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FHWA Reauthorization Support

Scan of External Communications – Week 15
This week’s scan of 24 stakeholder websites focused on public policy think tanks and human environment organizations.  Listed below are the associations that have updated their content related to SAFETEA-LU and its environmental and planning provisions since the previous scan. 
Following the list are several articles located through our database searches, including:
·  “States prod drivers to use high-tech tolls,” Wall Street Journal
· “High gas prices alter driving habits,” USA Today, December 8, 2005

· “Bridge Replacement Still Controversial,” Outer Banks Sentinel (NC)

America Bikes
http://www.americabikes.org/
The group’s homepage is devoted to SAFETEA-LU, and the website includes new information related to implementation of the law’s human environment provisions.  
Outdoor Recreation in America

http://www.funoutdoors.com/node/view/1401
An article, “Building A Scenic Byways Program For The Future: A New and Exciting Role for the Byways Coalition” discusses a recent agreement to revitalize the national coalition that led to the creation of the National Scenic Byways Program in 1991.
Bicycle Transportation Alliance

http://www.bta4bikes.org/info/legis.html
The webpage lists several legislative campaigns in Oregon, implementing SAFETEA-LU provisions.

Bikes Belong Coalition

http://bikesbelong.org/site/page.cfm?PageID=249
A webpage on the Safe Routes to School Program gives an overview of the program, local implementation ideas, a detailed analysis of SAFETEA-LU, and links to other resources.

The Reason Foundation
http://www.reason.org/news/telecommuting_111005.shtml
A recent Reason Foundation study, “Telecommuting's Impact on Transportation and Beyond” details how telecommuting can help ease congestion.

States prod drivers to use high-tech tolls 

By Jennifer Saranow for The Wall Street Journal

With traffic congestion and commute times worsening nationwide, a growing number of states are creating incentives for drivers to switch to electronic toll-paying. 
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Toll agencies across the country increasingly are offering discounts to drivers who pay tolls via an electronic windshield-mounted device. Agencies also are working to develop a so-called open-road tolling system where drivers electronically pay tolls at highway speeds instead of stopping or slowing down. One other strategy to shorten rush hour: making carpool lanes available to solo drivers who are willing to pay extra for the privilege. 

At the same time, the network of automated toll lanes is becoming more compatible, allowing drivers to travel seamlessly between states without worrying about multiple devices and accounts. Drivers in Illinois who use the state's I-Pass devices, for instance, can now pay tolls electronically throughout the East Coast on highways, bridges and tunnels that are part of the E-ZPass electronic-toll system. Alternately, E-ZPass users can use their passes to pay tolls in Illinois. The E-ZPass Interagency Group, an alliance of toll agencies that take E-ZPass tags, now counts 22 toll agencies in 11 states as members, up from just 10 agencies in four states in 1998 and seven agencies in New York, New Jersey and Pennsylvania when it was formed in 1990. 

The Maine Turnpike Authority also made its electronic tolling system compatible with E-ZPass devices this year. Other toll agencies expected to join soon include the Indiana Toll Road, which expects to implement electronic tolling in January 2007. 

To further encourage electronic toll-paying, some states are charging drivers a premium if they don't use the windshield devices. New Hampshire's Turnpike System, which earlier this year accepted only tokens and cash for passenger vehicle tolls, has adopted the E-ZPass system and gives cars with New Hampshire-issued E-ZPass tags 30 percent off every toll. The Metropolitan Transportation Authority in New York raised toll rates in March but kept 50-cent discounts in place for E-ZPass users. And in California, the Bay Area Toll Authority is offering $10 in free tolls for anyone who signs up for the state's electronic "FasTrak" tag before Dec. 19, when new lanes on the San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge will be converted to electronic-toll-only lanes. Many toll agencies in other states also offer discounts for paying tolls electronically. 
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The emphasis on electronic toll-paying comes as the number of cars on the road is expanding faster than the current highway system can accommodate. Commuters in 2003 spent an average of 47 hours of extra time in traffic delays -- on top of what their commute would have been at the speed limit -- up from 16 hours in 1982 and 40 hours in 1993, according to the Texas Transportation Institute's 2005 Urban Mobility Report, released in May. 

