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Use Caution

Due to the possibility of typographical error, changing conditions, and modifications to streets and highways, nothing in this book guarantees the timeliness, safety, or passability of the routes or recommendations described herein. The author, publisher, distributor and all other persons or organizations directly or indirectly associated with this book assume no responsibility for any losses of any kind incurred by individuals using this publication.

About The Author

David Rizzo, better known as Dr. Roadmap and creator of the board game Road Rage!!! The L.A. Freeway Game, is a former commuter columnist for several daily newspapers in Southern California. He is also author of Freeway Alternates, A Guide to Commuting in Los Angeles and Orange Counties, published by Gem Guides.

In 1991 Rizzo became the first traffic reporter to routinely supply alternate routes on a daily basis when he joined the popular "Ken and Barkley" talk show on 790 KABC radio. Rizzo subsequently worked as a traffic reporter for Metro Traffic and Air Traffic (now, Total Traffic Network).

Always in search of ways to improve traffic conditions, Rizzo helped design comprehensive ridesharing plans on a national basis during the mid-nineties, and his 2004 primary bid for Congress in California's 44th District was for the sole purpose of facilitating a new freeway route to help commuters along the 91 Freeway. Rizzo is currently a member of Traffic Information People, a CHP/Caltrans/media interface group.

Rizzo's education includes certificates in employee transportation coordination, a credential in Transportation Demand Management from UCLA, and a doctorate in podiatric medicine.

For more information, visit www.DrRoadmap.com.
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Section I. Knowing ​Why Traffic "Happens"
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Chapter 1

Why So Crowded?

We're Number One! Phooey!

The May 2005 publishing of the Urban Mobility Study by the Texas Transportation Institute reaffirmed, once again, what those who drive here know only too well: the Los Angeles area is still the traffic-from-hell capital of the United States.

To quantify the pain, the report found that each and every L.A. area motorist suffered an extra 93 hours per year (on average) stuck in traffic going nowhere. Imagine what you could do if you could recapture all that lost time? Second place San Francisco-Oakland lagged behind with 72 hours of delay. 

Could it get any worse? Consider that Riverside and San Bernardino counties merited their own inclusion on the list, showing up ninth and eclipsing notables such as Philadelphia and even New York City. 

The combined L.A. and Orange County metropolis also blew away all comers in terms of gas wasted in traffic jams: 407,147,000 gallons per year, compared to miserly New York's waste of only 198,217,000 gallons. 

From Thousand Oaks to Thousand Palms, Southern Californians share the challenging legacy of Henry Ford's success: too many cars on too few roads.

“We get hundreds of calls from throughout the country when we publish our results,” said Urban Mobility Study co-author David Schrank. “People from Los Angeles generally expect their numbers to end up at the top of the list. But what’s really interesting is to hear the perspectives of people from everywhere else. ‘Oh well, at least we’re not as bad as L.A.,’ they usually say.” 

OK. So we're Number One when it comes to traffic jams. But how did we get into this position?

A. What Happened to the Easy Days of Traveling?

What's Love Got to Do with It? Remember when Tina Turner won a Grammy for her recording of that popular song? Hard to believe, but it was in 1984. For those of us who can remember, think "back in the day" when driving in So Cal was much simpler. You could zoom around on the freeways in the middle of the day or on weekends without encountering much trouble at all.

But it's the new millennium now, and the days of easy traveling have gone the way of the Blondie and the Culture Club. While "bumping" to tunes by the Black Eyed Peas and rocking to pulse of the White Stripes, we run smack into congestion at all hours of the day and night, on every major freeway, seven days a week.

The "National Personal Transportation Survey" provides us with some insight as to why traffic mushroomed from the early '80s. Based on census results, the survey points out that Americans make 7% more vehicle trips now. Our busy lives require daily visits to the day care center, the cleaners, work, the hardware store, the doctor, soccer practice, a fast-food restaurant, the video store, etc. Note that only one in five students rides a bus to school in California nowadays.

We also drive much farther, too. Vehicle trip lengths have stretched 9% since 1983. Longer distance commutes may be explained by the increasing numbers of two-worker households, or by households focusing more on school quality than on job location when deciding where to live, states a 2003 study by Crane and Chatman published in the Fall 2003 issue of Access.

