
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

Optimizing the Greenhouse Gas Reduction Fund for 
Transit Passes and Active Transportation Infrastructure 

 
For California to achieve its greenhouse gas reduction targets in 2020, reduce petroleum use by 50% by 2030, and 
reduce total emissions by 80% by 2050, we must transform our transportation system. With federal and state 
transportation funding largely stagnant, the Greenhouse Gas Reduction Fund (GGRF) must play a major role. The 
current GGRF programs dedicate a large amount of funding and major policy emphasis on expanding public transit, 
smart land-use, and electric vehicles. Unfortunately, the programs largely miss two critical investment areas that 
increase transit ridership, improve connectivity and reduce reliance on vehicles for short trips, maximize GHG 
emissions reductions from transit capital investments, and increase access to education and economic opportunity: 
transit passes and active transportation investments.  

The Governor’s proposed GGRF funding plan, as currently constructed:  
● provides no dedicated funding for transit passes and provides limited opportunities for investment under the Low 

Carbon Transit Operations Program and the Affordable Housing and Sustainable Communities Program.  
● provides no dedicated funding for active transportation and provides limited opportunities for investment under 

the two transit programs, the Affordable Housing and Sustainable Communities Program, and High-Speed Rail.  
 
We propose that the legislature include in the 2015-16 budget in the Greenhouse Gas Reduction Fund:  
● $25 million for implementation by transit operators of a transit pass program for college, university, and K-12 

students and for residents of deed-restricted affordable homes near transit services;  and an additional 
● $25 million to the Active Transportation Program (ATP) for grants to local agencies for projects that increase 

bicycling and walking access to transit and key destinations, prioritize benefits to disadvantaged communities, 
and improve safety and public health. 

 
Why should transit passes be a priority? 

Transit pass programs across the country – and here in California – have resulted in significant increases in transit 
ridership, GHG reductions, and access to economic and educational opportunities.   These programs can be targeted 
to key demographic groupings such as students, low-income households, seniors, and people with disabilities, among 
others. Subsidized transit passes act as a significant economic push factor to increase transit ridership, while 
decreasing car ownership, VMT, and emissions.  

A survey of programs at 31 universities and colleges across the country by the University of California Transportation 
Center “found that during the first year of program implementation, increases in student transit ridership ranged 



between 70 and 200 percent.”  Below is a sampling of some of the increases in ridership recorded by the survey 
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during just the first year of transit pass programs: 

 

Increases in Transit Ridership from Deep Discount Student Transit Pass Programs 

Average cost of the following programs:  $32 per student per year. 

  Annual Student Transit Ridership 
University Year Began Before After Change 

Cal State Univ., Sacramento 1992 315,000 537,700 + 71% 

Univ. California, Davis 1990 587,000 1,054,000 +79% 

Univ. Wisconsin, Madison 1996 812,000 1,653,000 +104% 

Univ. Illinois, Urbana, 
Champaign 

1989 1,058,000 3,102,000 +193% 

Univ. Colorado, Boulder 1990 300,000 900,000 +200% 

Source: Brown, Hess and Shoup, 1999  

In some cases, agencies have responded to this increase in ridership and demand for transit by increasing service. 
California has its own success stories, including UC Berkeley’s Class Pass program which resulted in the student transit 
mode share increasing from 14% in 1997 to 27% in 2008 while student drive-alone share decreased from 16% to 7% 
during the same period.  Santa Monica City College’s “Any Line, Any Time” transit pass program with Santa Monica’s 
Big Blue Bus resulted in 2.5 million boardings in 2011 – 2012 and more than 40% of students, faculty, and staff 
arriving at campus via transit.  

Transit passes for low-income residents of affordable home developments near transit provide access to low-carbon, 
affordable, and efficient transit services while increasing ridership and reducing car ownership and transportation 
costs. As an example, First Community Housing, a nonprofit housing developer in the Bay Area, provided 1,500 transit 
passes to their residents, resulting in 22% of these residents reducing the numbers of cars they owned and 64% using 
their transit passes more than four times per week. 

 
Why should active transportation be a priority? 
 
