Overview

The San Diego Association of Governments (SANDAG) agency is responsible for transportation planning in San Diego County.   Due to this responsibility, the SANDAG Directors approved in March of 2003, the Regional Transportation Plan (RTP) that will guide transportation planning from now through the year 2030.

RTP 2030 is an update on RTP 2020, which laid the framework for transportation planning through 2020.  These transportation plans are generally revised every three years to incorporate the latest transportation studies and reviews.  These studies typically focus on specific components of the RTP.  Examples include the I-805/I-5 Transportation Study, the I-15 Managed Lanes/Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) Project, and the Mid-Coast Light Rail Extension Project.  RTP 2030 is scheduled to be revised with the new information derived from these studies in 2006.  

RTP 2030 was prepared in conjunction with the other major transportation organizations in San Diego County.  These include the North County Transit District (NCTD) and the Metropolitan Transit Development Board (MTDB) which are responsible for the operational aspects of transit, and the California Department of Transportation (CALTRANS) which oversees all highway planning and construction.

This paper will educate the reader on the transportation plans set forth by SANDAG in RTP 2030 and the choices the citizens of San Diego will have on transportation planning in coming years.  The main sources for this analysis come from the approved RTP 2030 available online at http://www.sandag.org/programs/transportation/comprehensive_transportation_projects/2030rtp/2030_final_rtp_1.pdf (note a hard copy is not available from SANDAG), the Draft Final of the plan that is available in hard copy dated February 2003, and attendance at the September 2003 Community Planners Advisory Committee on Transportation (COMPACT) meeting with Gary Gallegos, Executive Director of SANDAG. 

Framework for RTP 2030

SANDAG projects a population of 3.9 million citizens in San Diego County by 2030.  That is a 1.1 million (40%) increase from the current population of 2.8 million residents.  However, transportation needs are not just limited to the residents in our county.  RTP 2030 takes into account the transportation links to our fast growing neighbors such as Orange and Riverside Counties to the north and Baja California, Mexico to the south.  The plan needs to not only address the traffic congestion experienced by today’s commuters but that of a million more commuters to come in the next twenty-seven years.

The writers of RTP 2030 defined what they saw as the four major components of mobility when preparing the plan.  These components are Land Use, Systems Development, Systems Management, and Demand Management.  

Land Use planning defines such things as where we will live, where we will work and go to school, where we will shop, and where we will go for recreation.   One of the challenges of Land Use planning is designing it in such a way to reduce the congestion to get from one type of land use to another, from one activity to another.   The City of San Diego is addressing this issue, among others, through its City of Villages plan which is guiding development to create areas that will provide our citizens with more options to work, live, shop, and play in a more concentrated geographical area rather than needing to commute across town and around the region to accomplish the activities in our daily lives.

Systems Development defines the transportation options we have to get from one activity to another.  It includes roadways, high occupancy vehicle (HOV) routes, synchronized traffic lights, transit options such as the Trolley and Coaster, bike paths, and walkable communities.  One of the challenges of Systems Development is deciding where to implement these options.  The varied topography and protected habitat adds another level of complexity to these decisions due to the significant fiscal and environmental impacts let alone citizen concerns for protecting these beautiful, natural resources.  A prime example of where Systems Development constraints has resulted in a negative transportation impact is the completion of Regents Road across Rose Canyon to connect the south side of the University City area to the north side.  University City has become, in the past decade, one of the largest office and residential centers in San Diego yet it only has one non-interstate highway connecting the two areas of University City that straddle Rose Canyon.  The development of the area was approved, even though there would be a significant negative impact on transportation, under the auspices that the Regents Road connection would be completed as planned in the Community Plan to help relieve the additional congestion.  However, strong opposition due to environmental impact concerns has now delayed and could stop the plans to relieve congestion in this area through the opening of this roadway.

Systems Management is defined as maximizing our existing transportation resources.  One of the challenges is developing lines of communication between various organizations and between these organizations and the public.   A prime example where lack of communication has hampered our regions ability to maximize our current transportation resources is the management of traffic signals.  CALTRANS is responsible for managing the closest traffic signal to the intersection(s) where commuters enter and exit from our highway system.  The local jurisdictions such as the City of San Diego manage the traffic lights on the local roads leading up to these signals operated by CALTRANS.  Due to a lack of communication between the local jurisdictions and CALTRANS, the lights are not synchronized with one another, thus creating a significant bottleneck due to consecutive red lights that backs traffic into the heart of communities.   These two organizations have set a goal of establishing better communication to start synchronizing their traffic lights over the next few years.

