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Reading about the proposal to create a fleet of over a hundred ferries on San Francisco Bay to alleviate the daily commute caused me to react with a sense of de ja vu.  It is the most out of date solution since the proposal to bring back rail transit. 





I don’t understand how, (in this era of the computer, networking, digital communications, the information society), anyone can still believe that fifteen years from now as many people will still be physically commuting to jobs in San Francisco as are commuting today.  


Considering the new information society wherein the job is mostly working with a computer screen and communicating with other people doing the same, what percentage of workers will need to be physically at a major central city location?  When the issue of rail transit was being tossed around, I questioned who the riders would be.  Would you expect plumbers or electricians or truck drivers to be commuting to work by rail?  No, you think of mostly office workers.  And these are the same people any ferry system would expect to carry.  The same workers who, in fifteen years, will be telecommuting.





Why is there this hang-up to do whatever it takes and pay whatever it costs to get workers from the suburbs to a central city?  I believe it’s because the financial powers in any metropolitan area have a great deal of money invested in business properties in the central city and don’t want to see it lose its value.  Which is just what would happen if  workers could report to work in a suburban computer “work center”.





Let’s take it one step further.  Right here in Petaluma (Telecomm Valley) we’re surrounded by these telecommunication companies that are designing all types of products which will not only allow, but encourage, the development of a non commute way of working.  Are they on the wrong track?





That brings up another point.  Even if only a small percentage of central city workers convert to telecommuting each year, the problem of traffic congestion will take care of itself as less and less commuters will be working at a job far from home.  To keep insisting that large numbers of workers will continue to physically work in the central city of a region because that’s where the jobs are, is as foolish as someone in 1900 insisting that the auto will never replace the horse because we need the manure to grow crops.





If we build a fleet of ferries, there will be no one to ride them.





On the other hand, if large numbers of people did still work in the central city, this could instead become an environmentalist’s nightmare.  Except for those hardy few who will bicycle to the bus station for the bus trip to the ferry terminal, there will have to be massive parking lots right next to the bay.  Acres of asphalt.  But that would only be in the beginning.  The next logical step would be the building of Calthorpe type “pedestrian pockets” right next to the ferry terminals.  These would allow commuters to walk or bicycle to the ferry terminal.  Of course it would also create construction along the environmentally sensitive bay edges





But, even then, would the worker bees still need to go the central city to perform their duties?





And who is going to pay for the ferries?  “Only those who use them, of course.”  If you believe that, I have a bridge to sell you.  What we have here is a distraction to give us something to focus on until the 2000 elections when we will be given the opportunity to tax ourselves another 10 cents a gallon to pay for another transportation solution.  A few years ago state legislation allowed counties and/or a region such as the Bay Area to do just that.  With the recent defeat of the sales tax for transportation in Sonoma County, this is probably the next step.





You can bet that sometime soon, those who couldn’t get the 101 corridor sales tax approved last year will soon be talking about a “regional” gas tax increment as an alternate source of funds.


         


