What is the Los Angeles County Metropolitan Transportation Authority?

Introduction

The Los Angeles County Metropolitan Transportation Authority (LACMTA also known as MTA, or its marketing name Metro) was created by the State of California under the Public Utilities Code to plan, construct, and operate a multimodal transportation system, to set transportation policy, and to administer local and regional transportation programs.  

These responsibilities include those carried over from the three prior transportation agencies formed by the State for Los Angeles County:

· Los Angeles Metropolitan Transit Authority (1951-1964)

· Southern California Rapid Transit District (1964-1993)

· Los Angeles County Transportation Commission (1977-1993)  

To gain a better understanding of how the roles and responsibilities of the LACMTA are put into action, the Long Range Plan, Short Range Plan, Funding Sources Guide and Annual Budget documents provide insight and more detail.  Metro.net has these reports and many more online.

Background

The Los Angeles Metropolitan Transit Authority, LAMTA (1951-1964) was the first publicly governed transit agency in Los Angeles.  It was initially responsible for the planning of a new mass transit system to replace the aging remnants of transit systems built by Pacific Electric, PE (1899-1953) and Los Angeles Railway, LARy (1895-1945).  Those systems had reached their peak track size and ridership in 1925.  On March 3, 1958, LAMTA purchased the passenger routes and assets of the two successors to PE and LARy, Metropolitan Coach Lines (1953-1958) and Los Angeles Transit Lines (1945-1958) making it the main transit services provider in Los Angeles.
Unfortunately, the LAMTA had no ability to raise tax revenues or powers of eminent domain, and its seven member governing board was appointed by the Governor, making the task of building local support for mass transit improvements challenging.  It stumbled over its monorail plans; it failed to obtain capital funding for its Wilshire Backbone Route subway plan, and it replaced ten remaining electric rail lines with diesel buses without much consideration of modernizing those existing rail services.  Among its successes were creating the first senior discount fare in the US, and marketing limited stop express bus service.
Community dissatisfaction with the underpowered LAMTA led to a complete re-write of its legislative authority.  While referred to in State legislation as a merger, the District law completely overwrote the LAMTA Act.  The Southern California Rapid Transit District, also known as the SCRTD or the “District” (1964-1993) was created as the successor to LAMTA and given the powers of eminent domain, taxation with voter approval, and a more representative Board appointed by local elected officials.  SCRTD took its legislative authority for mass transit system planning and transit operations seriously.  It built the El Monte Busway, studied and extensively tested alternative fuel propulsion for buses, took three mass transit initiatives before voters, operated over 3,000 buses at its peak, and obtained a federal full funding grant agreement to commence construction of the Metro Rail subway project in 1986.
The Los Angeles County Transportation Commission, also known as LACTC or the “Commission” (1977-1993) was created by the State in 1976 as a separate countywide transportation planning agency, along with transportation commissions in San Bernardino, Riverside, and Orange counties.  At the time the District was initially created, there were no transit or transportation grant programs available from the State or Federal governments.  Once funding sources became available from the Urban Mass Transit Administration (now the Federal Transit Administration or FTA), the California Transportation Commission, and others, the creation of county transportation commissions was intended to efficiently coordinate transportation planning and funding programs.  They were given the ability to raise local revenues with voter approval.  LACTC was successful with voter approved half-cent sale tax initiatives in 1980 (Proposition A) and 1990 (Proposition C).  From these new local funding sources, the Commission built the Blue and Green light rail lines, purchased 450 miles of rail rights of way from Southern Pacific, and created the Metrolink commuter rail system. 
As the two agencies matured and were building rail-based mass rapid transit systems, heavy rail by the District and light rail by the Commission, the State created a merger of the two agencies effective February 1, 1993.  In this case, there was no new law that replaced the laws of the predecessor agencies.  Instead, a bill that modified the language of the Commission law created the Los Angeles County Metropolitan Transportation Authority (LACMTA or Authority, also known by its marketing name Metro).  AB152 (Katz) the Los Angeles County Metropolitan Transportation Authority Reform Act of 1992 was signed into law by Governor Pete Wilson on May 19, 1992.  The merger of the Southern California Rapid Transit District (1964-1993) and the Los Angeles County Transportation Commission (1976-1993) became effective on February 1, 1993 with both prior agencies being dissolved effective April 1, 1993.  It left the SCRTD or “District” law nearly unchanged, added new language to the LACTC or “Commission” law, and left most of the county transportation commissions law unchanged.

