the most 

precious resource this valley has. To destroy it is unthinkable. I thought I might be able to stop 

it. I am all for BART circling the bay but it should not be located in the most critical place in our 

aquifer. A much better route would have been along (Highway) 237 above ground.” 

The half-cent, 30-year sales tax is expected to raise $6.5 billion in 2017 dollars. The biggest 

beneficiary is the planned BART extension to downtown San Jose and Santa Clara, which would 

receive about $1.5 billion. Caltrain would get about $1 billion for modernization plans and 

projects eliminating street-level crossings of its rails. Another $750 million each would go 

toward rebuilding highway interchanges and improving the county’s expressway network. And 

the transportation authority would get $500 million to help fund operations of buses and light 

rail. 

Measure B passed with about 72 percent support from voters countywide. Santa Clara County 

voters have approved six sales tax measures to pay for transportation and highway 

improvements but the 2016 measure was the biggest and had the most support. 

“This is a big day for us,” Guardino said. 
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Belmont weighs in on Managed Lanes (The Daily Journal) 

Council discusses owner/operator options for tolling facility 

As San Mateo County officials continue to weigh owner/operator options for the Managed 

Lanes project, the Belmont City Council offered its perspective at a meeting Tuesday after 

receiving an update on the project and decision-making process. 

There are three options on the table for who should own and operate the tolled express lane 

facility planned for the San Mateo County stretch of Highway 101. Two of those options offer 

local control while the third offers regional control, as it’s often described. 

The decision belongs to both City/County Association of Governments and the San Mateo 

County Transportation Authority and those boards must come to a consensus by mid-February 

or else the project will be delayed and construction costs will go up. An ad hoc subcommittee 

https://www.smdailyjournal.com/news/local/belmont-weighs-in-on-managed-lanes/article_e1232382-1f87-11e9-891e-6ba138051368.html


comprised of members of both boards will meet again Friday in hopes of achieving consensus 

before the boards cast final votes next month. 

For their part, Belmont councilmembers were interested in retaining local control, though 

Councilman Doug Kim, the city’s representative on C/CAG, challenged the local versus regional 

control dichotomy that is often invoked with regard to the looming owner/operator decision. 

“The two most important words that people tend to focus on with this issue are local control,” 

he said. “The BAIFA option gives us local control but defined differently.” 

For that option, ownership and operating duties would be given to the Bay Area Infrastructure 

Financing Authority, or BAIFA, a joint powers authority between the Metropolitan 

Transportation Commission and the Bay Area Toll Authority, or BATA, that manages express 

lanes elsewhere in the state. 

Another option is to keep ownership in San Mateo County — which is to say C/CAG and the TA 

would own the tolling facility — and have either BAIFA or the Santa Clara Valley Transportation 

Authority operate it. 

The operator manages day-to-day operations, while the owner gets to decide tolling policies — 

whether two-person carpools or clean air vehicles can use the tolled lanes at a discount or for 

free, for example — as well as any equity program it decides to implement and how net 

revenue is spent. 

If BAIFA owned the tolling facility, then its board would make those decisions and one 

representative from San Mateo County would be added to that board, which is currently 

comprised of five voting members and one non-voting member from three separate counties. 

If ownership remains in San Mateo County, then C/CAG and the TA would have to figure out 

how it will share that responsibility. C/CAG is a joint powers authority comprised of board 

members representing each city and the county that works on quality of life issues such as air 

quality and transportation, among others. The TA oversees the county’s half-cent sales tax 

revenue for transportation, and is under the umbrella of the San Mateo County Transit District. 

The half-a-billion dollar Managed Lanes project aimed for completion by 2022 will construct a 

new lane in each direction of Highway 101 in San Mateo County and then the far left lane will 

be converted to an express lane with real-time surveillance equipment. Those lanes are free for 

buses and carpools of three people or more while other drivers have to pay to drive on those 

lanes; initial projections suggest tolls will average $1 per mile in San Mateo County. Such a 

facility promises speeds of at least 45 mph on all lanes at all times. 

Local control 

The express lanes in San Mateo County are projected to generate between $10 million and $20 

million a year, money that by law must be invested into the corridor. The ultimate goal is to use 



the tolling revenue to help fund an extension of the express lanes into San Francisco and then 

also invest that money in complimentary express bus service. 

Councilwoman Julia Mates said she’s leaning toward the two options in which San Mateo 

County agencies own the tolling facility and not the one in which BAIFA owns it. 

“In terms of local control, setting the toll rate, toll violations, the equity program — those are 

the types of things that resonated with me and threw me over the edge,” Mates said. 

Councilman Charles Stone suggested he prefers those two options as well. 

“On an issue as large as this when you’re talking about millions of dollars, how the net revenue 

will be spent, equity concerns — for me it’s important that we retain that control,” he said. 

Kim suggested that BAIFA ownership and establishing a Managed Lanes equity program are not 

mutually exclusive. 

“There’s been this misperception that BAIFA and the members of that enterprise don’t care 

about all of the different variables that you can control. If you look at the conditions in each of 

those counties, they share the same concerns about providing equity for low-income folks,” 

Kim said. “The idea that we would not be able to control how these equity and ownership 

concerns are done through an enterprise like this is not true. 

“If we differ with BAIFA on how they treat the electric vehicles in other parts of the regional 

system then that’s an issue we can bring before the BAIFA board and either ask for a different 

treatment in the corridor or work with our partners to say this needs to be handled differently,” 

he added. 

Stone argued that San Mateo County would have minimal influence on the BAIFA board. 

