
Santa Clara County is known as a “self-help county” which allows transportation 

agencies to deliver super majority, voter-approved transportation sales tax measures. 

March 1976: permanent half-cent sales tax passed to support the growing need 

for transit services. As of December 2015, $4.5 billion has been collected for 

bus and light rail operations, and transit capital improvements.

November 1984: 10 year half-cent sales tax for highway projects, resulting in 

$845 million for roadway improvements.

Local funding support has also helped leverage federal and state funding to finance 

transportation improvements. In 1973 and 1982, federal funding was obtained 

to purchase a new fleet of clean energy buses and help get light rail underway.
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Often it is said we must explore the past 

to understand the present, and to shape 

the future. In this four-part series, we 

will reflect on how Santa Clara County’s 

transportation network was created 

over the last 40 years with thoughtful 

planning, broad-based collaboration, and 

a solid investment of your tax dollars. 

We hope that this series will provide 

county residents and the businesses that 

we serve with a deeper appreciation for 

where we have been, as well as a clearer 

vision for where we are headed.

American historian David McCullough once said,  

“History is not about the past. No one ever lived in 

the past. They lived in the present. The difference is it was 

their present, not ours. They were caught up in the living 

moment exactly as we are, and with no more certainty of 

how things would turn 

out than we have.” 

So, what was the “pres-

ent” for the men and 

women who were build-

ing Santa Clara County’s 

transportation system 

in the early years? At 

the time, Santa Clara 

County was known for 

its rich agricultural base 

and growing technology 

industry. The economy 

was booming as major industries were drawn to the Bay Area for 

its skilled work force and natural resources. Leading corporations 

for defense, microprocessors, and computer chip manufacturing 

brought tens of thousands of new jobs, requiring a robust transpor-

tation system to support movement of their employees and goods. 

As industrial parks and housing developments popped up like 

mushrooms across the county, public infrastructure was strained 

and local leaders, and budgets, were challenged to expand and 

keep up with the rapid growth.

On June 6, 1972, residents approved the creation of the Santa Clara 

County Transit District (“County Transit”). The transit function was 

incorporated into the county government structure, which at that 

time encompassed planning and development, aviation, and road 

operations. The road operations division was 

responsible for 68 miles of expressways 

and 79 miles of county roads, and the 

aviation division was responsible for the 

county’s three general aviation airports. 

Light Rail Vehicle Commemorative Signing,
Santa Clara County Transit District, 1983

Santa Clara 
Valley Transportation Authority
3331 N. First Street, San Jose, CA 95134

Administration (408) 321-5555

Customer Service (408) 321-2300 vta.org
1602-0572

Public transportation in Santa Clara County grew rapidly in the 1970s and 80s 
to support booming residential and commercial development.
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Reid-Hillview Airport, late 1980s
Congressman Norman Mineta and Larry Graves, Aircraft Owners 
and Pilots Association, land at the Reid-Hillview airport

Intel clean room, 1978

Funding Highlights
Santa Clara Valley Transportation Authority 
Laying the Foundation for Economic Growth:
FOUR DECADES OF TRANSPORTATION
INVESTMENT IN SANTA CLARA COUNTY

1976-1985
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Santa Clara County was known for its rich agricultural base 
and growing technology industry.

Leading corporations for defense, microprocessors, and 
computer chip manufacturers:

New jobs, industrial parks, and housing developments begin 
to shape the county landscape.
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June 6, 1972
The Santa Clara County Transit District was created.

January 1, 1973
Residents board the first publicly operated bus service.