Specifically, AB152 (Katz) amended section 99285 of the Transit Development Act and section 130108 of the Commissions Act, added sections 130050.2, 130051.9, 130051.10, 130051.11, 130051.12, 130051.13, 130051.14, 130051.15, 130051.16, 130051.17, 130051.18, and 130051.19 to the Commissions Act, repealed only sections 30251 and 30800-30812 of the District Law, and replaced sections 130051, 130051.5, and 130051.6 of the Commissions Act.  The follow-up bill, AB3547 (Katz) amended sections 30201.5 of the District Law, amended sections 130051.1, and 130051.7, added sections 130051.17, 130051.18, and 130051.21, added and repealed section 130051.20, and repealed section 130051.8 of the Commissions Act.

The key section of the Public Utilities Code that ties the responsibilities of the District and the Commission together under the Authority is section 130051.14:  

“On and after April 1, 1993, any reference in this part, or in any other provision of law or regulation, to the Southern California Rapid Transit District or to the Los Angeles County Transportation Commission or to the county transportation commission in general shall be deemed to refer to the Los Angeles County Metropolitan Transportation Authority.”
History
Privately operated public transportation got its start in 1873 when the City of Los Angeles granted operational franchises for horse drawn streetcar railways, which later became cable car railways, then electric railways, electric trolley bus lines, and diesel motorbus lines.  There was even an early subway tunnel that operated from 1925-1955.  Over the years approximately 220 privately owned and operated transit companies have come and gone.  The Great Merger of 1911 knit together many of these early transit companies into two main systems, the Pacific Electric Railway of interurban “red car” lines serving Los Angeles, Riverside, Orange and San Bernardino Counties; and the Los Angeles Railway system of “yellow car” streetcars that connected nearby neighborhoods with the central business district downtown.  They were governed from Sacramento by the Railroad Commission, which later became the Public Utilities Commission.  Up until the formation of the first local public transit agency, there was little local control or local coordination of the patchwork system, which had been largely converted over to a bus-based transit system during the highway building boom post WWII.
The Los Angeles Chamber of Commerce, believing that an integrated public transportation system was essential to the economic health of the metropolitan area, worked with the California state legislature to form the Los Angeles Metropolitan Transit Authority (LAMTA) in 1951.  It was empowered to formulate plans and policy for a publicly owned/operated mass rapid transit system that would replace the crumbling infrastructure of privately owned and operated systems.  The enabling legislation mandated that the Governor appoint the LAMTA’s seven member Board of Directors in consultation with local officials.  

In 1957, the legislature gave the LAMTA the authority to purchase and operate existing privately owned bus lines with capital provided by the sale of revenue bonds.  Effective March 3, 1958, they acquired the Los Angeles Transit Lines (successor to Los Angeles Railway and Los Angeles Motor Bus companies) Metropolitan Coach Lines (successor to Pacific Electric Railway and other independent bus companies) and Asbury Rapid Transit System to create the first publicly run transit system in Los Angeles.  

LAMTA Act of 1957

“It is hereby declared to be the policy of the State of California to develop mass rapid transit systems in the various metropolitan areas within the State for the benefit of the people.  A necessity exists within Los Angeles County for such a system.  Because of the numerous separate municipal corporations and unincorporated populated areas in the metropolitan area, only a specially created authority can operate effectively.  Because of the unique problem presented in Los Angeles County and the facts and circumstances related to the establishment of a mass rapid transit system therein, the adoption of a special act and the creation of a special authority is required.”

Prior to the creation of a public agency to operate transit services in Los Angeles, the California Public Utilities Commission would have to approve all fare and routes modifications, line by line.  The new LAMTA now had the power to approve those changes at the local level.

During its tenure, the LAMTA presented three major mass rapid transit system proposals for Los Angeles County, including the now infamous proposed monorail plans.  The LAMTA’s final plan was known as the “Backbone Route”, elevated rail from El Monte to Downtown and then subway from Downtown to Century City along Wilshire Boulevard.  The agency even held a groundbreaking ceremony in 1962 with the media and Governor Pat Brown in attendance touting the project as vitally important.  Unfortunately, without adequate powers of its own and without state and federal funding partners (they hadn’t been formed yet), the Backbone Route project went nowhere.  

