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FHWA Reauthorization Support

Scan of External Communications

This week’s scan of 22 stakeholder websites focused on environmental advocacy groups and smart growth associations. Listed below are the organizations that have posted recent content related to SAFETEA-LU and its environmental and planning provisions. 

Following the list are two articles located during this week’s database searches.

Defenders of Wildlife

http://www.defenders.org/releases/pr2005/pr072905.html
News release entitled “Wildlife On Track In Transportation Bill: Overall Bill Loses Steam on Environmental Protections” by Trish White who writes “We may have taken one step forward and one step back.”

Environmental Defense

http://www.environmentaldefense.org/article.cfm?contentid=4434 (article)

http://www.environmentaldefense.org/documents/4726_TransScorecard.pdf  (scorecard)

News release entitled “Vital Transportation Law Signed Into Action” calls SAFETEA-LU “a win for market incentives” with “key environmental protections intact.”  The site also contains a  legislative scorecard with a summary of key wins and losses for the environment in the new law.

Friends of the Earth

http://www.foe.org/new/releases/july2005/TEABill72905.html 

Press release regarding the conference report on H.R. 3 titled “Highway Robbery: Congress Takes the Money and Runs on Transportation Bill: Transportation Bill is Long on Pork, Short on Solutions.” According to the press release, the bill “rolls back critical environmental and public health provisions.”  

National Parks Conservation Association

http://www.npca.org/media_center/PressReleaseDetail.asp?id=242
Press release entitled “Federal Highway Bill President Signs Today Mixed Bag for Park Visitors” by Laura Loomis.

Natural Resources Defense Council

http://www.nrdc.org/media/pressreleases/050729a.asp 

July 29 press release on conference report on H.R. 3 is titled “Few Bright Spots In Transportation Bill: Handful of Steps to Bust Gridlock, Ease Pollution Survive Amid Riches for Roads.” "Congress missed a major opportunity to steer a new course, one that would lead to more transportation choices, cleaner air and water and less suburban sprawl," said Deron Lovaas, deputy director of NRDC's Smart Growth program.

Taxpayers for Common Sense

http://www.taxpayer.net/TCS/PressReleases/2005/8-10transbill.htm 

A statement by Keith Ashdown, Vice-President of Taxpayers for Common Sense, expressing disappointment with SAFETEA-LU’s “unnecessary spending.”

The Nature Conservancy

http://nature.org/pressroom/press/press2020.html (National)

http://nature.org/wherewework/northamerica/states/oregon/press/press2058.html (Oregon)

Summary article “The Nature Conservancy Applauds Transportation Bill for Helping to Protect Nation’s Natural Heritage.”  An additional article entitled “Transportation bill creates local jobs while protecting Oregon's natural heritage” has a local focus but notes that SAFETEA-LU “provides for cooperation between state transportation and resource management agencies during the long-range transportation planning process. It also encourages states to consider available conservation data and maps as well as impacts to wildlife and native plants in their 20-year transportation plans and then determine how best to mitigate those impacts.”

American Planning Association
http://www.planning.org/fromwashington/vol6/no12.htm
A SAFETEA-LU overview article with respect to transit, environment, tolling, infrastructure, and alternative modes.

Smart Growth America

http://www.tea3.org/
Statement of STPP President Anne P. Canby on enactment of  SAFETEA-LU notes, “It is now up to our governors, mayors, county executives and other elected officials to make better transportation  choices for transit, walking, bicycling, freight movement, and land use and development….”

	Congress Passes Transportation Legislation

	Nation's Cities Weekly- August 8, 2005

	by David Parkhurst

It’s finished. By overwhelming votes of 412-8 in the House and 91-4 in the Senate, Congress on July 29 finally passed a long-awaited surface transportation bill. 

All indications are that President Bush expects to sign the multi-year, $286 billion dollar bill before August 14, which is the expiration date of the 12th extension of current federal transportation law, although the bill’s total spending slightly exceeds the Administration’s ceiling of $284 billion. 

