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SB 375: BREAKTHROUGH OR STALL?  
By Diane C. DeFelice and Charles H. Pomeroy  

It sounds like a deceptively simple solution to gridlock. Have more people live near mass transit and, voila, less cars 
on the road. But as the economic climate has changed, implementation may not be so simple.  

At its core, the objective of SB 375 was to promote land use, transportation and lifestyle changes that decrease 
motor vehicle travel and encourage less energy-intensive modes of transportation. Cited as a "real breakthrough" 
and passed by a bipartisan effort, SB 375 (Steinberg, 2008) is the land use arm of the landmark AB 32 (the 
California Global Warming Solutions Act of 2006), and tackles the largest source of greenhouse gas emissions in 
California, passenger vehicle emissions. SB 375 is overseen at the state level by the California Air Resources Board 
(CARB), which is mandated by AB 32 to reduce by 2020 greenhouse gas emissions to 1990 levels. Regional 
coordination is accomplished by metropolitan planning organizations, comprised of county and cities in urbanized 
areas exceeding 50,000 persons, to institute related land use changes.  

The landmark bill is intended to align regional land use, housing, transportation and greenhouse gas emissions 
reduction planning efforts. Among other things, SB 375 requires the regional transportation plan for the 18 state 
regions identified as metropolitan planning organizations to adopt a sustainable communities strategy, as part of its 
specified regional transportation plan, designed to achieve certain goals for greenhouse gas emissions reduction 
from autos and light trucks in a region. The bill also requires CARB, working in conjunction with metropolitan 
planning organizations, to provide each affected region with greenhouse gas emissions reduction targets for 
automobiles and light trucks for 2020 and 2035 by Sept. 30, 2010.  

In order to measure performance, SB 375 requires certain actions to take place during the planning period under an 
implementation timetable and to require rezoning under certain circumstances. The metropolitan planning 
organization is tasked with preparing a Sustainable Communities Strategy and, if they cannot meet the set targets, an 
Alternative Planning Strategy can be adopted. After assigning the targets, CARB has the final say in determining the 
accuracy of the metropolitan planning organization's methodology and if the target can be achieved. At a minimum, 
it must obtain CARB's acceptance, as the acting state agency, that an alternative planning strategy would, if 
implemented, achieve the greenhouse gas emissions reduction targets for that region. While metropolitan planning 
organizations are at the heart of regional planning efforts, local land use agencies will continue to regulate locally 
and their land use policies do not need to conform to plans developed under SB 375. This nod to local autonomy 
comes at a cost because nowhere in SB 375's text is there a mention of penalties or enforcement should an 
metropolitan planning organization fail to meet its regional target.  

One of the promoted advantages of SB 375 was to streamline the development of transit projects, by identifying 
certain transit priority projects as sustainable communities projects that would avoid preparation of an 
Environmental Impact Report as otherwise required under the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). This 
incentive applies to transit-priority projects that fall under regional plans and meet the metropolitan planning 
organization's reduction in greenhouse gas emissions targets, but also provides limited CEQA review for other 
transit priority projects.  

Last September, CARB issued its recommendations on the target setting process and method. Modeling and best 
management practices were identified as the basis of the target setting process, along with significant interaction 
between CARB and the metropolitan planning organizations as well as the public. Seven process steps developing 
each metropolitan planning organization's plan and alternatives as well as CARB's input of greenhouse gas 
emissions estimates are in motion now as the countdown to the September 2010 deadline approaches.  



Recent events, however, suggest the SB 375 process at the local level is close to stalling and may remain in limbo 
until CARB adopts the regional targets in September 2010. While regions wait as these targets are being set by 
CARB, subregions have been created and given the ability to dictate their own responses to SB 375. Overall, it 
appears that a statewide government effort is attempting to keep the momentum positive by recognizing and 
requiring those already making reductions in emissions to make further reductions, but also identifying those 
communities just starting to do what they can. In the midst of this action, many cities remain uncertain of what role 
they will ultimately play in SB 375's implementation. This uncertainty may stem from critics who suggest that high-
density, transit-oriented housing is not the answer for every community. While true, the overall intent is to reduce 
vehicle miles traveled making this type of housing an easy place to initially focus at local levels. Despite its critics, 
SB 375 will force both agencies and developers to think differently in meeting new reductions in greenhouse gas 
emissions by inextricably linking new housing development with access to public transit. Logically, increased 
attention has been put on transit oriented development as a key method for reducing daily use of private vehicles. 
These projects face high construction costs, as well as having only a limited number of the traditional size transit 
oriented development sites (five plus acres) available in urban areas - the size needed to combine a more traditional 
design for residential or mixed-use development. In order to build more transit oriented development, the state's 
transportation infrastructure will need a sizeable injection of capital and money that is not part of the SB 375 
legislation.  

Lack of funding, however, has not stopped city of Los Angeles Mayor Antonio Villaraigosa from making a splash 
with federal lawmakers in his effort to rid the car-clogged Los Angeles region with a fast-track 10-year plan to 
revamp the local transit system with 12 new transit lines. While the costs will be extraordinary and are still being 
estimated, chances are he will obtain some type of federal assistance because of the city's ability to raise, and thus 
repay, an estimated $40 billion from last year's half-cent sales tax increase over the next 30 years.  

If Los Angeles does secure federal funding, it could be one of the premiere spots to watch how SB 375 will be 
implemented and if that law will be able to avail itself of the development incentives - namely, a streamlined CEQA 
process.  

The desired outcome will be denser development and fewer vehicle miles traveled...in Los Angeles. With state and 
local governments deep in the red, however, the lack of funding for projects resulting from SB 375 planning may 
ultimately cause slow implementation in other parts of the state. However, with the 2010 passage of California's 
Green Building Standards Code, this state is well on its way to being at the forefront of energy efficiency. Getting 
even further will depend on how Californian's embrace a new way of living - and perhaps without their daily 
commuter car.  
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