These researchers also tagged rising incomes as a reason for reaching for the car keys. Their analysis showed that household income increased by 8% in real terms from 1990 to 2000. Evidently, we readily jump in our cars to spend our disposable income.

Compounding matters, the "National Transportation Statistics 2000" noted a 5.8% increase in solo car travel between 1985 and 1999, where motorists had foregone carpools and public transit to drive alone. This may not sound like much until it is translated into the increase in passenger-car miles: 369.2 trillion. Keep in mind, that's just the increase. The overall count stands at an unfathomable 2.463 quadrillion miles per year in the U.S.

When you add it all up, it's easy to see why we have so much traffic today. Love has nothing to do with it.

B. Two Jobs, Two Commutes

When man was put in the Garden of Eden, he was put there so that he should work, which proves that man was not born to rest. Let us work without questioning. It is the only way to make life tolerable.

What on earth was Voltaire smoking when he wrote those words? The Frenchman may have been a vaunted novelist in his time, but things have changed a lot since the 18th century.

However, while we may harbor an entirely different attitude about our labors, it appears that we are toiling away more than ever. Blame it on the fact that we are now doing it in pairs.

According to a study published in 1995 by the U.S. Department of Transportation, 19% of women with children younger than six were in the labor force in 1960. That number tripled to 60% by 1991. All of this double-commitment to work results in a huge increase in the amount of commuting.

Additionally, one UC Irvine report found that the inability of two-worker families to locate ideally close to either job raises the extra commuting by 41%. The worker with the higher income usually drives the farthest.

So it appears we must resign ourselves to a lifetime of working and driving. However, rather than internalize Voltaire's comment, we can draw an opinion about all this from a recent bumper sticker that read: "A little hard work never hurt anyone, but why take chances?"

C. Big House vs. Short Drive

Those who commute long distances in heavy traffic occasionally entertain a perplexing possibility whenever we near our work destination during the morning drive: why don't I just move closer to my job?

Of course, thoughts of leaving a spacious three or four bedroom home out in the suburbs for a cramped and usually older home near downtown quickly vanish when one peruses the "for sale" section of the real estate classified ads these days. Is the trade off worth it?

In a new-millennium report, entitled "Driven to Spend," by the Surface Transportation Policy Project, housing ranked as the number one expense for the five counties making up the Southern California basin, commanding 24.2% of total annual household expenditures after taxes, based on an average household income of $50,000 per year.

Transportation took the second-biggest bite out of our annual income, consuming about 17.4% overall. As expected, communities located close to employment centers fared far better than those located at the extreme ends of the basin.

So, is it better to have a roomy home in the suburbs with a long commute, or a small home close to work?

In commenting on the results of the study, Scott Bernstein, president of the Center for Neighborhood Technology said, "Sprawl means little choice about a lot of driving, and cars are by far the most expensive form of transportation. We found that counting on cars to get around hurts family finances by using up money that could go toward buying a home."

According to Burnstein, every $10,000 invested in a home can reap $4,370 in equity over 10 years, while every $10,000 spent on automobiles will yield just $910.

Total objectivity based on numbers remains elusive when considering this extremely personal issue: big home and big commute versus small (or more expensive) home and short commute. The choice boils down to the needs and lifestyle values of each individual family.

Chapter 1

Sidebar A

Busy Interchanges

As if to reinforce the fact that So Cal freeways can swagger with a baddest-on-the-block attitude, a report from the American Highway Users Alliance confirms that this area hosts some of the nation's nastiest freeway interchanges. The 2004 study identified the following top contenders, ranked in terms of cumulative delay, per day. The number before the interchange identifies the national ranking.

#1: Ventura/San Diego freeways (101/405)―27 million hours, 318,000 vehicles

#5: Santa Monica/San Diego freeways (10/405)―22.8 million hours, 296,000 vehicles

#8: Santa Ana/Santa Monica freeways (5/10)―18.6 million hours, 318,500 vehicles

#9: San Diego/San Gabriel River freeways (405/605)―18.6 million hours, 318,000 vehicles

#13: Santa Ana/Orange Garden/Grove freeways (5/57/22)―16.3 million hours, 308,000 vehicles

Chapter 2
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Understanding Traffic ​Congestion
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Why is there air? Bill Cosby suggested an answer on one of his early comedy record albums when he posited, "Every P.E. teacher knows that air exists to fill up volleyballs."