“This is a piece of legislation that will help us meet our transportation needs over the next six years, and it will also keep us on track, or ahead of schedule, to cut the deficit in half by the year 2009,” said White House Press Secretary Scott McClellan in a written statement.

The Safe, Accountable, Flexible, Efficient Transportation Equity Act: A Legacy for Users (SAFETEA-LU), governs fiscal years 2004 through 2009. With 2004 completed, however, guaranteed spending in the bill covers the remaining five years only. For 2005 to 2009, highway spending limits total $189.48 billion, and public transportation funding totals $45.31 billion. Public transportation spending equals 18.5 percent of the bill’s overall funding.

SAFETEA-LU rode a 22-month legislative rollercoaster to completion, but it generally maintains the core policy principles begun in 1991 with the Intermodal Surface Transportation Equity Act (ISTEA). 

NLC Lobbying Very Successful


SAFETEA-LU contains several important provisions championed by NLC. The first protects state and local authority under the Telecommunications Act of 1996 to govern public rights-of-way. 


An intelligent transportation system program for traffic data collection established in the last surface transportation bill contained an overly broad exemption from state and local rights-of-way regulation for the private company providing this technology. 

The NLC-championed amendment narrows the rights-of-way exemption and closes a potentially dangerous loophole before other companies tried to exploit it as Congress begins to re-write federal telecommunications law. 

Next, NLC succeeded in inserting a two-part provision concerning predatory tow truck operators. It caps an effort begun last year when NLC adopted a resolution calling on Congress and the White House to close a loophole in federal law and grant state and local government full authority to govern non-consensual tows. 

The NLC-championed provision grants state and local governments limited authority to regulate tow operations from private property that occur without permission from the property owner. It also directs the U.S. Department of Transportation to conduct a one-year national study into the problem of predatory tow truck operations. 

The results would provide data to support possible federal legislation that could enable state and local authority to protect consumers better. This provision was the result of a bipartisan effort, led by Reps. Chris Cox (R-Calif.) and James Moran (D-Va.) and Sen. Dianne Feinstein (D-Calif). 

NLC was also successful in defeating a House-drafted program that would have carved out a portion of core transportation program funding for congestion-relief activities. The rejected provision would have harmed municipalities because it would grant state departments of transportation sole authority to control the funds, including the ability to obligate 100 percent from any of the eligible core programs, and determine what qualifies as a “congestion relief activity.” 

“At long last, Congress has completed its work on transportation and there is much in the bill that should please municipalities,” said NLC Executive Director Donald J. Borut. “But, it’s now time for everyone to turn their energies toward implementation.”

SAFETEA-LU Highlights


SAFETEA-LU’s 1,600-plus pages contain many important policies and programs that would affect municipalities, including:

• Donor-Donee States: Under SAFETEA-LU, the minimum rate of return to all states will rise from 90.5 percent in 2005, to 91.5 percent in fiscal years 2006 and 2007, and then to 92 percent in fiscal years 2008 and 2009. This is a compromise from the 95 percent amount sought by “donor” states, which contribute more fuel tax revenues than they receive in federal transportation spending. Because of this change and the higher overall spending limits authorized in SAFETEA-LU, states should each receive 20 percent more in federal funding than delivered by the last six-year surface transportation law that expired in 2003. NLC has no policy on any formula issues, including those that address the donor-donee challenge.

• Budget Firewalls: SAFETEA-LU preserves Highway Trust Fund budget firewalls for highway and transit spending.

• Public Transportation: The bill establishes a “Small Starts” program for fixed-rail transit systems that cost less than $75 million under the existing New Starts program. The Job Access and Reverse Commute program becomes a formula program rather than a competitive discretionary grant program. A Senate provision to increase the tax-exempt share of transit and vanpool commuter benefits to $155 per month from the current $105 level was not included in SAFETEA-LU.

• Safety: The bill emphasizes safety by authorizing approximately $6 billion for programs including a new safe route to school program, funding for improvements to hazardous highway locations, rail grade crossings and driver behavior programs.

