
 
 
 

 Item #05-12-27 
SACOG Board of  Directors             Workshop 

December 8, 2005 
     
Metropolitan Transportation Plan Issue Papers 
  
Issue:  Presentation of issue papers. 
     
Recommendation:  None, this item is for information purposes only. 
 
Discussion:  Staff is continuing work on topical issue papers for the MTP 2030.  A key goal of the effort is to improve the 
information base of the current Board and help frame issues for discussion in advance of the major public outreach activities 
during the spring of 2006.  Each paper is being incorporated into public education materials under development.  Two to three 
papers will continue to be presented to the Board each month through February 2006. 
 
Papers on road expansion, transit expansion, and freeway high-occupancy toll (HOT) lanes are attached.  Comments from the 
Transportation & Air Quality Committee (TAQ), Regional Planning Partnership, and Transit Coordinating Committee are 
reflected in the papers. 
 
The road expansion paper begins to lay out the issues related to the region’s need for additional roadway capacity over the MTP 
planning horizon.  The paper addresses some of the key issues concerning road expansions.  Important issues for decision 
makers to consider are:  What are the objectives and consequences of expanding roads?  How does congestion relate to road 
expansion?  How should roads serving local access be treated differently from roads serving through trips?   
 
The transit expansion paper explores the issues and choices that underlie the expansion of transit services over the MTP planning 
horizon. Policy questions addressed include: Who will demand transit services? Should transit’s primary role be to serve the 
transit dependent or should it be to provide another choice to those who currently choose to drive?  What mix of transit services 
and connections would make transit effective enough to attract more ridership?  How should the expansion of transit service 
relate to urban density and growth? How much will a significant expansion of transit cost, and how will we pay for it?  
 
The road pricing paper provides definitions, objectives and policy considerations for high occupancy toll (HOT) lanes, fast and 
intertwined regular (FAIR) lanes, and tollways,  HOT lanes combine High Occupancy Vehicles (HOV) and pricing strategies 
through allowing single occupancy vehicles to gain access to HOV lanes by paying a toll.  The lanes are “managed” through 
pricing to maintain free flow conditions even during the height of rush hours.  FAIR lanes are similar in concept, but do not 
involve HOV lanes—instead, the freeway lanes are divided into “fast” (priced) and “regular” (free) lanes.  Tollways require 
payment from all drivers to use the facility.   In assessing opportunities and challenges for HOT lanes in the Sacramento region, 
the paper highlights relevant applications elsewhere and summarizes potential features and management strategies.  
 
Approved by: 
 
 
Mike McKeever 
Executive Director 
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o Today’s transportation system as a whole benefits equally whether a person driving 
alone switches to fill an empty seat in a carpool or on transit 

o Capacity improvements shift traffic patterns, which may or may not yield higher 
vehicle miles traveled, but lack of capacity may also increase vehicle miles traveled 
as drivers go out of direction to escape congestion 

o Urban centers depend on street capacity for access just as much as suburbs:  
Manhattan has as high a street density as any city in the U.S. but it is used differently 
- by transit, taxis, and pedestrians rather than single-auto drivers 

 Public polls show support for increased investment in transit but the public continues to 
favor driving alone, by increasing percentages 

o Polling around the state has consistently shown about 75% support more investment 
in transit, but 75% of those say transit is “for the other guy” 

o Polling for Sacrament Measure A yielded similar results, and indicated that the 
measure would not pass without some road expansion in the program 

o National Travel Census shows a gradual decline in transit and carpooling for 
commuting from 1990 to 2000, consistently all over the U.S. 

 
Carpool Lanes 
 

 Urban freeway expansion today almost always involves carpool lanes, and carpool lanes 
are never created by converting existing lanes to carpools-only 

o Federal highway and environmental regulations essentially require any new freeway 
lanes in urban nonattainment areas to include carpool lanes 

o Urban sales tax programs add carpool lanes when widening freeways not because 
they must but because carpool lanes move people more effectively 

o Only one major urban freeway widening has been built without carpool lanes since 
1980 in California:  on Route 101 Ventura Freeway in Los Angeles in the mid-1980s, 
done with no federal participation 

o Caltrans once converted an existing mixed-flow lane to a carpool-only lane, on Route 
10 Santa Monica Freeway in Los Angeles in the mid-1970s, and it was so unpopular 
with the public that no agency has dared to try it again since 

