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A Message from the Chair

I am proud to present the I-680 Express Lane Authority’s Fiscal Year 2010-2011 Operational 

Summary, reviewing the introduction of Express Lanes in Northern California. The I-680 

Express Lane is providing commuters a reliable trip over the Sunol Grade and ushering in a 

new choice for Bay Area drivers.

The 14-mile-long southbound I-680 Express Lane successfully opened on September 20, 

2010. During the fi rst fi scal year, which was 41 weeks long (through June 30, 2011), more 

than 75,000 separate drivers chose to pay a toll electronically to use the lane. Revenue was 

$628,960, meeting the fi rst year projections.  The total number of trips was 257,815.

Most important, the lane is helping to manage congestion. Speed in the Express Lane 

averaged more than 65 mph during the morning commute, and the average speed in the 

general purpose lanes during peak period was 55 mph, as hundreds of drivers switched to 

the Express Lane each hour instead of remaining in the other lanes.

Commuters on the I-680 Corridor have embraced the concept of “dynamic pricing”, which 

means tolls increase when congestion is heavier and decrease when traffi c is lighter. Tolls 

on the I-680 Express Lane have ranged from $0.30 during off-peak hours to a high of $7.50 

during the most congested commute days, with an average rush hour toll of $3.00.

As Chair of the I-680 Express Lane Authority, I want to thank everyone who brought this 

project to life and has seen it through its fi rst fi scal year. The Authority is looking ahead to 

continued success going forward.

Sincerely,

Scott Haggerty
Chair
I-68 0 Express Lane Authority
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Express Lane Basics

The I-680 Express Lane opened on September 20, 2010, as Northern California’s fi rst high 

occupancy toll (HOT) facility, and as one of the fi rst in the nation to deploy a full dynamic pricing 

algorithm.  The new Express Lane is located on a 14-mile stretch of southbound Interstate 680 

from Highway 84 south of Pleasanton to Highway 237 in Milpitas; a major commute artery for 

Silicon Valley commuters.  A high occupancy vehicle (HOV) lane conversion project, the I-680 

Express Lane is the start of a 400-mile network of Express Lanes planned for the San Francisco 

Bay Area in coming years.

The I-680 Express Lane operates 15 hours a day, Mondays 

to Fridays from 5 a.m. to 8 p.m. The lane is “open to all” at 

night and on weekends. There are three entry points and 

three exit points. Designed to deliver a reliable trip for all 

commuters who choose to use it, the I-680 Express Lane 

allows solo drivers to use available capacity in the HOV 

lane. This effectively reduces congestion on the general 

purpose lanes of the corridor as hundreds of solo drivers 

elect to use the Express Lane each hour during the morning 

commute.  

Developed through a partnership of the Alameda County Transportation Commission (ACTC), 

the Santa Clara Valley Transportation Authority, and the California Department of Transportation 

(Caltrans), the I-680 Express Lane is the fi rst of two 

Alameda County corridors authorized by California 

legislation AB 2032, signed into law in 2004. The 

complex project was designed to manage growing 

traffi c congestion on I-680 and to provide people 

with a new commute choice. It was funded with 

State, Federal, and local funds, and is governed 

by an independent joint powers authority, the 

I-680 Express Lane Authority. Information about 

the project is available on the project website, 

www.680expresslane.org.

DRAFT
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In the I-680 Express Lane’s fi rst year of operation, several trends emerged:

· 57% of users enter at the beginning of the lane and 53% of users stay in the lane until it 
ends.

· 74% of users enter the lane between 6 and 9 a.m. They provide 92% of the toll revenue.
· Friday usage is 30% lower than the average usage Monday-Thursday.
· Usage is closely tied to work and school schedules, with weekly trips dropping 

dramatically during Thanksgiving, Christmas, Presidents Day holidays.
· Usage dropped 15% on November 3, 2010, the day of the Giants World Series victory 

parade.
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How It Works

The I-680 Express Lane operates Mondays to Fridays from 5 a.m. to 8 p.m. Solo drivers who want 

to use the I-680 Express Lane need a FasTrak toll tag mounted on their windshield. Each time 

drivers choose to use the Express Lane, the toll amount is  deducted from their FasTrak account 

balance. The operation is fully electronic, with no tollbooths or tollgates, so customers do not 

need to slow down or stop to pay. 

Toll costs vary based on real-time traffi c 

levels on the Express Lane to ensure that 

traffi c in the lane fl ows smoothly. Half a 

mile before each entry point, an overhead 

electronic sign displays the current toll 

being assessed. Motorists decide on-the-

spot if they wish to pay the current toll to 

use the Express Lane on a particular trip. 

Motorists always pay the amount that 

was displayed at their entry point, even if toll rates change while they are in the Express Lane. 

