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Week 10 - November 4, 2005


FHWA Reauthorization Support

Scan of External Communications – Week 10
This week’s scan of 22 stakeholder websites focused on environmental advocacy groups and smart growth associations. Very few of the websites reviewed had updated their content related to SAFETEA-LU since we visited them during the week of October 6th and September 9th.
Following the list are several articles and opinion pieces located during this weeks search of news and journal articles.  Both articles address local concerns about SAFETEA-LU programs promoting toll roads and human amenities.
--  “Feds boost Minnesota Trails, Many to be Completed” from the Parks & Trails Journal, September 16, 2005
--  “Stop, Pay Toll Ahead?” in the Denver Post

Environmental Defense 

http://www.environmentaldefense.org/article.cfm?contentid=4434
The website proclaims the new law has “money for roads, transit, bikes, and diesel cleanup, while threatened environmental protection laws remain largely intact.”  There is also a link to an environmental defense legislative summary sheet. 

Taxpayers for Common Sense

http://www.taxpayer.net/TCS/PressReleases/2005/10-20bridges.htm
A statement by Erich Zimmermann, Senior Policy Analyst at Taxpayers for Common Sense, on the Senate's failure to pass an amendment to cut funding for two "bridges to nowhere" in Alaska.

Chicagoland Transportation and Air Quality Commission

http://www.cnt.org/tsp/trans/ctaqc/tea 
Presents a brief summary of the provisions of interest in SAFETEA-LU, including Safe Routes to School, CMAQ, context sensitive design, and stormwater. 
Association of General Contractors

http://www.agc.org/page.ww?section=Highway+%26+Transportation+Division&name=SAFETEA-LU#enviro 
The website describes key provisions in the law of particular interest to the highway and transportation construction industry, including those related to environmental streamlining, transportation planning, clean air conformity, and diesel retrofits.
Feds boost Minnesota Trails, Many to be completed
Parks & Trails Journal

September 16, 2005


By Dave Simpkins
Trails Editor
President Bush’s signing of the largest public works bill in history is good news for Minnesota bicyclists and pedestrians.  Out of the $286 billion Safe, Accountable, Flexible, Efficient Transportation Equity Act: A Legacy for Users (SAFETEA-LU) bill, Minnesota will receive $52 million for bicycle trails and alternative methods of travel.

Oberstar was at the signing of the bill by the president in Aurora, Illinois.  “Although the increased funding of SAFETEA-LU is not all that we should be doing, it is vastly better than where we were. If properly and promptly implemented, SAFETEA-LU will unlock congestion, make surface transportation safer, give people transportation choices, create jobs, stimulate the local economy, and further reduce the cost of logistics and keep America competitive in today's global economy. I look forward to working with my colleagues and the Administration as we continue to build upon the legacy of ISTEA and keep America moving forward," said Oberstar.

The biggest beneficiary of the federal funding will be Northeast Minnesota, which is represented by Rep. Jim Oberstar, the ranking Democrat on the House Transportation Committee and avid bicyclist.  The Lake Wobegon Trail, Soo Line Trail, Minneapolis and St. Paul will also receive funding to extend trails, build trail centers and participate in a pilot program.

“Congressman Oberstar believes deeply that trails are very beneficial to the quality of life and the economies of Minnesota communities and health of individuals,” said Dorian Grilley, executive director of Parks & Trails Council of Minnesota.  The Mesabi Trail will get $2.7 million to complete 50 miles of the trail which when finished will extend from Grand Rapids to Ely.

Another $1.3 million was allocated to build the Mesabi Station, a trailhead building in Virginia with lockers and changing areas, restrooms, vending conference rooms, an information center, retail space, bike and roller blade rental, campgrounds, a picnic area, and secure parking.

The Paul Bunyan Trail will get $3 million to extend the trail 24 miles north from Walker to Bemidji and another $320,000 to move east toward the Cuyuna Lakes Trail which will extend from Brainerd to Aitkin. Another $1.2 million was made available to extend the trail from Riverton to Cuyuna, eventually connecting with the Mesabi Trail in Grand Rapids.

The City of Onamia will receive $878,080 to build a bridge for the Soo Line Trail over Hwy. 169 while Morrison County has been given another $396,000 to extend the Soo Line Trail from Bowlus to the Mississippi River. Bowlus is now connected to the Lake Wobegon Trail. Stearns County was also given $289,000 to fund the “Forgotten Four Miles” linking the trail with the Central Lakes Trail to complete the 100-mile corridor.

Three segments of the Gitchi Gami Trail, the Lutsen Phase, the Cascade to Grand Marais and the Silver Bay to Tettegouche State Park phase received $2,900,000.

The Willard Munger Trail will also be extended into the Lakewalk Trail in Duluth with a $2.5 million funding.  “The Minnesota Legislature has already made commitments to these projects, but the federal funds will help do so much more, said Grilley. Trail users owe a great deal of thanks to Congressman Oberstar for helping to make this happen.”

Minneapolis and St. Paul will receive over $4.5 million in trail funds plus Minnesota is one of four states included in a $25 million pilot program to promote nonmotorized means of transportation.

