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Dan Walters: Another crisis for 
Schwarzenegger: Increasing traffic 
congestion 

By Dan Walters -- Bee Columnist - (Published November 30, 2003) 

We Californians' symbiotic relationship with our cars and the roads we traverse is a well-
established sociological phenomenon, born of our notion, perhaps misguided, of freedom 
to go anywhere and do what we want, whenever we please. And we exercise those 
assumed privileges by driving over a quarter-trillion miles each year. 

Arnold Schwarzenegger, who used to drive a Hummer on Los Angeles freeways when he 
was a private, if famous, citizen, paid homage to that special connection in two 
gubernatorial decrees. The new governor reversed two unpopular actions by predecessor 
Gray Davis -- one of those rare Californians who didn't drive -- by reducing property 
taxes on cars by billions of dollars, and pressuring the Legislature to repeal a new law 
that granted driver's licenses to illegal immigrants. 

Schwarzenegger's governorship, however, faces a more serious, if less evident, 
transportation crisis. Simply put, the state is rapidly running out of money to expand its 
transportation systems, especially highways, in the face of ever-increasing demand, 
largely because billions of dollars have been diverted into the state's general fund to 
cover deficits. 

New financing projections by the state Transportation Commission indicate that "at best" 
there will be no new transportation projects added to the current five-year spending 
program. "At worst," about $3 billion in currently programmed projects will be deleted. 
And we're already dead last among the states in per capita spending on roads. 

Local government officials, urban planners and others involved in the arcane field of 
programming spending on transportation are scrambling to figure out what specific 
projects will be affected, but no one seems to have any firm answers because so much is 
unclear. 

As Schwarzenegger took office, his administration was talking about "refinancing" $25 
billion in deficit-budget debts that the state has incurred, including billions owed to 
various transportation accounts. Transportation officials hoped that it would mean relief 
from austerity. But just as it was being publicly unveiled, the proposed refinancing bond 
issue was scaled back to no more than $17 billion, essentially covering some short-term 
loans that come due in June. And when the administration released a list of $1.9 billion in
midyear budget adjustments last week, it included another big raid on transportation 
funds. 

Shifting transportation money into the state's general fund is just one major threat to 
transportation spending. Others include lower taxes on the ethanol-laced gasoline now 
being mandated for sale in California, and a stall on shifting sales taxes on gasoline into 

 
 
 



transportation, as voters decreed in Proposition 42 last year. 

California has doubled its automotive travel in the last two decades, but the carrying 
capacity of its roadway network has fallen far behind the pace, leading to ever-increasing 
traffic congestion. Meanwhile, as the state adds 600,000 people to its population every 
year, it also adds a half-million more cars -- about 1,300 a day -- so traffic jams are 
getting bigger and lasting longer. 

The state desperately needs a new transportation policy, the money to implement it, and 
an overhaul of the Department of Transportation. The department is beset by shaky 
finances, running feuds over privatization, and testy relationships with local and regional 
transportation agencies. 

Although Schwarzenegger has tapped Contra Costa County civic leader and political 
figure Sunne McPeak as secretary of the Business, Transportation and Housing Agency, 
the most important appointment to those involved in the issue is that of Caltrans 
director. At least one well-known figure from the construction industry rejected the job. 
But several other candidates are being considered, reportedly including Will Kempton, a 
veteran state transportation planner who is now assistant city manager of Folsom; Ruben
Barrales, a one-time San Mateo County supervisor who now holds a White House post; 
and Tony Harris, a high-ranking Caltrans official. 

Given the financial and organizational problems besetting California's transportation 
programs, Caltrans needs an independent, credible figure who can bring order to chaos. 
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--------------------------- 

The Bee's Dan Walters can be reached at (916) 321-1195 or dwalters@sacbee.com. 
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