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S u m m a r y

Senate Bill (SB) 375, adopted in 2008, calls on regional transportation planning agencies 
and local governments to develop strategies for reducing greenhouse gas emissions 
from passenger vehicles by reducing per capita vehicle miles traveled (VMT). Three spe-

cific strategies, traditionally used to reduce traffic congestion and improve air quality, are to 
be employed to help reduce emissions:  

Higher-density development, particularly in areas well-served by transit; 

Investments in alternatives to solo driving, such as transit, biking, walking, and carpool-
ing; and 

Pricing policies that raise the cost of driving and parking.

Although SB 375 is expected to reduce emissions only modestly relative to vehicle effi-
ciency standards and low-carbon fuels, it is also expected to improve public health and 
reduce energy and water use by encouraging denser development and more “livable” com-
munities. The integration of these three approaches is consistent with an emerging research 
consensus that policies integrating all three strategies have a much greater chance of reducing 
VMT than any one approach on its own. This report reviews the opportunities and challenges 
of each of these strategies and assesses California’s recent experience and future prospects for 
successfully integrating them.
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On balance, California has started with the right approach by attempting to integrate its 
emission-reduction policies. However, recent experiences within the state and elsewhere have 
revealed numerous challenges—some quite formidable. On the plus side, more local gov-
ernments are undertaking climate change activities, and many local planners see significant 
potential for reducing VMT, especially in localities that have experience in implementing these 
strategies and in more populous areas of the state. Also, planners are beginning to recognize 
the importance of using multiple approaches. And transit ridership in California is increasing, 
with recent transit investments appropriately directed toward higher-density areas.

But red flags abound, potentially limiting California’s ability to reduce VMT. Employment 
density (the number of jobs per square mile) is low and declining, and employment density 
matters more than residential density for encouraging transit use as an alternative to driving. 
Furthermore, major transit investments since the early 1990s have not produced an overall 
reduction in VMT, and densities around new stations have not increased. The vast majority 
of commuters still drive to work, even if they live or work near a transit station. And planners 
are skeptical about pricing policies—a key component of integrated strategies—especially 
in localities with higher-income households, which tend to be less sensitive to changes in 
the cost of driving and parking. Finally, funding transit investments and operations remains 
a perennial challenge.

If California is to make the most of SB 375, several priorities require attention. Regions and 
localities should encourage greater commercial (that is, nonresidential) development around 
transit stations. Pricing policies need to accompany land use and transportation strategies, 
despite public resistance. State or federal leaders need to raise general road use fees (either 
the traditional gas tax or a new VMT-based fee), both to provide incentives to reduce driving 
and to help fill the widening gap in transportation funding. And, finally, regional strategies 
must recognize the wide variation in attitudes and conditions among localities and address 
the lack of coordination (even among transit systems within the same region) that exists today.

This report is based on reviews of the research literature, our survey of local governments and planning 
agencies, and our analysis of population, employment, and transportation data. The report draws heavily on 
two companion papers: “Views from the Street” (Bedsworth, Hanak, and Stryjewski 2011) and “Making the Most 
of Transit” (Kolko 2011). To find these and other related resources, please visit the report’s publication page:  

http://www.ppic.org/main/publication.asp?i=948

http://www.ppic.org/main/home.asp
http://www.ppic.org/main/publication.asp?i=948
http://www.ppic.org/main/publication.asp?i=946
http://www.ppic.org/main/publication.asp?i=947
http://www.ppic.org/main/publication.asp?i=947
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Introduction

In the communities of the future, homes and  
jobs, recreation and education, shopping and 
health care, will be more accessible with less 
dependency on the single-occupant vehicle.
—California Air Resources Board (2010) 

With the adoption of Senate Bill (SB) 375 in late 2008, 
California became one of the first states in the nation to 
establish an explicit policy aimed at reducing the amount 
of driving by passenger vehicles—or vehicle miles trav-
eled (VMT)—in an attempt to reduce the greenhouse 
gas (GHG) emissions that contribute to global warming.1 
Achieving this goal will entail a major behavioral shift for 
Californians, often known for their love affair with the 
automobile. Per capita VMT and associated GHG emis-
sions in California have been increasing for decades, but 
the new targets in the state’s largest metropolitan areas 
envision per capita GHG emission reductions from  
passenger vehicles on the order of 7 to 8 percent by 2020 
and 13 to 16 percent by 2035 (California Air Resources 
Board 2010). Although some of these reductions can be 
achieved by improving traffic flow (which reduces emis-
sions by increasing fuel efficiency), most will need to come 
from reductions in the length and frequency of automo-
bile trips.2 

Three broad policy strategies, traditionally used to 
reduce traffic congestion and improve air quality, will now 
also aim to reduce GHG emissions:

Integrating land use and transportation decisions 
to bolster the effectiveness of transportation policy 
and investments (e.g., development or redevelopment 
around transit stations); 

Investing in alternatives to solo driving, such as pub-
lic transit, biking, walking, and carpooling; and 

Using pricing incentives to manage traffic and parking. 