The same kind of applied logic might be used to answer the question: why does traffic inexplicably worsen? An optimist might reply, "So you have time to shave, apply your makeup, read the paper, or eat breakfast while you are driving your car."

However, such Pollyanna responses do little to address the frustration experienced by the majority of motorists when stuck squarely in the middle of a longitudinal parking lot that, surprise, turns out to be a freeway. Yet, some comfort may result from an understanding of the two mechanisms behind the decelerating effectiveness of our highway system at rush hour.

A. Recurring congestion: The "same old, same old"

The book Transportation Management through Partnerships proclaims that congestion is caused by demand exceeding supply. A most fundamental explanation, yet the appropriate place to start.

With the completion of the Foothill Freeway, State Route (SR) 210/30, approximately 1,000 linear miles of freeway will provide high-speed access throughout the metropolitan areas of the five counties that make up Southern California. Still, over seven million motorists flood the freeways and surface streets each day, half of which utilize freeways at some point. At points where the cars routinely overwhelm the available highway space, “recurring” congestion results.

Transportation engineers estimate that roughly 50% of the delay on our roads is attributable to recurring congestion. This figure holds up throughout the country. You can count on such congestion like Old Faithful, and you know exactly where it will happen.

One important factor in identifying spots of recurring congestion is highway infrastructure, as described below.

1) Lane width: Some older freeways, such as the "Pasadena" (State Route 110) get by with lane widths of only 11 feet. Whereas modern highways, such as Interstate 15, feature a now-standard 12 foot width between the white lines. Twelve inches make a huge difference in terms of maneuverability, which explains, in part, why the speed limit on the Pasadena Freeway is kept in check at 55 mph and the Interstate through Rancho Cucamonga allows swifter velocities of 70 mph.

2) Downstream bottlenecks: When an expressway narrows from four lanes to three, upstream congestion results. By the time cars reach the actual bottleneck they have already performed a successful merge and speeds rise dramatically. The trouble lurks further back, where motorists jockey for the best lane position in advance.

3) Turning radii of offramps and transition roads. The tight, 270 degree transition roads of older interchanges find themselves surpassed in flow by the sweeping shallow curves of modern interchanges. Cars do not have to slow down as much.

Considering all of the above, you'd certainly want to plan any trip to avoid older freeway interchanges. On the other hand, avoiding geographical limitations proves more challenging. Take the case of a range of steep hills separating a bedroom community from a downtown area. Typically, few roads connect the two. Those that do will stay crowded during the rush hours. In such instances, your best bet lies in timing your commute outside of peak commute periods.

Note that traffic also seems to mysteriously thicken as you pass commercial centers, such as near a shopping mall. The same process repeats itself on a macro scale as you drive along an interstate through a major city. Travelers along an interstate will always encounter increased traffic as they pass the population centers because through traffic must mix with intra-city traffic. The result: guaranteed congestion.

4) Other instances of recurring congestion include the following: areas of decreased visibility (such a steep bend in an expressway); areas with increased visibility (such as the top of a grade that opens to a beautiful vista); dips in the road; and metal gratings, bridges

Combine all of the above and mix in directional commuting patterns from bedroom communities to downtown employment areas, and you have the elements of recurring congestion. That's the half of it.

B. Incident congestion: Look what happened here!

"Incidents" accounts for the other half of the slowing we encounter. Traffic engineers resort to this generic term to encompass any and all unexpected events. These include accidents, stalled cars, debris in the roadway, etc. Major collisions, such as the ubiquitous multi-car accident, are credited with the lion’s share of incident delay.

Of course, traffic reporters’ records are rife with anecdotes of minor events that manage to provoke major congestion: a pack of dogs running along the freeway shoulder; a campaign banner hanging on an overpass; two girls removing their tank tops on a pedestrian walkway; or a film crew shooting a movie in a parking lot adjacent to the highway.

No matter what the cause, every minute of “incident” delay creates three-to-five minutes of residual backup, according to accepted rule-of-thumb estimates.

