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December 10, 2008

Re:  AB 32 Scoping Plan To Reduce Greenhouse Gas Emissions In California 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the AB32 Scoping Plan.  The draft Plan reflects a great deal of hard work and good thinking. These comments address only the approach to reducing GHG emissions from vehicles and light trucks through the interaction between land use and transportation – specifically the process and schedule required by SB 375.

The South Bay Cities Council of Governments (SBCCOG) is a joint powers authority representing 16 incorporated cities in southwest Los Angeles County.  As a SCAG sub-region, the SBCCOG is eligible to develop its own Sustainable Communities Strategy.

The SBCCOG is in the process of completing a four-year study of the transportation performance of the South Bay’s built environment.  This research positions us to comment with knowledge from our research on SB 375 and those parts of AB32 Scoping Plan that intend to change the urban form in order to reduce vehicle miles traveled and related GHG emissions.

Our comments are as follows:

1.  There are major unresolved problems with implementation of the smart growth strategy.  Our research suggests that it is one thing to draw conclusions from research about possible outcomes from a particular development scenario such as compact, mixed-use projects, but quite another to develop public policy that combines existing density, scale of density, current and needed transit service, and other neighborhood characteristics with the design for a new project in order to produce desired transportation outcomes.  In other words, the ability to make changes to the urban form that will actually reduce vehicle miles traveled and reduce GHG emissions is not established, and in any case one size does not fit all.  

The following quote is taken from an internal memorandum produced by one of the SBCCOG’s contractors, Marlon Boarnet, UC Irvine faculty member and co-author of Transportation By Design, one of the leading texts that explores the relationship between transportation performance and the built environment.  

“Transportation planning has long followed a “forecast and allocate” paradigm.  The classic tools of the profession, including the four-step model, forecast travel patterns and then allocate projected future travel to network paths.  California shows signs of adopting a similar “forecast and allocate” paradigm to control greenhouse gas emissions (California Air Resources Board, 2008; Stivers, 2008).  This approach is inherently top-down, model-based, and better illuminates relationships that are general rather than context specific.  Providing alternative modes of mobility in auto-oriented suburbs will require context sensitive solutions and some experimentation.  In short, a shift from a top-down to a bottom-up approach will be necessary.”

2. The time line established in SB 375 is unrealistic given the complexity of the required institutional coordination and the absence of a context-sensitive knowledge base for using land use to reduce travel demand.  There is no benefit to rushing a long range development process that will take 20 years to produce threshold impacts, especially given the current economic climate which makes substantial levels of development infeasible for what may arguably be the next 5 years.  

3.  The concept of assigning targets for VMT and GHG emissions reduction is inconsistent with current realities.  Regional targets should not be established until models can be built and tested that can calculate how a specific combination of inputs -- level and scale of density proposed, level and type of transit service, level of market demand at different price points, existing neighborhood context, etc. – will produce specific VMT outputs.  It is one thing to demonstrate a correlation between fewer VMT per household and greater residential density at the metropolitan scale, but quite another to implement a strategy at the neighborhood scale to create input variables to meet or exceed a specific target.  Until there is an algorithm that can relate a bundle of inputs in a particular context to numerical outcomes, targets cannot be achieved, except by possibly on paper. 

Therefore, not only should the Air Resources Board not increase the land use target beyond the current 5 MMT, it should not set any target before hearing what local governments and their regions believe they can reasonably achieve over by a particular year.  

The argument that transportation models used by ARB to establish the 5 MMT target are widely acknowledged to underestimate the benefits of dense, mixed use development because other models can justify 11-14 MMT misses the point that all of those models remain theoretical.  None of them have been used to guide zoning policy.  The only effective strategy will depend on working from the bottom up.  Or as SBCCOG consultant Boarnet puts it, transportation planning should shift from a top-down “forecast and allocate” to a bottom-up “experiment and verify” paradigm.

4.  Building up, not out, may reduce overall infrastructure costs at the regional scale, but the municipalities absorbing the dense infill development will face substantial additional costs.  Local streets will carry the weight and experience the congestion associated with construction.  Park acres per capita are notoriously difficult to expand in built-out areas.  Specifically in the South Bay, two of four cities that we studied are currently failing to meet their solid waste recycling requirement.  Two are at or near the point at which the costs of providing services to new residents will exceed their revenues.  And that was before the recent dramatic decline of retail tax revenues and property values.  Incentives in the form of federal transportation improvement projects fail to address the real concerns over the solvency of the General Fund.  We urge the ARB to identify adequate remedies for these very real problems of built-out suburban cities.

5.  Smart growth relies heavily on public transit as the primary form of mobility for urbanized suburbs.  The argument that increased residential density will not increase auto use is based on the assumption that more density will support and will be followed by more transit (which will serve both the new and old residents, thereby reducing VMT per household for the entire neighborhood).  Although the expected mode split is never discussed, it is fair to say that a maximum target for transit would be 15-20%.  That this leaves 80 to 85% of the trips to the other modes means that auto congestion will remain a problem with new density.  But even at that, any smart growth mandates should be suspended for sub-regions until they work with their regional transportation authority to develop a plan for providing transit service adequate to achieve a 15% mode share, supported by encumbered funds.

6. The South Bay is a high amenity subregion that will always be pressured by developers.  Most of the project proposals are related to the profit that can be made from dense projects near coastal influences.  It is unfair to South Bay cities to ask them to amend their land use controls to accommodate greater density when the demand is not directly driven by regional population growth.  To be sure, South Bay cities need new development as a way of renewing their local economies by modernizing the built environment.  However, this modernization by replacement should proceed at a pace and in locations that are chosen to be consistent with the standards and best interests of each municipality without pressure from State or regional government

In closing, it is regrettable that zeal for smart growth is beginning to trump science and practice in setting this policy.  For example, a dignified organization like the Planning and Conservation League has characterized those who oppose the increase of the land use target beyond 5 MMT as “conservative local governments.”  Our many concerns about the smart growth strategy are based on our research and practical observations and discussion about the problems of implementation in established neighborhoods such as the South Bay.
The SBCCOG has been a statewide leader in energy and water conservation.  It has operated the South Bay Environmental Services Center (SBESC) for over 5 years during which time it has offered programs ranging from helping small businesses and local governments conduct energy audits and procure energy efficient lighting and other equipment to workshops for businesses and residents on energy and water conservation measures that they can adopt.  Currently the SBESC is supporting South Bay cities in the development of their climate action plans.  The SBESC has provided the outreach, marketing and coordination that has made the South Bay one of the most environmentally conscious sub-regions in the SCAG region and SBCCOG’s Green Task Force is providing a forum for best practices sharing and advancement.
Once again, thank you for this opportunity to provide input.
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