Because meeting SB 375 targets will require using these 
strategies more aggressively than in the past, the new law 
could bring major shifts in the way state, regional, and local 
governments make transportation and land use decisions.

In particular, SB 375 envisions collaboration between 
regional transportation authorities and local governments. 
California’s regional transportation authorities—the Met-
ropolitan Planning Organizations (MPOs)—are respon-
sible for demonstrating compliance with SB 375, whereas 
local governments—cities and counties—oversee most 
transportation spending and have authority over land use. 
Rather than sanctions for noncompliance, SB 375 includes 
regulatory incentives to encourage local governments to 
collaborate with MPOs by easing requirements for the 
environmental review of suitable development projects 
under the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). 

In calling for collaboration between the agencies 
responsible for transportation planning and governments 
responsible for land use planning, SB 375 reflects the emerg-
ing research consensus that integrating transportation, 
land use, and related policies has greater potential to reduce 
VMT than any one of the approaches taken alone. The suc-
cess of SB 375 hinges on how well California’s regional and 
local governments can integrate these policies to promote a 
behavioral shift from solo driving by California residents.

In terms of climate policy, SB 375 is expected to 
achieve only modest benefits, accounting for 8 percent of 
all GHG emission reductions in the transportation sec-
tor by 2020 and approximately 3 percent of all emission 
reductions economy-wide (California Air Resources Board 
2008). Yet by reducing the distances between residences 
and other destinations, reducing the amount of time 
people spend in their cars, and enhancing “walkability,” 
SB 375 is likely to meet the broader social goal of building 
more livable, healthy communities.3 In addition, by facili-
tating the development of denser communities, SB 375 may 
help meet other sustainability goals, including reduced 
energy and water use. 

This report reviews the role of transportation in 
California’s climate policy; synthesizes current knowledge 
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about the effectiveness of land use, transit, and pricing pol-
icies; and tries to gauge how well California is positioned to 
implement an integrated strategy for VMT reduction. The 
first section reviews the role of transportation in Califor-
nia’s climate change policy, describing efforts to reduce 
GHG emissions through various transportation strategies. 
The second section explores land use, transit, and pric-
ing policies aimed at reducing VMT. The third section 
discusses the integration of these strategies. We look at 
local readiness to use integrated strategies, drawing on our 
survey of California city and county planners, and analyze 
California’s recent experiences with transit-oriented devel-
opment (TOD)—a prime example of integrated land use 
and transportation planning. The final section summarizes 
our key findings and explores policy implications.

Transportation and California’s 
Climate Change Policy 

California’s efforts to reduce air pollution have focused on 
transportation issues for decades. The state led the nation 
with the first emission regulations for vehicles in the early 
1960s, and this leadership continues today in California’s 
quest to reduce GHG emissions.

GHG Emission Trends
Greenhouse gas emissions in California have been increas-
ing steadily over the past several decades, with the fastest 
growth occurring in the transportation sector. Statewide, 
GHG emissions increased almost 10 percent between 1990 
and 2008, and emissions from transportation increased 

by over 16 percent. Without regulations to reduce emis-
sions, this growth is expected to accelerate over the next 
several decades (California Air Resources Board 2008). The 
transportation sector is the largest single contributor to 
GHG emissions in the state, accounting for 37 percent of 
all emissions. Passenger cars and trucks account for almost 
three-quarters of this total. 

Policy Context
Recognizing the high risks associated with climate change, 
California has taken a leadership role in global efforts to 
reduce GHG emissions. Assembly Bill (AB) 32, the Global 
Warming Solutions Act of 2006, set a target for California 
to reduce statewide emissions to 1990 levels by 2020 (a 
roughly 30 percent reduction relative to business as usual), 
and the state is aiming to reduce emissions an additional 
80 percent by 2050—the level considered globally neces-
sary to stabilize the planet’s climate.4 

The California Air Resources Board (CARB) is respon-
sible for implementing AB 32, and it has outlined a com-
prehensive “scoping plan” that includes all of the programs 
needed to achieve the state’s 2020 emission reduction 
target (California Air Resources Board 2008). The largest 
share of these reductions (36%) is expected to come from 
programs that involve the transportation sector, including 
establishing GHG emission standards for new passen-
ger vehicles, decreasing the carbon content of fuels, and 
lowering the number of miles driven. VMT reductions are 
included in the “regional GHG targets” established under 
SB 375 and depicted in Figure 1.

