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May 21, 2008
Panama Bartholomy

California Energy Commission

1516 Ninth Street
Sacramento, CA 95814





 
Re:  Comments on LUSCAT Submission to CARB Scoping Plan

        Vision for Achieving a Low Carbon Future

.
Dear  Mr. Bartholomy,

The South Bay Cities Council of Governments (SBCCOG) is pleased to take this opportunity to submit the following comments.  We were not among the original stakeholders making transportation-land use proposals to the LUSCAT and we have a vision that differs substantially from the smart growth (density and transit) strategy upon which the LUSCAT submission to the ARB is based.  
The South Bay sub-region of Los Angeles County is a fully developed suburban area with net residential densities in many neighborhoods that range from 15 DU to 25 DU per acre.  Transit service is poor and most trips are taken by automobile resulting in many intersections with Level of Service E and F.  The South Bay has one of the lowest growth rates forecast in the 6 county region of the Southern California Association of Governments (SCAG). There is little vacant land so most new construction will take the form of redevelopment of existing buildings.  The South Bay looks like many parts of California that grew in the 1950’s.
The LUSCAT approach to reducing green house gas (GHG) emissions from transportation is rightly based on reducing vehicle miles traveled (VMT) in gasoline fueled vehicles.  Throughout history land use has followed transportation.  Therefore, in conceiving of a strategy that integrates land use and transportation it seems that the transportation component would be the most effective place to begin.   
The essence of the smart growth strategy is to reduce VMT by building greater density in order to make trips shorter.  The results of this strategy are long term and it is not clear that a significant number of trips are shortened or total trips reduced.  We believe that the most direct and quickest route to making trips shorter is not only by looking at other modes such as transit and biking but also by introducing a system of neighborhood transportation which should then stimulate, along with other policies, the development of neighborhood economies.  Density, if it is needed, would then fit into that evolving framework of neighborhood functionality and neighborhood transportation.

We refer to this vision as a Neighborhood Mobility Strategy:
GHG emissions in the South Bay can most effectively be reduced by a concerted effort to reduce the length of trips originating in the South Bay while simultaneously encouraging the adoption of off-the-shelf zero emission neighborhood vehicles to take those shorter trips and eliminate cold starts.  Increasing residential density is not a factor in this strategy.  

This strategy is supported by our research into the transportation performance of eight South Bay neighborhoods conducted between 2004 and 2008 using funds provided by SCAG under its Overall Work Program (OWP).  Essentially, the existing compact mixed-use places -- pockets of residential density in and around commercial centers – do not produce more walking and more transit use than less dense, undifferentiated neighborhoods consistent with what is commonly termed sprawl.  The Los Angeles County Metropolitan Transportation Authority has no short or long range plans to significantly improve public transit in the South Bay.  Cycling accounts for a very small mode share.  A strategy different from smart growth is necessary because, based on our research, there is no reason to believe that more density would produce anything but more congestion. 

In fact, the research discovered that about 70% of the total sales in the compact “urban places” in the South Bay come from people who live beyond walking distance to the center.  And those people drive to the center virtually 100% of the time.  In other words, it looks like successful mixed-use smart growth projects will generate much more automobile traffic than they will reduce. 

The findings of our Neighborhood Transportation Performance Study also suggest that the key variable in shortening trip length is the spatial distribution of functionality, not land use.  In other words, policy attention should be directed to what goes on inside the built environment rather than the building envelope itself,  

As the first step in implementing this vision for a low carbon South Bay, the SBCCOG’s Board of Directors adopted in March, 2008 a Neighborhood Vehicle Friendly Initiative.  
State agencies can invest in the success of this alternate vision in a number of ways, but I will mention just one at this point.  
The State of California could support the efforts of the Medium Speed Electric Vehicle  Alliance in their petition to the National Transportation Safety Administration (NTSA) to allow NEVs to travel at 35MPH in 35MPH zones (NEVs are currently prohibited by the NTSA from traveling at a speed greater than 25MPH significantly handicapping their effectiveness in replacing gasoline fueled vehicles as a second or third car in many households).

The SBCCOG will continue to participate in the public process shaping the final Scoping Plan, including providing detailed comments on the draft Scoping Plan in a separate memorandum which we plan to submit in early June.
These following six observations summarize the SBCCOG’s position on the draft Scoping Plan:    
1.  The need to reduce GHG emissions is urgent while changing the built environment is a slow process that could take 20 to 25 years to achieve a cumulative threshold impact.  The SBCCOG’s Neighborhood Transportation Strategy could have a significant impact on GHG emissions within 5 years. 