This explains why you sometimes get caught in the wake of an accident, but by the time you arrive at the scene of the crash it might be completely gone.

Here, differing theories account for why traffic seems to inexplicably stay congested. Some scientists claim that a "spring" action accounts for the increasing compression of cars approaching an incident point. A collision, for example, will cause vehicles to bunch up in greater density as they close in on the "point of impact." After that point, traffic starts spreading out, like a released spring.

Others subscribe to a wave theory that describes a scenario where traffic is most dense at the beginning of the backup to an accident. Speeds slowly pick up as traffic approaches the site of the wreck.

In either case, the damage is done. So much so that often an accident may be fully cleared by the time your particular vehicle arrives at the scene.

In case you are wondering, Caltrans work can fall under either the recurring or incident category, depending upon its timing and duration. An emergency crew sent out to quickly patch a sudden pothole can classify as an incident, whereas lingering construction work supporting the widening of the entire length of the Santa Ana Freeway might last as long as building the Pyramids―clearly a case of recurring congestion.

C. Quantifying the Slowdown

According to the book Fundamentals of Traffic Engineering, traffic speeds are classified into six different Levels of Service (LOS). Each level, A through F, is rated by the amount of cars passing by one given point in one hour.

As an example, if an eight-lane highway like the Santa Ana Freeway (I-5) at Lakewood Blvd. in Downey carries less than 5,600 cars per hour, then the freeway LOS merits an A. As traffic increases to 12,400 cars, the LOS sags to C. Anything over 16,000 cars per hour rates an F.

Yet, the Caltrans book of traffic volumes for year-2000 clearly points out that up to 16,100 cars per hour pass through this corner of Downey during peak periods. Hence we learn the gruesome truth that traffic in Southern California requires stretching the standard LOS yardstick out to levels F-1, F-2, F-3, etc.

For times when traffic comes to a complete halt, as on the northbound "57" at Pathfinder every weekday afternoon, transportation engineers have an alternate way of measuring congestion at their disposal.

By counting the number of passenger cars per mile, per lane, we can arrive at a density figure. If only 12 cars take up the whole mile, then they’ll cruise along under A conditions. Add another dozen cars and that yields an LOS of C. But once more than 67 cars occupy one lane-mile of freeway, the LOS tanks all the way down to F.

Aside from these approximations, room exists for “rule of thumb” indicators of congestion, even among engineers.

“When speeds drop below 35 miles per hour for a duration of 15 minutes or longer, we consider a freeway to be congested,” stated Tom Cho, former Office of Traffic Management chief for Caltrans in Los Angeles.

“On the other hand,” continued Cho, “the feeling of being stuck in slow traffic can be pretty subjective. If your normal time for arriving at a destination, say work, is 20 minutes, but bogged-down traffic expands that to 30 minutes, then you have experienced congestion.”

D. Counting Cars

How do I love thee?  Let me count the ways.

When Elizabeth Barrett Browning penned those amorous words she certainly did not have horseless carriages in mind. Yet, to keep abreast of current traffic conditions and to plan for the future, Caltrans must count cars. But just how do they tabulate the ways in which we travel?

Remember the old rubber hoses draped across a lane of traffic? When a car rolls over the pneumatic tube it generates two air pulses―one for each axle. A diaphragm switch inside the accompanying black box records these impulses by punching a strip of paper. Crude, but effective. You still might find them snaking across an onramp, but never an eight-lane freeway.

Since the late '60s, inductive loop detectors have performed the yeoman's duty of counting traffic on the freeways. An embedded wire within the pavement carries an electronic signal of predetermined frequency. Every time a car passes over the loop, the resulting frequency change is electronically detected and recorded.

With the dawn of the 1990s, video counters became the rage. Mounted directly over a traffic lane, a camera sends video signals to a computer that sorts out the images and provides the final tally.

Of course, the new millennium warrants even newer technology, such as side-fire radar. This device fires a continuous array of signals. Passing vehicles reflect part of the radar signal to a roadside receiver. With a laptop computer to download the feed, an engineer can immediately identify how many cars pass through each of four or five lanes, even if one car is leading another by a nose.

"Our biggest concern was when you have a semi in the number four lane and a VW in the number three," said Nicholas Jones, an Operations Support spokesman for Caltrans. "But the side-fire radar didn't even blink. We watched such situations with our own eyes and sure enough, the radar picked it up accurately."