In 1964, the state legislature recognized that they had granted limited authority to the LAMTA to solve the transit problems of the Southern California area, and that as the LAMTA was currently constituted, it would be unable to deliver the needed comprehensive mass rapid transit system.  It did not have the power to levy taxes for any purpose whatsoever, its board did not wield sufficient political influence to build broad public support, and it did not have the right to acquire real property by eminent domain.  While it could issue revenue bonds, it did not have sufficient revenue sources to implement a large-scale system with broad local support.

Local Control and Additional Authority

The Southern California Rapid Transit District (SCRTD) was formed in 1964 as the LAMTA’s successor corporation, a transit district, governed by an 11 member board that included representatives from the City of Los Angeles, the County of Los Angeles and the county’s other municipalities chosen by the city selection committee.  

Its newly constituted Board was formally introduced to the community-at-large via a special transportation day program sponsored by the Los Angeles Chamber of Commerce at the Ambassador Hotel’s Coconut Grove with more than 600 civic, business and government leaders in attendance. 

The new SCRTD could acquire property by eminent domain, levy taxes with voter approval, issue bonds and create Benefit Assessment Districts to support its mandate.  The legislature believed this would provide sufficient power and authority to solve the region’s transportation problems and provide the needed comprehensive mass rapid transit system.  Its jurisdiction included all of Los Angeles County as well as operation of transit service in Orange, Riverside, and San Bernardino counties, until 1973 when each county formed its own transportation agency.  

SCRTD acquired the assets, transportation services and employees of the LAMTA, and quickly expanded its reach through the acquisition of Pasadena City Lines, Inglewood City Lines, Blue and White Bus Company, Eastern Cities Transit, San Pedro Transit Lines, Highland Transit, Ontario-Upland Bus Lines, La Rambla Bus Lines, Pomona Valley Municipal Transit System and Western Greyhound Lines.  Serious consideration was even given to the possible annexation of both Orange and San Diego county transit districts via voter referendums (PUC 40600 and 93000).

PUC 30001

“The Legislature hereby finds and declares that: There is an imperative need for a comprehensive mass rapid transit system in the Southern California area, a particularly in Los Angeles County.  Diminution of congestion on the streets and highways in Los Angeles will facilitate passage of all Californians motoring through the most populous area of this state and will especially benefit domicilaries of that county who reside both within and without the rapid transit district.  It is, further, declared the policy of the state to foster the movement of people in and around the Los Angeles area for the benefit of the entire state, and one of the purposes of the Southern California Rapid Transit District is to further this policy.”

PUC 30256

“The Board (of the SCRTD) shall determine what transit facilities should be acquired, constructed, developed, jointly developed, leased or disposed of, by mean including, but not limited to, lease, sale, purchase, option, gift, devise, condemnation, grant, or otherwise.”

The SCRTD took its mandate to build a fixed guideway system very seriously but ran into difficulties in forging regional consensus even as additional revenue sources were becoming available from the Urban Mass Transit Administration (UMTA) now the Federal Transit Administration (FTA), SB325 Local Transportation Funds and Proposition 5.  The defeat of a 1968 ballot proposition to levy a half-cent sales tax to support the construction of a 62-mile rail rapid transit system was a major setback for the agency.

Anxious to show progress in relieving congestion, SCRTD and the Southern California Association of Governments (SCAG) began looking at alternatives to move the concept of mass transit forward within available funding and meet new and stringent EPA air quality standards.  Construction began on the El Monte HOV facility began in 1972 and opened to traffic in 1973.  Innovative at the time, it is still considered one of the most successful facilities of its kind in the U.S.

Over the years there were persistent institutional battles among various entities at odds over the proposals for a large-scale mass rapid transit system.  In response, the SCRTD formed the Rapid Transit Advisory Committee (RTAC) in March 1975 with representatives from CALTRANS, SCAG, Los Angeles County, Orange County Transit District, the League of California Cities and the City of Los Angeles.  It began formulating a new approach and building consensus for a “starter” line subway project.

A comprehensive study of the urban transportation planning and funding issues in Los Angeles was performed by the United States Congress, Senate Committee on Appropriations, Office of Technology Assessment, and published in February, 1976.  Assessment of Community Planning for Mass Transit: Volume 6 – Los Angeles Case Study.  In its conclusion, the report cited three main issues to be addressed locally.  The forum for decision-making on regional transportation issues was not well integrated; there was no authoritative procedure for resolving conflicts between decision makers at local, regional, state and federal levels.  The composition of the SCRTD Board, which only included two representatives from Los Angeles, lessened its ability to respond to the complexity of the region.  And finally, there was a lack of structured ongoing participation by citizens at the regional, corridor, and neighborhood levels.  This led the State to seek creative alternatives for region’s transportation issues.  

