February 4, 2008
transit plan.doc
CONCEPTS FOR ALTERNATIVE TRANSIT IN AMADOR COUNTY

By Robert Devlin, Amador Transit Project Director

I.  INTRODUCTION

I began serious study of transit options in January 2006 as they might pertain to mitigating the increasing traffic congestion in the Jackson-Martell area of Amador County.  This research has led me to some conclusions in my transit principles document that I have circulated for review and comment (Enclosure #1).  The purpose of this paper is to begin the foundation for formulation of an alternative transportation plan for Amador County.  My research has led me to some surprising (at least to me) recommendations.  A major challenge lies ahead to explain why I think these recommendations may work. 
II.  TARGET AREA

Though located in a rural area, Amador County is somewhat unique in that most of the commercial and tourist activities are concentrated in a small geographical zone stretching a few miles from Jackson to Sutter Creek.  In the middle of this corridor is a major regional shopping center attracting additional shoppers from other counties.  Many residents of this area are concerned about losing our small town feel, historic and scenic setting and acceptable air quality with the addition of more car traffic.

III.  BASICS OF THE PLAN

The only effective way to solve such concerns is to reduce car trips in this corridor.  The only way to do this is to provide an alternative to a gas powered automobile and/or provide different routing to get cars off the existing roads.  I propose that both need to be done.  I am now convinced that an NEV (Neighborhood Electric Vehicle) should be the choice of vehicle and a QATL (Quiet Alternative Transit Lane) the choice of construction of new roads.  In addition, I propose solar transit stations located at the edges of the corridor to encourage people needing to drive their cars as a means to switch to an NEV when traversing the target area.

IV.  WHY AN NEV(NEIGHORHOOD ELECTRIC VEHICLE)?    
Technology has changed our choices.  The popularity of hybrid cars (e.g., Prius) points out the economic advantages of electric power for shorter distances and slower speeds.  Hybrid batteries are charged by expensive gas engines (with some help from the brakes) and still they show remarkable reduction in cost and pollution.  This is nothing compared to actually having a battery charged by the electric grid during non peak hours.  The “plug-in” feature of NEVs is significant in its potential for reduction of pollution and our dependence on foreign oil.  If 75% of all existing autos in the U.S. were converted to plug-in electricity, no new power plants would have to be built.
  Also, new improvements in battery technology are currently in final testing phases.  But that is not all.  An equally significant feature of NEVs is they are specifically designed for shorter trips at slower speeds.  In an EPA study, the median value of trip distance indicates
that "typical" trips are only 2.5 miles.  One of the in-use impacts of shorter trips is that a much higher proportion of overall driving is done within 0.67 mile of vehicle
starts, prior to engines and catalysts reaching normal operating temperatures.
  This will vary by community but the concentration of commercial services in the Jackson-Sutter Creek area would support a conclusion that many trips will be short.
This gives NEVs a tremendous advantage over hybrids that are still heavy and more expensive to build and operate.  The weight of a Prius is 2890 lbs, a GemCar (currently the most popular mass produced NEV) starts at 1,120 lbs.  NEVs are less expensive: less than ½ the initial cost of a hybrid and much less to operate and maintain.
  Insurance is generally less
 and an NEV will cost 1/8 that of a conventional car over the life of the vehicle.

V. WHY A QATL (QUIET ALTERNATIVE TRANSIT LANE)?

Having purchased my first NEV and driven it in the target area, I will never go back to using a gas powered car for short trips.  However, there are limitations now on where I can go and I am forced to utilize the same existing roads (those posted under 35 mph).  We could wait until enough residents purchased NEVs and then clamor for our own roads, but that is not sound planning.  It is much less expensive to build QATLs because they do not have to be designed for traffic above 25 mph (though NEVs can travel on roads posted at 35 mph).  They can be narrower, require less grading for slopes and hills and designed to circumvent existing trees and structures because turns are safer in slow moving vehicles.  It costs $600,000 per mile to construct a typical two-lane roadway and maintenance is adversely affected by the weight of vehicles using it.
  Based on the County Pedestrian and Bicycle Transportation Plan, costs to construct lanes suitable for slower moving vehicles average $319,000 per mile.