The final component, Demand Management, is defined as reducing the trips on our roadways and encouraging alternatives to solo driving.  More so, it is reducing traffic congestion that occurs only during certain hours of the day.   One of the challenges is creating a reliable and safe system of alternative transportation options such as transit and walkways.  Employers are assisting in the reduction of demand during peak travel hours by providing flexibility to employees on their hours of work and giving them opportunities to work from home.  

RTP 2030 Alternatives

The design, planning, implementation, and operation of any transportation project requires a significant amount of funding.  Funding comes from all levels of government tax revenues. Tax revenues can vary widely from year-to-year and the competition for funds for other uses and with other jurisdictions is fierce.  RTP 2030 was created with this variability in mind.  The Plan offers three scenarios based on various funding levels.  These scenarios are defined as the Revenue Constrained Scenario of $30 Billion, the Reasonable Expected Revenue Scenario of $42 Billion, and the Unconstrained Revenue Scenario of $67 Billion. 

The Revenue Constrained Scenario assumes the current rates of Federal and State funding through gas taxes and discretionary spending remains the same.  The Reasonably Expected Scenario assumes that the rates of Federal and State funding through gas taxes and discretionary spending increases as they have historically and that the TransNet Tax paid in San Diego through a half-cent Sales Tax is extended from 2008 to 2038.  The current TransNet Tax in place from 1988 to 2008 will have brought in $3.2 Billion in revenues that is earmarked for transportation uses.  If the Tax extension is approved by the required two-thirds of voters for another 30 years, it is expected an additional $9.5 Billion will be raised.  The Unconstrained Scenario identifies other potential sources of funding that could be used to further enhance San Diego’s transportation system.  SANDAG’s focus is on the $42 Billion Reasonably Expected Scenario.

Reasonably Expected Revenue Scenario

The revenue sources for the $42 Billion plan break down as follows:

· 33% from the State

· 28% from Local

· 20% from Federal

· 19% from the TransNet Extension

The breakdown of how the $42 Billion will be spent according to RTP 2030 is:

· 37% for Transit (Public Transportation)

· 23% for Local Streets

· 20% for Highways

· 18% for Managed Lane/High Occupancy Vehicle (HOV) improvements

·   2% for Other

Of this spending, 40% will be spent maintaining and operating our current transportation infrastructure.

Constrained Revenue Scenario

The major reduction in this $30 Billion scenario would be taken from Transit and the build-out of HOV lanes.

Unconstrained Revenue Scenario

In addition to the spending in the Expected Revenue Scenario, the $67 Billion plan would be able to fully fund all highway rehabilitation needs as noted by CALTRANS, satisfy the needs of local roads that have been expressed by local jurisdictions in preparation of RTP 2030, and a much greater investment in transit and systems management.

Writer’s analysis of RTP 2030

I have reviewed the three alternatives on a sub-regional basis noting areas where the Plan seems to be addressing transportation needs and where the Plan appears to fall short.   I will start by noting the areas that I believe will see the greatest improvement and the areas that RTP 2030 fails to address adequately.  I will then provide a more in-depth look at the changes that will result from the implementation of RTP 2030 in the various sub-regions.

Taking into account the known developments that will take place throughout the San Diego region over the next several years, it appears the following transportation corridors will experience the greatest improvements under RTP 2030.  Details on why these areas will see the greatest benefit will be noted in the sub-regional analysis to follow.

· I-5 corridor from downtown north into Orange County.  

· I-805 from Chula Vista north to the Merge with I-5.

· I-15 from SR-163 north to SR-78

I believe the following corridors that already experience heavy traffic and will need to support even greater traffic demand in the future are areas most neglected in RTP 2030.

· I-8 and the I-15 & I-8 interchange near Qualcomm stadium.

· I-15 at the San Diego and Riverside County border.

· SR-163 through Balboa Park from Downtown to Mission Valley.

