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The future of highway driving in California could be a two-tiered system, in which 
commuters can either remain in stop-and-go traffic for free, or pay a toll to cruise on a 
private highway. 

Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger is expected to soon announce his support for allowing 
private contractors to build toll roads across California. Following the model of Highway 
125 now under construction in Southern California, contractors would build toll roads in 
congested areas or toll lanes parallel to existing roads -- such as Highway 152 or 
Interstate 205 -- that would be designed and maintained by the state. 

The specifics are still far away, but it is yet another step in the governor's strategy to 
creatively finance -- and speed up -- highway construction in California without raising 
taxes. The governor previously noted his support for allowing solo drivers to pay their 
way into carpool lanes. 

``We're going to make an announcement really soon where we're going to look at our 
whole infrastructure and transportation and we have a very creative way of financing it,'' 
Schwarzenegger said last week in a meeting with the Orange County Register editorial 
board, adding: ``We want to approach it in a very radical way and then look at all kinds 
of transportation.'' 

The governor's office had no comment Wednesday on the expected announcement, but 
last year his performance review team called for more toll facilities. 

``I'm not surprised,'' said Randy Rentschler of the Metropolitan Transportation 
Commission in Oakland. ``He wants to move forward on transportation, but we're broke. 
Where else do you go?'' 

Still, the governor's plan faces two significant hurdles: Congress and commuters who 
expect to drive freeways without paying extra. 

Legislation would need to be passed in Washington, D.C., to allow tolls on California's 
interstates. And 54 percent of California voters surveyed last summer said they oppose 
new toll roads. 



``How can people be so naive to think that a toll road is the solution to our road 
problems?'' South Bay motorist George Ching said. ``We have approved taxes that should 
cover everything that needs to be worked on and the funds have been hijacked.'' 

The state funding crisis is delaying dozens of crucial roads, and toll lanes or roads could 
be a solution to bottlenecks such as Highway 152 east of Gilroy, Highway 1 in Santa 
Cruz and on Interstate 205 near Tracy. Toll lanes also are being considered on highways 
85, 87 and 101 in Silicon Valley. Plans already are moving ahead to add toll lanes on 
Interstate 680 between Milpitas and Pleasanton. 

The governor's plan is the latest in a growing move toward charging drivers who want to 
escape the gridlock that blankets many state highways. 

Toll lanes line Route 91 in Orange County and Interstate 15 north of San Diego, where 
solo drivers have the option of staying in regular lanes or jumping into the carpool lane 
for a fee that varies by time of day. They are dubbed HOT or high-occupancy toll lanes. 

On this, there's clearly a green light from Sacramento. 

``We will be looking at doing more lanes with a little different slant,'' Caltrans director 
Will Kempton said of the HOT lanes at a meeting in Sunnyvale last month. ``We 
certainly want to encourage more of them.'' 

Added Pat Dando, the former San Jose councilwoman expected to soon join the 
Schwarzenegger administration and a supporter of HOT lanes: ``The reality is that the 
more people who get in the lanes, you and I will get home quicker.'' 

Opponents, however, argue that the toll roads come with a social cost: The nicest roads 
and easiest commutes will be reserved for those who can afford it. 

But clearly there's momentum for the concept -- in various forms. Last month the Reason 
Foundation, a Southern California transportation think tank, unveiled a plan to build 
truck-only toll lanes through the East Bay on interstates 580 and 880. And in Texas and 
Maryland, plans to build toll roads and HOT lanes are speeding ahead. 

``I think California is ready for this,'' said Fred Kessler, a transportation consultant from 
Los Angeles who has worked with state and regional agencies across the country. ``The 
predictable sources of funds like the gas tax won't be enough to cover the needs of a state 
like California. I think people are starting to understand this. There is a window of 
opportunity.'' 

California has paid for transportation improvements through gas taxes and countywide 
sales taxes. However, the gas tax has not been raised in nearly 15 years and counties must 
approve increases in local sales taxes by a two-thirds majority. Though seven of 10 
measures exceeded that threshold last November, most officials doubt many other 
counties can duplicate that effort. 



Several years ago a Valley Transportation Authority official was hooted down when he 
proposed a toll road alongside Highway 152 to the Pacheco Pass. But might those hoots 
turn to hoorays? 

``After a trip to western New York state, home of the New York State Thruway toll road, 
I have decided that toll roads are not such a bad thing,'' said Mark Miller of Hayward, 
citing a well-maintained road void of potholes and litter. ``More money for maintenance 
of our rundown traffic system without raising our taxes.'' 
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