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Buster: Focus on jobs, not freeway

Maybe we don't need another road to
Orange County. Maybe, says Riverside
County Supervisor Bob Buster, fast-grow-
ing western Riverside County would be
better off improving two existing roads
to Orange County, investing in mass tran-
sit and aggressively courting jobs, instead
of building a superhighway through the
forest.

Maybe, Buster suggested at a recent
meeting, agencies should set aside millions
of regional transportation dollars for job
creation rather than pumping all of their
money into roads.

"We need to build a more self-sustain-
ing economy and reduce this commuting
lifestyle that we all know we should not
be dependent on," Buster said in an inter-
view last week.

While Buster is not rejecting out of hand
a new road, he said the problem is that it
would foster more of the type of growth
that has dominated Southern California for
decades: dizzying urban sprawl, marathon
commutes and an inland economy built
on coastal jobs.

A new highway would encourage more
people to live in one county and work in
another, he said.

And that would add up to increased air
pollution, irreversible damage to the envi-
ronment and wasteful use of a limited re-
source: gasoline. Ultimately ---- and per-
haps quite rapidly ---- the traffic conges-
tion public officials would be aiming to
erase would return, worse than before,
Buster said.

There is strong support for Buster's

ideas in the environmental community,
where many oppose a highway between
the counties because of concerns about
its potential impact on the fragile and frag-
mented Cleveland National Forest. But
among public officials in western River-
side County, Buster's voice tends to get
drowned out. While no one quarrels with
the need for better jobs, many suggest it
would be disastrous for the local economy,
and for traffic flow, to try to get by with-
out another road.

Just say no

Environmentalists say a road would
bring only temporary relief.

"Roads beget sprawl, and sprawl begets
roads," said Eric Bowlby, spokesman for
the Sierra Club in San Diego. "It's a never-
ending cycle. It's a short-term fix that
doesn't solve anything in the long run."

If Riverside County's leaders exercised
foresight and rejected a freeway, said
Monica Bond, a biologist with Center for
Biological Diversity in Idyllwild, they could
chart a course for a strong economy
founded on local jobs and a society in
which breadwinners spend time with their
children.

"Why can't we be the leaders in creat-
ing environmentally sustainable commu-
nities instead of creating just the same old
urban sprawl," Bond said. "By saying no
to this project we could begin to go in a
new direction."

The project is one of several options
being explored in a $3.3 million study that
aims to bring relief to Highway 91, the
busy 12-lane artery often dubbed "the
Corona Crawl" by Los Angeles radio sta-
tions in morning traffic reports. The free-

way through Corona and Anaheim Hills
carries 260,000 cars a day, transportation
officials say, and by 2030 that volume is
expected to swell to 450,000.

It doesn't help that western Riverside
County's population is predicted to double
to 2.4 million in that period .

John Standiford, spokesman for the Riv-
erside County Transportation Commis-
sion, said the study should be completed
by the end of this year. In late March,
agencies will present a menu of alterna-
tives at public hearings, he said, and by
late 2005, a preferred strategy will
emerge.

"It'll probably be a multifaceted strat-
egy because one single improvement prob-
ably won't be enough," he said.

Improvements could include widening
or double decking the 91, designating ex-
clusive bus lanes on the freeway, ramp-
ing up commuter train service between
the counties and widening the narrow,
two-lane stretch of Highway 74 called the
Ortega Highway. Then there's the option
of a building a road through the forest at
a cost of $3 billion to $6 billion, possibly
with a tunnel.

More than commuters

Bond called a new road a bad idea.
"It's not only bad for our environment,

it's bad for our health and sanity," she said.
"I really wonder when we are going to
take our air-quality problems in Riverside
County seriously. We are permanently
damaging our children's lungs, and build-
ing roads like this only makes the prob-
lem worse."

But some transportation officials say
scrapping the road is a bad idea.
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"Traffic would come to a grinding halt
and not move at all," said Ron Roberts, a
Temecula councilman who wears several
regional hats, including Southern Califor-
nia Association of Governments president
and Riverside County transportation com-
missioner.

Even if a decision not to build the road
persuaded many commuters to work
closer to home, Highway 91 still would
have enormous congestion, Roberts said.

"All the traffic is not caused by people
working out of the county," he said. "One
of our biggest issues right now in the re-
gion is goods movement, especially from
the ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach,
on all of our east-west freeways. The 91,
anymore, is becoming a truck route."

Then there's the sheer number of people
traveling across the county line to visit
family and friends, hike in Riverside
County's mountains and tan on Orange
County's beaches, Roberts said.

"Actually, the weekend traffic on the 91
is worse than it is Monday through Fri-
day," he said.

Jobs depend on new road

Borre Winckel, executive director for
Riverside County Chapter of the Building
Industry Association of Southern Califor-
nia, agrees.

"We think the need for a new corridor
is self-evident," said Winckel, whose trade
group is one of the leading advocates for
a new road. "This has nothing to do with
the opportunity to build more houses. It
has to do with the fact that Riverside
County is no longer just an isolated
submarket of the Southern California re-
gion."

Without the road, he said, Riverside
County would miss out on an opportu-
nity to land the high-dollar commercial
office jobs it so much covets.

Lake Elsinore Mayor Thomas Buckley,
agreed, saying prospective industries need
a new road to deliver their products to
regional markets.

John Husing, a regional economist based
in Highland, said jobs already are begin-
ning to come ---- as they came to Orange
County decades ago when it was a boom-
ing bedroom community for Los Ange-
les.

While much of Riverside County's em-
ployment growth to date has been lower-
paying, blue-collar jobs that, too often, are
no match for the county's soaring hous-
ing costs, that is about to change, Husing
said, citing the thousands of well-paid,
white-collar professionals who have
moved in since 2000.

"Who would have ever thought we'd
have a city in the Inland Empire where
the average income level is higher than
the median family income in Beverly
Hills?" Husing asked.

In fact, the region does, he said. It is
the San Bernardino County community of
Chino Hills. Its median family income of
$88,851 topped Beverly Hills' $80,997 in
2003, according to the October edition of
Inland Empire Quarterly Economic Re-
port.

High tolerance for pain

In Southwest Riverside County,
Murrieta had the loftiest median family
income at $69,606, followed by Temecula
at $68,051, Husing said.

"There is a high-end labor force out in
the Inland Empire that didn't used to be
here," Husing said. "Sooner or later, the
companies are going to follow them out."

Worsening congestion will only accel-
erate that migration, leading fed-up com-
muters to abandon coastal jobs, he said.
"There is a point at which people say, 'I'm
out of here!'"

But Bond, of the Center for Biological
Diversity, is not so sure. She suggested
most will continue to put up with the pain
of two- and three-hour commutes unless
they find really good jobs near home.

"People seem to have a very high toler-
ance for discomfort," Bond said.

And many suggest it is far from a fore-
gone conclusion that the area will mirror
Orange County's 1960s transformation
from bedroom community to regional
employment powerhouse.

Gene Frick, a Lake Elsinore member of
the Sierra Club, said Orange County was
better positioned years ago to lure top-
dollar jobs because it had a large land-
owner ---- the Irvine Co. ---- that was
determined to build a balanced commu-
nity of housing and jobs. He added that
Orange County has something Riverside

County doesn't have: the beach. And com-
pany chief executives like to live by the
ocean.

There is a need to level the playing field,
Buster said, and to make Riverside County
more attractive to expanding and relocat-
ing companies. Buster said public and pri-
vate leaders must aggressively court pro-
spective employers and dangle fat finan-
cial incentives in front of industries with
the potential to transform the local job base
---- and be prepared to use transportation
money to sweeten the pot.