Despite all of these advancements in traffic information gathering, counting cars by hand has yet to be abandoned. In fact, for special circumstances―such as turning studies, truck counts, passenger occupancy levels, and pedestrian studies―manual counting is preferred. Of course, this is labor-intensive and tiring.

"I've done it, and it's hard to do without your eyeballs falling out of your head," said Jones.

Just as Browning must have devotedly pulled petals from a daisy when enumerating her love for her husband, Caltrans obviously goes through great pains to count the ways in which we love our highways and freeways.

Chapter 2

Sidebar A

Road Classification

Traffic engineers generally divide roads up into four categories.

1) Locals: small neighborhood drives and cul-de-sacs

2) Collectors: main streets in a neighborhood

3) Arterials: major boulevards through cities 

4) Expressways: freeways and other limited-access highways designed to carry large volumes of cars quickly

Chapter 2

Sidebar B

CHP Congestion?

In some cases, efforts to clear an incident generate their own congestion. As an example, California Highway Patrol Commissioner Mike Brown once described an incident that took place when he first arrived as the new Chief for the Southern Division in 2000. On one of his first days, he ended up stuck in the middle of a horrendous traffic jam on the Santa Monica Freeway near downtown L.A.

After several frustrating minutes of stop and go traffic, he finally arrived at the point of congestion and all he saw were four highway patrol cars on the right shoulder. Any traffic collision had long been cleared, but the officers lingered while wrapping up the paper work.

"Who is this guy?" the officers must have thought as Brown pulled over in his unmarked car. A CHP officer ran up and yelled, "You can't park here."

"Oh, yes I can," retorted Brown as he whipped out his badge and identified himself. "You're the ones who shouldn't be parking here. Get your cars out of here, now!"

Subsequently, Chief Brown made it clear that his officers were to complete all their paperwork out of sight, off the freeway. Keeping traffic flowing smoothly has long been one of his prime objectives.

Section II. Traffic-Beating Boot Camp

Chapter 3
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Making Sense​ out of Freeway Numbers, Names, and Locations
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According to a recent study conducted by Avis® Rent A Car, Motorola®, and the staff at Bert Sperling's "Best Places to Live" organization, Los Angeles ranks as the seventh most challenging city to navigate. For once, thank goodness, we weren't number one. Boston took that spot, followed immediately by Washington, D.C. and San Francisco.

Small consolation, though, when you're trying to make sense of a radio traffic bulletin. Traffic reporters routinely mix the names and numbers of highways with abandon. How can you dodge Sigalerts if you don't even know what freeway you're on? The following pearls of wisdom and accompanying charts should help any newcomer, and even some long-term residents, figure out the names and numbers.

A. Identifying Freeway Types

1) A red, white and blue shield designates federal interstates. 

2) A white shield with black letters usually designates non-interstate U.S. highways, like the 101.

3) Green, three-sided signs with white letters indicate a California state route (SR), like the 33 in Ventura County.

4) A green, five-sided shields with white letters indicates a county road, like N3, the Angeles Forest Highway.

In case you are wondering, the term interstate mainly indicates that the freeway is part of the federal interstate system building-project inaugurated during President Eisenhower's term. Generally, the federal government funds up to 90% of the construction for those freeways deemed necessary for the security/defense purposes of this country. This system is all but complete at this time. Whether a road actually crosses state lines or not is purely academic.

B. How Freeways and Highways are ​Numbered

Believe it or not, highway numbers are assigned with a good amount of logic and direction. The American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials set the following standards years ago, 

1. California Highways and Non-Interstate U.S. Highways

a) East/west running highways end in an even number. Hence, we have familiar even-numbered highways like State Route 60, U.S. Route 66, and State Route 74 (known as Ortega Highway in many places) that run east and west.

b) North/south running highways end in an odd number. Think of State Route 1 (better known as Pacific Coast Highway), U.S. 101, and Highway 39, that all head north and south.