States are putting more emphasis on electronic tolling to collect revenue for road building and maintenance and to better manage the rise of traffic on roadways. Illinois, for instance, is using the revenue from its toll increase to help fund a $5.3 billion, 10-year congestion-relief plan that includes replacing all 20 mainline toll plazas with open-road tolling. At the federal level, there's an effort under way to set up standards for electronic toll-paying systems. 
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Toll agencies are reporting a surge in electronic payments, the result of the discounts and other promotional efforts. On the New Hampshire Turnpike, only 8 percent of tolls are currently paid with tokens, compared with 60 percent before the agency started electronic tolling in July. With electronic tolling -- which started showing up on roads in the early 1990s -- tolls are paid with a windshield-mounted device that receives a radio signal from sensors at toll plazas and identifies the vehicle. The fee is then deducted from a prepaid account. 
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Sam Preis, 33 years old, who owns a mortgage company in Chicago, says he just ordered an I-Pass late last month. "Not only do you have to pay a double toll if you don't have an I-Pass, you have to wait in a bigger traffic line," says Mr. Preis, who commutes using a toll road. "I gave in." This year, Illinois's cash toll rate for cars increased to six cents per mile from three cents, but I-Pass tag holders still pay three cents per mile. 
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James Crawford, executive director of the E-ZPass Interagency Group, estimates that up to about 1,500 cars an hour can pass through a free-flowing, or open-road, tolling lane, where drivers with electronic toll tags can pay tolls while driving at highway speed as their devices communicate with sensors mounted on a highway overhang. This compares with about 400 to 500 vehicles that can pass through a toll collector's booth an hour and the 750 to 850 cars that can pass through a standard electronic tolling lane where drivers have to slow down slightly. 
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Electronic systems are cheaper for toll agencies than traditional toll-booth collectors and coin collecting. Florida's Turnpike Enterprise estimates that a transaction with SunPass, the state's electronic toll tag, costs the Florida Turnpike about 10 cents while a cash transaction costs between 17 and 18 cents. To reap such benefits, electronic tolling is slated to begin in Washington state in the spring of 2007 on the Tacoma Narrows Bridge and it just started in Puerto Rico last year. 
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At the federal level, the new transportation law encourages states to use electronic tolling to reduce congestion through pricing programs such as high-occupancy toll, or HOT, lanes. This is where free carpool lanes also are used as toll lanes for solo drivers paying electronically. The bill gives states and tolling agencies the authority to use carpool lanes for this purpose. The recent transportation bill also calls for the Federal Highway Administration to draft rules specifying standards for electronic toll-collection systems and to speed up progress toward a nationwide compatible system. 

In May, a carpool lane that also collects tolls from solo drivers opened up near Minneapolis on I-394, and an electronic tolling system was launched along with it (the tag name: "MnPass"). A similar lane runs for eight miles on I-15 in the San Diego area. Colorado Department of Transportation's Colorado Tolling Enterprise is in negotiations to ensure the carpool lanes it plans to convert to pay lanes for solo drivers this May in Denver will take the "EXpressToll" electronic toll tags used elsewhere in the state. Generally, such lanes are enforced manually by state patrollers. In many cases, if a solo driver uses a carpool lane without paying, a sensor light along the roadway will fail to flash and the driver is likely to be pulled over. In Minnesota, the fine for this kind of violation is $142. 

High gas prices alter driving habits
USA Today, December 8, 2005

Record gas prices have put a dent in our driving habits. The growth in miles driven in the nation, a mostly steep climb for 25 years, has flattened in the past year as gas prices spiked, according to a USA TODAY analysis of Federal Highway Administration data.

Driving in summer 2005 through August increased less than 1 percent - half the usual rate. Growth that slow hasn't occurred since the 1991 recession, according to the government's latest data, which are subject to revision.  The population and workforce grow by a bit more than1 percent annually, meaning more people drive to work, so annual gains of less than that indicate a decrease in miles driven per person.  "There is a plateauing, or an extreme slowing of growth," says John Maples, research analyst at the Energy Information Administration. The $3-a-gallon mark was a trigger, he says.

Americans are fighting high pump prices by combining a trip to the grocery store with business at the bank or taking a bus to work.  Ed Olson, 36, who owns the bar Zella in Chicago's Lincoln Park neighborhood, tries to schedule his errands together. "We try to make the dry cleaning trip and the trip to the bank on the same day."  This mundane choice, multiplied millions of times each day, appears to be having an impact.

The Urban Land Institute found that high gas prices, which peaked in early October after Hurricanes Katrina and Rita, altered Americans' driving habits.  The institute, a nonprofit group that promotes innovative development, found that 81 percent of people it polled this fall combined errands and 45 percent eliminated some nonwork trips. Nearly 90 percent said they'd driven to work the previous week, but 40 percent said they had car pooled or used mass transit in the past year.

"Most Americans don't have a choice of how they get to work; they have to drive," says the institute's Ed McMahon. "So they've decided to eliminate optional trips (or) double up errands."

Subway, bus and train systems saw growing ridership in the first half of 2005 as gas prices climbed, says William Millar, president of the American Public Transportation Association.

The rates of increase doubled in late summer and fall.  "It seems very much associated with the rapid increase of gas prices at the end of August with Hurricane Katrina," Millar says.

In the Chicago area, 3.4 million more people used buses and trains in August 2005 over the year before, says Scott McPherson of the Regional Transportation Authority.  The Midwest had a 1.5 percent decrease in vehicle miles driven in August 2005 compared with 2004, the highway administration found.  Will the changes be permanent.  "It depends on what fuel prices do," Maples says. "We're hearing about the 'low' fuel price of $2 per gallon. Nobody would have said that a year ago. We're already being reconditioned to what's normal."
Article available online at: 
http://www.usatoday.com/news/nation/2005-12-08-gas-prices_x.htm 

Bridge Replacement Still Controversial,  review process almost complete, but future remains mystery

BY CHARLEY BUNYEA, SENTINEL STAFF
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Representatives from N.C. Sen. Marc Basnight's office were present at the Dare County Board of Commissioners' meeting on Monday to provide an update on the replacement of the Herbert C. Bonner Bridge which spans Oregon Inlet.

