Bill Lascher

3/5/09

Reporting Decisions
Paper #1

Los Angeles politicians have been dancing arouaddéa of a Subway to the Sea for decades.
That dance has a story to tell, prolonged by a&serf unfolding decisions and events. The projes w
born in 1980, but killed six years later and, ono@e for good measure, a decade after that. It
remained dead for another decade, until Congressteary Waxman reversed decades-old opposition
to federal funding for such a subway. This essgjoers that reversal.

Most official histories cite 1985 as the year thbway derailed. That year, an explosion at a
Ross Dress-For-Less store near Wilshire and Faipast of Waxman's district injured dozens. It was,
triggered when sparks from a Ross worker clockmiginited methane gas built up in the store's
basement. The gas had been released by nearbyimgnwerk. Concern about the safety of tunneling
through methane zones became Waxman's justificadiothemanding a year later that Congress ban
federal funding of the Wilshire Subway. Some repdtiough, suggest it wasn't his only motivation.

As many news reports note, support for a subwayfwéser undermined in 1995 when work
on the Red Line route from Downtown to the San &edo Valley caused a sinkhole to collapse under
Hollywood Boulevard. A series of safety violaticarsd inefficiencies among rail contractors worsened
the public's perception. By 1998, voters passe@asore banning the use of taxpayer funds for
subways. These timelines are well documented &r fa&ws stories, particularly those surrounding
Waxman's 2004 turnabout and the re-emergence o$ bt a Subway to the Sea.

To understand what was different in 2004 from otirees the Subway was revived, its
important for observers to understand how a Sullovdlye Sea has been situated by the media in the
public psyche, such as in this account by Chris tHame of the_os Angeles Times.

“In a way unique among transit projects being coasd, it could trace a new urban blueprint

here, recasting the old image of Wilshire as aalirdowntown for an age of density and knitting
the idea of Los Angeles — the city, not the coll@tiof retail centers and red carpets — back



together. It could turn a neon-bright symbol of L'sAove affair with the private car into the
best-used transit corridor in Southern Califortie strip as civic spinég.”

In Hawthorne's depiction, the Subway to the Seeesgmts an opportunity for re-invention in
Los Angeles. In many ways, it could be an indicatogrowth. The story might not be “the Subway to
the Sea,” the story might be “L.A.'s evolution,datine Subway to the Sea and all the decisions
surrounding it might be key timepoints in that gtand shaping its direction.

It's difficult to extrapolate Waxman's decisiontlas key pivot point in plans for a Subway to the
Sea (indeed, more than three years later, theqbrgjstill conceptual). Still, the move does sigas
D.J. Waldie, in arLA Times commentary, put it “Los Angeles might be grownamwugh for transit.”
Waldie, moreover, recognized a motivation for tinmé&bout that few other stories seemed to catch:
Waxman's opposition might not have been basedjusafety concerns, and his shifting opinion in
2005 may have had as much to do with a changintqgablpicture in L.A. as new safety technology in
tunnels.

“Let's be blunt: The Red Line subway stopped attéfasbecause of Anglo homeowner fears of
'those people' coming to their neighborhood (andldshop owner fears that subway



now that it's not illegal. Now we can have a piaaitdiscussion about it."”

In a sense, Waxman's turnaround, whatever it'svatodn, was a clear signal times had
changed. But using the methodology of Neustadt\dag one would want to know where Waxman's
decision comes from. What was known to reporteds\axman in the “now” of 2005 was very
different from the “then” of 1985, or even 1995. slanedia accounts did a good job of telling the
story

Reporters got the whens, whats, wheres and wlgbis WWhere they might have faltered a bit in
their coverage was explaining the hows and whysiratite placement of the involved individuals a bit
better. Most notably, | might have wanted to knoarenabout why, finally, Metro invited the panel of
expects to study tunneling safety. Not who intraatlia motion when, but why such a motion was
introduced in 2004, and not 2002 or 2001 or 2007.

Many questions should have been asked. How ditigahs know technology and tunneling
practices had progressed far enough that the tiasewrite to convene such a panel, or were there
other reasons for the panel's timing? Who was ermp#mnel and why? Third, what was different about
tunneling under Wilshire past Western from oth@aarwhere tunneling occurred, either for subways or
other projects? How had those differences changesalved over the years?

Most coverage didn't answer these questions, dud@iwell with their contextualization of the
broader problems facing the subway plans. That's@cessarily a problem, especially for publicagion
like USA Today and theEconomist, which had broader audiences to address.

The latter, for example, opened a November 200 $tp setting the scene of a rail network
gradually growing around Los AngeleéShis article takes the placement a step further by
contextualizing it not just in terms of the diréicbeline from the Ross explosion through Waxman's
resistance and the problems of the 1990s, but Brglanore broadly why traffic is so bad in L.A. and
what the aforementioned timeline meant for clegrargather, not clearing, congestion.