“We don’t have any meaningful assurances [from BAIFA] that we would have any real input, we 

would have one member of a six-member board. … The even-numbered board always freaks 

me out. Our voice would be small on that board,” Stone said. “MTC is going to do what MTC 

wants to do. It’s not going to do what San Mateo County wants them to do — I believe that 

firmly. … If we’re on the losing end of votes, we don’t have the power to dictate what the toll 

price is, how we handle electric vehicles, how we handle the complexities of the equity issues.” 

Independence or influence? 

Stone was also concerned about the composition of BAIFA. 

“Yes, BAIFA is a distinct legal entity, it’s a JPA made up of BATA and MTC members, but it does 

not have independent staff. It’s a JPA and then MTC staff carries out the orders of the board. I 

am extraordinarily concerned about that,” he said. 

But Kim suggested San Mateo County would have significant influence on the BAIFA board if 

that agency were to own the tolling facility. 



“We have an opportunity to be the big dog in BAIFA,” he said, adding that extending the 

express lanes from Interstate 380 into San Francisco is critical to the success of the facility. San 

Francisco is currently studying that project. “We have to think about ourselves as San Mateo 

and San Francisco and with that partnership in mind, we will be the single largest entity in 

BAIFA. … We have more leverage now than we ever did because it’s not just us, it’s San 

Francisco and several miles of facilities that take us to Fourth and King.” 

That said, Kim stressed that he wasn’t pushing for one option or the other, and despite any 

suggested differences among councilmembers, Kim’s colleagues reiterated their support for his 

work on C/CAG and respect for his transportation expertise. Kim previously served as director 

of planning for the Los Angeles County Metropolitan Transportation Authority when express 

lanes were installed there. 

“I think we have excellent representation on the C/CAG board, we’re very lucky to have 

someone with real world expertise,” Stone said. “We don’t often get a chance to weigh in on 

this and this is darn near a once-in-a-lifetime [project]. Things like this that churn out this kind 

of revenue in San Mateo County transit don’t come along that often.” 

Belmont appears to be the only local council to address the owner/operator options for the 

Managed Lanes project leading up to the C/CAG and TA votes in February. 

 

 

Save “Hotel 22” overnight bus route pleads a reader: Roadshow (Mercury News) 

Q: Thank you for your article about the planned cutbacks on VTA bus route 22 and ending 

service from 1 a.m to 4 a.m. I am so sorry to read about that, especially since it will impact the 

homeless. Drivers like Nancey Plew, who show compassion to a group of people who have so 

few resources and so many unmet needs, are a blessing to this community, as is “Hotel 22”. 

Can anything be done to try to support this VTA bus service and continue it as it is now? 

Frances Hostettler, Sunnyvale 

A: Yes. There will be a series of meetings coming up and you should check 

http://newtransitplan.vta.org/ for more information on the proposed bus and light rail changes. 

Here’s the list of meetings. 

 Jan. 30: Santa Clara Mission Branch Library, 1098 Lexington Street, 6 p.m. 

 Jan. 31: San Jose Drive, Roberto Cruz Alum Rock Library, 3090 Alum Rock Avenue, 6 p.m. 

 Feb. 5: Campbell Community Center Activity Room, 1 W Campbell Avenue C-31, 6 p.m. 

 Feb. 6: Mountain View Senior Center. Arts & Crafts Room, 266 Escuela Avenue, 6 p.m. 

https://www.mercurynews.com/2019/01/21/save-hotel-22-overnight-bus-route-pleads-a-reader-roadshow/
http://newtransitplan.vta.org/


 Feb. 11: Almaden Valley Community Association, South Hills Campus of the West Gate 

Church 6601 Camden Avenue, San Jose, 7 p.m. 

 Feb. 19: San Jose State University, MLK Library Room 255, 150 E. San Fernando Street, 

San Jose, 11 a.m. 

Q: Traffic on Interstate 880 north in the morning has been basically stop and go between 

Hamilton Avenue and Highway 87. It seems like it started once people went back to work after 

New Years. What gives? 

Joe Larrenaga 

A: This can be one of the worst times to be on the road. Kids are back in school and hardly 

anyone is on vacation, plus more jobs are along the First Street-Interstate 880 corridor. More 

people in more cars and its creep-and-crawl on 880. 

Q:  Having commuted the entire length of Lawrence Expressway for a few decades, I was 

thrilled at the nice, smooth repaving job that was finished a few years ago. However (and you 

knew one was coming) some problems are cropping up. 

There are a number of spots primarily southbound where the pavement has given way, leaving 

the original surface showing. This is true in both the first and second sections to be done (the 

break between them is at Homestead Road). Also, it looks like the new pavement is only an inch 

or two thick. Is this the problem? The county has patched a few holes but I’m wondering if the 

whole job is going to fall apart. 

Ken Smith, Saratoga 

A: The micro surfacing treatment on Lawrence was a short-term job and not intended as long-

term rehabilitation. The county will make temporary repairs as needed. The expressways will be 

rehabilitated with funding from the Measure B sales tax and the new state gas tax. Not sure 

when that work will occur, however. 
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VTA tax survives court challenge; state supreme court won’t hear appeal (Palo 

Alto Daily Post) 

The California Supreme Court today (Jan. 23) refused to hear an appeal of a case challenging 

VTA’s Measure B from 2016, which means the transit agency is one step closer to getting its 

hands on the money accumulating from the half-cent sales tax voters approved. 