• Tolling: The bill allows for congestion pricing tolling in all states and tolling on new interstate construction. Electronic toll collections and a program to permit low-income drivers to pay a reduced toll are elements of the tolling provisions.

• Innovative Financing: The bill expands the state infrastructure bank program to all states, and provides for up to $15 billion in private-activity bond authority for transportation facilities projects. The bill also contains a provision that establishes a national surface transportation infrastructure financing commission to study alternatives to fuel taxes as revenue sources for the federal Highway Trust Fund.

• Metropolitan Planning Organizations: The bill provides a 1.25 percent set-aside from core transportation programs to fund metropolitan planning organizations, which is an increase from the current one percent set-aside.

• Project Development Process: The bill establishes a streamlined approval process for projects that require an environmental impact statement (EIS). The EIS may now be applied to other projects, such as those requiring an environmental assessment. The new process addresses agency coordination, public involvement, dispute resolution, and comment deadlines, which will accelerate the project development process without sacrificing environmental protections.

• Conformity: The bill provides for conformity changes to provide greater flexibility in planning and air quality conformity efforts. It establishes a four-year cycle for updating metropolitan transportation plans and making conformity determinations, while permitting those findings to adhere to a 10-year planning horizon under certain circumstances. 

• Member Projects: The bill includes $22 billion in Congressionally designated projects, including $6.2 billion in projects of regional and national significance.

 


Commuting cyclists beat the gas crunch - not the heat

DONNA HARTMAN
Herald Staff Writer (Bradenton, FL)

Sunday, September 4, 2005

Joe Mustion isn't beating the heat as he pedals his bike 22 miles to work - and 22 miles back home - almost every day of the work week.

But he's sure got a leg up on skyrocketing gas prices.

"I figure I save about $1,000 a year on gas," said Mustion, who works at the U.S. Department of Agriculture's Natural Resources Conservation Service in Palmetto.

Mustion has been biking to work for 11 years, first from east Bradenton, and recently from his home in Sundance, located in Hillsborough County. He started riding his bike to work for enjoyment and for exercise.

"But gas prices have concerned me all along," he said.

He isn't alone.

Now that jaw-dropping prices at the pump are causing greater pain in the pocketbook, Mustion is among a tiny but growing segment of the population that is turning to, or at least considering, the bicycle as an alternative form of transportation.

National bicycling organizations haven't begun to track the use of bikes to save on gas, but Bikes Belong of Boulder, Colo., a national bicycling industry coalition, said 87 million adults ride a bike at least once a year.

"It's too soon," said Tim Blumenthal, executive director for Bikes Belong, commenting on whether he sees a solid cycling-to-work trend. The organization does have its eye on cyclists' behaviors and motivations, though.

Of the 230,385 residents of Manatee County, 50,217, or 21.8 percent, reported riding a bicycle at least once between February 2004 and January 2005, according to a survey by Scarborough Research of New York. The largest age group that reported riding a bicycle was 30- to 34-year-olds at 40 percent; followed by 18- to 20-year-olds at 36 percent; 60- to 65-year-olds at 28.9 percent; and 40- to 44-year-olds at 28.4 percent.

Gas and other factors
Something is driving people to buy bikes, and it isn't just gas prices.

Russ Sage, co-owner of Ryder Bikes on Cortez Road in Bradenton, said his shop had its best August for bike sales in more than 30 years of business.

He suspects a number of factors - including Lance Armstrong's recent record-setting win of the Tour de France, an increased interest in fitness and weight loss, and gas savings - could be contributing to greater interest in bicycling.

"We are selling more bikes today for sure," he said.

Julie Holt, co-owner of Ringling Bicycles on Manatee Avenue West, said gas prices are spurring people to think seriously about buying a bike for commuting. She saw customer interest spark about 18 months ago, when gas prices creeped up to more than $2 a gallon.

Most people, she said, still haven't been shocked into altering their behavior - yet.

"To get a big response, gas would have to go up to $5 a gallon," Holt said. "People are too lazy, and it's just too hot right now."

Holt and her husband, David, don't hesitate to use bikes for outings to the movies, to dinner, to the beach or to visit friends.