“... Indeed, according to the Census Bureau, Bme-4trong metropolis is the most densely



populated urban area in America. This unusual patie"dense sprawl" makes it both hard to

manage without a public-transport system and lakdiild one, says Brian Taylor ... The result

is a half-finished system that stops short of drth@ city's main commercial districts. It is the
equivalent of a New Yorkubwaysystem that does not stop in midtown, or a London
underground that bypasses the West End. ”

This article doesn't just say “Los Angeles dodsante a subway and that's bad.” It says exactly
why it's bad. It “sophisticates the initial stengm#” about Los Angeles and its traffic, and abbet t
possible solution of a subway, plots relevant evating a timeline, and allows for inferences to be
drawn as new evidence comes in (where what wasdmutilally leads, why there's no money for the
expensive subway, and why it was expensive to baitte first place).

Some media accounts give credit to the new momefitahtransit gained when Antonio
Villaraigosa was elected mayor in 2005. The sabetyel did its study only months after Villaraigosa
took office!" Transportation did play a major role in the mayetaction, even in its first round, when
Villaraigosa competed with then-mayor James Hatthtaree other high-profile local politicians for
the office, all of whom had transit platforms.

In early 2005, in an article describing the fistind of mayoral elections that year, thes
Angeles Times contrasted Hahn's approach to transportation wiltarsigosa and other candidates,
citing data showing 24 percent of voters polledh®/Times said transportation was their most
important topic, second only to educatibit. also elaborated on Hahn's opponents' critici§the®
mayor for his lack of attention to Metro's boardisThelped Villaraigosa on the issue when he took
office, because his interest in transit appeareceratarkly contrasted with Hahn's piecemeal approac
(Interestingly, two other candidates opposed tha [Ree extension but supported the so-called Expo
Line light rail to Culver City which, unlike the $way to the Sea, is actually under construction)now

It's worth noting, of course, that tBeonomist article mentioned above was published more
than a year after Villaraigosa was elected, theApdnel conducted its study and Waxman reversed

course. It did hint at Villaraigosa's clout witthrs party at the time of the “changing of the podit

guard in Washington, D.C.,” though, noting how tirety have helped as Waxman pushed legislation



hrough Congress reversing his moratorium

By late 2007, when then-President Bush finally egjthe omnibus spending bill with that
reversal, coverage depicted a victory for Villacsg and offered Waxman an opportunity to save face
by including a quote expressing his confidence é&ling could happen more safely. However, it also
makes it clear the bill's signing changed littlectual terms.

“Despite the success in Washington, théivayto the sea' is still far from a sure thing,” wrote
City News Service."™

Most of the stories, though, championed Waxmamfsatound. Some outlets didn't let him off
the hook. Alan Mittlestaedt of tHeA CityBeat put Waxman squarely in the sights of his “LA Sniper
column™ As the name of his column implies, Mittlestaedsniaigentle. Where other accounts at that
time depicted a transformed Waxman now lobbyingdZess to remove his moratorium, Mittlestaedt
demanded more, suggesting that Waxman needed\meneal leadership, especially now, since
even the buses on Wilshire slog through in traffic.

“You still could do so much more for L.A.'s tranpitbograms,” Mittlestaedt writes.
The columnist also took an approach few other jalists took. He spoke to transit riders along the
Wilshire corridor. There is a sense in this colufion.example, that he was riding the bus as heenitot
What's more, Mittlestaedt hinted at other posditfleences on the real nature of the problem, gayin
to Waxman “you got your colleagues in Congressato the use of federal dollars paying for any
tunneling west of Fairfax; a ban tinged with yoanstituents' racism that, to your credit, you fiyal
lifted this year.” The hint was passing and plaiced paragraph where Mittlestaedt also acknowledged
Waxman had little public perception, negative osipee, but it was there.

Zach Behrens, the author of thaist blog takes the call for leadership from Waxmanrep st
further. He contrasts Waxman's 20-year oppositidhe subway with his introduction of major
legislation combating climate change.

“The guy who derailed the subway is actually deligreen bean himself,” Behrens writes.



“Does a subway fit in anywhere in ozone protecaod a safe climate?”

In fact, comments to Behren's post, which citegl®staedt's work, give a bit better a picture of
public opinion (although the anonymity and selfeséibn of the comments mean they're imperfect
barometers). One commenter notes Waxman is part ef/en broader, longer story of subway
opposition dating back to 1962. A handful of othéustrate how frustrated the public was with the
lack of a subway, asking what to do to get somegtdione now (then).

Yet the question not answered satisfactorily iroathis is what changed in 2005. Why was it
possible to convene a fact-finding panel? Why didesv articles mention that Jon Christian, onehef t
panel's members, chaired a committee looking imst@h's “Big Dig” and proposing that management
expedite its completion? Granted, some touched. @ome knew Waxman was “in the room” when
the panel was selectédBut that “why?” question persists. Why were thpseple selected when they
were selected, and why did Waxman get a pick (bgtter alternative to that question, why didn't he
just get to pick earlier, if that's all it took g@t him to agree?)? Knowing the answers to thesstmuns

might help the next time the Subway sinks out efréalm of possibility.
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