Following is an analysis of the effect RTP 2030 will have on various sub-regions.  I will start with the north-south routes and follow that with the east-west routes.   The following are some definitions to keep in mind while reading the analysis.

Constrained Scenario – 
These improvements will take place between now and 2030.

Expected Scenario -  
These improvements will take place if two-thirds of county voters decide to extend the half-cent TransNet tax added to our sales tax for another thirty years.

Unconstrained Scenario – These improvements will take place should we receive some unexpected transportation funding. Thus, this is least likely to take place.

HOV – 
Highway lanes requiring two or more passengers.

Managed Lanes – 
Separated highway lanes that are available to carpools and solo drivers willing to pay a toll if the capacity is available.

Trolley – 
light rail service from Mexico through Downtown to Old Town, Mission Valley, and El Cajon and from Santee through Lemon Grove to Downtown.

Coaster– 
heavy rail regional train service from Downtown to Oceanside.

Sprinter – 
heavy rail regional train service from Escondido to Oceanside.

BRT -
Bus Rapid Transit – A bus that looks more like a trolley but runs on wheels and has high-speed access on Managed Lanes.

I-5/I-805/ Corridor from Mexico to Orange County

The San Ysidro border crossing at the southern end of the I-5/I-805 highway corridor is the busiest in the Western Hemisphere.  Several improvements are expected to be made along the entire Federal Border Crossing to relieve the congestion at this entry and increase the fluid flow of traffic between Mexico and the United States.  There are currently three border crossings in San Diego (San Ysidro, Otay Mesa, and Tecate).  A new entry is planned to open in 2010 two miles east of the Otay Mesa crossing.  Two additional entries are under review now, a former border entry west of San Ysidro and one closer to Tecate in the East County.  

I-5 and I-805 both work there way from the border crossing to Chula Vista and then up into the North County.  I-5 and I-805 run basically parallel to one another with the I-5 running through downtown and the I-805 running through Mission Valley and Kearny Mesa to the east until the two interstates meet at the ‘Merge’ in Sorrento Valley and continue north to Orange County.

I believe that parts of this corridor will see the greatest improvements and that the overall corridor will be equipped to handle increased traffic in the years to come.  

I-805 from SR-905 to SR-54 will add two HOV lanes and from SR-54 to the Merge will add four Managed Lanes in the Constrained scenario. 

I-5 from SR-905 to I-8 is limited to the addition of two HOV lanes in the Expected scenario but there will be more frequent Trolley service along the Blue Line from San Ysidro to Old Town in the Constrained scenario.

I-5 from I-8 to the Merge would add two regular freeway lanes and two HOV lanes in the Expected Scenario.  In addition, the corridor will be served with transit improvements.  The Trolley system will extend from Old Town to UTC in the Constrained scenario by 2020 and Sorrento Valley in the Expected scenario by 2020.  The Coaster service will increase trip frequency in the Constrained scenario.  

I-5 from the Merge to Orange County will add four Managed Lanes in the Constrained scenario.  This corridor will be served with improved transit services as well as including more frequent Coaster stops in the Constrained scenario and a BRT along El Camino Real from the Merge to Oceanside in the Expected scenario.  In addition, traffic congestion between San Diego and Orange Counties will be relieved with the addition of a new toll road with four regular freeway lanes and two HOV lanes connecting the I-5 to SR-241 in eastern Orange County in the Constrained scenario.  

I-15/SR-163 from Downtown to Riverside County

I-15 and SR 163 both work there way from downtown up to inland North County.  SR-163 starts in downtown, moves through Balboa Park, Mission Valley, and Kearny Mesa before meeting with I-15.  I-15 starts just southeast of downtown and runs past Qualcomm Stadium on its way north to Riverside County.  

SR-163 runs through historic Balboa Park which limits its ability to expand.  In RTP 2030, the only planned improvement to this roadway is in the Unconstrained scenario, and even then only two HOV lanes would be added from I-805 to I-15.  Travel on SR-163 will become tight as the development downtown continues to take place.  People downtown could take the trolley in a roundabout manner to Mission Valley via Old Town but would not have that option to get to North County Inland or to Sorrento Valley for work.   This is why I view this area becoming a significant bottleneck by 2030.