Minnesota will get $6.25 million each of the next four years to build bike trails and pedestrian lanes that connect neighborhoods, schools and businesses in the Twin Cities and to do related signage, education programs and promotion. Other states included in the program are Missouri, Wisconsin and California.

"The Twin Cities metro area is a great example of a trail network. There's already over 200 miles of major trails in the two cities," said Katie Magers. Magers is a spokeswoman for the Rails to Trails Conservancy, a national group that held its convention in Minneapolis in late July.

"The program is basically to exhibit that walking and biking help to alleviate the transportation issues in cities," she said.  In St. Paul the Bruce Vento Regional Trail and the Gateway State Trail will get access to the Sam Morgan Trail and associated Mississippi River regional trail corridor thanks to $1.5 million in federal funding. 

A key challenge will be getting users across Warner Road and the main line railroad tracks—in a safe, cost effective way that does not negatively impact the scenic and cultural resources of the Mississippi National River and Recreation Area corridor, according to Jonathan Moore Legislative Assistant for Congresswoman Betty McCollum. The new construction will connect 134 miles of continuous trails in the east metro area.

Oberstar said he believes America can do a better job of providing transportation alternatives.

“Studies show, 40 percent of all the trips Americans take are within three miles and the vast majority of those trips are taken in an automobile,” said Oberstar.

Article can be accessed at: http://www.mnbiketrails.com/main.asp?SectionID=22&SubSectionID=45&ArticleID=324&TM=30041.7
Stop, pay toll ahead?

By: Alex Miller

Denver Post 

EAGLE - One local politician calls it a "pipe dream," the woman in charge of the state's toll road commission hasn't heard of it yet, and the man who came up with the idea doesn't return phone calls.

The idea is a toll road between Denver and Eagle, possibly using a route over Berthoud or Loveland passes. Lindsay Case, a Colorado Springs developer who's hot on the idea of toll roads, recently filed articles of incorporation with the state for a company called "Denver Eagle Toll Roads Inc." 

While short on details, the filing identifies the purpose of the corporation as constructing a toll road "along, within and adjacent to the I-70 corridor," possibly using the two passes mentioned above.

Preposterous? Possibly. When it comes to toll roads - a hot topic in Colorado transportation discussions these days - it all boils down to feasibility. 

Considering the cost of building mountains roads and the fact that any private corporation trying to build a toll road in the state would do so without any federal or state funds, one can only guess what the toll would be for such a route.

"Our preliminary studies define feasibility as a road that gets 20 percent of its cost through federal funding and pays off its constructions costs in 30 years," said Peggy Catlin, director of the Colorado Tolling Enterprise.

Catlin, whose organization was formed in 2002 by the state Legislature to study toll road projects, said the only related project the Tolling Enterprise has looked at is the possibility of a third tunnel at the Eisenhower Tunnel.

"We did it as an academic exercise," Catlin said, noting that state law currently prohibits the levying of tolls on roads already paid for by gasoline taxes. If, however, a new law was passed allowing it, a third bore would represent new capacity, and a toll could be charged at the tunnel to pay for it.

But that's a long way from building a road separate from I-70 that traverses mountain passes, through private property, Forest Service land and a whole lot of environmentally sensitive landscape.

"I don't think it's realistic at all," said State Rep. Gary Lindstrom, who represents Eagle and Summit counties. "I think (Case) is creating a placeholder so that, if something does occur in the future, he can say he owns the rights to the idea or the plan or however he wants to define it."

Case did not return several calls from the Vail Daily.

Toll road pluses

Over the past year, the Tolling Enterprise convened a committee to gather comments on toll roads from public officials statewide. Representing the mountain region on the committee was Pitkin County Commissioner Mick Ireland. 

Acknowledging that any near-term improvements to I-70 are "unlikely" due to the great expense, Ireland wrote in an e-mail of the pros and cons of toll roads.

"Toll roads have the advantage of allocating costs to users and thus are 'fair' from that perspective," Ireland said. "However ... the funding mechanism is inefficient in the sense that revenue bonds require higher interest rates than state financing."

There's also a fairness issue, Ireland said. "It would be a major shift in public policy to make some communities pay for their road system while others are state supported through tax revenues."

Catlin said that, while there are no serious plans for toll lanes in the mountain areas, it's an option to keep in the mix. Revenue from gas taxes, which have traditionally funded highway projects, is steadily decreasing, she said.

"With better fuels and better mileage, the spending power of the gas tax is declining," Catlin said. "We have to look at other ways to finance our shortfall, so we look at tolls."

The big story in Colorado on toll roads is a proposal - dubbed "Super Slab" - to build a four-lane, 210-mile-long highway running north-south in eastern Colorado. Even given a significant amount of public outcry against the idea, a recently enacted state law - not to mention a U.S. Supreme Court decision - may make it easier for tolling entities to appropriate land for their ventures. 

And, as Catlin noted, the predicted doubling in the amount of freight loads in the U.S. over the next 20 years makes toll roads ever more attractive.  But would it fly in the mountains? Rep. Lindstrom said the only way it could happen is if the developer gets a right-of-way through large swaths of U.S. Forest Service land. 

"In the White River National Forest plan, there is a carve-out for transit," Lindstrom said. "But it was put in there as a potential right-of-way for rapid transit, and toll roads aren't that."
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