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Traffic – what are the solutions? 

Short Answer: the Board of Supervisors currently is responding to the concerns 
about cumulative effect of traffic growth in the County by revising our 
Circulation Plan in the General Element.  It was written in 2008 as a projection 
to serve the County for at least 10-15 years, and was based on 2007 data (as 
general plans are typically written).  Diane and her colleagues realized in early 
2014 that it needed updating sooner.  The revised plan is coming to the 
planning commission within the next month; it’s based on 2016 data.  Click 
here for more on the Circulation Plan below. 

Interrelationship of traffic, housing, and jobs: 
First, on all of these issues we are too small as a county to go it alone.  

Napa County and 5 municipalities must be united in addressing these issues.  
That doesn’t mean ‘one size fits all’ – but it does mean that we should come 
together to support a plan for action that addresses the entire county. 

It’s imperative that we’re united because we are the smallest county in 
the nine Bay Area region (ABAG), of which we are a part by State law.  ABAG 
has control of major purse springs for transportation, and the decision-making 
authority about requirements for zoning for housing – both of which have a 
direct impact on our agricultural industry.  The multi-year regional housing 
needs allocation (RHNA) is the requirement given to each city and county to 
zone for land.  The RHNA is based on transportation availability and job 
growth!  In other words, these are inter-related and inter-dependent when 
viewed in the decision-making context.  Our county and our five cities/town 
need to be in sync on these issues.  That’s a prerequisite to any success in 
resolving transportation and housing woes. 

Transit:  Even if we waived a magic wand and one could still drive 
between St. Helena and Napa in 30 minutes at 5 p.m., you would come to a 
halt leaving south county in almost any direction, but especially south and 
east.  That’s because of the regional traffic problem – all the people commuting 
from, e.g., Dixon and Fairfield to jobs in Sonoma, Marin, San Francisco, 
Oakland, and points further south.1   

Within Napa County, a more robust transit system in terms of busses 
would help – IF we could manage to make the bus travel time significantly 
superior to that of car travel.  Unless it’s an issue of cost (gas/parking vs. bus 
fare), most people don’t ride the bus if it can’t get them to where they are going 
more quickly than by car.  Likewise, we can’t put busses on the road with 

                                              
1 This has all been exacerbated since October 2017 due to the 5,000+ homes lost in Sonoma 
County by fire.  People lost their homes – but not a commensurate number of businesses (jobs) 
were lost.  Sonoma workers have been forced to move outside their County, making the 
commute situation from, e.g., Solano to Sonoma (crossing Napa) even worse. 
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public dollars without a certain farebox return, which has not yet been 
achievable.  It’s a chicken and egg situation.   

 Trains might help as a transportation solver – especially from Napa (city) 
to points outside the county.  Within the county, I have concerns about trains 
being effective between Napa (city) and St. Helena because of the downside: if 
train trips increase in daily number along Highway 29, the CPUC (CA Public 
Utilities Commission) will almost certainly require more stoplights or other 
traffic controls along that roadway.  That’s not a solution to a traffic problem 
that largely exists at just two times each day.   

 Diane has read the 1989 EIR (environmental impact report) for the WDO 
(Winery Definition Ordinance).  It forecast the traffic problem we have today – 
and proposed many solutions.  When the draft rewrite of the Circulation 
Element soon comes to the Board of Supervisors, it will create an opportunity 
for all of us to dig into this issue on a factual, analytical basis.  That’s the way 
Diane makes decisions at the Board of Supervisors; she doesn’t make decisions 
based on anecdotal ‘evidence’.   

Jobs:  a related issue is: should we be creating more jobs when we lack 
housing for existing workers?  This is a tough nut, and multi-faceted.  We 
already have an affordable housing fee.  Do we say: new jobs require some 
significant (increased) contribution of housing fee for each new worker?  We 
charge an affordable housing fee for each new building in the unincorporated 
area – and it’s currently based on square footage.   

We lack sufficient ‘matching’ public funds to create enough housing for 
each new job.  Do we say: new jobs require some significant annual 
contribution to the transportation structure?  These are radical suggestions – 
but they are submitted in this discussion to underscore that the ‘easy’ answers 
have been explored – and some creative answers have been enacted (Worker 
Proximity Housing program).  Other solutions are needed. 

  

Circulation Plan:  
In early 2014, Diane, like others, recognized what seemed like an 

overnight change in local traffic.  All of a sudden, Silverado Trail was as much 
the route of choice for local commuters with jobs in the upper valley as was 
Highway 29.  For much of the wine and tourism industry, the Great Recession 
was over and we returned to not only the pre-Recession traffic woes, but they 
had been worsened by several factors.  First, there had been a substantial loss 
by local workers of their local housing due to the mortgage crisis and now they 
needed to commute in and out of Napa County to keep their job here.  Second, 
we had been lulled into five years of less traffic during the recession, and when 
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it rebounded seemingly overnight, the effect on our traffic flows seemed 
shocking.   

Something needed to be done, but what?  Our new county planning 
director arrived in Spring 2014.  He settled into his new position, only to be 
met by the August 2014 earthquake, which caused a giant upheaval of almost 
every County office – damaged files, entire departments and employee groups 
temporarily relocated to other offices, and other challenging effects.   

In March 2015, the planning director recommended that the Board of 
Supervisors consider revising the Circulation Element of our General Plan2.  
It had been written in 2008 as a projection to serve the County for at least 10-
15 years, and was based on 2007 data (as general plans are typically written).  
In August 2015, the planning director brought a contract to the Board of 
Supervisors for the preparation of the Circulation Element by July 2016.3   

Changing state law and four disasters in less than four years (2014 
earthquake, 2015 Lake County fire evacuation, 2017 severe storms/road 
damage/flooding and October fires) have delayed many projects at the County.  
But the draft Circulation Element is finally coming to the Planning Commission 
on May 2, 2018.   

                                              
2 http://services.countyofnapa.org/AgendaNetDocs/Agendas/PlanningAgenda/3-10-2015-
Spe/9A.pdf 
3 http://services.countyofnapa.org/AgendaNetDocs/Agendas/BOS/8-11-2015/6N.pdf 
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