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Scan of External SAFETEA-LU Environmental Communications- Week 16

This week’s scan of 24 stakeholder websites focused on highway users, industry associations, and transportation research groups. While none of the websites reviewed had posted new content related to SAFETEA-LU, several recent news articles were located. 

Clicking on the article titles below will link to the full text. 

· “New Folsom Bridge May Face Delay,” Sacramento Bee, December 19, 2005
· “Program Aims To Get Kids To School Via Bikes,” Broomfield (CO) Enterprise, December 21, 2005

· “New Air Quality Tool in California,” Planning, Nov. 2005

· “BikeStation Long Beach: Bringing Better Travel Choices For Healthier Communities,” Environmental Defense (press release), November 3, 2005
· “ARTBA Conventioneers Look Down the Road,” Southeast Construction, December 1, 2005

· “Editor’s Report,” Midwest Contractor, December 12, 2005

· “Running on Empty...Coffers,” Fleet Owner, December 1, 2005

New Folsom bridge may face delay

By DAVID WHITNEY
Sacramento Bee
December 19, 2005 

http://www.knoxstudio.com/shns/story.cfm?pk=FOLSOM-12-19-05&cat=AN 

WASHINGTON - The opening of a new bridge over the American River below Folsom Dam could be delayed by as much as a year because the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers needs to redo environmental studies to reflect a shifting flood-control strategy. 

The delay means that the four-lane concrete bridge now may not open until December 2008, adding months to the agony of commuters and adjacent neighborhoods since the Bureau of Reclamation closed the Folsom Dam road to public use nearly three years ago because of national security concerns. 

"I am extremely mad about this," said Folsom Mayor Steve Miklos. "Our whole city is extremely mad about this." What's so irksome, Miklos said, is the fact that the delay isn't the result of the bridge's construction, but the location of a quarter mile of road that will feed traffic on and off it from the east. 

After he heard about the "unacceptable" delay, Rep. John Doolittle, R-Roseville, summoned top Corps officials to a meeting on Capitol Hill on Thursday and was assured they will do everything they can to keep the bridge opening on schedule. 

The meeting was with the Corps' chief of engineers, Lt. Gen. Carl Strock, and Assistant Defense Secretary for Civil Works John Paul Woodley. Also attending was Rep. David Hobson, R-Ohio, chairman of the House Appropriations Committee's energy and water subcommittee on which Doolittle also sits. 

"Representative Doolittle was assured that the American River bridge project was a top priority," said the congressman's spokeswoman, Laura Blackann. She said the officials promised "to do everything in their power to see the bridge completed by the December 2007 deadline." 

Rep. Dan. Lungren, R-Gold River, who represents the Folsom area, was not able to attend that meeting. But he said the assurances of Strock and Woodley give him some hope that the project can keep on schedule. "If I had to pick a couple of people to be on our side, those would be the two," he said. "We just don't understand the reasons for any delay." 

Col. Ron Light, district engineer for the Corps' Sacramento office, said it's possible the paperwork can be completed faster than anticipated, but he was making no promises. 

Light said the delay is unavoidable as plans firm up for the construction of a second spillway east of Folsom Dam to improve safety and speed the release of water during flood emergencies. 

That spillway will be constructed roughly at the location of the current dam overlook parking lot. That spillway will require the Corps to construct the approach to the new bridge farther south than it had planned, and Light said that environmental reports required by the state and federal governments will have to be rewritten to reflect that change. 

"No one is happy about this," Light said in a telephone interview. "I understand the effect this will have on those who have to sit in traffic and on the local businesses." Light said the culprit is the high cost of flood-control work. 

One of the major focuses of American River flood control has been the addition and enlargement of release gates at Folsom Dam so that the lake can be more quickly lowered when potentially damaging storms are forecast. But the cost of those modifications came as much as three times higher than the $200 million estimate. That sent the Corps scurrying for alternatives. The alternative that seems all but certain now is the new spillway that eliminates the need for the Folsom Dam modifications. 