Because NEVs top speed is 25 mph, including pedestrian, bicycle and other alternative transit would be easily accommodated.  In a 2006 survey of Amador County residents
 “Poor walkways/sidewalks and fear of being hit by motor vehicles were cited as constraints.” The County Pedestrian and Bicycle plan is grossly underfunded and there is no realistic chance of significant trails without QATLS.  Speaking for myself and many others, the only reason we do not ride our bikes in Amador County is the danger of fast moving cars. The other consideration is that travel by NEV and bicycles on the same lane is compatible.  Travel by pedestrians on the same route is not.  
VI.       SOLAR TRANSIT STATIONS

Approximately 26% of Amador County’s workforce commutes outside of Amador County for work.
  Even more significant is the traffic from outside the target area coming to use the commercial services at an ever expanding rate as new retail establishments are added.  Utilization of NEVs and QATLs for traffic inside the target area and within and between proposed new subdivisions seems very attractive for the reasons mentioned here.  But NEVs are not designed to take traffic from Pioneer to Jackson nor Jackson residents to Sacramento to work.  How will NEVs help them?  If we are serious about adopting NEV travel as an alternative, we have to provide incentives for people to abandon their cars when they enter the target area.  Constructing solar transit stations with free parking and NEV charging will be a price incentive to own or rent an NEV at these locations.  Much of the travel by residents outside of the target area include multiple trips within the target area, e.g, picking up students, shopping at various locations, visiting friends, dining out.  If this experience is fun and free, we can expect purchase or rental of NEVs will be an attractive option.
VII.  AIR QUALITY REQUIREMENTS

Although not a significant part of my initial motivation for this project, the utilization of NEVs in place of the second family car may solve another major problem that Amador County is facing.  The State is requiring that we reduce air emissions
.  We do not have a lot of effective options.  Transportation accounts for about half of the greenhouse emissions in California and gas passenger cars account for most of that.
  Electric vehicles reduce pollutants by more than 90 percent when compared to the cleanest conventional gasoline-powered vehicles (even when factoring in the emissions from power plants generating the electricity to the charge the vehicle).
  This plan may be the best way Amador County can demonstrate that it is making a major effort.
VIII. WHY NOT OTHER TRANSIT OPTIONS

We recognize the importance of public transit, ride sharing, commuting to work by bicycle, and other non-car options in reducing the numbers of cars on the road. Supporting NEV travel will add to these advantages in ways that specifically address the needs of Amador County residents. The single occupant car travel accounts for 76.4% of Amador commuting. As of now, only .3% of our commuters use public transit and the percentage of people walking or bicycling to work decreased from 5.5% to 3.7% between 1990 and 2000
. The data proves that we prefer to travel alone, carry our stuff with us, feel physically comfortable, and arrive at our destination quickly. We support other alternative transit options in addition to NEVs, but we know that the other options won't be sufficient on their own. QATLS increase the transit options of Amador County commuters, providing a safe lane for NEVS, bicycles, electric bicycles, and all forms of slow-moving, quiet vehicles.

IX. OTHER EXAMPLES

If this is such a good idea, why isn’t it being done other places?  Actually, it is.  The most significant breakthrough was a Federal awareness that NEVs need to be explored as an option and states were directed to establish laws that enable their use.
  California has done this (AB 2353) and NEVs are allowed on all roads posted 35 mph or less.  This allows us to buy NEVs available today and drive all the way from Raley’s in Jackson to Java Drive in Martell or to the Jackson Rancheria on New York Ranch Road.  With a few changes in speed limit postings, NEV travel can be further enhanced.  Lincoln-Rocklin has been designated by the State as a test ground for NEVs and received special allowances for additional NEV creativity.  Rancho Mission Viejo, Foster City, Palm Desert, Avalon, Playa Vista, Otay Ranch, and Ledara Ranch in California, Lakewood Ranch, Florida, Mesa, Arizona, Peachtree, Beach community use in Delaware
 Georgia and Bay Harbor, Michigan
 and Superior, Colorado
 are all embracing NEV concepts. 33,000 GemCars have been sold in the last ten years. 

X. CAN IT BE DONE?

To realistically incorporate alternative transit in transportation plans requires acceptance by both residents and public officials. Developers need to realize that acceptance of their projects will depend on not increasing car trips on existing roads.  Obviously there will be those who will always eschew new and different ideas.  On the other hand, there is growing concern here about the potential impacts of rampant growth.  Many residents would agree there is a need to preserve our scenic and rural lifestyle.  There is little chance we can fund the existing long term plan for solving our traffic crisis so it may be possible now to get people to consider new alternatives.   Maybe we can put some fun into traveling in Amador County.  As one GemCar driver put it "(Driving it) is like eating a cookie, it puts a smile on my face.”
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