Measure B won with 72% of the vote in November 2016. Collection of the tax began in April 

2017. But the money — about $340 million at this point — has been piling up in the bank, and 

VTA hasn’t been able to use it, because of a lawsuit filed by Saratoga resident Cheriel Jensen, a 

https://padailypost.com/2019/01/23/vta-tax-survives-court-challenge-state-supreme-court-wont-hear-appeal/


retired architect and former county planner who previously sued the county over mosquito 

fogging. 

Jensen claimed that the tax, which would yield $6.3 billion over 30 years, was illegal because 

VTA didn’t specify the transportation projects that it would fund and that the measure failed to 

contain a requirement that the tax proceeds could only be used for those purposes. 

Last October, the state appeals court upheld a Santa Clara County Superior Court decision that 

threw out most of her lawsuit. The one victory Jensen had was over her claim that the VTA 

board didn’t obey the Brown Act, which regulates government meetings, but that issue won’t 

imperil the sales tax. 

Today, the state Supreme Court said it wouldn’t hear the case, which means the lower court’s 

decision to toss the majority of the case stands. 

VTA said in a statement today that it will now as the Superior Court for a order saying the 

impounded funds can be released. The agency estimated that would take about a month. 

The biggest share of the tax — $1.5 billion — would go to fund the BART-to-San Jose-and-Santa 

Clara project, which includes a tunnel. 

The North County will get a far smaller slice of the pie — $700 million — for bridges over or 

under the Caltrain tracks, called grade separations. The $700 will be divvied up amongst Palo 

Alto, Mountain View and Sunnyvale. 

VTA plans to spend the $6.3 billion on the following things: 

• BART to San Jose and Santa Clara, $1.5 billion 

• Local street and roads, $1.2 billion 

• County Expressways,  $750 million 

• Highway interchanges,  $750 million 

• Caltrain grade separations in Palo Alto, Mountain View and Sunnyvale, $700 million 

• Bicycle/pedestrian improvements, $250 million 

• Caltrain capacity improvements, $314 million 

• Highway 85 Corridor, $350 million 

• Transit Operations, $500 million 
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New report shows BART approval rating hits record low (ABC 7 News) 

BART's approval rating hit a record low amongst customers recently surveyed. The survey was 

of 5,292 customers and will be presented to the Board of Directors on Thursday. 

 

Customer satisfaction is down to 56 percent this past year-- it was at 69 percent in 2016. 

http://appellatecases.courtinfo.ca.gov/search/case/mainCaseScreen.cfm?doc_id=2220655&request_token=NiIwLSIkXkg9WzBZSCNdXEhJQFg7UCxbJyNeIz1SMCAgCg%3D%3D&start=1&doc_no=H044974&dist=6&search=party&auth=yes
http://www.vta.org/News-and-Media/Connect-with-VTA/Valley-Transportation-Authority-Reaches-Milestone-in-2016-Measure-B-Lawsuit#.XEj2eFVKiUk
https://abc7news.com/society/new-report-shows-bart-approval-rating-hits-record-low/5101307/


 

"My analogy is it's kind of the report card I wouldn't rush home to show my parents," said 

Board of Directors President Bevan Dufty. 

 

Board directors will discuss the results during a two-day intensive workshop this week. 

 

VIDEO: BART Board President reacts to low customer satisfaction rating 

BART Board President Bevan Dufty reacted to new, record low approval ratings for the transit 

agency. 

 

"Our focus on the quality of life issues is the right focus and we need to do more," said BART 

Spokesperson Jim Allison. 

Riders like Alex Veech, who takes the BART nearly every day, agree. 

 

"You see a lot of homeless people sleeping on there, taking care of their personal business on 

the trains, doing drugs, things like that." 

 

"There's a lot of instances where they will take over, you know, an entire seat and a number of 

seats," said BART rider Lolly Pineda. 

BART officials say in the first year the homeless outreach team has been in the downtown 

stations workers made contact with more than 700 individuals, 76-percent of them were 

connected to services and more than 26-percent of cases were resolved, meaning they found 

housing or shelter. 

 

"The biggest dissatisfaction I have with BART is the cleanliness," said Pineda. 

 

Pineda is not alone-27-percent of riders surveyed say BART is dirty. Though most riders agree 

those new trains are pretty nice. 

 

Also, 23-percent of riders said they're concerned about crime. BART Police Officers were in 

plain view at Civic Center BART Tuesday but rider Tom Mayer says he doesn't usually see 

officers. 

 

"Rarely, rarely, rarely, hardly at all," said Mayer. 

 

Menisha Virdi says she's very satisfied with BART. 

 

"I feel very safe on BART," said Virdi. "It's not five-star luxury but it gets the job done." 

 

The largest service rating decline was enforcement against fare evasion. Though BART officials 



point out higher railings and improved signage are helping combat fare evasion. 

 

Noise level ratings improved by 3.5-percent, approval of BART's hours of operation up by three 

percent and the BART.gov website approval rating is up 2.9-percent. 
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1. ‘The future is not pretty:’ Bay Area politicians, tech leaders hash out housing solutions 

(Mercury News) 

2. Liccardo not worried about Newsom’s threat to withhold funding (San Jose Spotlight) 

3. Silicon Valley Transportation Sales Tax OK’d by California Court (BloombergTax.com) 

4. Calif. Justices Nix Challenge To Transportation Sales Tax (Law 360 Tax Authority) 

5. Federal shutdown imperils public transport nationwide (Marketplace.org) 

6. Another Study Blames Uber and Lyft for Public Transit’s Decline (CityLab) 

‘The future is not pretty:’ Bay Area politicians, tech leaders hash out housing 

solutions (Mercury News) 

 With new options on the table to solve the Bay Area’s housing shortage, local elected officials 

and employers need to pick their favorites and make them happen. 

