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Introduction 

 

Los Angeles is set to be the Host City of the next decade. The region is confirmed to host the 

Super Bowl in 2022, the FIFA World Cup in 2026, and the Olympics in 2028 with many other 

events still under consideration. With the increased attention expected to be on Los Angeles over 

the next decade, the City and region want to present itself as a great place to live, work, and visit. 

One of the major improvements to help present the region as such is to the region’s 

transportation system, specifically its light rail network built and operated by Metro.  

  

Mayor Garcetti originally proposed a Twenty-eight by ’28 initiativei that aimed to complete 

twenty-eight different Metro projects across the region that would ultimately make the Olympics 

travel experience smoother and more accessible and enjoyable for all the visitors expected to 

embark on the area. Due to a lack of early action taken to move projects along and the difficulty 

Metro has experienced in finding funding for all projects, Metro has narrowed its focus to “4 

Pillar Projects” and is weighing how they can work to accelerate and complete these projects in 

time. These four projects include the Sepulveda Pass rail project that connects the Valley to the 

Westside, the Green Line extension from Redondo Beach to Torrance, the Gold Line extension 

to Whittier, and the West Santa Ana Branch which would connect the Gateway Cities to 

Downtown LA.  

 

Given the original intent of moving some of these projects up as much as 19 years in order to be 

completed for the sake of the Olympics and in the interest of how the world sees the region, the 

question at hand is: are these the right projects the region should be focused on and prioritizing 

through accelerated timelines and funding? 

 

Research Question 

 

The intent of this research is to analyze two of the four Pillar Projects based on determined 

criteria discussed below to understand if the multiple billion-dollar investments ultimately serve 

the greater region past the Olympics Games. Do the proposed accelerated projects best address 

the immediate needs the region and communities have or are there other political factors in play 

that are prioritizing certain projects over others for the sake of a global event? 

 

In determining the answers to this question, it is imperative to understand how Metro currently 

accesses future project planning, investment, and execution. Metro’s Long Range Transportation 

Plan Framework identifies equity and its travel demand model as criteria for determining which 

projects to pursue long-term.ii 

 

- Equity, as Metro notes, is difficult to measure because it means different things to 

different people. Some of the factors they consider include: income, population, 

employment, race, car ownership, gender, birthplace. 
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- Travel demand model analyzes average daily travel patterns to and from major locations 

such as work, university, and “other” and take into consideration peak and non-peak 

hours. 

 

These two major criteria are seemingly acknowledging the difficultly of addressing these major 

decisions. To decide to invest billions of dollars into a project requires a well-rounded look at 

intricate factors, which Metro’s effort aims to do by looking at a plethora of factors and data to 

project need and thus investment.  

 

This research project, however, will aim to narrow the breadth of analysis to see if Metro’s 

intricate data analysis and decision-making is still able to prioritize and focus on the most 

important need – serving those that need the service most. This research analysis will look 

mostly into the equity component of the criteria to understand whether equity is staying at the 

forefront of decision-making, regardless of other potential political / reputational pressures that 

may be impacting Metro at this time due to the Olympics and other major events set to embark 

on the region. 

 

Approach 

 

The greater scope of this research project would require a look at the entire list of twenty-eight 

original projects and an analysis of the four projects ultimately chosen by Metro to focus on 

between now and 2028; however, given the question at hand, it was first necessary to look at a 

couple projects before deciding to expend resources to map and analyze twenty-eight projects. 

Because of this, this research looks at two of the four focus projects that are seemingly on 

opposite sides of the equity scale.  

 

The two projects chosen to examine in detail were the Sepulveda Pass, which is projected to run 

from the Valley down to UCLA and into West LA, and the West Santa Ana Branch project, 

which is projected to run from Downtown LA through the Gateway Cities of Huntington Park, 

Cudahy, and Bell, to end in Artesia. These two projects were chosen due to their differences. 

One is to serve the west side – the typically more wealthy area of Los Angeles – and one is to 

serve the Downtown, southeast area of the region – the typically more lower-income, minority 

area of Los Angeles County.  

 

This approach is intended to demonstrate if the criteria chosen for this research study stand up to 

Metro’s analysis and if they differ by the different projects to be examined. The criteria to be 

analyzed are the below due to the 2024 projections available for all data sets.  

 

- Population Density, 2024 projections 

- Median Household Income, 2024 projections 

- % Blue Collar Employment, 2024 projections 

- % White Collar Employment, 2024 projections 

- Household with No Vehicle, 2024 projections 

 

Although originally seen as lacking that the projections only projected out until 2024, the data is 

in fact telling of how the region is changing and progressing without a major event impacting 
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decisions yet. Shifts in these factors do not happen overnight, so looking at 2024 projections 

suggest and illuminate decisions and movements that have been in the works for a while. If 

projections had been past the major event dates, consideration would have had to be given to 

what factors went into the projection data and whether the major events skewed the data toward a 

certain direction or expectation. 

