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Transportation.  Like the weather, it’s something 

we all talk about, but, unlike the weather, it’s 

something we can do something about. When we 

talk about transportation, what are we talking 

about specifically?  Well, transportation is really a 

pretty basic principle.  It involves getting from 

point A to point B, with maybe a few stops in 

between.  Here, when we speak of transportation, 

we’re speaking about, primarily, connecting where 

we live with everything else:  work; school; church; 

shops; recreation.  Getting between those points 

can take many forms: walking; horseback riding; skateboarding; roller skating/blading; 

“Razoring”; “Segueying”; bicycling, motorcycling, driving, bussing, train riding, to mention the 

most common forms on land; though, in most peoples’ minds, transportation probably focuses 

on cars, busses and trains.  Since many of us travel on streets and roads, that’s where the 

focus of most people lies, and it’s the source of most of those discussions. 

Because of the myriad ways one can get from point A to point B, the solution doesn’t lie in one 

particular mode of travel. Rather it lies in a mix, again with an emphasis on the roadways that 

we move upon.  So, approaches to fixing our transportation system don’t just lie in fixing roads 

alone, though the 2017 rains have increased the number of potholes and certainly raised our 

awareness of the condition of those roadways.  If it were as simple as just fixing potholes, 

wouldn’t we have done that by now?  What takes so long and why is it so hard? 

Well, if you’ve been 

paying attention to the 

news the past couple of 

years, you may be aware 

by now that the funds that 

pay for fixing the roads 

have dwindled significantly 

at both the state and 

Federal level. The 

revenue from the Federal 

tax that is added to the 

gas you pump into your 

more fuel-efficient car has shrunk because of that efficiency, and the tax collected hasn’t kept 

up with inflation.  In fact, the last time the federal gas tax was increased the President of the 

United States was Bill Clinton. The Highway Trust Fund, the Federal source of funding for 

transportation improvements, went almost broke until a renewal by Congress last year gave 

that fund some new lifeblood, but only because of an $80 billion fund transfer from the general 



fund of the United States Treasury. The fundamental concept that the gas tax is a user fee and 

will pay for transportation improvements in this country is simply no longer the case.  

Moreover, I’m not optimistic the federal government is prepared to raise new revenues to meet 

the country’s and the Southern California region’s transportation needs. 

 You may also be aware that the Governor just signed SB 1 – a bill years in the making – that 

provides a new source of state revenues for transportation for California.  That bill has mostly 

caught everyone’s attention because it will increase the State’s per gallon gas tax (not to be 

confused with the Federal excise tax).  As a consumer, I can’t complain about paying the same 

tax per gallon for the last 23 years, but the fact is that the money raised was not enough to 

maintain our city streets and roads, our state highways and 

freeways, and bridges all across California.   Under SB 1, if you 

use petroleum to get around, you will be helping to pay for 

repairs to California’s decaying transportation infrastructure. 

So, you ask, when will I see any of these improvements in my 

neighborhood, and how does that happen?  Sadly, I must tell 

you that it won’t happen as quickly as you hope.  Local 

governments—cities and the County— will have to rely on 

current funds as allocated under the current formulas.  In some 

instances, this will mean drawing upon perhaps even General 

Fund money to backfill the number of projects needing attention 

as they await the eventual trickle down of money from both the 

Fed and the State.  As far as major road improvements, those will take even more time. 

To understand the flow of money and the planning process on projects, one must understand 

the structure of the government system for allocation of those moneys.  While you pay your 

Federal tax dollars, those moneys come through an allocation program established by 

Congress.  As the moneys reach each state, they are then subject to Federally established 

regional Metropolitan Planning Organizations (MPOs).  In the case of Ventura County, we are 

in the MPO of the Southern California Association of Governments (SCAG).  SCAG does the 

transportation planning for the 39,000 square mile region 

encompassing the counties of Ventura, Los Angeles, Orange, 

San Bernardino, Riverside and Imperial, and the 191 cities 

within that region.  SCAG is responsible, under Federal and 

State law, to write a Regional Transportation Plan (RTP) every 

four years, with a planning horizon of 16 years.  As SCAG 

develops that plan it must coordinate with the local 

jurisdictions and their plans. 

For the Ventura County “sub-region” of SCAG, the regional 

transportation planning agency is the Ventura County 

Transportation Commission (VCTC).  VCTC must coordinate with 

the ten cities in the County plus the County government to develop 

its sub-regional plan, AND that plan is based upon each local 



jurisdiction’s planned needs for transportation based upon its General Plan, a land use 

document.  Remember, the purpose of transportation is to connect people with where they 

sleep to everything else. So, depending on what each jurisdiction has planned for its 

residential development with jobs, schools, recreation areas, etc., that plan will dictate that 

jurisdiction’s transportation needs. 

Once that process is undertaken, the local jurisdiction must get its wishes onto the VCTC list to 

go into the RTP.  The State, looking at the Federal dollars coming California’s way along with 

its own revenue generated, and in conjunction with all of the state-wide needs, then develops 

the State Transportation Improvement Program (STIP), which is how the dollars get allocated 

to the 58 California counties, including Ventura County, for major transportation investments 

like improvements to the 101 or other major regional freeway corridors.  And that’s just to get it 

into the planning stages.  After that, there may be years before the actual activities at the local 

level can take place, depending on how well the local jurisdiction has planned out what the 

project will entail. 

Finally, to add insult to injury, although the State and Federal 

legislatures have approved new funding sources and will be 

allocating those funds, Ventura County is going to suffer the 

most of the six counties in the SCAG region because in 

November of 2016 we failed to pass our own half-cent sales tax 

dedicated to transportation.  This makes accessing those State 

and Federal dollars more difficult.  Many of them require 

matching funds from the local jurisdiction, and we simply will not 

have that money.  So, despite all of our planning and the need for more transportation 

improvements, they will probably happen slower here in Ventura County that around the rest of 

Southern California, including Santa Barbara County. 

So, to come full circle:  Besides talking about transportation needs, what can we do? It’s really 

pretty simple.  First, try to better understand the time it takes between what we’re seeing now 

and when things might actually get improved.  Second, better understand the steps and 

process for getting the money to get those improvements done.  Third, support local efforts for 

an additional increase in funds even if it means passage of a county-wide transportation half-

penny sales tax.  While all of this taxing may seem burdensome, remember that you get what 

you pay for.  Oh, and finally, if you’re not going to pay, quit bitching because it’s not going to 

change. 
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