"We're trying to get the new bridge done and at the same time get flood control for Sacramento," Light explained. "There have been tensions between the pieces." 

Congress, prodded by the Sacramento-area congressional delegation, has been pressuring the Corps to speed the bridge's construction in the aftermath of the dam road's closure, which has jammed commuter routes. 

A recently passed spending bill, for example, directed $10 million more at the bridge's construction, bringing the total federal appropriation so far to $15 million. Construction contracts are scheduled to be issued in March 2007, and Light said he expects that milestone to hold. The cost of the $104 million bridge will be mostly borne by the federal government, with a local share of $22 million. 

"We have not been sitting on our hands," Light said. But he said the reports required by the National Environmental Policy Act had been completed earlier this summer, reflecting the location of the eastern approach closer to the Folsom Lake levees. 

Now, with the spillway slated to go in there along with the canal to carry releases to the American River, Light said the road will move farther away from the levee. That, he said, will require redoing the reports. 

"Everybody I've talked to is not buying that explanation," said Miklos. He said the Sacramento office has known since June or July that the spillway was a growing probability, and yet he was assured by top Corps officials in Washington as recently as October that the bridge was on schedule for opening in December 2007, and no later than February 2008. 

"What's changed?" Miklos asked. "We are challenging the fact that they have to redo the entire NEPA documents. We think this is another example of incompetence at the local Sacramento office when it comes to NEPA."

Program Aims To Get Kids To School Via Bikes 

By Alisha Jeter

Broomfield (CO) Enterprise
December 21, 2005 

http://www.dailycamera.com/bdc/broomfield_news/article/0,1713,BDC_2495_4332844,00.html
The city will seek a part of $1 million in grants to promote bicycling to school in Broomfield.  The money is part of the state Safe Routes to School Program funded by the six-year federal transportation bill commonly known as SAFETEA-LU, which President Bush signed in August. The bill — which signaled the first federal funding dedicated to walking and biking initiatives — allots at least $1 million per state for the next five years. 

The program targets children in kindergarten through eighth grades, a group deemed to be most open to developing bicycling habits, said Betsy Jacobsen, Bike and Pedestrian program coordinator for the Colorado Department of Transportation. She added that about 20 percent to 30 percent of morning rush-hour traffic is parents driving children to school. 

Projects eligible for grant funding can include lighting, street striping, bicycle racks, new or upgraded sidewalks, signs and education programs. The city will request a grant, though officials haven't yet detailed what the project will include, said Debra Baskett, city transportation manager. The grants, ranging from $10,000 to $250,000, are expected to be awarded in mid-April. 

"Most likely (it will be) to retrofit existing neighborhoods because in the new neighborhoods, we require they have sidewalks and all of that," Baskett said. 

Boulder Valley School District started a pilot bicycling program in the spring at Foothill Elementary School in Boulder. The school debuted Walking and Wheeling Wednesdays, which encourage alternative ways to school. Kids who participate get a punch on a card and when they get four, they can earn a prize. 

Less than 15 percent of children bike or walk to school vs. about half of children in 1969, Jacobsen said, adding about 25 percent of children today also are overweight. 

The program fits with Broomfield's efforts to promote a healthy community, including the Broomfield Thriving Communities Initiative and the city's participation in America on the Move, two programs promoting community planning and policies to welcome walking, biking and other physical activity, Mayor Karen Stuart said. 

"How to get kids from point A to point B in a safe environment, Broomfield has been proactive about that," Stuart said, citing Land Use Review Commission efforts to require safe passages to schools when they review land development plans. 

Copyright 2005, The Daily Camera. All Rights Reserved.

New Air Quality Tool in California

John Krist

Planning, 71, 10, 38(2)

November 2005

When local authorities consider whether to approve housing projects, they take into account traffic, water, sewer capacity, and a host of other concerns. But they don't typically consider whether children living there might develop asthma because there's a freeway nearby.

That could change in California if the state's Air Resources Board has its way. The agency has developed a set of voluntary standards to help local governments prevent land-use conflicts of this sort. The board approved the document, titled Air Quality and Land Use Handbook: A Community Health Perspective, in April.

