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Straight (rail) talk express visits Austin
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You don't have to agree with everything, or anything, that Cal Marcella says. But you've got to love the way he says it. 

Capital Metro leaders, who have a tendency to dance around uncomfortable truths or sensitive policy positions, could learn some things from the plant-your-feet-and-speak-your-mind style of Marcella, general manager of Denver's Regional Transportation District. 

Marcella was the keynote speaker at a seminar at the Austin Convention Center last week on the future of passenger rail in Central Texas. 

His name previously was in the news around here in 1998, when he was a finalist to be Capital Metro's general manager. He withdrew his name from consideration (reportedly after being offered the job) when the transit agency board in Denver upped his salary 11 percent. 

Austin's loss was Denver's gain, at least if you support public transit. 

Marcella's agency, which runs bus and rail transit for all or parts of eight counties in the Denver metro area, will open its third light-rail line later this year, an $890 million expansion deep into Denver's southeast suburbs. 

And in November 2004, while Austin voters were approving a $60 million commuter rail plan (which was actually $90 million or more — see "dance," above), Marcella was getting 58 percent of voters to OK a $4.7 billion plan to build 119 miles more of rail by 2016. 

"It's all about the map," Marcella said. "The map is what sold the program." 

That map indeed tells a tale. Aside from a route and station map, the brochure has a box for each proposed line, with the type of rail listed (light rail or diesel-powered commuter rail), the length, the number of parking spaces, the cost, the estimated ridership in 2025 and the frequency of service. There's a chart showing the design and construction schedule and another outlining the money sources. 

Putting out this level of detail was risky because it provided fodder for critics. But the Denver public deserved the full story and, I'm guessing, rewarded Marcella's agency, at least in part, for playing it straight. 

In person, Marcella was the same way last week. How did a 2004 campaign committee come up with $3.6 million to promote rail? Well, from the rail and construction industries mostly, people who directly benefit from such a project, Marcella said. 

Politically, what is transit's base? 

"We kind of write off Republicans," Marcella said, referring to the industry. Not him. The 2004 plan embraced suburban needs, he said, and Republican counties approved it. Some Democratic-leaning areas said no. 

He talked openly about farming out bus routes, more than 40 percent of them, to private contractors because it saves money and provided him leverage in a recent contract dispute with agency union workers. Capital Metro is headed that same way but seems hesitant to say so. 

Capital Metro board Chairman Lee Walker said last week that he found Marcella's talk "almost beyond inspirational." 

Let's hope it inspires more candor. 

Getting There appears Mondays. For questions, tips or story ideas, contact Getting There at 445-3698 or bwear@statesman.com. 