In spite of major hurdles in its way, the SCRTD obtained a Federal Full Funding Grant Agreement and finally broke ground on the construction of the Metro Rail subway in 1986, delivering a long envisioned beginning to a new mass transit system for Los Angeles.

Need for Improved, Innovative Policy and Decision-making Institutions Cited
In 1976 the state legislature enacted AB1246, the County Transportation Commissions Act, by Assemblyman Walter Ingalls.  It formed transportation commissions initially in Los Angeles, Orange, Riverside and San Bernardino counties.  Over the years, additional counties throughout the state have also formed transportation commissions.

The Board of the Los Angeles County Transportation Commission (LACTC) was comprised of the Mayor of the City of Los Angeles, the five Los Angeles County Supervisors, the Mayor of Long Beach, two city council members from other cities in Los Angeles County and one additional appointee of the Mayor of Los Angeles. Mayor Bradley routinely appointed the City Council President to the Commission, first John Ferraro and then Pat Russell.

The LACTC was charged with efficient oversight of public transit, coordination between transit providers, and highway policy. 

PUC 130056

“The commissions shall rely to the maximum extent possible on existing state, regional, and local transportation planning and programming data and expertise, rather than on a large duplicative commission staff and set of plans.  The Legislature envisions the development of a small, but very capable, core staff able to provide the commissions with an objective analysis of the various options relative to plans and proposed projects of the regional and local transportation agencies and operators, and then translate those options into a short-range transportation improvement program to be developed and approved pursuant to subdivision (b) of Section 130303 in accordance with decisions made by the commissions.”

PUC 130250

“The commission shall coordinate the operation of all transportation services within the county so as to achieve efficient operation thereof and shall resolve all jurisdictional disputes between public transit operators”

PUC 130252

“All plans proposed for the design, construction, and implementation of public mass transit systems or projects, including exclusive public mass transit guideway systems or projects, and federal-aid and state highway projects, shall be submitted to the commission for approval.  No such plan shall be approved unless it conforms to the appropriate adopted regional transportation plan pursuant to Chapter 2.5 (commencing with Section 65080) of Title 7 of the Government Code.”

The law required LACTC to approve all plans and funding with respect to transit capital development, transit operations and highway capital development.  LACTC's authority over highways was ultimately subject to approval by the California state transportation commission.  The authority of LACTC was similar to that of the New York Metropolitan Transit Authority and Chicago’s Regional Transportation Authority.  The Regional Transportation Planning Agency responsibility normally given to federally recognized Metropolitan Planning Organizations like SCAG was delegated to the Commission.
The LACTC was successful in achieving two countywide voter approved half cent sales tax increases, Proposition A in 1980 and Proposition C in 1990, to support regional transportation improvements, including a countywide rail transit program.  

PUC 130001

“(a) Public demand for an efficient public transportation system in the southern California region resulting from population sprawl, the concentration of many transit dependent citizens in the large urban areas, and increasing mobility requirements indicates a need for improved, as well as more innovative, policy and decision-making institutions to resolve these problems.

(b) A basic purpose of transportation policy within the region should be to avoid undesirable duplication of transportation services, achieve the operation of a coordinated and integrated transportation system which will reduce automobile usage and dependency, reduce the consumption of scarce and expensive energy fuels, and reduce the levels of automobile-related air pollution.

(c) Recognizing the scarcity of resources available for all transportation development, the commissions shall give priority to low-cost highway and transit improvements, and shall work toward maximizing the effectiveness of existing resources available to the commissions.

(d) Recognizing the importance of the state highway system in the Los Angeles metropolitan area to bus, automobile, and freight transportation, it is necessary to maintain this highway system at least at its present operating standards and to increase the person-moving capability of this system by such methods as carpooling, improved traffic operations, exclusive busways, and fringe parking facilities.

(e) The transportation system should offer adequate public transportation to all citizens, including those immobilized by poverty, age, physical handicaps, or other reasons.

(f) The cities and local communities acting singly or jointly should be given more responsibilities for designing and providing

local transit services to improve the responsiveness of public transit to public needs.