1977
Overhaul and repair facility at Cerone switches from 
the use of propane to diesel on 102 buses.

1979
Three additional bus yards are established.

68 miles of expressway, 79 miles of county roads, and three  
general aviation airports:  

 San Martin Airport (S. City Airport),  
 Palo Alto Airport, Reid-Hillview Airport

Cerone Division, Chaboya Divison,  
and North Division

TRANSPORTATION

Federal funds are obtained to purchase 134  
30-foot propane powered buses

March 6, 1976
Voters approve permanent 1/2 cent sales tax for transit

1982
VTA receives $2 million in federal funding for it’s first 
light rail

Federal funds are obtained to purchase 134  
30-foot propane powered buses

FUNDING

Santa Clara County Transportation, 1976-1985

County Transit bought out the three financially 

strapped local bus lines and on January 1, 1973, 

residents boarded their first publicly operated bus ser-

vice. Operating with a fleet of 50 buses in serious need 

of upgrades and repair, VTA obtained federal funds in 

1973 to refurbish the older coaches and purchase 134 

30-foot propane powered buses.

On March 6, 1976, Santa Clara County voters approved 

a permanent half-cent sales tax to help support the 

growing need for services. As additional funding was 

secured and workloads increased, County Transit ex-

panded to meet the demand. In 1977, County Transit’s 

primary Overhaul and Repair Facility was built at the 

Cerone Yard. County Supervisors decided to change 

the bus fleet from propane to diesel and ordered 102 

buses. By 1979, three additional bus yards were built 

and commissioned into service.

Moving towards the goal of building a mass transit system for a 

growing urbanized area, the County received $2 million from the 

federal government in 1982 to fund the preliminary engineering 

phase for the County’s first light rail line. Construction started 

with the maintenance facility, which was completed in 1986. 

Located in downtown San Jose, this facility is still used today to 

store, clean and repair VTA’s 99 light rail vehicles.

In addition to the progress being made on building the public 

transit system, highway projects also received a boost. In No-

vember 1984, voters approved a 10 year half-cent sales tax for 

highway projects.

During this period of rapid growth, Santa Clara County experi-

enced a widening disconnect between the location of major em-

ployment centers and housing development. Large corporations, 

including Microsoft, NASA, HP, Lockheed Martin, Intel, Cisco and 

others established sprawling campuses in the north part of the 

county, while suburban housing developed to the south. This land 

use pattern necessitated expansion of the highway infrastructure 

and increased investment in mass transit options to move large 

numbers of commuters quickly and conveniently between their 

homes in the south and jobs in the north.  

Those commuting regionally from Santa Clara County to San 

Mateo and San Francisco counties had the option to travel by 

the Southern Pacific train. In 1977, Southern Pacific abandoned 

passenger service and the three Peninsula counties stepped in, 

partially subsidizing commuter tickets and effectively reversing 

a long pattern of declining ridership. This set the stage for state 

sponsorship of the service and, in 1987, the state assumed sole 

responsibility until the formation of the Peninsula Corridor Joint 

Powers Board in 1987.
Source: Association of Bay Area Governments (www.abag.ca.gov)
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Industrial parks on Middlefield Rd., 1985
Photo: Mountain View Historical Association

June 6, 1972
The Santa Clara County Transit District 
was created with 68 miles of expressway, 
79 miles of county roads, and 3 general 
aviation airports.

January 1, 1973
Residents board the first publicly 
operated bus service.

1977
Overhaul and repair facility at 
Cerone switches from the use of 
propane to diesel on 102 buses.

1979
Three additional bus yards are 
established: Cerone Division, 
Chaboya Division, and North 
Division.

Overhaul and Repair Facility, 1978

Residents board the first publically operated bus 
service, 1973

There is a slice of Silicon Valley flanked by Highways 

101, 237 and 880, and incorporating parts of Santa 

Clara, North San Jose, Sunnyvale and Milpitas that 

bears the name “Golden Triangle”. The moniker 

appropriately depicts the level of commercial, 

residential, retail, and entertainment real estate projects 

that have sprouted here over the years. Home to major 

tech companies in the 1970s and 1980s, today the area 

represents nearly 23% of all Silicon Valley office and 

R&D developments currently underway.

Golden Triangle

Job Center and Housing Disconnect

Golden Triangle