That was the message behind a gathering of 200 politicians, corporate leaders, developers and 

transit providers in Mountain View on Friday. Attendees heard from three panels of housing 

heavyweights about a range of options: from multiple housing bills in the works, to dozens of 

ripe-for-development properties owned by VTA and other transit agencies, to Gov. Gavin 

Newsom’s challenge to local tech companies to invest in housing. At the end of the event, each 

attendee was asked to commit time and money to at least three specific solutions, which they 

wrote down on a piece of paper and turned in to organizers. 

“The future is not pretty. Our present is not pretty,” Steve Heminger, executive director of 

MTC, told the crowd. “If you don’t like what traffic looks like today, just you wait if we don’t 

deal with this housing question.” 

Heminger spoke at LinkedIn’s office during the Housing Solutions Forum organized by the 

Silicon Valley Leadership Group. The event built on momentum that’s growing as Sacramento, 

Bay Area tech companies and local foundations are ramping up their efforts to produce more 

https://www.mercurynews.com/2019/01/25/the-future-is-not-pretty-bay-area-politicians-tech-leaders-hash-out-housing-solutions/?utm_content=tw-mercnews&utm_campaign=socialflow&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter.com
https://www.mercurynews.com/2019/01/25/the-future-is-not-pretty-bay-area-politicians-tech-leaders-hash-out-housing-solutions/?utm_content=tw-mercnews&utm_campaign=socialflow&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter.com


housing. On Thursday, the Chan Zuckerberg Initiative and several local partners launched a 

$500 million affordable housing fund — the Bay Area’s largest to date. 

Carl Guardino, president and CEO of the Silicon Valley Leadership Group, kicked off the event 

with a plea: “Let’s find areas to work together today for the common good of the citizens in our 

communities.” 

The Leadership Group will follow up with attendees and encourage them to honor their 

commitments, Guardino said. 

A major topic of discussion Friday was a 10-point housing plan recently approved by the 

Committee to House the Bay Area, or CASA. That plan, drafted by 50 stakeholders including 

local officials and transit agencies, calls for an emergency rent cap, just cause eviction 

protections, new zoning rules near transit hubs and other changes. Those ideas will translate 

into 15 new bills, drafts of which will be ready by next month, two CASA leaders said Friday. 

“We are full speed ahead. We’re ready to go,” said CASA co-chair Leslye Corsiglia, executive 

director of SV@Home. “And we’re going to need a lot of help.” 

Heminger also hopes to get at least one CASA initiative on the 2020 ballot. 

Sen. Scott Wiener warned “the pushback is coming” from local cities unhappy with the 

group’s goals, and called on those in the audience Friday to rally behind the 10-point plan. 

Wiener also was optimistic about Sacramento’s chances for imposing new renter protections 

this legislative session. 

“We’re going to see a big push for more tenant protections at the state level, which has really 

stalled out for so many years,” he said. “I think there’s actually more opening this time.” 

The increased activity from state officials has local companies breathing a sigh of relief, said 

Menka Sethi, global mobility manager of Facebook, which has contributed to housing 

development through its Catalyst Housing Fund. 

“We in the private sector can fund, fund, fund all we want, but at the end of the day, that 

doesn’t get the housing built,” she said. “So it’s refreshing to see true stepping-up from the 

public sector.” 

Panelists also stressed the importance of building housing around transportation hubs, and 

attendees heard from representatives of BART, VTA, Muni, Caltrain and other major Bay Area 

transit providers. 

VTA owns 25 sites that could be developed into up to 6,000 homes, including 2,000 affordable 

units, said Nuria Fernandez, general manager and CEO of VTA. But half of those properties are 

not zoned for residential use, meaning the transit agency needs city governments to re-zone 

the parcels. 

https://www.mercurynews.com/2019/01/24/bay-area-housing-gets-500-million-boost-from-local-tech-foundations/
https://www.mercurynews.com/2019/01/24/bay-area-housing-gets-500-million-boost-from-local-tech-foundations/
https://mtc.ca.gov/sites/default/files/CASA_Compact.pdf


BART owns 250 acres that could be turned into housing. Most of that land is used as parking 

lots, BART chief planning and development officer Val Menotti said. The challenge is convincing 

residents and BART riders to give up their parking and accept new development in their 

community. 

Some of the housing industry experts who participated in Friday’s discussion walked away 

feeling hopeful. Elaine Breeze, vice president of development for SummerHill Apartment 

Communities, was excited to see so many voices from different sectors participating in the 

discussion. That variety of viewpoints will lead to better solutions, she said. 

It’s an exciting time in the Bay Area, Breeze said, adding, “There’s just a lot of energy around 

housing.” 

Back to Top 

Liccardo not worried about Newsom’s threat to withhold funding (San Jose 

Spotlight) 

Mayor Sam Liccardo isn’t rattled by Gov. Gavin Newsom’s threat to withhold money from cities 

that fail to build enough housing — despite San Jose falling short of its housing production 

goals. 

Liccardo said he was “all in” to support the governor’s ambitious housing development goals. 

“We’ve been begging for these kinds of carrots and sticks,” Liccardo said. “And we are working 

on a regional level to see if we can encourage more cities to step up and build the housing.” 

He said that he’s been pushing for a fee on new commercial development as a potential source 

of funding for affordable housing. 