2. Federal Interstates

a) If an interstate has one or two numbers and the last number is even, it basically runs east and west, just as for California highways and non-U.S. interstates. Some examples that come to mind include the 10, 40, and the 210.

b) If the last of one or two digits is odd, then the route generally heads north and south, like the 5 and 15.

c) However, interstates with three digits present an entirely different matter. Here we must concentrate on the first number only.

i) If the first digit is even, the route is considered a beltway which circumvents the downtown area of a major city. Think of the 210, 405, and 605, all of which avoid downtown L.A. As a point of reference, the last two digits reference the main interstate that the beltway is trying to avoid or bypass.

ii) If the first of three digits is odd, it is considered a spur that runs directly into the heart of the city. Note that 110 and 710 head straight for the heart of L.A.

C. Who's Who in the Zoo?―How Freeways are Named

Have you driven on the Christopher Columbus Freeway lately? No? Think again.  It is better known as the Santa Monica and San Bernardino freeway to most of us. Yet, one cannot ignore that huge sign at the headwaters of the I-10 in the city of Santa Monica that pays tribute to the Italian explorer who navigated the Atlantic.

Of course, when the I-10 links up with the I-5 for a three-mile dash through East L.A., it temporarily shares the moniker of the Golden State Freeway.

Sounds confusing, doesn't it? It's tricky enough to keep track of the highway numbers, but at least they obey some semblance of logic. However, knowing the players by name is another matter entirely.

According to Caltrans' Library and History Center, our local freeway system started as spokes radiating from the L.A. Civic Center. Wherever the freeway ended would determine the name of the freeway.

That worked great for the Harbor Freeway, which couldn't go any farther than San Pedro. But when the Santa Ana Freeway was extended another 10 miles into El Toro, this system of nomenclature broke down.

In 1968, Caltrans representatives sent a report to the state legislature recommending an orderly and strict criteria for naming California freeways. Unfortunately, the guidelines were not adopted. To this date, both the Assembly and Senate continue to name new freeways by passing bills on an individual and, you could say, arbitrary basis.

For example, local politicos have often petitioned the legislature to officially name a freeway for a famous individual. Hence we have the Glenn Anderson Freeway (I-105) named for a congressman, the Richard Nixon Parkway (State Route 90 in Yorba Linda), the Frank Lanterman Freeway (State Route 2) named for a state official and the Ronald Reagan Freeway (State Route 118).

On the subject of names, you will occasionally notice relatively small green signs with white letters mounted low alongside the freeway, calling out the name of an individual. Do not mistake these for the official name of that stretch of freeway or interchange. While these "memorial" signs are becoming more popular, you seldom hear them used during a traffic report.

D. How Locations are Named

Antigua. Martinique. Barbados. All three tropical islands conjure up images of lofty palm trees, white-sand beaches and aquamarine-colored water.

The Four Level. Cahuenga Pass. Orange Crush. Springing to mind this time are towering clouds of exhaust gases, typewriter-black ribbons of pavement and a sea of red taillights.

So what do they have in common? Nothing. Yet the contrasts prove instructive. The three Caribbean islands are real places with locations that can be pinpointed in any atlas. On the other hand, few, if any, maps will reveal the location of the aforementioned two interchanges and one section of freeway. Unless you are already familiar with the place-names that traffic reporters rattle off in staccato fashion, you have little clue as to where some traffic accidents are really located.

Part of the blame lands on the shoulders of traffic reporters attempting to coin a singular name to describe an area of the freeway system with which motorists can identify. A classic example is the oft-heard location, "South Bay Curve." There is no such community or harbor called South Bay on any map. Yet the 405 freeway cuts a lazy arc through the basin's southwest peninsula which cradles the artificial harbor of Los Angeles, hence the name.

The use of such nomenclature helps shorten a traffic broadcast, thereby avoiding a lengthy discourse on geography. Admittedly, though, imaginative place names are often contrived to catch the ear of the listener. Each traffic reporter strives for creativity and uniqueness.

The acknowledged grand master of this art was Bill Keene, the recently-departed raconteur of radio reports on KNX. His ingenious mind conjured up the likes of the Puente Pause, where westbound traffic on the I-10 bunches up at Puente Avenue in West Covina every morning.

Following in Keene's footsteps, other traffic reporters have come up with names of their own. Take the term "Kellogg Krunch" for the spot where the 10, 57, and 210 freeways convene in Pomona. Since it's near Kellogg Drive, the appellation proved apt.