Carpools, motorcycles, transit vehicles and permitted low-emission vehicles can use the lane 

for free. Carpoolers must remove their FasTrak toll tag from the windshield and place it in a 

Mylar bag provided by FasTrak customer service center to avoid being charged a toll on a 

carpool trip, then return it to windshield for other trips. California Highway Patrol offi cers provide 

enforcement using visual and electronic means.

The previously existing HOV llane of southbound 

I-680 was separated from general purpose lanes 

by standard dashed striping, allowing access by 

carpoolers at any point along the corridor.  Now, as 

an Express Lane, access is limited to three designated 

entry and three exit points; elsewhere the lane is 

separated from general purpose lanes by double solid 

lines in a 2-foot-wide buffer.

DRAFT
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How We Got Here

History of the Corridor

The location of the Bay Area’s fi rst Express Lane started as 

path over the Sunol Grade. Even as cars and trucks began 

using it, the road remained unpaved until it was added to 

the state highway system in 1933 as Route 108. When urban 

routes were included in the 1955 Interstate Highway System, 

Interstate 680 was part of a loop designed to go around 

the San Francisco Bay. The fi rst portion of I-680 was built in 

Walnut Creek in 1960; the I-680 freeway opened between 

Sunol and Milpitas in 1970 and 1971. 

In 2000, jobs were increasing rapidly in Silicon Valley and homebuilding was increasing 

rapidly in Pleasanton, Livermore and the Central Valley. The morning commute on I-680 over 

the Sunol Grade was among the worst in the Northern California. Transportation planners 

for Alameda County and the Bay Area took steps to relieve this congestion. A corridor wide 

series of improvements were identifi ed and funded and then implemented in phases to 

expedite the delivery of congestion relief to the public.  First, an auxiliary lane was constructed 

between Automall Parkway and Mission Blvd, one of the most congested areas in the corridor.  

Concurrent with  this activity, design was underway for the freeway widening that would allow 

the construction of a carpool lane between Route 84 and Route 237. All the while, the ultimate 

project – full widening of shoulders and structures to allow for construction of the Express Lane – 

was proceeding through the planning and design phase. This phased approach to the corridor 

improvements providing early delivery of congestion relief to the corridor that had achieved the 

rank of the worst commute in the Bay Area. 

HOV to HOT Conversion

In 2004, after the successful implementation of Express 

Lanes in Southern California, the State Legislature 

passed legislation authorizing two pilot Express 

Lanes in Northern California, starting with I-680. A 

joint powers authority was established to implement 

the new Express Lane, with the Alameda County 

Congestion Management Agency managing the 

project. Traffi c studies indicated the need for the lane 

DRAFT
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to relieve future congestion in the Corridor. 

In 2005, the project was introduced to the public 

at a public meeting in Fremont that drew wide 

media coverage and interest. The project received 

environmental clearance and design work was begun. In 

2007, a public opinion survey found 62 percent of drivers 

favored the project.

Construction began in 2008. The roadway was widened 

to accommodate a new 2-foot-wide buffer separating 

the lane from the general purpose lanes, as well as new 1,800-foot-long merge lanes at each 

entry and exit point. Electronic toll collection equipment was installed, the entire roadway was 

repaved, and soundwalls were added. The entire project cost, beginning with the HOV and 

auxiliary lanes, cost $195 million, including $28 million for the Express Lane itself. Express Lane 

construction took just under two years, and the Express Lane opened on September 20, 2010.  

Pre-Opening Outreach

Express Lanes were a brand new concept in the Bay Area when the I-680 facility opened. A full 

public education, outreach and information program was launched to introduce Express Lanes 

and encourage I-680 drivers to sign up for FasTrak so they could 

use the lane. The team conducted a program of market research, 

including focus groups, executive interviews and a marketing 

survey, and used the results to develop an integrated community-

based marketing plan. 

The plan included grassroots public outreach and marketing, a 

Speakers Bureau, employer outreach, sponsorships and staffi ng 

a booth at community events for one-on-one interaction. The 

booth was at the Alameda County Fair, local city fairs, farmers 

markets and other events. The program also includes visits to major 

employers in the Silicon Valley to encourage FasTrak account 

sign-ups, lunchroom posters, promotional item giveaways and 

participation in employee events. 

2007 Survey showed 64% favored 

the I-680 Express Lane project

DRAFT
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The overall plan included the development and management of an integrated program of 

Web, video and animations, social media, point-of-sale promotional materials and an integrat-

ed advertising campaign. Advertising consisted of print, radio, online banners, social and media 

ads and included a car wrapped with FasTrak and Express Lane branding that was used in a 

promotional contest. The www.680expresslanes.com website provides information and media 

updates on the Express Lanes as well as videos, maps, 

an event calendar and links to related websites. The Al-

ameda County Express Lanes Facebook page provid-

ing information and resources to more than 700 “fans” 

of the page. The bulk of the program was implement-

ed beginning 2–3 months prior to opening, focusing on 

the geographic area of the I-680 Express Lane and surrounding suburbs. 

