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SUBJECT:  Cleanup activities on state highways, rights-of-way, off ramps, and 

homeless encampments 
 

DIGEST:  This bill requires Caltrans to develop a strategy for cleaning up state 
highways, identify statutory, funding and regulatory barriers to efficient clean up, 

and annually report to the Legislature on their cleanup efforts. 
 

ANALYSIS: 
 

Existing law: 
 

1) Vests Caltrans with control of all state highways and all property acquired for 
state highway purposes. 

 

2) Authorizes Caltrans to establish maintenance programs related to highway 
cleanup. 

 
3) Establishes the Independent Office of Audits and Investigations within 

Caltrans, whose director is the Inspector General. 
 

This bill: 
 

1) Requires Caltrans to coordinate cleanup on state highways, rights-of-way, off 
ramps, and associated homeless encampments. 

 
2) Requires Caltrans to solicit information from and coordinate with health and 

safety agencies, mental health agencies, law enforcement agencies, nonprofit 
organizations, and other government agencies who have jurisdiction over the 
maintenance and safety of roads and highways or that coordinate with the 

department for highway cleanup activities. 
 

3) By January 1, 2023, Caltrans shall submit an assessment to the Legislature that 
shall include a summary of the barriers to efficient clean up coordination, 
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strategies for obtaining necessary resources and leveraging coordination with 
appropriate agencies, recommendations to address homeless encampments, and 

recommendations for statutory or regulatory changes to improve the cleanliness 
and safety of state rights-of-way. 

 
4) By January 1, 2023, and annually thereafter, the Inspector General shall report 

to the Legislature on how well the cleanup activities are being performed in 
each Caltrans district. 

 
5) Requires Caltrans to establish an advisory board of relevant state agencies and 

those local agencies who wish to participate, for the ongoing planning and 
coordination of cleanup activities. 

 
6) Requires each Caltrans district to develop cleanup schedules every two weeks 

and to post those schedules on its website. 

 
COMMENTS: 

 
1) Purpose. “Keeping California’s roadways free of debris and litter is critical to 

protecting driver safety and safeguarding the environment.  However, in my 
district and many others across the state, Caltrans has been unable to keep pace 

with the need for roadside debris cleanups.  SB 635 gets to the root of the 
problem by requiring Caltrans to report on their cleanup activities, post 

schedules for their cleanups, and work with state and local entities to identify 
the roadblocks and strategies to streamline ongoing cleanup efforts.” 

 
2) Garbage Time. Anyone who rides in a car knows that trash along the freeways 

has been a significant and growing problem for years.  In 2016-17, Caltrans 

spent $65 million to remove 330,000 cubic yards of litter, growing to $102 
million and 359,000 cubic yards in 2018-19 and $110 million in 2019-20.  

About 15% of that was spent on removing trash from homeless encampments.  
The Governor’s 2021-22 budget requests an additional $20 million on an 

ongoing basis for hazardous material removal in encampments. 
 

The problem has been particularly acute in the Bay Area where the local 
Regional Water Quality Control Board in 2016 issued Caltrans a notice of 

violation regarding timely implementation of trash control measures.  In 2019, a 
Cease and Desist Order required Caltrans to implement specified trash control 

measures, the cost of which was estimated at $1.1 billion.  Funds to remove 
trash would otherwise be spent on road repair and maintenance. 
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3) How’d It Get So Bad?  The increase in homelessness has greatly contributed to 

the problem of increased trash as homeless encampments spring up along state 

highway rights of way.  In 2016-17, Caltrans received 2,910 requests for 
cleanup of homeless encampments.  By 2019-20 that increased to 7,417, an 

increase of 155%.  Yet in 2019-20, those represented only 18% of all customer 
service requests.  The trash problem goes beyond homelessness.  COVID has 

also made things worse by reducing available Caltrans workhours and volunteer 
availability.  However, these problems have been present for several years and 

precede COVID. 
 

So other than homelessness, what else is contributing to the trash problem?  It is 
likely several factors including increasingly uncovered loads, an increase in 

littering, and illegal dumping. 
 
4) What’s the Fix?  There is no easy fix to the trash problem.  Increasing spending 

is a temporary, and perhaps necessary, fix but it deals with the symptom, not the 
underlying cause.  This will require a combination of public information and 

law enforcement efforts, more engagement with local governments to leverage 
resources, and more utilization of volunteer and non-Caltrans employees.  This 

bill tackles the trash problem by requiring Caltrans to develop a strategy for 
cleaning up its rights of way that involve other state agencies, local 

governments and non-profits.  Homelessness is a particularly vexing problem, 
which has landed on Caltrans’ lap simply because they are the landowner.  

Requiring Caltrans to work with other relevant state and local agencies with the 
experience and responsibility to deal with homelessness brings the right entities 

together. 
 

The bill also increases accountability by requiring an annual report from the 

Caltrans Inspector General on the effectiveness of its trash cleanup effort by 
district. 

 
FISCAL EFFECT:  Appropriation:  No    Fiscal Com.:  Yes     Local:  No 

POSITIONS:  (Communicated to the committee before noon on Wednesday, 
        April 7, 2021.) 

 
SUPPORT:   

 
City of Maywood 
City of Paramount 
City of Signal Hill 
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OPPOSITION: 
 

None received.  
 

 
 

-- END -- 