Other freeway interchanges have suffered the same fate at the hands of traffic reporters. Consider the "Five and Dime" as a reference to the I-5/I-10 interchange in East L.A. For better or worse, over time, many handles such as these have become recognized and accepted by the motoring public here in So Cal.

Notwithstanding the above, some place names existed long before any living or expired traffic reporter was even born. Steeped in historical tradition, yet not necessarily found on modern maps, names like the Cahuenga or Sepulveda Pass are certainly instantly identified by the majority of Angelenos.

All of this is of little solace to newcomers to our spaghetti-bowl (the term used by Nevada reporters for the U.S. 95/I-15 interchange in Las Vegas) maze of freeways. To assist comprehension, Sidebar C presents some of the more commonly heard place names, be they stretches of freeway, interchanges, or passes.
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E. How Exits​ are Named and Numbered
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Traditionally, numbered off ramps were scarcer than hen's teeth in Southern California. Exit ramps have always, and still do, basically carry the name of the major cross street onto which they dump cars. However, starting in 2002, Caltrans began adding exit numbers to off ramp signs. Most commonly posted in the corner of the sign, this number signifies the distance, in miles, from either the Mexican border or the Pacific Ocean. Here's how they work:

1) For highways and freeways that run west to east, the exit nearest the coast (or the furthest point west) is number one. By the time that highway reaches the other side of the state, say at Intake Blvd. in the City of Blythe for Interstate 10, that exit number would reflect the distance from Santa Monica State Beach; approximately 243 miles.

2) For those highways running south to north, like Interstate 5, the first exit down near San Ysidro would be 1, while the northernmost exit near Hilt (just before crossing into Oregon) lies about 796 miles further north, and hence would take that number.

3) If two or more exits are positioned within a distance of less than one mile, then Caltrans has assigned them the same mile number, but has added a letter: a, b, c, etc. Notice this at the exits for Valley and Peck from the I-10 in El Monte.

The fact that the numbers, and letters, always progress in ascending fashion (or descending when traveling the opposite direction) helps immeasurably when determining where you are and how far you have to go. It also helps pinpoint the precise exit that you need. Just remember that each state highway or freeway has its own set of numbers.

F. How Distances between Cities are Calculated

In a letter to the Daily Breeze, one motorist from San Pedro posed a question that many of us wonder about as we take long-distance trips through the Southland. When a sign says "Santa Barbara―75 miles" for instance, does it mean that's how far it is to downtown? It's a little off-putting when you see a sign that says "City Limits," and you know you're nowhere near the city center.

Jeanne Bonfilio, the public affairs representative for the Caltrans district that covers L.A. and Ventura counties, provided the following explanation.

"Those are called destination signs," Bonfilio began. "If they say it's 75 miles to a certain city, then that means if you go those 75 miles you will be just at the beginning of the city limits. This convention makes it simple for motorists to calculate how far they're going, and it gives them an accurate means by which to estimate their mileage or driving times."

With small cities, it might seem more appropriate to select "city hall" as the destination point. But when faced with geographically dispersed cities such as Los Angeles or Riverside, who's to say which part of the city really counts as the hub of activity?

Whether we agree with this standard or not, at least now we know the answer and can plan our travel times accordingly.

G. Units of Measurement

For those who have just arrived from anywhere outside the U.S., you might be wondering why our road signs don't read something like: "Palm Springs 160 kilometers," or "Speed Limit 100 kilometers per hour." In fact, you'd be surprised how close Americans came to filling up our tanks with liters of petrol, calculating the temperature outside our cars in degrees Centigrade, and measuring the size of our national parks in hectares instead of acres. So what happened?

Our tale begins in 1988 when Congress passed the Omnibus Trade and Competitiveness Act as part of an effort to engage the United States in the blossoming global economy. The act required every federal agency to begin us­ing the metric system.

To conform, the Federal Highway Administration set September 30, 1996 as the dead­line for all federally funded high­way projects to use metric measurements only. All freeway signs would have to be changed to display distances in kilometers and speeds in kilometers per hour.

In order to gauge public opin­ion, the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) published a notice in the Federal Register on August 31, 1993, seek­ing input on the impending change. The comments were not positive. Our representatives quickly ascertained that we liked our distances in miles, thank you very much.

