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ROADS

V. ROADS

A. BACKGROUND

Residents of San Mateo County and surrounding areas depend heavily on the
County’s road system for daily transportation to commercial, educational and
recreational destinations. This system, along with the relative affordability of
automobile travel, allows most residents to live in peripheral, low-density
communities while still enjoying easy access to employment and urban
amenities. However, as prevailing development patterns encourage workers to
live even farther from established employment centers, and regional population
growth outpaces transportation improvements, congestion on County roadways
is rising to critical levels.

This section explains some of the trends that have contributed to increased
congestion, describes the road network and the agencies responsible,
documents existing and projected conditions, and outlines the most important
approaches to congestion relief.

1. Regional Context and Demogqraphic Trends

Ever since its formation in 1855, San Mateo County has been an attractive place
of residence for those who work in San Francisco and, more recently, Santa
Clara County. Stage lines and railroads allowed early residents to enjoy the
charms of country living, and a more favorable climate, without sacrificing quick,
reliable access to city jobs. Transportation was therefore vital to the County’s
development as a string of bedroom communities with relatively little industry or
commerce.

After World War Il, the County’s population boomed as agriculture gave way to
large housing developments designed for the automobile. Construction of the
County’s freeway system in the 1950s and 1960s reinforced the commute
patterns established during the previous century, although the County’s low land
prices and good freeway access began to attract major employers. Santa Clara
County, however, gained the lion’s share of new suburban industry.

During the 1990s, as Santa Clara County has become virtually built out and its
prices rise, employers, especially in the high-tech manufacturing sector, have
increasingly chosen to locate in San Mateo County. Yet even with the steady
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increase in jobs, the County has retained its historically high level of out-
commuting. The Metropolitan Transportation Commission estimates that in
2000, about 38 percent of employed County residents travel to other counties for
work. This percentage is much higher than other counties, such as San
Francisco with 20 percent and Santa Clara with 9 percent (MTC, 1998).

While the County has the potential to add thousands of new jobs, there remains
little land available for residential development. Because of the tax revenues that
commercial and industrial development generate, and the high cost of providing
services to residential areas, local jurisdictions have little incentive to rezone
large parcels for affordable housing development. This means that most new
County workers cannot afford to live in the County at the standard they desire,
and they choose instead to make long trips from more affordable areas such as
Alameda County.

In conclusion, congestion has worsened in the past five years primarily because
County residents are increasingly sharing the road system with commuters from
surrounding counties. From 1990 to 2000, the number of jobs in San Mateo
County will have increased by 16.6 percent, while the number of households will
have grown by just 4.9 percent (ABAG, 1997). During the same period, work
trips from the other Bay Area counties will have risen by 19.7 percent (MTC,
1998). This trend toward more in-commuting, combined with consistently high
out-commuting, means more vehicles must share limited roadway capacity.

2. Description of Roadway Network

Several government agencies are responsible for the maintenance and
improvement of the County’s 2,000 miles of public roads. The California
Department of Transportation (CalTrans) manages those roadways that are part
of the State Highway System. These include Interstates 280 and 380, U.S.
Route 101, and State Routes 1, 35, 82 (El Camino Real), 84, 92, 109 (University
Avenue, Kavanaugh to State Route 84) and 114 (Willow Road). These
highways, while making up just 209 miles of the County’s road network, carry a
much greater volume of traffic than other roads, and serve a vital function in the
Bay Area’s transportation network. For the purposes of planning and analysis,
the Countywide Transportation Plan defines all of the routes in the State Highway
System, with the exception of State Route 35, as corridors of regional
significance (see Exhibit 6.1).
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In addition to the State Highway System, the Metropolitan Transportation
Commission (MTC) includes important local arterial roads as part of the
Metropolitan Transportation System (MTS). These roads connect residential and
commercial areas to the State highways.

Another important element of the roadway network is local arterials and streets.
For the vast majority of commuters, the trip to work starts here. These streets
are designed to accommodate only the ftraffic generated by immediate
surrounding activities. Responsibility for maintenance and improvement lies with
individual cities and, for unincorporated areas, with the County.