Newsom proposed withholding state transportation funding from cities that are not meeting 

housing goals. The plan was unveiled at the governor’s state budget presentation Jan. 10, which 

also included more than $2 billion in new funding for housing and homelessness initiatives. 

California has required cities and counties to plan for enough new housing so that residents can 

live affordably. However, many local governments fail to approve new development, furthering 

the state’s housing shortage. 

San Jose committed to building 35,080 housing units between 2015-2023, or about 4,385 new 

units per year, at various affordability levels, according to goals set by the Association of Bay 

Area Governments. As of the 2015-2017 update, permits had only been issued for 21 percent of 

San Jose’s committed housing units. 

“There is no greater issue than affordability in the state and housing,” Newsom said at a 

roundtable conversation Jan. 15 where he heard from Bay Area residents who are facing 

extremely challenging circumstances due to the housing crisis. 

https://sanjosespotlight.com/liccardo-not-worried-about-newsoms-threat-to-withhold-funding/


“What can we do about it? There is no magic solution. We can’t solve this issue 

overnight,”  Newsom said. “In fact we are 49th out of 50 per capita in housing units in the 

United States, which means substantively we have fallen behind over decades because we have 

simply not built enough housing.” 

Not everyone agrees with the governor’s plan to withhold state transportation dollars, 

including Sen. Jim Beall (D-San Jose). Beall authored Senate Bill 1, 2017 legislation that 

increased the state’s gasoline taxes to pay for road repairs and transit improvements. 

Beall said that while he appreciates Newsom’s innovative ideas, he has concerns about the 

effectiveness and safety of withholding transportation funds. 

“Making the community safe, repairing the roads is important, it is probably not a good idea to 

link whether or not they are doing affordable housing with those kinds of funds,” Beall said. 

Along with budgeting funds to address the housing shortfall and homelessness, the governor 

said he wants to incentivize additional resources for mayors and cities that are committed to 

plans and reaching housing milestones. 

“If they don’t achieve those goals I want to see those dollars particularly in the transit side of 

our budget ledger be redirected to those that have performed,” Newsom said Tuesday. He said 

still budgets are created in silos. 

Liccardo did not seem concerned about San Jose being penalized. The mayor pledged $10 

million to help fund housing for workers making between 60 to 80 percent of the area’s median 

income, and hinted at more money following from Silicon Valley tech companies. 

He said it wasn’t enough to just hope and pray that cities will meet housing goals. 

San Jose has adopted a goal of building 25,000 units — 10,000 of them affordable — in the next 

five years and last month dedicated $100 million to fund affordable housing. 

Housing advocates like Andrea Urton, CEO of nonprofit HomeFirst, praised the governor’s plan. 

“Right now there isn’t any accountability,” Urton said. “So even though cities want to create 

affordable housing because they are not held accountable it goes to the wayside.” 

Beall said the state legislature has been looking for ways to address the housing crisis, including 

minimizing the requirements of housing developments near transit to expedite the planning 

and constructing process. 

“The question is, how do you inspire these local governments to build affordable housing or get 

developers to build affordable housing,” Beall said. “After all, the local governments are not the 

ones that are building the housing — it’s the developers.” 
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Silicon Valley Transportation Sales Tax OK’d by California Court 

(BloombergTax.com) 

A Silicon Valley transit agency can soon start distributing $340 million in tax revenue stuck in an 

escrow account during a legal battle thanks to the California Supreme Court. 

Justices Jan. 23 denied review of a taxpayer challenge to the 2016 voter-approved half-cent 

sales tax, meaning the Santa Clara Valley Transportation Authority can soon start distributing 

the funds the tax raised for transit and transportation projects. 

“VTA is now working to get this matter back to the trial court for... 

To read the full story in Daily Tax Report: State please 
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Calif. Justices Nix Challenge To Transportation Sales Tax (Law 360 Tax Authority) 

Santa Clara County, California, transit officials will soon have access to tax revenue from a sales 

tax approved in 2016 to fund transportation improvements, after the state Supreme Court 

declined to... 

To view the full article, register now. 
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Federal shutdown imperils public transport nationwide (Marketplace.org) 

Walk onto the Washington, D.C., Metro these days, and you might notice something kind of 

eerie: more empty seats. 

“I kind of have the run of the Metro to myself, which is rare, but also strikingly sad,” said 

Meghan Reese, a freelance TV producer. “As a regular Metro rider, I want to see the Metro 

succeed, so I can absolutely believe that this is costing them revenue and ridership and that will 

have a ripple effect long term.” 

Transit agencies around the country rely on funding from the Department of Transportation to 

build new infrastructure projects, operate rail systems and maintain their existing — and 

sometimes crumbling — public transportation systems. With the partial government shutdown 

keeping the DOT closed, that money isn’t flowing. 

In Washington, D.C., the Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority estimates that 

federal workers make up roughly 40 percent of its ridership. Amid the ongoing shutdown, 

https://news.bloombergtax.com/daily-tax-report-state/silicon-valley-transportation-sales-tax-okd-by-california-court
https://www.law360.com/tax-authority/articles/1121857/calif-justices-nix-challenge-to-transportation-sales-tax
https://www.marketplace.org/2019/01/24/business/how-shutdowns-imperiling-public-transportation


it says it’s losing $400,000 per day in revenue. Agencies like the D.C. Metro can’t afford those 

losses for very long, said Ben Fried at Transit Center. 

“Margins tend to be slim, and it doesn’t take much to tip one agency’s budget into the red for 

the year, which can trigger service cuts or fare hikes,” Fried said. 