  

If the analysis results in findings that differ drastically between the two projects or between the 

other census tracts in the county, then the question should be delved into deeper to better 

understand if Metro’s process is in fact appropriately accounting for the equity measures it has 

put in place or whether political pressures have prioritized certain projects over others that are 

more in need in the relative short-term. 

 

Analysis  

 

Prior to examining any projection data, both lines’ stations were mapped and a 20-minute walk 

radius was generated around each stop to highlight the census tracts that would be most likely to 

use the newly developed stations upon completion. All data analysis was done at the census tract 

level, but the below map displays the future lines on a basemap to provide context of the area. 
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The intention of public transit is for people to use the systems built. People cannot use the 

systems if a population around the line does not exist, which is why the first step in the analysis 

was to better understand where projected population density would be in 2024. This 

demonstrates people’s living patterns. Analyzing the below population density map, the West 

Santa Ana Branch project runs through more highly populated areas – mainly around its middle 

section of line development. Although, the densities are slightly higher on the West Santa Ana 

Branch line in certain sections, both lines are sporadic in its high densities compared to the area 

between the two lines which is highly populated and clustered.  

 

After review, population density did not provide great insight into determining if Metro’s 

analysis was appropriately monitoring and planning for the greater region at hand in terms of 

equity. 
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Median household income levels varied greatly between the two lines. There were far fewer 

census tracts in the $0-$55,133 range along the Sepulveda Pass line compared to the West Santa 

Ana Branch. This brings to question if the most in need are being served by the Sepulveda Pass 

line. Looking at the rest of LA County, a large area between the two lines in central Los Angeles 

are on the lower-income side and could likely benefit more based on equity criteria.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In considering employment data, this research analyzed both blue-collar and white-collar 

employment percentages across the region. As expected, the maps below show the reverse of 

each other, in areas with high white-collar employments, denoted in white, there is the least 

amount of blue-collar employment, denoted in the darkest blue, and vice versus. The research 

found that the West Santa Ana Branch has higher blue-collar employment compared to the 

!( Sepulveda Pass Stations

!( West Santa Ana Stations

West Santa Ana Branch - 20 Minute Walk Radius

Sepulveda Pass - 20 Minute Walk Radius

Median Household Income, 2024 Projections

$0.00 - $55,447.00

$55,447.01 - $87,526.00

$87,526.01 - $126,322.00

$126,322.01 - $187,988.00

$187,988.01 - $325,937.00
¯
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Sepulveda Pass employment levels. This analysis lends itself to question which employment type 

Metro should focus on to address equity concerns.  

 

The two projects are opposites on most fronts – the core census tracts under review for the 

Sepulveda pass have a higher white-collar employment rate compared to the West Santa Ana 

Branch. The outer most stations for both lines are opposite as well – the Sepulveda Pass outer-

most station, the Van Nuys Metrolink Station, is more highly concentrated with blue-collar jobs, 

while the outer-most station on the West Santa Ana Branch line, the Artesia station, is more 

highly concentrated, compared to the rest of the line, with white-collar jobs.  

The differences between the employment types along these lines highlights the need for more 

explanation and analysis into Metro’s decision-making. There does not seem to be a uniform 

pattern they are following, which can either be because they are weighing certain factors more, 

looking at more factors, are experiencing political pressure to choose these lines for reasons 

outside the criteria, or some other consideration this research has not uncovered.  

  

!( Sepulveda Pass Stations

!( West Santa Ana Stations

West Santa Ana Branch - 20 Minute Walk Radius

Sepulveda Pass - 20 Minute Walk Radius

Blue Collar Employment, 2024 Projections
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39.65% - 77.1% ¯



Coari 7 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The final dataset examined was the percentage of households without a vehicle in 2024. As seen 

in the below map, neither line is expected to have incredibly high rates of households without 

vehicles – most census tracts are expected to have below 13.18% households with no car. There 

are a few pockets of higher percentages, but the major clusters of households with no vehicles 

are between the two lines in the same central area that research found higher population density 

and lower median incomes.  
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White Collar Employment, 2024 Projections
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Upon completing the review and analysis of the five datasets considered to measure equity, the 

study determined no distinct patterns that clearly link to the reasons why Metro chose these two 

projects. Because of this, more analysis into all four Pillar Projects and the complete list of 

twenty-eight projects is required to gain a better understanding of how Metro weighed its 

decision and if it was the right decision to begin with.  