A limited time promotional offer of $10 in Free Toll Credits for early FasTrak acquisition was 

developed and advertised. Through October 31, more than 1,700 customers received toll credits 

totaling more than $9,000 as they tried the new lane. Another promotion featured a custom car 

wrap on a car that was frequently driven throughout the project area. A contest was held to 

“Spot-the-Car” which encouraged people to go to the I-680 Express Lane website and enter to 

win a cash prize. The contest was promoted on the website and the Facebook page and the 

winner attended the grand kickoff event ceremony.

An extensive media relations program aligned with the marketing campaign in raising 

awareness and educating audiences about the Express Lanes and FasTrak. The program 

includes specially designed media events, tours and briefi ngs for reporters to provide timely 

information to mainstream media, electronic bloggers and media and community-level 

information resources. A week before opening, a media briefi ng and project tour was held 

featuring Express Lane Joint Power Authority board members, the California Highway Patrol, and 

ACCMA staff. The purpose of the briefi ng was to give reporters and news crews a fi rsthand look 

at how the new Express lane would operate and be 

enforced, and to describe how limited access striping 

would begin. The event received extensive coverage 

on Bay Area evening television news and newspapers.

Opening Day Activities 

A grand opening kickoff event was held on September 

DRAFT
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TYPICAL NUMBER OF TRIPS

16, with Alameda County Supervisor Scott 

Haggerty serving as the moderator for the event. 

State, federal and local government offi cials, along 

with CHP, Caltrans and ACCMA staff participated 

in the event, which was attended by 75 guests. 

Electronic Toll Operations

While dynamically-priced HOT lane projects are 

new to the Bay Area, dynamic pricing has been used successfully in various places across the 

country, including San Diego, Seattle, Minneapolis, Miami, Denver and Dallas. More new HOT 

lane facilities with dynamic pricing are planned or under construction across the United States.

The I-680 Express Lane’s toll operations are fully electronic and compliant with the Caltrans 

Title 21 standard for high speed, open lane electronic toll collection and traffi c management 

applications. There are no tollbooths or traffi c gates, enabling customers to use the facilities 

non-stop and at highway speeds. A half-mile before each designated entry point along 

the corridor, an overhead electronic sign displays the current toll being assessed.  With this 

information, motorists can make an immediate decision whether or not to use the Express Lane 

for that particular trip. The toll the motorists see posted when they enter the lane is the toll that is 

assessed for the trip. 

Typical Daily Commute By Hour
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The tolling algorithm used on I-680 was 

developed to maintain the speed of traffi c in the 

Express Lane at 45 mph or higher while adjusting 

the toll to account for the value of travel time 

saved.  The I-680 Express Lane utilizes a dynamic 

pricing model that evaluates the speed and 

volume in both the general purpose lanes and 

the Express Lane.  The system calculates the 

recommended toll every three minutes based on 

the current traffi c patterns and using specifi c weighting parameters set by the JPA staff.

Solo drivers place a great value on obtaining a reliable trip through this congested corridor, so 

the toll rate varies based on real-time traffi c levels, ensuring a smooth fl ow of traffi c. Using speed 

differentials measured for the pricing algorithm, the system allows the toll to change as often as 

every three minutes, depending on changing levels of congestion. During peak periods, when 

there is more traffi c on the Express Lane, the toll is higher. During off-peak periods, when fewer 

vehicles are using the lane, the toll is lower. 

Speed differentials are detected using a wireless vehicle detection system in the Express Lane 

and a remote traffi c microwave detection system implemented on the general purpose lanes.  

Loops are used in the tolling points for vehicle detection and for framing the toll transaction.  All 

of the information is collected by readers installed on the side of the road and then transmitted 

to a central processing center.  The center uses the algorithm to aggregate the information 

to determine how much space is available to “sell” and how attractive it is to purchase. If the 

speed differences between the Express Lane and the general purpose lane are great – more 

than 10 miles per hour difference – the Express Lane is providing a greater advantage and the 

toll price is set higher. 

Tolls range from a $1 minimum during peak time to a high so far of $7.50, with an average 

peak time toll of $3.00. During non-peak hours, the minimum toll is 30 cents – enough to cover 

the overhead charge of the FasTrak transaction.  The average non-peak toll is 50 cents. These 

parameters, along with other dynamic pricing elements, such as how often to change the 

pricing, are easily confi gured by the Express Lane Authority as legislation and business rules 

dictate.