So in 1994, Congress respond­ed in earnest.

“They put on hold the conver­sion of traffic-sign legends,” according to Mark Norman, one-time deputy executive director of the Institute for Transportation En­gineers. “If the states still wanted to con­vert, that was their prerogative. But the federal government couldn’t dic­tate that decision.”

Transportation officials in California certainly lacked enthusiasm for any switch over to kilometers on the roadside signs.

"Initially the federal government, by way of the FHWA, was pushing metrics, or at least trying to influence the states in that direction," recalled Robin Witt, a public affairs officer for the Caltrans headquarters in Sacramento. "However, it is my understanding that halfway through the Clinton administration the federal government saw it as being a fairly difficult problem to get the signs changed. So they dropped their interest. Then the states tended to drop their interest. The wind went out of the sails on the whole movement."

Of course, the expense required to change every highway roadside sign throughout the state also weighed in the decision to stick with standard miles.

“We opted to save California taxpay­ers the $25-40 million it would have cost to change the signs over to metric,” quantified Jim Drago, a one-time public affairs spokesperson for the Caltrans office in Sacramento.

Even on a local level, our transportation officials elected to leave well enough alone.

“All of our construction plans are in metric, but we see no need to convert any roadside signs,” said Alex Beanum, former chief engi­neer for Caltrans’ Office of Traffic Management in Los Angeles.

Which is why, for the near future, you will continue to read California road signs along the lines of: "Palm Springs 100 miles" and "Speed Limit 65 miles per hour."
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Freeway Numbers​ with Corresponding Names

[image: ]




Next to the following freeway numbers you can find the corresponding, commonly used name for the freeway.

Some freeways have more than one name as they pass through different sections of the Southland, and these names are further qualified. If a qualifier is not found after the name, you can assume for all practical purposes that the entire length of the freeway carries the same name.

This list may not be 100% complete, but only because some names are not used very often, if ever. For example, no one refers to I-40 as the Needles Freeway. Additionally, while U.S. 101 is semi-officially the Santa Ana Freeway from SR-110 (the Pasadena Freeway) to where it meets the I-5 near Soto Street, you will seldom hear it referred to by that name, for the sake of simplicity.

In actuality, many reporters will simply use the number of the freeway most of the time. In fact, CHP representatives often remind them that we should only use numbers when broadcasting traffic reports. For this reason, you will often hear the number, and only the number. Even terms like state route (SR), interstate, and U.S. are entirely omitted in favor of the unceremonious definite article, the. For instance, the term U.S. 101 is less heard on radio or TV than a discouraging word in Montana. Everyone just says "the 1-0-1."

Exceptions still persist, though. For example, SR-110 (from the 101 to all points north) is almost always referred to as the Pasadena Freeway, instead of the "one-ten." Old habits are hard to break.

2  Glendale


5  Golden State (from SR-60 near Soto Street in East L.A., to all points north)

5  Santa Ana (from SR-60 near Soto Street in East L.A., to I-405 in El Toro)



5  San Diego (from the El Toro Y in Irvine to all points south)

10  Santa Monica (from the coast to SR-60 near Soto Street in East L.A.)

10  San Bernardino (from U.S. 101 near Mission Rd. in East L.A., to SanBernardino)

14  Antelope Valley

15  Temecula Valley (from the San Diego County line to Murrieta)

15  Corona Freeway (from Murrieta to the SR-91 in Corona)

15  Ontario Freeway (from SR-91 in Corona to I-215 in Devore)

15  Mojave Freeway (from I-215 in Devore to Nevada)

22  Garden Grove

23  Moorpark

30  Crosstown Freeway (in the City of San Bernardino)

33  Ojai

55  Costa Mesa (on rare occasion, also called Newport)

57  Orange

60  Pomona (from the I-5 near Soto Street in East L.A., to I-15 in Ontario)


60  Route 60 (from I-15 to I-215 in Riverside)

60  Moreno Valley Freeway (from I-215 in Riverside to Beaumont) 



71  Chino Valley (from the I-10 to Euclid Avenue in Chino)

71  Corona Expressway (an old name that is still often used for the entire length)
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