New technologies developed over the past 10 years mean lighter, better performing bikes, Sage said. Bikes at Ryder start at about $250 and are priced up to $5,000, depending on the type of bike and its use - for cruising, transportation or racing.

"People are realizing that bikes are fun. Bikes don't have to be a problem," Sage said.

Blumenthal, of Bikes Belong, said he doesn't know how high gas prices would have to go to get people thinking about alternative transportation, but they are curious.

"People tell me it's costing $45 or $50 to fill up their tanks," he said. "They want to know what kind of bike to take to work, to school or to the store. But unless gas goes up to $10 (a gallon), I don't think people will change. They're giving up driving vacations and not going out to dinner. But basically, we're having a hard time getting people to let go of their cars."

Interestingly, he noted, the years 1972, 1973 and 1974 - the era of an oil embargo, high gas prices and gas shortages - were the three best years for bicycle sales in America since World War II.

On the national front, there are small steps toward encouraging biking and walking for recreation and transportation.

A new transportation bill, approved by Congress and President Bush, an avid cyclist, is designed to make bicycling and walking safer and more convenient.

The Safe, Accountable, Flexible, Efficient, Transportation Equity Act - A Legacy for Users (SAFETEA-LU) - authorizes $4 billion in federal spending on bike paths, trails and pedestrian-related programs through September 2009. Each state will receive funds. Of that $4 billion, $612 million is for a federal Safe Routes to School program to help communities with bike and pedestrian safety.

'Ridiculous' gas prices

Local commuters aren't waiting for the government to create bike paths or make road improvements. They're saving money on gas right now.

Willie Mark, 27, bought a $200 bike at Sports Authority in August 2004 specifically to offset his automotive gas bill.

A physical education teacher and coach at Saint Stephen's Episcopal School in Bradenton, Mark rides his bike almost every day from his home on Southern Parkway to school on Manatee Avenue West, a distance of about two miles.

"Gas prices are ridiculous," Mark said. "I figured the money I would save on gas would pay for the bike. Plus, I'm active, and I like to be outside."

Mark owns a four-cylinder Daewoo; it costs about $25 to fill his car with gas. Since he isn't using it for commutes, he's saving about half that amount every week.

"I've been doing this for a while, so I often wonder what possesses someone to drive a car two miles," he said. "People drive everywhere without thinking about it."

Chris Peters, 28, an athletic trainer and physical education teacher at Southeast High School in Bradenton, commutes from his home near Manatee Memorial Hospital on a 15-year-old mountain bike. He's added some extra roads for a 20-minute, 3½-mile ride each way. He rides his bike twice a week, but he'll ride four days a week when he buys a new bike.

"I ride by two gas stations on my way to work, and I see the prices and think, 'It's a good thing I'm riding my bike,' " he said.

It costs Peters $33 to gas up his Buick Century, which he hasn't had to fill since the first day of school, Aug. 8.

Ahead of the curve
Meanwhile, commuter Mustion is ahead of the curve. He is a commuter with a routine. He carries two bottles of water with him - one bottle for each commute, to work and back home. He also carries a cell phone so he can call his wife, Margaret, to pick him up if he gets caught in a downpour. He hasn't given up driving completely. The Mustions are still a two-car family.

In 11 years of commuting, Mustion has purchased three bikes, including his recent $1,000 road bike.

He wears a spandex cycling outfit and a helmet. There isn't a shower at his office, so, with his cycling clothes on, he hoses himself off with a garden hose outdoors, finishes cleaning up in the men's room and changes into office clothes.

"I'm clean enough for my fellow employees," he said, laughing. "I hang my bike clothes outside and they're dry by the time I leave work."

Mustion leaves his home about 6:30 a.m., and heads south on U.S. 41. He takes a few side roads to avoid traffic and hops back on U.S. 41 in Palmetto. He gets to work about 8 a.m.

He rides extra hard in the morning.

"That's my training ride," he said.

When he rides home, he takes it a little easier.

"I'm just carrying my exercise machine home with me," he said.
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