Planners in California who are familiar with the document--and many, it seems, are not--are somewhat wary, fearing that although it may certainly raise awareness of potential health issues, it may also conflict with goals of promoting certain kinds of development, particularly transit-oriented, high-density, and mixed-use infill communities.

While health problems resulting from direct exposure to certain toxic substances and carcinogens are well established, researchers have only recently identified proximity to a busy highway or a distribution center frequented by diesel trucks as a risk factor.
Current regulations address only half the problem, the California Air Resources Board contends. If an oil company wants to build a service station, for example, it typically needs a permit from the local air pollution control agency. But if a landowner proposes a day care center next to a service station, no permit is required. Local land-use authorities may or may not consider the health implications of toxic emissions when deciding whether the site is appropriate for children.

The air quality guidelines recommend that local general plans, zoning laws, and conditional use permit requirements be revised to prevent new "sensitive land uses"--houses, schools and other facilities for children, and medical facilities--from being approved within 500 feet of a freeway or heavily traveled road; within 1,000 feet of a truck distribution center, major rail yard, or chrome plater; immediately downwind of ports and petroleum refineries; within 300 feet of a large gas station or dry cleaning operation that uses perchloroethylene; or within 50 feet of a typical gas station.

"Our intent is to highlight potential health impacts associated with living, playing, and going to school near high air pollution sources so land-use decision makers can consider these issues throughout the land-use planning process," ARB acting chair Barbara Riordan said in announcing the handbook's adoption.

To California planners, the guidelines represent one more tool in a rather crowded toolbox. The state requires comprehensive evaluation of the effects of major projects on the natural and social environment under the California Environmental Quality Act, a state counterpart to the National Environmental Policy Act. Like NEPA, CEQA requires an environmental analysis of major projects, and adverse air quality impacts should be uncovered during that process, says Christopher Williamson, AICP, an associate planner for the city of Oxnard and an instructor at the University of Southern California's School of Policy, Planning, and Development.

Small projects, however, frequently fall below the threshold for CEQA analysis or are granted an infill exemption, Williamson says. "Good information about possible bad decisions is always welcome," he says, adding that he doesn't anticipate very many "sensitive projects" to come up in any one year.

But some planners note that the handbook might be used by citizens seeking to stall or stop high-density or affordable housing projects. "It's really easy to trigger an environmental impact report" under CEQA, says Terry Rivasplata, AICP, senior environmental planner with the consulting firm Jones & Stokes, which is headquartered in Sacramento. And the ARB handbook could lead to more complaints, he says.

"Right now, most planners don't know about it," says Rivasplata, who was involved in a review of the air quality guidelines. "But we may begin to see it in CEQA litigation."

The ARB handbook acknowledges that "avoiding incompatible land uses can be a challenge in the context of mixed-use industrial and residential zoning," it says. "For a variety of reasons, government agencies and housing advocates have encouraged the proximity of affordable housing to employment centers, shopping areas, and transportation corridors, partially as a means to reduce vehicle trips and their associated emissions."

Ken Farfsing, a planner and the city manager of Signal Hill, California, points out that the guidelines are not compatible with urban or transit-oriented development. "Look at the urban development patterns," he says. "The railroad got here first, in the 1860s and '70s, and the cities have grown up around them."   Farfsing, who reviewed the draft handbook, notes that although its suggestions are voluntary, the environmental justice community "pushed really hard to make them mandatory. My guess is that these will come back in legislative form," he adds.

The handbook is one of several efforts to bring air-quality considerations into the California planning process. On May 6, the South Coast Air Quality Management District board approved a Guidance Document for Addressing Air Quality Issues in General Plans and Local Planning, which suggests ways local governments in the Los Angeles region can implement regulations similar to those outlined in the ARB handbook. A San Diego lawmaker introduced a bill this year that would require local governments to add air quality elements to their general plans, but the measure stalled in the legislature.