DRAFT
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Usage and Revenue
Along with increasing corridor effi ciency on I-680 and providing a more reliable commute, 

the Express Lane project encourages the use of buses and carpools and creates an alternate 

mechanism for fi nancing transportation projects per AB 2032. During the fi rst fi scal year (through 

June 30, 2011), which was 41 weeks long, revenue was $628,960, meeting the fi rst year revenue 

projections. The total number of trips was  257,815.  More than 75,000 separate drivers chose to 

pay a toll electronically to use the lane. The lane averaged 7,500 tolls with revenue of $18,000 to 

$20,000 per week.  The lane reached a one-day high of 2,324 users on February 8. 

Toll revenues are used fi rst to pay for operating and maintaining the I-680 Express Lane, then 

for transit service on the I-680 corridor and to support other improvements in the I-680 corridor, 

including a future Express Lane project on the northbound I-680, which does not have an HOV 

lane. 

At the start of operations, the I-680 Express Lane was not universally embraced. Seeing new 

striping, new signs, and fi nal construction activities, drivers tended to slow down as they 

approached the fi rst entrance to the Express Lane during the fi rst week – creating a lengthy 

backup north of the facility and leading to complaints about the project. However, as drivers 

got used to the new lane, traffi c speeds north of the facility were back to normal by the second 
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week of operation. All comments (received through the project website, through Caltrans, or 

through other avenues) received a direct response within 24 hours. After the fi rst two months, the 

number of comments had dropped from a high of several per hour to a few each week.

In the fi rst months there were complaints from drivers who were charged a toll while in the 

adjacent lane. This issue was resolved with adjustments to the electronic readers. The most 

frequent comment since then was from drivers who sometimes carpool and sometimes drive 

alone. Some drivers did not understand that they need to place their FasTrak toll tag in its Mylar 

bag when they are carpooling to avoid being a toll on that trip, then return the toll tag to the 

windshield for the next trip. Approximately once per month, drivers 

utilized the “Dispute Resolution” process to receive a refund of a toll 

that was charged inappropriately.

DRAFT
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Who Uses It

The vast majority of Express Lane users are from Alameda and Contra Costa Counties, particularly 

Pleasanton and Livermore. The breakdown is 35 percent from Contra Costa County, 33 percent from 

Alameda County, 9 percent from Santa Clara County, and 23 percent from all other counties com-

bined. By city, here are the top users: 

Speeds And Travel Times

The average speed through the corridor during the peak time commute since the I-680 Express Lane 

opened is 58 mph in the general purpose lanes, compared to 57 mph before the lane opened. In the 

Express Lane, the average speed is 65 mph, thereby delivering the promised value to carpoolers and 

toll-payers in the Express Lane. 

Yet on I-680, a simple “average speed” can be deceptive – congestion on southbound I-680 tends to 

be concentrated on the three-mile uphill grade at the north end of the corridor rather than spread 

evenly along the corridor. Typically, a driver in the general purpose lanes who averages 57 mph for 

the entire 14 miles slows to 35 mph for three congested miles up the hill, and then speeds pick up for 

the next 11 miles. Here especially, drivers place a greater value on the reliable trip offered by the 

Express Lane through this congested segment.  This is refl ected in the usage patterns for the facility as 

57 percent of the trips are initiated at the Andrade Road toll zone at the north end of the facility; 35 

percent pay the toll for the entire 14 miles.

As the chart above shows, speeds in Lane 1 (the Express Lane) are more than 20 mph faster than the 

general purpose lanes going up the Sunol Grade, then are similar for most of the rest of the Express 

Lane.
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Enforcement

The California Highway Patrol provides enforcement on the I-680 Express Lane via electronic and 

visual means, employing both the normal patrols provided on other Bay Area freeways as well as extra 

offi cers on contract for additional enforcement. 

There are fi ve locations along the corridor where toll tags are read. As each vehicle in the lane goes 

by, its status is communicated to the observing CHP offi cer as either an illuminated green light (a 

positive tag read) or an illuminated amber light (indicating that a valid tag was not read).

A solo driver in the Express Lane without a valid FasTrak toll tag is in violation of state carpool lane law 

and subject to a fi ne of $340. It is also a violation for any driver to cross the double white solid lines 

separating the Express Lane from other lanes. California Highway Patrol offi cers patrol the lane and 

rely primarily on visual monitoring of occupancy to catch violators. Visual detection is not without its 

challenges.  Some of the complications for CHP offi cers include vehicles with tinted windows, or sport 

utility vehicles and other elevated vehicles that make seeing into the a back seat diffi cult.  
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Governance

The I-680 Express Lane Authority is an independent joint powers agency created to operate the I-680 

Express Lane. Its Board of Directors consists of fi ve elected offi cials from the facility’s areas: one each 

from Alameda and Santa Clara Counties, and one each from the cities of Milpitas, Fremont and 

Pleasanton. The Board meets monthly, and meetings are open to the public. The Alameda County 

Transportation Commission, Caltrans and the California Highway Patrol provide services to the 

Authority contractually. The Authority maintains a public website at www.680expresslane.org.
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