It’s not just lower ridership that’s straining transit systems. The shutdown has also closed the 

Federal Transit Administration, an agency within the Department of Transportation, which 

disburses a billion dollars a month to local agencies across the country. 

Amtrak relies on federal subsidies from the Department of Transportation. Sen. Chuck 

Schumer, D-N.Y., recently said the New York City subway normally gets $150 million a month 

from Washington.  

“Repairing track, rehabbing buses, buying new buses, expanding rail lines, that’s stuff that the 

Federal government helps pay for,” Fried said. “And right now there’s no one to sign the 

checks.” 

Nick Sifuentes, executive director of the Tri-State Transportation Campaign, said this lapse in 

funding comes at a time when transit agencies are already in crisis. 

“There is a huge question right now as to how the state and local governments are going to 

come up with enough money to pay for all the transit fixes we need,” he said. In the meantime, 

he says agencies like New York’s Metropolitan Transportation Authority should be coming up 

with contingency plans. “What transit systems should do and are doing is basically lining up 

bridge loans and other kind of gap funding to make sure that they can cover the shortfalls from 

the federal government,” Sifuentes said. 

But borrowing more comes with risks, said Baruch Feigenbaum, assistant director of 

transportation policy at the Reason Foundation. 

“Is there going to be effects on their credit ratings, for example,” Feigenbaum said. “Are these 

transit agencies going to be spending money on service and not performing maintenance or 

doing some of the needed checks that they that they need to do?” 

And it’s not just trains and subways in the northeast corridor that are feeling the pinch. Small 

and mid-sized communities across the country depend on bus networks, which rely heavily on 

federal funding. 

Feigenbaum says people who depend on the bus tend to have lower incomes, and they would 

feel the impact the most. 
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 Could High-Speed Rail Ease California’s Housing Crisis? See Japan. (CityLab) 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/transportation/2019/01/18/metro-is-losing-day-during-shutdown-agency-says/
https://www.transit.dot.gov/about-fta
https://www.transit.dot.gov/funding/grant-programs/capital-investments/current-capital-investment-grant-cig-projects
https://www.railwayage.com/freight/what-the-government-shutdown-means-for-rail/
https://nypost.com/2019/01/06/schumer-warns-of-mta-cutbacks-due-to-government-shutdown/
https://www.citylab.com/transportation/2019/01/high-speed-rail-california-affordable-housing-crisis-japan/581161/


A UCLA study says that bullet trains between Tokyo and Osaka helped reduce housing prices. 

Would that work for San Francisco and Los Angeles? 

The future of California’s ambitious but troubled high-speed rail project is murkier than ever. 

Always controversial, the California High-Speed Rail (CHSR) project, which promises to whisk 

passengers from Los Angeles to the Bay Area in about 2 hours and 40 minutes at speeds that hit 

220 mph, has experienced cost overruns and delays since it was conceived a decade ago. When 

approved by California voters in 2008, the project was projected to cost $40 billion. Since then, 

however, the price tag has swelled to $77 billion, with some estimates going up to $100 billion. 

Construction is now in progress in the state’s less-populated Central Valley, and the first phase 

of the line, between San Jose and Bakersfield, could open by 2025, with San-Francisco-to-L.A. 

service beginning in 2029. Phase 2 of the project would extend service to Sacramento and 

Stockton in the north and San Diego to the south. 

As costs mount, public opinion on the project has been closely watched. One 2018 USC/L.A. 

Times poll found that just 31 percent of California’s registered voters supported the project 

after they were told it would cost twice the initial estimates; another 2018 survey, however, 

from the Public Policy Institute of California, found a slim majority of state residents still on 

board. The project’s full funding remains uncertain, as well. Perhaps most alarming to those 

who share the high-speed rail dream, California’s new governor, Gavin Newsom, appears to be 

less enthused about CHSR than predecessor Jerry Brown was. In the run-up to his recent 

inauguration, Newsom signaled a willingness to reassess the project. 

CHSR has been touted as a job creator and smog fighter, as well as a way to help lower the 

state’s carbon footprint by taking cars off the road and airplanes from the skies. Bullet-train 

boosters are hoping that another, less-examined impact of the project is due for attention: the 

possibility that the rail network could eventually help ease the housing affordability crisis in the 

cities at either end of the line. 

That’s the question that a recent UCLA study explores, through the lens of Japan’s extensive 

high-speed rail system, the Shinkansen. The authors, led by UCLA management professor Jerry 

Nickelsburg, analyzed more than 50 years of prefecture-level economic and demographic data. 

The study follows up on a similar one from 2012, which used the Shinkansen to take a critical 

look at the expectation that high-speed rail would boost tax revenues in the towns and cities 

along the route. This time, the team charted the impact the Japanese trains had on housing 

affordability. 

Their findings are no great surprise—Japan’s rail network allowed lower-wage workers to 

access exurban areas where housing development is less expensive. While areas close to 

stations experienced price increases, in general prefectures linked by rail were more affordable 

than they would have been without rail. “What happens is you have effectively increased the 

size of the city,” Nickelsburg said. “The size of the city expands, and you get urbanization 

moving out.” 
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Nickelsburg developed the study with California in mind, and he expects to see the same socio-

economic sorting if CHSR is completed. The study suggests that high-speed rail could be a boon 

specifically for workers in the Bay Area and Los Angeles metros that find themselves priced out 

of increasingly unaffordable central cities. Higher-income workers who can afford urban 

amenities and rents would be more likely to live in inner cities, Nickelsburg said. Speedier rail 

might liberate more lower-wage Bay Area workers, many of whom have already migrated to 

inland exurbs, from their epic commutes. “We see that in cities everywhere,” Nickelsburg said 

of the rush to the exurbs in search of affordable housing. “[High-speed rail] just facilitates that.” 