Despite minimal state investments -- less than 2% of the transportation budget -- walk and bicycle trips have doubled 
in California since 2000 and made up nearly 1 in 5 trips in 2012. The State has a tremendous opportunity to again 
double walking and bicycling trips by 2030 by making strategic investments through the Active Transportation 
Program (ATP) to shift short car trips between destinations such as homes, jobs, and school and improve connectivity 
to transit. This would reduce congestion, carbon emissions, and poor air quality in our neighborhoods, and contribute 
to achieving our state climate goals.  
 
Walking and bicycling improvements are the most cost-effective projects for reducing greenhouse gas emissions: 
shifting trips under one mile from driving to active transportation would avoid approximately 1.3 million tons of 
greenhouse gas emissions annually. However, ATP funding in 2015-16 is proposed at only $124 million, which is 
roughly level to 2013-14 and 2014-15 despite over $1 billion in requests for funding in the 2014 grant cycle.  
 
Moreover, increased active transportation investments help the state achieve AB 32 co-benefits by providing healthy, 
safe, and connected transportation choices for all Californians. Investing through the ATP would prioritize low-income 
communities and communities of color who disproportionately suffer from traffic violence, inadequate infrastructure, 
and lack of access to green or open space. Low-income communities of color in Los Angeles County, for example, lack 
safe sidewalks and bikeways. Without this critical infrastructure, LA County residents experience a 39 percent rate of 
walking and bicycling roadway fatalities.  
 

1 Brown, Hess, Shoup. Unlimited Access, pg 242. http://www.uctc.net/papers/525.pdf 



 
 
 
 
What can be done?  
Provide dedicated transit pass and active transportation funding from the GGRF  
With the Legislative Analyst Office estimating that around $2.3 billion is realistically expected to be available in this 
year’s budget cycle, this is a great opportunity to dedicate a portion of the GGRF to fund transit passes for targeted 
populations and boost funding to the Active Transportation Program.  
 

Proposals:  
#1: We propose that the legislature include in its expenditure plan for the 40% of non-continuously appropriated 
funds in the GGRF program for 2015-16 the creation of a Transit Rider Pass program and consider allocating $25 
million to it.  These funds should be made available to each county through its transportation commission to its 
transit operators on a formula basis.  Like Low Carbon Transit Operations Program, Caltrans can be assigned to 
manage the funds and release them to county transportation commissions for disbursement to transit operators 
upon certification that a proposed transit pass program conforms to Caltrans approved guidelines and will result in 
increased transit ridership, reduced VMT and reduced GHG emissions.  
 
Alternatively, the legislature could reserve 80% of the LCTOP for non-capital operations investments and include 
within this reservation $25 million for transit passes. 
 
#2: We propose an additional $25 million to the Active Transportation Program (ATP), a critical source of funds for 
grants to local agencies for projects that increase bicycling and walking access to transit and key destinations, reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions, and improve safety and public health. The existing program structure can be maintained 
for allocation of the proposed GGRF revenue, and we recommend adding non-profits as eligible applicants for the 
additional funds from the GGRF. Grants are awarded on a statewide competitive basis for 50 percent of the funds. 40 
percent of funds are awarded by the nine largest Metropolitan Planning Organizations based on regional priorities, 
and 10 percent are awarded to rural and small urban regions of the state. A minimum of 25 percent of ATP funding 
must provide meaningful transportation benefits to residents in disadvantaged communities, as defined primarily by 
CalEnviroscreen or by median household income.  
 
There is tremendous interest in transit passes and active transportation throughout the state.  These are 
cost-effective GHG strategies with multiple co-benefits of facilitating access to education and to jobs, reducing criteria 
pollutants and oil consumption, and enhancing our broader equity goals by meeting the needs of all communities, 
including disadvantaged communities, for convenient and efficient low-emission alternatives. 
 
 
Supported by the Sustainable Communities for All Coalition including Move LA, TransForm, California Bicycle 
Coalition, Public Advocates, Housing California, California Housing Partnership Corporation, California ReLeaf, Trust 
for Public Land, and the Nature Conservancy. 