BikeStation Long Beach: Bringing Better Travel Choices For Healthier Communities

Environmental Defense (press release)

November 3, 2005 

 http://www.environmentaldefense.org/pressrelease.cfm?ContentID=4860
A new state-of-the-art Bikestation Park & Ride for cyclists in Long Beach will be hailed at its opening celebration November 4th as a portent of bigger changes underway in American transportation. Michael Replogle, a prominent transportation expert with Environmental Defense, will tell assembled officials, business leaders, and cyclists, “this new enclosed bicycle parking facility is emblematic of fresh winds blowing from California to Washington state and Washington, DC as communities address traffic, pollution, and gas price challenges by delivering better travel choices and smarter market incentives.”  

 

 “Two decades ago, my book, Bicycles and Public Transportation, showed how successful Japanese and European bike-transit centers cut pollution and traffic, and how these might be adapted to America,” Replogle said. “In the past 10 years, the Bikestation Coalition has nurtured those seeds to life, creating Bikestations in Long Beach, Seattle, Palo Alto, Berkeley, and San Francisco, and is now taking the vision  to Washington, DC’s Union Station, across from the Capitol, where a new bike-transit center will open in 2007.” 

 

A new federal transportation bill, called “SAFTEA-LU”, enacted in August 2005 gives states $283 billion over five years, with over half available for investment in alternatives to drive alone travel, and an unprecedented $1 billion dedicated for bicycling and $35 billion for public transportation.  “More than ever, it will be up to local and state officials to make smart investment choices,” Replogle said. “Even if funding were not an issue, we can’t build our way out of traffic congestion, since more roads generally spur more traffic. But we can get smarter about managing traffic and expanding travel choices.”

 

“Business and community partnership was key to building the new Long Beach Bikestation. So too agencies across America will turn more to public-private partnerships to boost transportation investment, encouraged by new provisions in SAFETEA-LU. Many will build on the model of San Diego’s I-15’s toll-managed lanes that fund better public transportation,” said Replogle. “And thanks to SAFETEA-LU, many communities will develop Safe Routes to Schools Programs, modeled on California’s, and ensure safety for those walking and cycling to public transit and commercial centers.” 

 

According to the Federal Highway Administration, the health cost of transportation pollution exceeds $40 billion a year, a hidden tax of roughly $600 per household that is expressed in premature death, asthma, and other health problems. This Bikestation makes a small but important contribution to Southern California’s success in cleaning up what was once the most unhealthful air in the nation. It also helps curb invisible greenhouse gas pollution that is changing our climate in profound ways. 

 

Environmental Defense is pleased to support the Bikestation Coalition as our staff also works with state, regional, and local officials and business to accelerate the clean up the Ports of Long Beach and Los Angeles, encourage early retrofit and replacement of dirty diesel engines, hold development industry accountable for indirect source pollution in the San Joaquin Valley, and find the ways that work to cut pollution.
ARTBA Conventioneers Look Down the Road

By Scott Judy

Southeast Construction, v6, n2, p79

Thursday, December 1, 2005

While the recent annual convention of the American Road & Transportation Builders Association, held Sept. 12-16 in Palm Beach, Fla., featured the conventional review and recognition of the association's and industry's past accomplishments, the road ahead drew as much focus, with ARTBA initiating a task force to promote the next transportation reauthorization bill.

Though reauthorization is not scheduled until 2009, ARTBA officials have expressed a measure of disappointment about the recently enacted, $286 billion SAFETEA-LU legislation. ARTBA President and CEO Peter Ruane, for example, recently called the new law a "missed opportunity."

Further, incoming ARTBA chairman Gene McCormick, senior vice president with Parsons Brinckerhoff in Naples, Fla., told Engineering News-Record that the amount appropriated in SAFETEA-LU is still not adequate for infrastructure needs, and the federal government "may not be able to fully fund the next bill."

"It's only four years away," said Matt Jeanneret, vice president of communication for ARTBA, of the next reauthorization timetable. "It's time to get built now the public and political support for increased investment in transportation."