2.  Despite the certainty expressed by smart growth advocates, objective observers do not believe that the role of density in reducing vehicle miles traveled has been proven.  See Transportation By Design:  The Influence of Urban Form on Travel, (Boarnet and Crane, Oxford University Press, 2001) which reviewed all research studies available at the time and concluded that “Surprisingly, there is little credible knowledge about how urban form influences travel patterns.”  (P172)  The shortcomings include poor study design which renders the findings inconclusive, the prospect that self-selection causes less driving rather than the built environment, and low VMT is also correlated with low income.  The National Academy of Sciences is just now developing its position on the matter and prescriptive policy should wait until its position is released. 

3.  The smart growth strategy is not ready to become state-wide policy because it lacks necessary implementation details.  The lack of clear definition opens the door to potential development abuses.  Because smart growth parameters are not well defined, it becomes difficult for practitioners to separate not-so-smart dense infill projects from those that can lead to VMT reductions.  For example, the optimal scale of density needs to be defined and density increases need to be calibrated in terms of outcomes.  Before authorizing density bonuses practitioners should have some idea what VMT reduction can be achieved by moving from 8 DU/acre to 12 DU/acre for example, and whether the project should involve 1 acre or 100 acres.  

4.  Smart growth assumes that public transit along with walking and cycling will provide the mobility that makes density work.  However, there are doubts that public transit can scale-up to effectively serve the current population size and extent of territory.  In 1920 when the Pacific Electric system provided excellent transit service there were 800,000 people in LA County and the primary destination was the downtown central business district.  Today there are over 10 million people traveling to tens of thousands of destinations.  The situation may be too complex for any system of public transit to effectively cover without other complimentary modes such as the use of NEVs. There is also the challenge of increasing public transit fleets to carry substantially more riders.  An editorial in the May 18 Los Angeles Times described the current poor service and unacceptable conditions plaguing LA Metro buses; and the transit agency is facing an almost $2 billion deficit over the next 10 years (D.J. Waldie:  Taken for a Ride:  Using LA’s transit system can be a jostling, humiliating and dangerous experience).  Before LUSCAT adopts the smart growth strategy, it should work with regional transit agencies to identify the mode share required of public transit in 2010, 2015 and 2020 along with the plan and the costs for achieving it in each region in the state.  

5.  It seems unlikely that any single strategy can address the level of complexity found in the great variety of built environments throughout the State of California.  The South Bay is fortunate to have studied the performance of its own built environment and discovered it to be more compatible with an entirely different land use-transportation strategy.  For how many other sub-regions in the state might this be true?  Additionally examples of successful transit oriented development that are often cited are areas like the Wilshire Corridor in the City of Los Angeles.  How many places in California are comparable?
6.  Institutional policies are also a significant force in causing VMT.  Where businesses locate, the scale of retail, and the requirement that employees report to a central work place all influence travel demand.  In other words, the way in which the built environment is used causes travel demand, not the built environment itself.  Changes in institutional policies will likely be less expensive and faster to deploy than re-constructing the built environment.  The draft Scoping Plan recognized this fact by including a telecommuting recommendation but it does not go far enough.  The idea is to encourage distributed organizations that rely on broadband networks to comprehensively move the work to the worker and services to the consumer.  This will greatly reduce the travel needed by employees and customers alike.  For example, it may be time for the ARB to revitalize the Telework Facilities Exchange, a successful pilot project funded by the South Coast Air Quality Management District in the mid-1990’s and sponsored by the Institute for Local Government of the League of California Cities.  Ahead of its time, it organized local governments and other public agencies in Southern California to match their employees to a work station in a participating government office that was very near the employee’s home.  This proved to be a cost-effective facilities-based form of telework, which managers tend to prefer to the home-based option.  Over 60 government organizations were participating when its pilot funding expired and the project received strong approval ratings from both employees and their managers. 
The SBCCOG will submit more detailed comments on the LUSCAT draft sometime in early June.  I also hope that we will be invited to participate in any subsequent stakeholder meetings or meetings involving “policymakers and progressive thinkers” such as the Haagen Smit Symposium since, as dissenters from the mainstream, we represent a diversity of thought that should be heard in the formative stages of the AB32 implementation plan.

Thank you for this opportunity to share the SBCCOG’s perspective.  I look forward to continue our participation in this extremely important effort to implement the goals of AB32.  
Sincerely, 
Jacki Bacharach

Executive Director

cc:  Jeff Weir
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