Another significant bottleneck will likely occur on the I-15 at the I-8 interchange.  This area is already congested during rush hour, especially during the evening commute heading from I-15 South to I-8 East.  I-15 will offer two HOV lanes in the Constrained scenario but there will be no improvements at its intersection with I-8.  Note in the I-8 analysis later in this paper that no improvement will be made on the I-8 through this area.  One should keep in mind that any redevelopment proposal of the Qualcomm Stadium land next to this interchange will need to address and likely fund highway transportation improvements. 

However, the I-15 should see relief from the I-163 north to SR-78 as four Managed Lanes and Movable Barriers will be added in the Constrained scenario.  In addition, Bus Rapid Transit service will be provided through this entire length in the Constrained scenario including fifteen minute peak service intervals between Escondido and Sorrento Valley if the Expected scenario is implemented.  

Unfortunately, it does not appear there will be much attention paid to the growing Riverside County.  This area serves as a bedroom community to the jobs in San Diego.  The only proposal on I-15 north of SR-78 is two HOV lanes in the Unrestrained scenario.  Thus, I think this will become another area that will suffer significant bottlenecks by 2030.  

SR-125 from Chula Vista to Santee

Significant improvements are being made to support an additional north-south highway in the East County.  Currently, the SR-125 toll road only exists from SR-94 to SR-52.  Soon, it will extend from SR-905 to SR-52 in the Constrained scenario with the roadway being six to eight lanes most of the way.

SR-54/SR-94/I-8 from southern coastal to inland areas

The writer will note that his knowledge is limited on the current traffic patterns on the SR-54 and SR-94.  The SR-54 will see improvement in the Constrained model with two additional lanes from I-805 to the SR-125.  SR-94 will add HOV lanes from I-5 to I-15 in the Constrained scenario and two additional lanes from I-15 to Steele Canyon road in the Expected scenario.

On the I-8, there will be no changes from I-5 to SR-125 except for two HOV lanes in the Unconstrained scenario.  Two HOV lanes will be added from SR-125 to 2nd Street in El Cajon in the Expected scenario.  With continued redevelopment along this corridor, travelers on this roadway will need to balance out the congestion that will build on the I-8 with the option of using public transit via the Trolley system that will offer more frequent service along the Blue Line from Old Town to El Cajon and the BRT service soon to be implemented from Downtown heading east along El Cajon Boulevard.  

SR-52/SR-56/SR-78/SR-76 from northern coastal to inland areas

SR-52 will see significant improvement in the Constrained scenario with two 

Freeway and two Managed Lanes added from I-15 to SR-125 and two HOV lanes from I-805 to I-15.  Although both SR-52 and I-15 will have HOV lanes, these lanes will not be connected, except in the Unconstrained scenario, creating a bottleneck at the interchange for those traveling by carpool and BRT as they are forced to mix in with regular freeway traffic.

The completion of SR-56 in 2004 will be supplemented in the Expected scenario with two HOV lanes.  Unfortunately, there are no HOV lane connections planned between SR-56 and its connections with I-5 and I-15 on each end except in the Unconstrained scenario, again forcing high-occupancy passengers to mix in with regular freeway traffic at busy highway interchanges.  

SR-78 adds two HOV lanes from I-5 to I-15 in the Expected scenario.  This scenario also provides for HOV connections with the I-15.  However, residential development in this area such as the San Elijo Master Planned Community will continue to stress this road’s capacity.  The relief to this congestion will be provided by frequent Sprinter service between Oceanside and Escondido in the Constrained scenario.

SR-76 has very limited improvements in RTP 2030.  Mainly, it will add two lanes from Melrose to I-15.  With continued development in Oceanside to the west and Riverside to the east and no option of public transportation, this route could become quite congested.

Summary of sub-regional analysis

It appears that where there are existing transit right-of-ways, our transportation planners have decided to implement or expand rail services (I-5/I-8/SR-78 corridors).  Otherwise the chosen path as been to add additional lanes or roadways (I-5/I-805/I-15/SR-125/SR-52/SR-56).  Some of these new roadways will include HOV and Managed Lanes which will support carpools and mass transit in the form of BRT.    

Communities throughout San Diego are already experiencing long rush hour congestion.  Those areas not already served by rail services appear to benefit the most as they will receive both additional highway lanes and Bus Rapid Transit Service.  Those areas currently served by rail services will not be getting additional highway lanes unless we are able to implement the Unconstrained scenario but they will benefit from more frequent service on those rail lines.  The I-805/I-5 corridor will see the greatest benefit, as it will receive both significant increases in highway lanes and frequency of rail service.

