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Pain of a Highway

Long Unfinished

ggeddon” in Los Angeles brought about by the closure of 10 miles

R ecently, national attention was focused on the prospect of “Carma-

of Interstate 405 during a weekend. But the most contentious
highway project in the region, the I-710 Freeway, remains uncompleted.
In May 2010, after 50 years of debate and false starts, the Los Angeles

County Metropolitan Transporta- |
tion Authority funded the environ-
mental impact report for finishing
with a toll tunnel the last 4.5 miles
of this section of its freeway core.
Currently, northbound vehicles on
1-710 exit onto Valley Boulevard,
where the freeway ends, and the
traffic continues on local streets in
Alhambra, South Pasa-
dena and Los Angeles.
The extension would link
1-710 to [-210, but the fi-
nal route is not settled.

Fifty years is actually
not such a long time for
a major project. The
Corinth Canal took more
than 1,800 years to finish.
The Eurotunnel took 250
years to complete, and
New York City’s East Side
subway tunnel rook 82
years to finish.

About the same num-
ber of daily vehicle trips (200,000)
diverted by the I-405 closure are
diverted everyday to secondary
roads and local streets as a result of
the I-710 gap. About half these trips

add congestion to other freeways, |

and about half tie up neighborhood
streets. Thus, the need for the I-710
link should be beyond dispute. Los
Angeles citizens want the freeway
completed by a 6-1 margin. After
completion, the daily reduction in
vehicle miles will equal nine trips

around the world, saving 35,700
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gallons of fossil fuel and dramati-
cally reducing air pollution.

For a long time, clear need and
pervasive public support wasn’t
enough. A small but highly orga-
nized, vocal group delayed the proj-
ect by learning exactly where to
insert monkey wrenches into the
gears of public process. They made
the project appear controversial;
but the freeway system cannot func-
tion as it should with this gap, hence
the final link is going forward.

How To Avoid Delays
The go-ahead for the I-710 project
offers lessons for other unfinished
transportation projects that are
much needed but controversial.
First, costs rise with every post-
ponement. The I-710 tunnel’s
multibillion-dollar cost will seem
like a bargain in a few years. The
original 1959 cost of $6 million
seemed astronomical at the time.
Second, face the problem head-
on, now. It will not get easier. Nay-
sayers have no expiration dates.
Elected officials are put in office to
make tough decisions and lead,
Third, do as Europe has done in
response to urban density: use tun-
nels. The I-710 soludon is similar
to the A86 highway solution in
Paris—that is, the A86 runs under
the fragile Palace of Versailles.
Fourth, until recently, America’s
strategy for funding highways has
favored gas taxes over tolls, a policy

VieWpOInt ‘Carmageddon’ Every Day By James E. Moore [l and Nat B. Read

forged over 35 years by former U.S.
road czar Thomas MacDonald.
This tactic worked at first, but we
did not find the political will to
raise gas taxes as costs escalated.
Worse, we wistfully began diverting

| some gas taxes to transit from roads.

The national bias against tolls is
almost a century old, but this is not
1919, Now, tolls make sense.

Finally, since the federal govern-
ment can no longer pay for new
highways or fix the old highways,
we must shift our focus from gov-
ernment funding to private capital.
Private companies will build new
roads in exchange for the trip tolls
that will provide investors a profit.
Furthermore, tolls ensure a funding
source for maintaining our high-
ways in the coming decades—a
guarantee we do not get from fed-
eral construction funds.

We should take inspiration from
former New York City Mayor

| Fiorello La Guardia, who knew

when to stop talking and start dig-
ging for New York City’s La Guardia
Airport. Summoning the presidents
of the seven major airlines to his of-
fice in February 1944 for a final
meeting about the runway layouts,
La Guardia wrote, “Come prepared
to make any suggestions or forever
hold your peace. ... I expect to have
the matter finally, completely and
definitely settled. You may bring
anyone you desire from your engi-
neering, technical and piloting staff.
Lawyers cannot contribute anything,
this is not a legal matter.”

Without leadership, we are ona

| road to nowhere. n

Professor James E. Moore II is
director of the transportation engi-
neering program at the University of
Southern California. He can reached
at jmoore@usc.edu. Nat B. Read is the
710 Freeway Coalition chairman.
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