 Carpool lanes do work, both to increase capacity and yield more carpooling 

o Carpool lanes typically change behavior gradually over 3-5 years, as drivers switch 
into carpools to take advantage of shorter travel time 

o Caltrans reports that one carpool lane on Route 99 in Sacramento carries more people 
daily in the peak hour than the three adjacent mixed-flow lanes 

o Carpools offer wider choices than transit:  during the peak hour in Sacramento, there 
are at most a few thousand empty seats in transit (serving about 200 trip patterns) 
versus more than 1 million empty seats in autos (serving hundreds of thousands of 
trip patterns) 
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o Carpool lane corridors in a wide range of cities - Houston, Washington DC, Seattle, 
Minneapolis - run counter to the general trend around the country since 1990 that 
shows declining percentage of carpooling to work and a decline in direct home-to-
work trips in favor of stops for errands 

o Most carpool lanes in the Bay Area – on the Bay Bridge, on Route 101 in Marin and 
San Mateo Counties, even on arterials in San Jose - are so heavily used that 3+ people 
are required in the car to use the lane 

o Caltrans has begun to examine how to shift carpool lanes requiring 2+ people to 3+, 
since after 10-15 years 2+ carpool lanes prevalent in Southern California are 
becoming too congested 

o The Legislature required Caltrans to test opening up the Route 10 El Monte carpool 
lanes east of Los Angeles (which required 3+ carpools) to 2+ carpools in 2002;  the 
resulting congestion was so chaotic in both the carpool lanes and mixed-flow lanes 
that public pressure terminated the test after five months 

 Express bus an important factor in getting maximum productivity out of carpool lanes 

o AC Transit buses carry more than 20% of passengers riding in the carpool lane across 
the Bay Bridge 

o Carpool lanes in Houston, with extensive express bus service, carry 118,000 people 
each weekday in 36,000 vehicles;  if all drove alone, Houston would need 24 lanes of 
additional capacity on its freeway network 

o The I-66 corridor between Virginia and Washington DC carries more daily riders on 
express buses in carpool lanes than on the Washington Metro rail line running in the 
median 

 HOT (High Occupancy Toll) lanes, which allow free access to carpools and use by single 
drivers who pay a toll, can be another option in certain cases 

o The Route 91 toll road in Orange County has proven popular, with a broad range of 
drivers owning a toll pass and using the toll lanes on days when fast and reliable 
travel time is worth a toll of up to $5 

o The I-15 managed lanes in San Diego have also proven popular, with variable toll 
rates used to optimize traffic flow and toll revenues used to improve transit service in 
the corridor 

 
Approaches and Funding for Road Capacity 
 

 A spectrum of options, with a wide range of costs, is available to expand or open up road 
capacity, from adding lanes to making operational improvements to shifting travel away 
from driving alone to changing travel patterns 

o Adding lanes to a roadway – on the main line, through freeway interchanges, at local 
interchanges, or across barriers such as rivers or railroads - comes with the highest 
cost:  $4 million or more per mile on arterials and $15 million per mile or higher on 
freeways 
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o Operational improvements – such as ramp meters, weave lanes, auxiliary lanes, 
motorist information on freeways and signal timing, turn lanes, intersection widening, 
bus turnouts, fewer driveways, smart corridors on arterials – typically cost an order of 
magnitude less, in the range $500,000 to $3 million per mile 

o Programs to shift travel away from drive-alone may affect travel over a wide area at 
modest cost;  for example SACOG’s 5-1-1 and rideshare programs cost less than 
$1 million per year regionwide to foster carpooling, transit ridership, and bicycling in 
all corridors and areas 

o Programs that lead to travel pattern changes - for example the Blueprint’s compact 
development which shifts longer trips to local trips, or demand management to foster 
telecommuting and alternative work schedules – can take traffic off the road at peak 
hours for very little direct cost 

 
 Road programs are so underfunded today that funding for road expansion must compete 

against funding for road maintenance, rehabilitation, and operations 

o Cost effective investments become more critical 

o Strategically targeted investments, such as widening at interchanges or coordinated 
signals that allow free flow along the length of an arterial street, often provide larger 
benefit at smaller cost than general road expansion 

o Targeted improvements at specific bottleneck points (found at the head of the line of 
congested traffic, even though drivers perceive congested traffic from the back of the 
line) can sometimes open up capacity all along corridor 

 
 System capacity built in 1950s and 60s was backed by a robust gas tax, now sales taxes 

and development-based funds have become the main sources to pay for road expansion 

o ½% sales tax revenues exceed the STIP in all urban counties 

o Funding for road expansion increasingly comes from development-based sources, 
which provided 8% in 1985, 14% in 1995, and now 25% in 2005 

o Caltrans actively pursues developer funding for state highway improvements, since it 
can use only 10% of STIP funding for state highways in urban areas;  this should 
intensify now that the State uses 100% of its shares of gas taxes and federal funds for 
highway maintenance and rehabilitation 

 
 Toll roads may be the only option for very large projects in today’s funding climate 

o The public has not shown willingness to tax itself at 1960s levels, when fuel taxes 
comprised 30% of the cost of gasoline, so private funding and financing must be 
brought to bear if very high cost projects are to be built 

o Tax increment bonds, developer bonds, toll bonds, and other revenue-backed 
borrowing can advance private funds that get repaid over the life of a project 