 

The review of the projection data also revealed that there may be other areas of Los Angeles 

County that are in higher need of public transit access. Reviewing all of the twenty-eight projects 

under consideration and possibly including all of Metro’s future projects would show a fuller 

picture of whether or not the projects selected are indeed for the greater Los Angeles region’s 

longevity and success or for the short-term gains for the Olympics only.  

¯
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Households with No Vehicles, 2024 Projections
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Limitations 

 

This research is preliminary in understanding how Metro goes about prioritizing projects and if, 

in the light of other major regional investments, prioritizes have shifted to satisfy other interests 

at play. Because of this, a clear limitation is the lack of resources available to grasp a full scope 

of understanding by analyzing all twenty-eight projects in the Twenty-eight by ’28 initiative laid 

out by Mayor Garcetti. In future iterations of this research, understanding all twenty-eight 

projects and comparing those to the four projects Metro ultimately deemed Pillar Projects and 

decided to focus on would shed light on whether the prioritization of the projects fell apart in the 

original mandate or in the narrowing down phase. Below is a map of all twenty-eight projects 

that are part of the initiative. 

Another limitation to the project is the projection data quality and availability. The majority of 

the projection data available required for this analysis were only projecting out until 2024. This 

limits a clear understanding of what the market and sociodemographic breakout of the area will 

be in 2028 and beyond, but as noted earlier, it does provide an estimate and direction that was 

helpful to this particular analysis. Regarding the quality of data, however, up until the most 

recent Long Range Transportation Plan Update in 2018,iii Metro was using incorrect, 

overestimated projections to choose which projects should be prioritized and funded. This lends 

the question of whether or not projection data is in fact accurate and should be used in this type 

of analysis or decision-making process. 

 

The monocentric urban model correlates increased transit access with increased population 

density. The theory says that if transit access is improved by building out transportation systems, 

Source: https://thesource.metro.net/2018/01/25/agenda-and-preview-of-metro-boards-january-meeting/ 
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as in the case of Metro’s remit, people will be incentivized to move closer to those services thus 

increasing population density. This implies that transportation build outs cause increased 

population densities versus transportation systems being built to serve already increased 

population densities. Because of this, population data might not be a good indicator for where 

transportation systems should be built out and executed. This understanding strikes concern that 

the right criteria might not be put in place to appropriately prioritize and make billion-dollar 

investment decisions that impact millions of people’s lives – hopefully for the better.  

These limitations leave a lot of room for improvement and if improved could help the 

development of this research, but, provided the available data, this analysis aims to breakdown 

the decision-making process into a simplified model that can help to identify directly correlated 

factors with decision-making in the two projects of interest – Sepulveda Pass and the West Santa 

Ana Branch. 

 

Conclusion 

 

A next step, upon expanding the analysis to all twenty-eight projects, would be to add in driving 

patterns of vulnerable populations to ensure the analysis captures where and how often they 

move through the region, particularly in terms of their employment locations. It is also important 

to cross-reference the project impact with the expected project spend in future analysis. In the 

case of these two projects, the Sepulveda Pass is expected to cost Metro and the county’s citizens 

$5.7Biv while the West Santa Ana Branch is expected to cost $6.6B.v Weighing the positive 

impact a project has on a community in terms of improved access and equity benefits would be 

an important criteria for Metro to prioritize projects. 

 

The research conducted in this study sought to better understand the equity criteria Metro 

deploys when determining where to invest and execute future projects, but it is important to 

recognize that decisions are not made in a vacuum and other criteria like driving patterns and 

congestion are telling for the ultimate decision made. This analysis of two of the four Pillar 

Projects Metro intends to accelerate prior to the 2028 Olympics did not demonstrate any 

particularly strong patterns of how decisions were made in terms of equity. Instead, the analysis 

shed light on the need to evaluate all projects under consideration so as to better understand if 

Metro’s criteria best serves the greater Los Angeles region’s needs or if the Olympic and host 

city responsibilities are putting pressure on decision-makers to prioritize projects that do not 

maximize benefit for the overall community. 

 

 

i https://www.metro.net/projects/resources/28-by-2028/ 
 
ii http://media.metro.net/projects_studies/lrtp/images/lrtp_board_report_2018_0819.pdf 
 
iii http://media.metro.net/projects_studies/lrtp/images/lrtp_board_report_2018_0819.pdf 
 
iv https://www.metro.net/projects/sepulvedacorridor/ 
 
v https://www.metro.net/projects/west-santa-ana/ 
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