
 
 

 
 

 
 

STAFF REPORT 
 
 
 
 
SUBJECT: Clean Air Express Transition Status       
 
 
MEETING DATE: April 19, 2007       AGENDA ITEM: 10    
 
 
RECOMMENDATION: 
 
Receive update on North County Transit Plan recommendation to transition the operation of 
Clean Air Express from SBCAG to North County transit agencies  
  
STAFF CONTACT: Kent Epperson, Scott Spaulding 
 
SUMMARY: 
 
As directed by the board, staff has been working with Santa Maria, Lompoc and County staff to 
transition the operation of the Clean Air Express service from SBCAG to local transit agencies.  
SBCAG currently has funding to operate the service through December 2007, at which point the 
service would be terminated without additional funding.  Given the success and popularity of the 
CAE, terminating the service seems untenable as it would likely trigger a finding by SBCAG that 
an unmet transit need exists and by state law, SBCAG would be unable to allocate 
Transportation Development Act funds for non-transit purposes to Santa Maria, Lompoc or the 
County until the need is met.  Staff is developing a set of options for the future of the Clean Air 
Express and will present these options to the Board at the May meeting. 
 
 
DISCUSSION: 
 
The Clean Air Express transit service was created by the Air Pollution Control District in 1990 as 
an air quality improvement/technology demonstration program.  After initial success, APCD 
partnered with the City of Lompoc in 1996 to purchase four new regional buses to expand 
service.  In 2001, SBCAG assumed management of the service from APCD and secured federal 
funding for seven new buses to replace older vehicles and expand service.  Currently, five 
Clean Air Express routes serve Santa Maria and six serve Lompoc, all operating southbound in 
the morning and northbound in the afternoon (weekdays only).  In 2006, the Clean Air Express 
carried 176,490 passengers (a 24% increase over 2005) and had a farebox ratio of 73%.   
 
One of the two short term recommendations of the North County Regional Transit Plan adopted 
by SBCAG in October 2006 is to transfer the administration of the Clean Air Express transit 
service from SBCAG, which does not receive any state or federal transit funding, to local transit 
operators, which can access these funding sources.  Local control of the Clean Air Express by 



 2

COLT and SMAT would also allow these agencies to include these routes in their transit 
planning and better tailor the service to the needs of their residents.   
 
Discussions to transfer operation of the CAE between staff of SBCAG, COLT, SMAT, Santa 
Barbara County and SBMTD have been ongoing since the adoption of the North County Transit 
Plan.  At the request of the local operators, SBCAG has provided to COLT and SMAT a detailed 
financial analysis of the service and separated the costs and revenue by jurisdiction.  Santa 
Maria and Lompoc have expressed interest in operating the service but have stated regional 
funds will be required for the transition to occur.  SBCAG staff anticipates that a balance of 
approximately $400,000 in previously allocated Measure D regional funds previously allocated 
by the SBCAG board will be available at the end of FY 2006-07 for use in operating the Clean 
Air Express.  An additional $750,000 in regional Measure D funds has been identified by staff as 
a possible source of funds for operation of the service by Lompoc and Santa Maria.  Lompoc 
has requested $4.4 million in capital funds over eight years and an unspecified amount of 
operational funding for the City to be able to operate the Lompoc service.  Santa Maria has 
requested $550,000 to replace one vehicle in FY2007-08, an unspecified amount of funding for 
vehicle replacement beginning in 2018, and an unspecified amount of operational funding to be 
able to operate the Santa Maria service.  The capital funds needed by Lompoc would decrease 
and the funds needed by Santa Maria would increase if the four 1997 vehicles currently in 
service to Lompoc were distributed equally between the two agencies. 
 
Regional Measure D funds are one potential source of funding if the Clean Air Express is going 
to be continued.  The fund balance is projected to be $4.8 million through the end of Measure D 
in 2010, although a prudent reserve must be maintained for existing commitments, including 
cost increases on the remaining regional highway projects.  Measure D regional funds are being 
used to complete the Milpas to Hot Springs Operational Improvements and the Route 154 
Group 2 Operational Improvements.   
  
The current SBCAG Clean Air Express operating contract ends on August 27, 2007.  If no 
additional funds are identified and approved for SBCAG to continue operating the service, staff 
anticipates that currently available funds will be exhausted and it will be necessary to terminate 
Clean Air Express service by December 2007.  Given the popularity of the service and the 
strong ridership and farebox recovery, discontinuing the service will likely trigger a finding by 
SBCAG that an unmet transit need exists.  If such a finding is made, by state law, SBCAG 
would be prevented from allocating any Transportation Development Act funds for non-transit 
purposes until the need is met.  Currently, the cities of Lompoc and Santa Maria and the County 
collectively use over $3 million in TDA annually for street and road maintenance purposes (all of 
the other cities and the SBMTD expend their entire TDA allocations on transit).   
 
Staff will develop options for the Clean Air Express and present these options to the board in 
May.  The options will include either termination of the service or the continued operation of the 
service by SBCAG, as well the cost estimates and potential funding sources needed to continue 
its operation.  If detailed cost estimates have been prepared by the Cities of Lompoc and Santa 
Maria, staff will present additional options for transferring the operation to Santa Maria or 
Lompoc.   
 
COMMITTEE REVIEW: 
 
North County Subregional Committee 
 