VMT reductions play a relatively modest role in the 
overall emission reduction plan—8 percent of all trans-
portation sector reductions and only 3 percent of AB 32’s 
overall target for 2020—anticipating the length of time 
needed to register cumulative effects from such measures 
as land use changes and new transit investments, which 
also require behavioral changes by the public.5 

These estimates do not include other potential emis-
sion benefits of SB 375 associated with changes in land use. 
For example, higher-density housing units are smaller and 
therefore use less energy.6 And, as noted above, SB 375 may 

Greenhouse gas emissions in California  
have been increasing steadily over the  

past several decades, with the fastest growth 
occurring in the transportation sector.  
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2010, MTC will consider an operator’s compliance with the  
region’s Transit Connectivity Plan when allocating funding.  
The Transit Connectivity Plan requirements include consistent 
signage, dissemination of real-time transit information, provi-
sion of information on schedules and connections from other 
transit agencies, and guidelines for the use of a single, cross-
system fare payment card (www.mtc.ca.gov/planning/tcip 
/RES-3866_approved.pdf).

30 To the extent that these strategies improve gas mileage—
a benefit of reduced congestion—they can also reduce GHG 
emissions for a given level of VMT.

31 Numerous studies indicate a large and growing gap between 
revenues and funding needs (National Surface Transportation 
Infrastructure Financing Commission 2009).

32 Americans’ sensitivity to gas prices also appears to have 
declined over the past several decades—a phenomenon analysts 
have attributed to the fact that more sprawling land use pat-
terns have made people more reliant on cars (Hughes, Knittel, 
and Sperling 2008) and to a declining share of transportation in 
household budgets (Small and Van Dender 2007).

33 In early 2010, California’s gas tax was increased, with a cor-
responding decrease in the sales tax on gasoline. This revenue-
neutral “fuel tax swap”—adopted to provide more budget 
flexibility—will be invalidated under Proposition 26 (described 
below) unless the legislature approves it again with a two-thirds 
majority by November 2011 (Legislative Analyst’s Office 2011).

34 Gas taxes within the European Union range from about 
$1.90/gallon in Bulgaria to $3.70/gallon in the Netherlands and 
are usually augmented by general value-added taxes. Japan’s gas 
tax is roughly $2.25/gallon (October 2010 exchange rates).

35 Hanak and Rueben (2006) describe the early projects in South-
ern California.

36 Conversion without expansion of lane capacity is likely to be 
more effective at reducing VMT, but it is also more politically 
difficult, particularly if it reduces open-access lanes. One chal-
lenge with conversion of HOV to HOT lanes is the desirability 
of having more than one HOT lane, so that traffic can flow 
smoothly in the event of an accident. Since most HOV lanes are 
single lanes, this means either building an additional lane or 
converting an existing open-access lane to HOT status. In the 
Bay Area, planners are working to create single-lane HOT lanes 
from existing HOV lanes in ways that avoid these problems. 
The new HOT lane on I-680 has double lanes at entry and exit 
points, but a single lane elsewhere.

37 One study found that 77 percent of San Francisco Bay Area 
commuters provided with free parking drove alone, compared 
to only 39 percent of those required to pay for parking. The cor-
responding figures for how much these same people use transit 
were 4.8 percent and 42 percent, respectively (RIDES for Bay 
Area Commuters 2000).

38 California adopted a parking cash-out law in 1992 requiring 
that employers with more than 50 employees in areas out of 
attainment with any state air quality standard, and who offer 
employees subsidized parking, give employees the option of 
“cashing out” that parking option. Employees can then use this 
money to pay for alternative means of commuting to work, such 
as transit or carpools. The federal tax code and the complexity 
of employer parking situations have made the program difficult 
to implement, though emission reduction benefits have been 
observed when it has been implemented. See www.arb.ca.gov 
/planning/tsaq/cashout/cashout.htm.

39 San Francisco is conducting a pilot program that will vary 
on-street and garage parking rates to manage demand (http://
sfpark.org/).

40 This amendment, passed by 53 percent of voters, raises the 
vote threshold for new state regulatory fees from one-half to 
two-thirds of each house of the legislature, and it requires a two-
thirds supermajority of the voting public to approve local regu-
latory fees that formerly could be approved by a simple majority 
of governing boards. Although this change does not affect strict 
user fees—i.e., charges that cover the costs of providing a service 
to the person being charged—it does affect fees that are used 
to benefit others. Litigation will likely be required to sort out 
the boundaries of the new rules. Thus, although parking fees, 
toll lane charges, the gas tax, and VMT charges could easily be 
considered user fees (i.e., used to help cover the cost of providing 
transportation services), some may interpret the new rules as a 
restriction on the types of programs that the fees can fund.

41 In Bakersfield, for example, efforts to limit parking availabil-
ity met with resistance from retailers who felt that they needed 
additional parking to accommodate peak shopping days such 
as “Black Friday.” Residents in the cities of Los Angeles and 
Cypress objected to the spillover problems often experienced in 
mixed use areas. 

42 The Transportation Research Board (2009) summarized the 
research literature with the conclusion that doubling residential 
density would be associated with a 5–12 percent reduction in 
VMT, and possibly up to a 25 percent reduction with comple-
mentary changes in transit availability, the jobs-housing bal-