After 15 years of ongoing study and assessment, a final environmental impact statement will be submitted in March 2006 with a final decision anticipated from the Federal Highway Administration in August of the same year.

With a current stability rating of 4 out of 100, replacement of the bridge is critical and state leaders along with the Dare County commissioners are pushing for action.  The bridge was built more than 40 years ago and as much as $50 million was spent between 1987 and 1999 to repair and protect the bridge and NC 12 from the ocean.  Two options have been drafted in the replacement of the bridge; the parallel bridge and the Pamilco Sound bridge.

The parallel bridge option is to build a bridge parallel to the existing bridge. This replacement bridge would be 2.7 miles in length and if chosen, also would include replacing NC 12 through Pea Island National Wildlife Refuge. 

The Pamlico Sound option would extend 17 miles, beginning at Oregon Inlet and ending in Rodanthe, bypassing Pea Island National Wildlife Refuge.

"North Carolina leaders are all in unanimous agreement upon the parallel bridge option," said Norma Mills, Basnight's Chief of Staff. Senators Elizabeth Dole and Richard Burr, Rep. Walter Jones, Basnight, Gov. Mike Easley and the county commissioners have all gone on record strongly supporting the parallel bridge option.

"We don't want to lose 17 miles of beach that our country uses," said Commissioner Warren Judge.  Mills cited 700 letters sent to Senator Basnight's office from people also in support of the parallel bridge.  "We went through each letter and found that more than half of the people were from out of state, and some of them were even out of country, so as you see this is not just a local issue; it's a national one," she said.  Among various reasons given for support of the parallel bridge, recreational use of Pea Island was a major component.

Pea Island and Cape Hatteras are significant destinations for conservationists, bird watchers, tourists and recreational fisherman, bringing in approximately $155 million in tourism dollars every year.  "Recreational access speaks volumes for importance of maintaining Pea Island," said Mills.  The parallel bridge would maintain full public access to the historic Oregon Inlet Coast Guards Station.

Another component cited in favor of the parallel bridge option involves construction costs. The parallel bridge would cost $191 million in comparison with $424 million for construction of the Pamlico Sound bridge.  Funding is reportedly already in place for the parallel bridge, and it is projected to be completed approximately one year earlier than the second option.  The Pamlico Sound bridge is not fully funded and would exhaust the Northeast Division's total highway funds for the next seven years, halting all road projects in the region.

"As we saw with the Lake Ponchartrain bridge during Hurricane Katrina, storm surges can cause serious damage," said Jim Trogden, General Assembly Transportation Specialist.

"The parallel bridge will rest 28 feet above the mean water line which will avoid potential bridge damage during hurricanes."

Representatives stressed preservation of a sensitive environment as another key factor in their decision. In construction of the parallel bridge, there would be less dredging and minimal construction impacts to the Pamlico Sound and submerged aquatic vegetation which is critical to fish and shellfish habitat would occur. The parallel bridge would require 2,000 feet of dredging as opposed to eight miles of dredging with the Pamlico Sound option.

Finally, the parallel bridge will reportedly enhance stability at Oregon Inlet by allowing retention of the existing terminal groin that stabilizes Northern Pea Island and Inlet channel. Historically, Oregon Inlet had moved about 75 feet to the south and 16 feet to the west every year. In 1989, NCDOT built a 3,152-foot-long mound of large rocks near the south shoreline of Oregon Inlet to protect the bridge. This terminal groin halted the natural movement of the inlet.

Despite the apparently clear decision of state officials in favor the parallel bridge, there are many citizens and organizations in opposition. Environmentalists have advocated for a less environmentally damaging alternative that avoids the Pea Island National Wildlife Refuge.  The bridge is potentially in violation of the National Environmental Policy Act requirements.

"We've received a letter of opposition from every environmental organization in the state threatening litigation," said Mills. "We have a meeting scheduled with them in order to avoid litigation and address their concerns."

The replacement of NC 12 would potentially disturb Pea Island Wildlife Refuge. Pea Island is used by hundreds of thousands of migratory birds and many other species of wildlife each year. The Refuge is also home to several threatened and endangered species.

"If we can't find a common ground, there is really going to be a disaster with lawsuits from the environmental community," said Jan DeBlieu, a local environmental advocate.

According to the NC Wildlife Resources Commission, Pea Island is a moving barrier island that moves back and forth significantly every year and it has to be allowed to act that manner. New barrier sand dunes and countless dollars on beach nourishment would have to be put in effect, along with continued the maintenance of NC 12.

"We have to maintain the character of Pea Island, you can't measure people's love for that island in an Environmental Impact Statement, and that needs to be considered," said DeBlieu.

The NCDOT wants a new bridge completed by 2010. Public comments should be submitted to Carl Goode of the NC DOT by Dec. 12, 2005.
Article can be found online at: http://obsentinel.womacknewspapers.com/articles/2005/12/14/top_stories/tops025101.txt
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