Bottom of Form 

That, at least, has been the story in Japan, a nation whose development patterns have been 

shaped by their extensive high-speed rail network. In the postwar era, as the U.S. and many 

other countries invested heavily in air and auto infrastructure, Japan went all-in on trains: In 

1959, the Japanese national railway company began construction on the Shinkansen, in part to 

relieve rail congestion between Tokyo and Osaka. The system opened in 1964 and added on 

average one new line every four years until 2004. 

To determine the impact of Shinkansen lines on real estate values over the last 50 years, 

Nickelsburg and researchers from the University of New Mexico and the International 

Monetary Fund analyzed the difference between real estate values in Japanese prefectures 

with rail lines and their expected values based on other economic factors. Prefectures where 

lines were not built were used as a control. 

The authors found that the presence of a Shinkansen line was enough to keep overall housing 

prices lower than they would have been without the line, Nickelsburg said, because the train 

gave access to lower-income housing in exurban areas, when compared to prefectures that did 

not have a Shinkansen line. “The Shinkasen helped Japanese cities to decentralize, which in 

return reduced prices in cities from what they otherwise might have been,” the study states. 

Japan’s rail network makes the best model to examine how high-speed rail could reshape 

California over the next decades, Nickelsburg said, because of certain parallels. Like California’s 

proposal, Japan’s system passes through mountainous regions and is built in an active 

earthquake zone. The state is roughly comparable in size to Japan, and its bullet-train routes 

would serve similar roles: The Tokaido line, for example, links two major cities, Osaka and 

Tokyo, with smaller cities and farmland between. Nickelsburg also considered studying China’s 

fast-growing high-speed rail system or France’s expanding TGV network, he said, but found that 

the Shinkansen offered the best point of comparison for what California is trying to achieve. 

“Japan’s has been running the longest and it has the most variation on where it goes, so it was 

the local case study,” he said. 

But there are many limits to the comparison. For one, Japan is far more densely populated than 

California, with multiple cities that developed alongside its high-speed rail system. CHSR has 

more ground to cover, too: The Tokaido line links Tokyo and Osaka in just over 340 miles of 
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track, while the proposed route from San Francisco to Los Angeles is 438 miles. Some experts 

have observed that the length of the proposed line from San Francisco to Los Angeles could 

make it difficult for the train to compete with airlines. 

For high-speed-rail skeptics like Cato Institute transportation pundit Randal O’Toole, that’s 

more than enough to dismiss the study’s findings on affordable housing. “What a fantastically 

dumb idea,” O’Toole wrote on his Antiplanner blog. “[T]he high-speed rail line would probably 

do more to make the Central Valley less affordable than it would to make the coastal areas 

more affordable.” 

Rail proponents have their own doubts about CHSR. Joe Nation, a public policy professor at 

Stanford who represented Marin and Southern Sonoma Counties in the California State 

Assembly from 2000 to 2006, thinks the speedy train no longer makes sense, regardless of what 

it might some day do to spur affordability. Nation, who commutes to Stanford from San Jose via 

the Caltrain commuter rail system (and bike), thinks the HSR funds would be better spent on 

upgrades to conventional rail, which is vastly cheaper and could offer similar benefits to rent-

strapped commuters priced out of cities. “I believe commuting by car is a waste of time and a 

waste of fuel,” he said. “I am a rail advocate, but I believe that regional rail makes much more 

sense.” 

Nation also pointed to the most fundamental difference between California and Japan: With 

roughly similar land area, the island nation packs in three times as many residents. “High-speed 

rail tends to work in areas that are densely populated. Europe and Japan are densely populated. 

California is not.” 

Nickelsburg declines to take sides in the debate over the fate of CHSR or the overall worthiness 

of the project, but he insists that Japan’s experience does indeed have lessons for California. 

Right now, it’s still very unclear exactly how, and with what speed, the state can deliver on its 

bullet-train dream. 

“How could California fall off track?” Nickelsburg said. “There are hundreds of ways. There are a 

lot of unknowns relative to high-speed rail in California.” 
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Another Study Blames Uber and Lyft for Public Transit’s Decline (CityLab) 

Ride-hailing services drive down bus and rail ridership in urban markets, a new University of 

Kentucky paper claims. 

When Uber and Lyft arrived on the urban scene a decade ago, they claimed to pair well 

with buses and trains. By shuttling riders to train stations, guaranteeing late-night returns, and 
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plugging in as paratransit, on-demand transportation could encourage travelers to abandon 

private cars and use public modes, they said. A lot of people believed them. 

But now, transit systems are in crisis. Some 31 of 35 major metropolitan areas in the United 

States lost passengers in 2017, including the cities with largest ridership bases. There are 

numerous factors at play, but a small mountain of research singles out the rise of Uber and Lyft. 

A new paper by University of Kentucky scholars piles on: For every year after ride-hailing 

companies enter an urban market, rail ridership can be expected to fall by 1.3 percent, and bus 

ridership by 1.7 percent, it shows. 

“We are starting to piece together multiple parts to the story,” said Gregory Erhardt, a 

University of Kentucky civil engineering professor and the lead author of the study. “For a long 

time it’s been about ride-hailing complementing transit in different ways. That is true to a 

degree. But it’s a question of whether it’s happening enough.” 