RTP 2030 addresses many of the current bottlenecks that frustrate today’s drivers.  However, there are some bottlenecks that seem to be neglected such as the I-8 from the I-5 to SR-125 and the I-15 connection with the I-8 which only gets addressed in the Unconstrained scenario while other projects such as the I-5 to SR-241 connection into the eastern part of Orange County are being built in the Constrained scenario even though there does not seem to be as great of a need at the current time or for the foreseeable future.

As mass transit is improved in San Diego County, primarily through the use of BRT, it will also face bottlenecks in the current RTP 2030.  BRT can only work effectively when it can access HOV or Managed Lanes from a traveler’s origin to their destination.   The HOV and Managed Lanes restrict vehicle traffic to high occupancy users allowing a greater flow of traffic than standard highway lanes.  In RTP 2030, many HOV lanes are built in the Constrained scenario.  However, the connections from the HOV lanes of one highway to another are not in the plans except in the Unconstrained scenario.   When BRT must enter into the bottlenecks where freeways connect because of the lack of HOV connections, the travel time will be extended reducing the attractiveness of transit to the traveler.  These HOV connections will be crucial in providing San Diego an adequate infrastructure for future transit services.  Even though a significant investment is being made into transit services, SANDAG’s data shows that when the Expected scenario is implemented, transit times will be 1.5 to 2 times greater than if the traveler drove as a solo commuter.  I believe this can be significantly reduced by make HOV connections at highway interchanges.  It is noted that in the Unconstrained scenario where the HOV connections are implemented, BRT service is expanded significantly beyond the proposals in the Constrained and Expected scenarios.

This then begs the question, is it worth raising additional tax revenues so that San Diego can implement a fluid transit system throughout the region.  RTP 2030 notes the additional $25 Billion required to expand from the Expected to the Unconstrained scenario could be done through an increase in the TransNet or gas tax.  The study’s analysis shows we could raise the incremental funding needed by increasing the gas tax five cents per year through 2030.

In my view, when we ask for a tax increase, we should do it to the extent that it is going to get the job done.  The TransNet Tax alone will not provide San Diego with an adequate Transit system to relieve our congested highways.  As I noted earlier, it will not be enough to fund connections between the HOV lanes being built into our highway system.  Our Public Transit system is relying on these HOV lanes because our planners have decided to focus on BRT as the public transit mechanism.  As a result, this will leave disgruntled voters to wonder whether the benefits of the TransNet Tax extension was worth the pain as they will still encounter bottlenecks at highway intersections.  I believe voters may better appreciate our planners’ efforts if we ask to squeeze some additional tax pain to create a noticeable difference in relieving the bottlenecks in our Transit system to create a truly fluid transportation system to support us in 2030.   

Even if we were to approve a tax increase on a scale that would allow us to spend $67 Billion to build our ideal (Unconstrained) transportation scenario, are our financial projections for project costs accurate?  This issue will debated shortly as San Diego is asked to extend the TransNet Tax.  There are already many local community leaders that are complaining the funds for the current TransNet Tax did not build the things promised when the voters initially approved the tax in 1988.

Finally, should we accelerate the development of our transportation system by raising bond money and allow future development take place along the improved transportation corridors?  I think this is an issue that we should be discussing as a community.  Accelerating the development of our transportation system could better assist our local economy in the near-term by providing the jobs associated with investment in our local transportation system.  We are currently in an economy where interest rates are low allowing us to finance bonds at relatively low rates.  In addition, there is a lot of available capital sitting around waiting for good investment opportunities in the private sector.   This capital could be put to better use by improving our infrastructure.  This infrastructure will be cheaper to build now and the bonds would allow us to pay it off with a cheaper dollar, all because of inflation that typically occurs over time.  An improved transportation infrastructure will provide us economic return on investment through increased productivity of our citizens because they can efficiently move around rather than sit in congested bottlenecks and increase our quality of life.  Having an efficient transportation system in place sooner than later will then better position the community to locate areas that can support the increase development needs to support our population growth for the years to come.  

Timothy Schenck

November 2003