Indeed, ARTBA officials had little time to celebrate SAFETEA-LU's passage before it was busy in late September beating down a proposal to cut the program in order to offset the financial impact on the federal deficit created by Hurricane Katrina.

Another initiative ARTBA will be promoting in the coming year is the 50th anniversary of the Interstate Highway System. Jeanneret said the goal will be not just to celebrate past accomplishments, but creating a vision for the system's future, something association officials feel hasn't been achieved since the original plan for the nationwide system of highways was unveiled.

Also at this year's convention, ARTBA elected Eugene R. McCormick, senior vice president and chairman of the board of Parsons Brinckerhoff Quade & Douglas in Naples, Fla., as 2005-06 chairman.  Additionally, the association presented its "Chapter Excellence Awards." The Florida Transportation Builders Association was recognized in the "Legislative and Regulatory Advocacy Campaigns" category for its grassroots lobbying and advocacy campaigns on several issues. The group's efforts resulted in record levels of additional state investment in transportation improvement projects.

Editor's Report

By Curt Grandia

Midwest Contractor, v105, n23, p5

Monday, December 12, 2005

Calling the recently passed federal highway program an "opportunity lost," American Road & Transportation Builders Association (ARTBA) President and CEO Pete Ruane in November urged all stakeholders to get involved in developing future transportation policies.

The business community, freight industry and other stakeholder groups need to get engaged now and work in partnership with federal, state and local officials to develop new transportation policies to meet the challenges of the future and help ensure America remains globally competitive, Ruane said in speeches at the annual meeting of the National Industrial Transportation League and at the "Mobility 21" conference sponsored by the Los Angeles Area Chamber of Commerce.

Ruane cited U.S. Department of Transportation data showing that between 1998 (the most recent year available) and 2020, the value of highway freight will increase 204 percent and the number of tons shipped on highways will grow 75 percent.

The real story of the recently passed highway/transit law, known as Safe, Accountable, Flexible, Efficient, Transportation Equity Act-A Legacy for Users (SAFETEA-LU), Ruane said was the "opportunity lost" to take meaningful steps to improve America's highways, bridges and transit systems. SAFETEA-LU's annual funding gains are only 1.8 percent when accounting for inflation, compared to the real increases of 6 percent annually in the previous law (TEA-21) and don't come close to meeting the nation's transportation needs as outlined repeatedly in federal government and private sector reports, according to ARTBA.

Noting the scope of the problem, Ruane cited the recently released U.S. Chamber of Commerce's Foundation report, which found that federal highway and transit investment will fall short of the amount necessary to simply maintain current surface transportation conditions and congestion levels by $23 billion per year. Nearly $50 billion more annually is necessary to actually begin improving these conditions, the report says.

"Arguably, there has been no compelling national vision for transportation since President Eisenhower signed the law in 1956 authorizing construction of the Interstate Highway System," Ruane said. "The interstate's 50th anniversary in 2006 provides a unique opportunity for policymakers and the president to formulate new approaches to transportation planning to meet the daunting challenges facing America's transportation infrastructure. I believe it can be done, but it is going to take the unprecedented involvement and leadership of the business community and other stakeholder groups, and political will by Congress."

Ruane said the public supports boosting transportation investment to deal with the growing problem of traffic congestion and road safety, noting last month's election results on several transportation ballot initiatives.

In one of the most closely watched transportation-related decisions, Washington voters soundly rejected a proposal to repeal that state's recently enacted 9.5-cents per gallon gasoline tax increase. The Washington state legislature enacted the increase, which will be phased in over four years, earlier this year to help finance an $8.5-billion, 16-year transportation improvement plan. Transportation investment-related ballot initiatives were also approved in Maine, New York, Ohio, and Texas.

"Make no mistake about it," Ruane said. "The costs of improving and modernizing America's transportation systems will be significant, but the costs of doing nothing for future U.S. economic growth, traffic congestion, air pollution levels, and highway safety are far greater."

There are a number of things that policymakers and stakeholders should be pursuing, the ARTBA executive stated. "Number one is significantly increasing highway and public transit capital investment. All revenue raising options should be on the table."