The number of daily trips on ride-hailing service like Uber and Lyft grew by an order of 

magnitude in New York City between 2015 and 2018. (Graehler, Mucci and Erhardt) 

This research picks up where some other recent attempts to uncover the cause of transit 

declines have left off. Last year, a study from McGill University pointed to service cuts across 

North American transit agencies as the primary driver for ridership downturns between 2000 

and 2015. The methodology was sound, Erhardt believed, but the data it relied on didn’t 

capture the most recent trends. Similarly, another 2018 paper from UCLA pointed to an uptick 

in car ownership by lower-income immigrants as the explanation in Los Angeles. But again, as 

Erhardt points out in the paper, it only looked as far as 2015. 

That year was important: It marks the take-off point for ride-hailing’s most dramatic growth 

and transit’s biggest stumble in many cities. Between 2015 and 2018, Uber and Lyft trips 

ballooned from 60,000 to nearly 600,000 in New York City, the largest U.S. ride-hailing market 

and one of the few that requires for-hire transportation services to report trip data. Meanwhile, 

subway and bus ridership there fell by about 580,000 boardings per day. Such a magnitude of 

change also indicated to Erdhardt that the effects of ride-hailing might accelerate the more the 

services grew. 

“The question of causality is perplexing and hard, and it’s not necessarily one thing.” 

With two graduate students, Erdhardt pulled publicly available ridership and system data for 22 

U.S. metropolitan areas from 2002 to April 2018 (the freshest information available) from the 

National Transit Database. They then conducted a regression analysis to determine which of a 

list of possible variables could best explain the declines. Alongside the boom in ride-hailing 

(from the start of market entry), they studied the effects of other likely culprits, such as fare 

changes, population, employment rates, the share of car-free households, the presence of 

https://www.citylab.com/transportation/2013/07/no-ridesharing-not-death-public-transportation/6164/
http://usa.streetsblog.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/5/2019/01/19-04931-Transit-Trends.pdf


bikesharing, and gas prices. All of these datapoints came from open, public sources, including 

the Census Bureau. 

Many of these factors had some relationship to ridership trends—some positive, some 

negative. The introduction of Uber and Lyft fell in the latter category, Erdhardt found. In the 22 

markets served by ride-hailing, ride-hailing companies were shown to further drag down 

boardings as they grew over time. 

That effect looks slight from year to year. But added it up, it’s substantial. “After 8 years, [ride-

hailing services] would be associated with a 12.7 percent decrease in bus ridership,” the study 

states. 

The longer transportation network companies (TNCs) like Uber and Lyft stay in the 

market, the more significant their effect on ridership becomes, according to the study. 

(Graehler, Mucci and Erhardt) 

The working paper was presented at the Transportation Research Board annual meeting in 

Washington, D.C. last week and is still under review for publication. But it captured a lot of 

attention at the conference and on Twitter. “In case you are still under the illusion that ride-

hailing is somehow beneficial for transit ridership, here’s additional evidence to the 

contrary,” tweeted Yonah Freemark, a transportation analyst and consultant. Streetsblog 

reporter Angie Schmitt declared: “Two companies single handedly wiped out transit ridership 

gains across the U.S. over the past 3+ years. The environmental and social effects of this are just 

staggering.” 

Bottom of Form 

“Single-handedly” may not be quite right, since the paper also finds that cheap gas prices and 

higher fares have a negative effect on ridership. And this analysis does not include other, more 

local factors that could be pushing riders off of buses and trains, such as the maintenance and 

reliability issues plaguing New York City and Washington, D.C. in particular. Nor does it look at 

safety perceptions among riders, a growing concern on Bay Area transit. 

“Perhaps the presence of innovative modes makes it a more compelling or sexier question to 

ask, but I think there are lots of reasons people aren’t taking these modes as much as before,” 

said Susan Shaheen, the co-director of the Transportation Sustainability Research Center at UC 

Berkeley and an expert in shared mobility. “The question of causality is perplexing and hard, 

and it’s not necessarily one thing.” 

Plus, the study is highly aggregated—it lumps together trend-lines of 22 cities with very 

different shapes and compositions. What’s hurting bus ridership in Houston may be quite 

different from the factors in Portland, and ride-hailing may not be equally responsible from 

place to place.   
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 Still, Shaheen and other researchers praised the study’s straightforward and unbiased 

methodology. It adds good-faith, empirical support to the narrative that ride-hailing and transit 

“are competing for the same pie in many cities,” said Joseph Schwieterman, the director of the 

Chaddick Institute for Metropolitan Development at DePaul University. 

And the analysis uses publicly available information that any other researcher can use to 

replicate it. Ride-hailing companies are famously protective of their trip data, which presents a 

challenge to researchers trying to untangle how new and old modes are interacting—and to 

reporters trying to decipher science from spin. 

“The data is transparent and methods themselves are very transparent,” said Joe Castiglione, 

the deputy director for technology, data, and analysis at the San Francisco County 

Transportation Authority, which recently found that Uber and Lyft have significantly worsened 

congestion in San Francisco. “I think one of the things that is important is that we provide 

decision-makers with the most empirically based information we can." 

Those decision-makers need to pay attention: Cities are facing worsening congestion and CO2 

emissions as more private cars fill the roads and vehicle-miles rise. That doesn’t mean Uber and 

Lyft aren’t fulfilling their promise of “complementing” public transit in certain cases: Riders who 

do not own vehicles, for example, and who weren’t previously served by taxis have been shown 

to benefit from these services. But overall, the relationship seems to be more competitive than 

collaborative. It’s becoming clearer that one side is losing. 
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