(g) The transportation decision-making process should be responsive to public values, and provide for the continuing involvement of the public in the preparation, revision, and discussion of transportation plans and services.

(h) Transportation planning should recognize that transportation systems have significant effect on the physical and socioeconomic characteristics of the areas served, and emphasis should be given to the protection and enhancement of the environment and the restoration of blighted neighborhoods near community centers.  Los Angeles County, in particular, is a multi-centered area with diverse socioeconomic levels and travel patterns, and a majority of the trips in the county are four miles or less.”
These policy statements continue on, as do those cited earlier in the SCRTD’s enabling legislation, as guiding principles for the LACMTA. 

Tension developed between the SCRTD and the LACTC over policy and funding issues.  Part of the explanation may be that LACTC obtained voter approval for its two ballot initiatives, 1980 and 1990 to fund transportation programs, whereas three transportation ballot initiatives sponsored by the SCRTD were rejected by the voters in 1968, 1974 and 1976.  Issues between the two agencies came to a head in 1988 with an “Eight-Point Plan” adopted by both boards.  Among the elements of the plan were provisions for LACTC to release $140 million in funding for SCRTD operations if SCRTD agreed to move responsibility for the Metro Rail subway construction project to LACTC’s newly formed Rail Construction Corporation, and also drop opposition to the formation of the Foothill Transit zone, which was carved out of SCRTD’s service area in the San Gabriel Valley by LACTC.  The same plan is the origin of the names Metro Red Line and Metro Blue Line, and also the beginning of open discussions about a possible future merger of the agencies.  Issues of rivalry and partnership needed to be addressed.

Consolidated Responsibility with a Merger

Citing overlapping administrative functions and achievable cost savings that could be redirected toward additional transportation improvements for the region, the legislature passed AB152 (Katz) merging the Los Angeles County’s largest transportation operator with the primary planning, funding and construction agency.

PUC 130050.2.  

“There is hereby created the Los Angeles County Metropolitan Transportation Authority.  The authority shall be the single successor agency to the Southern California Rapid Transit District and the Los Angeles County Transportation Commission as provided by the act that enacted this section.” 

The Los Angeles County Metropolitan Transportation Authority is unique among the nation’s transportation agencies.  It serves as transportation planner and coordinator, designer, builder and operator for one of the country’s largest, most populous counties. Ten million people, nearly one third of California’s residents, live, work, and play within its 1,433-square-mile transit service area.

It operates the second largest bus system in the United States.  There are an average of 1.1 million bus boardings daily at 16,000 stops on 183 routes, which include a dedicated busway, two freeway bus transitways and the largest Bus Rapid Transit system in the nation.  It also operates four light rail lines and one heavy rail line, with a combined total of over 308,000 boardings daily. 

Included among LACMTA’s primary responsibilities to Los Angeles are the following: 
· Administration of funds for all Los Angeles County transit providers. 

· Development and construction of Rapid Bus lines and fixed guideways for buses and multi-passenger vehicles. 

· Rail construction. 

· Highway construction funding and traffic flow management. 

· Research and development of alternative energy sources for transit vehicles. 

· Air quality, environmental impact, land use, and economic development decisions. 

· Promotion of the use of public transit services and rideshare programs.

Besides operating 2,600 CNG coaches, the largest alternative fuel transit bus fleet in the U.S., Metro has designed, built and now operates over 79 miles of Metro Rail service with a fleet of 255 rail cars.  The Metro Rail system currently consists of 73 stations.  More mass transit systems extensions are in the planning, design, and/or construction stage.

In addition to operating its own services, we fund 16 municipal bus operators and a wide array of transportation improvements including bikeways and pedestrian facilities, local road and highway facilities, carpool lanes, goods movement enhancements, the Freeway Service Patrol, Call Box System and Metrolink commuter rail.

Recognizing that no one form of transit can solve urban congestion problems alone, LACMTA’s multimodal approach uses a variety of transportation alternatives to meet the needs of the highly diverse population in the region.  First adopted in 1991, the "M" logo of the Metro System is the widely recognized public symbol of this coordinated network.

LACMTA employs approximately 9,000 people full time and part time in a broad range of technical specialties and services ranging from Metro Bus and Metro Rail operators and mechanics to construction engineers and safety inspectors, from transportation planning professionals to customer information agents.
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