3. Existing Conditions

a. Corridors of Regional Significance

Due to the trends described above, congestion on San Mateo County’s
roads has worsened considerably over the past five years. Between 1993
and 1998, daily vehicle hours of delay on County freeways increased by
600 percent, with an average annual increase of 120 percent. The total
length of freeways affected by congestion also increased, from 14
directional miles in 1993 to 33 miles in 1998. One County road,
westbound 92 between 1-880 and Foster City Boulevard, was the third
most congested freeway in the Bay Area. In addition, commuters
experienced delays in locations that were not previously congested, such
as northbound 280 between Sand Hill Road and Woodside Road
(CalTrans, 1998). See Exhibits 6.2 and 6.3 for a listing of the County’s
most congested roads in 1999.

b. Local Streets and Roads

The condition of the pavement of local streets and roads in the County is
presented by jurisdiction in Exhibit 6.13. The statistics show that overall
64 percent of local streets and roads are in satisfactory to good condition,
while 39 percent are in poor to fair condition. The jurisdictions are ranked
from top to bottom based on the percentages of streets and roads in each
jurisdiction in poor to fair conditions. Exhibit 6.13 shows that the
unincorporated County has the highest percentage (62 percent) of roads
in poor to fair condition, followed by Daly City at 61 percent.
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4. Projected Conditions

Even with the planned roadway and transit improvements outlined in Alternative
6c, congestion in 2010 will exceed current levels. During the PM peak period,
average freeway speed will drop to 41 mph (from 48 mph in 1990), while freeway
driving times will increase by about 42 percent. See Exhibits 6.2 and 6.3 for a
projection of the County’s most congested roads in 2010.

5. Improvement Plans and Programs

Government agencies can take three general approaches to congestion relief.
They can attempt to accommodate demand for auto travel by increasing roadway
capacity; they can try to reduce demand by making auto travel more expensive
(i.e., toll roads, gas taxes, paid parking) or by encouraging higher transit use, car
pooling, or shorter trips; and they change land use policy to restrict, control, and
direct growth. Studies consistently show that policies which increase the cost of
auto travel are most effective in reducing congestion over the long run.

At all levels, federal government policies influence the nature of local plans and
programs. The most important federal transportation program is the
Transportation Efficiency Act for the 21st Century (TEA-21), which emphasizes
congestion reduction and linking of transportation planning with land use and air
quality policies. TEA-21 is the primary source of federal transportation funding.
Federal and State Clean Air Acts also have a significant impact on regional and
local transportation planning through programs to reduce pollution-causing auto
travel and traffic congestion.

The California Transportation Commission (CTC) develops the State Transporta-
tion Improvement Program (STIP) and the Interregional Improvement Program
(IIP), four-year programs that distribute limited federal and State funds according
to a list of priority improvement projects. The CTC develops this list from various
Regional Transportation Improvement Programs (RTIPs) that are submitted by
regional transportation planning agencies such as the MTC. In addition to
submitting an RTIP, the MTC develops the Regional Transportation Plan (RTP),
a document that sets funding priorities for a 20-year period.

At the County level, the Congestion Management Agency (CMA) develops a
Congestion Management Plan (CMP) that recommends various improvements
and programs to relieve traffic congestion. These include trip-reduction and
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travel demand management, land use impact analysis, capital improvement
programs, and monitoring of roadway conditions. The CMA for San Mateo
County is the City/County Association of Governments (C/CAG), which also
prepares the Countywide Transportation Plan. Another County agency that
deals with congestion relief is the County Transportation Authority, which
develops a Transportation Expenditure Plan and a Transportation System
Management Plan to administer Measure A funds.

Local land use and transportation planning also influence traffic congestion. As
part of their General Plans, the cities of San Mateo County develop land use
policies that can have tremendous impacts on regional transportation patterns.
For example, if a city zones properties to allow the creation of thousands of new
jobs, but does not allow high-density residential development to house the new
workers, these policies may significantly worsen congestion by encouraging
longer commutes. The lack of coordination of local land use policies with
regional transportation planning is therefore a major obstacle to effective
congestion relief.

B. ISSUES

1. Defining a Strateqy for Improvin_q Roadways

In San Mateo County, physical and fiscal conditions constrain the number of
options that can be realistically considered for improving the County’s roadway
system. The opportunities to build new roadways or widen existing ones are very
limited, if at all possible, and they are exceptionally expensive. Water and
mountains hem in the urban Bayside. New or expanded roads cannot be built
without encroaching on wetlands, mountainous terrain, or intensely developed
urban land. And public money for improvements is far from abundant. Even
though the County taxes itself to augment State and federal funds for
transportation projects, substantial shortfalls for priority roadway and transit
projects exist.

These forces need to be recognized to shape a realistic and effective strategy.
Logic dictates that if the County in some way reduces the number of existing or
projected vehicles traveling on roadways, not as many improvements would be
needed. Second, it would be prudent to gain as much capacity out of the existing
system by making it as efficient as possible before building new expansions.
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