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BEN VAN DER MEER 
Staff writer

ith an economic recovery in 
full swing, transportation 
planners have several projects 
teed up to improve the flow of 
goods and people around the 

capital region.
One problem: How to pay for it.
From carpool lanes on Interstate 5 to the 

long-planned airport light-rail line to new 
thoroughfares in Placer and El Dorado coun-
ties, projects are on drawing boards and 
working toward necessary approvals. But 
there’s real concern that they will stall for 
lack of funding.

Former California Department of Trans-
portation executive director Will Kempton 
said solutions aren’t easy to identify. Gas-tax 
revenue, which is the major source of federal 
transportation funding, is flagging for several 
reasons. Because the tax is a fixed amount per 
gallon, it is losing ground to inflation. And 
increasing fuel efficiency reduces consump-
tion along with tax revenue. 

As a result, the federal Highway Trust Fund 
has been broke or nearly so in recent years. A 
fix approved this summer will only cover the 
issue in the short term.

This problem has led to more demands on 
funding from other sources, such as local sales 
taxes and state transportation bonds. But the 
last statewide bond, the $19.9-billion Proposi-
tion 1B from 2006, is nearly tapped out.

Locally, advocates have pushed for a vote 
on a half-cent increase to an existing sales tax 
that pays for transportation projects, making 
it a full penny. Gene Endicott, a spokesman 
for the proposed Southeast Capital Connec-
tor project, said a measure to do so could go 
before voters in November 2016.

“The reality is, if you want a project to hap-
pen, it’s going to be more of a local responsi-
bility,” he said.

But even going to the ballot is no sure thing. 
Kempton, who now heads a transportation 
advocacy group called Transportation Califor-
nia, said voters are unenthusiastic about pay-
ing for transportation infrastructure, despite 
general agreement on its importance.

“There’s a significant mistrust of govern-
ment,” he said. “They want to have better 
assurances about how the money is spent.”

The resulting dilemma is one that every 
transportation planner — and even many in 
business who rely on good roads to transport 
workers and goods — is thinking about.

Celia McAdam, executive director of the 

Placer County Transportation Planning 
Agency, said Map 21, a $105 billion federal 
transportation-funding program launched in 
2012, provided some money for regional proj-
ects, but was oversubscribed — and the next 
round of funding is likely to be the same

McAdam’s agency is involved in both 
Placer Parkway, a 15-mile road to link south 
Placer County to Highway 99, and adding a 
second track to serve Capitol Corridor train 
service between Roseville and downtown 
Sacramento.

As in Sacramento County, Placer County is 
looking at a self-help sales tax for transporta-
tion. But if anything, new taxes are an even 
harder sell there. “I know we’ve tapped into 
everything we can tap,” she said.

Another project with uncertain funding is 
a proposed streetcar line from downtown Sac-
ramento to West Sacramento. Officials hope it 
will keep some people out of their cars when 
traveling in the region’s urban core, where 
thousands of new residents could move in 
the next decade. 

Sparky Harris, a Sacramento city planner, 
said the city could help fund the streetcar by 
going to property owners along the line. That 
would take two steps: An advisory vote ask-
ing property owners if they were willing to 
pay a parcel tax, then a formal vote by res-
idents. Both would be mail-ballot elections 
next spring. If successful, the move could 
raise $30 million for the streetcar plan over a 
30-year span, according to Harris.

Several other projects look to get travelers 
across the rivers that give Sacramento its nick-
name. Those include a plan to get a light-rail 
line across the American River to the airport. 
As many as three other bridges have been 
talked about across the Sacramento River, 
including one to take vehicles off the aging I 
Street Bridge between Sacramento and West 
Sacramento.

Without access to traditional fund-
ing sources, planners have to look at other 
options — such as cap-and-trade funds for 
mass transit or, in the case of road projects, 
more developer fees. Endicott said the tradeoff 
with developer fees is figuring out how those 
fees are collected and distributed for projects 
across various jurisdictions.

McAdam said Placer Parkway is going to 
depend largely on fees collected as Roseville 
and other cities add new homes. Depending 
on how quickly that happens, it could be 20 
years before work even starts. But in the end, 
funding may require creativity, she said, just 
as was needed in another agency project, the 
construction of the Lincoln 65 Bypass.

MOST BIG TRANSIT PROJECTS FACE FUNDING ROADBLOCKS

CARPOOL LANES ON I-5
What it is: Ten miles of high-occupancy vehicle lanes in both directions, from 
downtown Sacramento to Elk Grove
Status: In planning. Cost: $100 million
Obstacles: Still needs environmental review and funding
Quote: “The time for it to be completed is to be determined, but it could be two 
to four years.” — Dennis Keaton, public information officer, Caltrans

GREEN LINE TO SACRAMENTO 
INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT
What it is: Extending existing light-rail line 13 miles 
north on Truxel Road through Natomas and eventually 
to Sacramento International Airport
Status: Seeking funding. Cost: Up to $900 million
Obstacles: Funding
Quote: “In order to secure funding, we’re going to 
have to return to the voters.” — Mike Wiley, general 
manager/CEO, Sacramento Regional Transit

PLACER PARKWAY
What it is: Fifteen-mile route between south Placer 
County and Highway 99 north of Sacramento
Status: Environmental review. Cost: $660 million
Obstacles: Funding, wetlands permits and 
environmental mitigation
Quote: “Money, of course, is not the most time-
consuming step, but it is the most challenging.” — Celia 
McAdam,, Placer County Transportation Planning Agency

NEW BRIDGE
What it is: A new bridge over the Sacramento River to carry vehicles 
that now use the I Street Bridge
Status: Tentatively scheduled for 2018. Cost: $80 million
Obstacles: Funding, finding a use for existing bridge
Quote: “It depends on what we discover, but we have strategies for 
filling in the (funding) gaps.” — Jesse Gothan, senior engineer, city of 
Sacramento

1

2 STREETCAR PROJECT
What it is: Streetcar system on a regular route between midtown 
Sacramento and downtown West Sacramento
Status: Seeking funding. Cost: $150 million
Obstacles: Funding, questions about viability
Quote: “We have a good idea of how we’re going to put (a funding 
plan) together.”  — Sparky Harris, senior planner, city of Sacramento

Billions will be needed to build 
everything that’s been planned
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