Ruane cited a key provision in SAFETEA-LU mandating creation of a "blue ribbon" commission to identify the best ways to finance federal transportation investments after 2009. Congress has recognized the current revenue stream to the Highway Trust Fund is not sufficient to meet the federal government's responsibilities in transportation. The importance of the commission's effort cannot be overstated, he said.

"The status quo is no longer acceptable for America's transportation network," Ruane said. "The goal, beginning with scheduled 2009 reauthorization of SAFETEA-LU, should be a major rebuilding and modernization of existing infrastructure and adding significant capacity across all modes of transportation.

"Toll financed truck-only lanes should be considered for existing interstate highway right-of-way, where appropriate. New interstates, free-trade corridors, elevated roadways and trains and high-speed rail routes, and tunneling in some urban areas should also be seriously considered as options." Modernization and expansion of ports, waterways and airport runways should also be part of the mix, the ARTBA CEO said.

Running on Empty...Coffers

Ken Simonson 

Fleet Owner, v 100, n 12, p NA

December 1, 2005

Carriers, contractors, and Congress members all have reason to be thankful that the highway reauthorization bill was enacted by mid-August. If Congress had taken its summer break before sending the bill to the President, or if he had vetoed it, the final product would no doubt have been less palatable to any of them.

Less than three weeks after the bill-signing ceremony, Hurricane Katrina drastically changed the fiscal and political landscapes along with the physical one. Congress quickly passed $63 billion of relief and repair funds. If SAFETEA-LU, the highway bill, had not already been safely enrolled in the Archives, some of that money would have come from it. Despite that near-escape, the fiscal damage lingers from Katrina and its successors, Rita and Wilma. All three storms pushed up the cost of building a bridge or repaving a mile of highway, while reducing the stream of revenue to pay for projects.

Between them, Katrina and Rita knocked out more than 100 oil and natural gas platforms in the Gulf of Mexico, some permanently. The hurricanes also stopped output from 16 refineries at one point and numerous natural gas and petrochemical plants.

The reduced oil supply drove up the prices of diesel fuel, which affected not only carriers but also contractors' costs for delivery of construction materials and operating equipment. Prices shot up for asphalt, plastic drainage pipe, and other materials that use oil or natural gas as a feedstock. Higher energy costs also made production of energy-intensive materials like steel and concrete more expensive. All three storms interrupted cement imports. But the harshest impact on the highway program may be on the revenue side. SAFETEA-LU barely managed to cover the funding for $286 billion of spending on highways, transit, and safety programs without tax increases. Once Katrina sent gasoline prices skyrocketing, motorists cut back on discretionary trips and started buying more fuel-efficient vehicles. Those decisions will trim federal and state gas tax revenues for years.

The storms also have taken a toll on the economy. Consumers nationwide are spending more to fuel their cars and heat or cool their homes. Those outlays mean less spending on other categories, leading to a slightly slower path of economic growth. That, in turn, implies fewer truck trips and thus lower diesel and truck tax collections.

In passing SAFETEA-LU, Congress recognized that it was scraping the bottom of the (oil) barrel for revenue. The act directs the Sec. of Transportation to appoint a commission to recommend additional ways to fund highways.  If motorists change their fuel and vehicle buying preferences, because of either higher fuel costs or less income from a slower economy, the trust funds will run dry even sooner.

Some states will turn to higher tolls, and perhaps to selling existing or new toll roads to private operators. Indiana may raise charges on its toll road for the first time in 20 years and may also sell the highway, following the success its neighbor had in selling the Calumet Skyway in Illinois.

But tolls and asset sales will make up only a small portion of the funds states will need to match federal dollars, let alone to refurbish or expand aging, congested state and local highway networks. Instead, it seems increasingly likely that states will have to increase fuel taxes and registration fees in the next few years.

The bottom line: The hurricanes have speeded the depletion of federal and state trust funds, which were already heading toward empty. Carriers need to brace for higher taxes, registration fees, and tolls.
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