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Lawmakers: Rail North Texas a long shot at best

Fort Worth Star Telegram

Thu, Dec. 04, 2008

By GORDON DICKSON

FORT WORTH — State representatives from the western side of the Metroplex lined up Wednesday in support of Rail North Texas — a proposal to create new taxes, with voter approval, and build a regionwide web of commuter trains.

But the lawmakers warned elected leaders from Tarrant, Johnson and Denton counties that their chance of success in the legislative session that begins in January is a long shot at best. Attempts to win approval for commuter rail failed in 2005 and 2007.

"I will believe it when I see it," a pessimistic state Rep. Todd Smith, R-Euless, told the Tarrant Regional Transportation Coalition during a breakfast meeting in Fort Worth.

The plan is to build more than 215 miles of rail lines, giving travelers an alternative to driving and potentially staving off massive congestion as the North Texas population increases from about 5 million residents today to a projected 9 million by 2030.

But it will be a harder sell than the education reform plan that dominated sessions several years ago, because of the potential tax increases involved, Smith said.

"I think you’ll be getting a lot of assurances from people that they’re supporting your agenda, and in the end you’ll come home with nothing," Smith said. "I hope I’m wrong. I support it."

Third time a charm?

To avoid asking lawmakers to raise the sales tax cap above the 8.25-cent limit — the fatal flaw in both previous attempts in the Legislature — Dallas-Fort Worth transportation leaders have crafted a new approach. This time, they’ll go to Austin asking to create a transportation district covering up to 12 counties, including Tarrant.

Officials in each county within the district would prioritize rail and road plans, then ask voters in a referendum to raise one or more taxes on a menu approved by the Legislature.

The menu could include:

· Vehicle registration fees up to $150 per year.

· Gas taxes up to 10 cents per gallon.

· Mileage fees up to 1 cent per vehicle mile driven.

· Property taxes up to 5 cents per $100 of valuation.

· Driver’s license fees up to $50 per renewal.

· New resident impact fees on vehicle registration up to $250.

Area employers such as American Airlines, J.C. Penney and Texas Instruments have been included in the Rail North Texas planning process and have indicated that they won’t oppose it.

Last month, officials from Dallas Area Rapid Transit and the Denton County Transportation Authority came out against Rail North Texas, saying they feared that it could lead to the creation of a competing transit agency. However, those agencies and the Fort Worth Transportation Authority have been working on a compromise that will be presented next week to the Regional Transportation Council, officials said.

The most important thing is that North Texas transportation agencies make their pitch to state government with a unified voice, said state Rep. Vicki Truitt, R-Keller.

"It’s time to put the interests of the public ahead of self-interest," she said.

The meeting Wednesday was an informal, hour long discussion among county and city officials and four lawmakers: Smith, Truitt, and Reps. Rob Orr, R-Burleson, and Diane Patrick, R-Arlington.

Fort Worth Mayor Mike Moncrief said the Rail North Texas plan "is the most important transit initiative in the history of North Texas." He and leaders from across the Metroplex have pledged to mount a full-fledged statewide lobbying effort.

"If we do not succeed in this go ’round, it’s going to be a long time before the opportunity presents itself again, and by then we will be gridlocked," Moncrief said.

Transportation will likely be a dominant issue during the session, with lawmakers prepared to reorganize the Texas Transportation Department, Patrick said.

Sentiment is also growing for transportation funding to be overhauled, including possibly indexing the state gas tax to increase gradually with the cost of living. Lawmakers also want to stop diverting gas taxes to nontransportation expenses, Patrick said.

Truitt said she is optimistic that Rail North Texas can be passed. But it will be a complicated process, as House officials grapple with their own internal leadership and committee assignments. There will also be debate about whether to write the Rail North Texas bill so that other metropolitan areas can use the same taxes or keep it a local initiative.

Events

Texas Lyceum hosts annual public conference

Wednesday, Dec. 3

The Texas Lyceum will host its 23rd Public Conference, "Transportation Infrastructure: Establishing Public Policy Priorities" from 7:30 a.m. to 6 p.m., at the Reliant Center in Houston. Elected officials, transportation policy experts and stakeholders from throughout the state will attend to discuss and prioritize transportation policy issues prior to the 81st Legislature convening in January 2009. Those attending will hear from four panels and participate in interactive sessions after each panel. The event provides an opportunity for the Lyceum Directors, its alumni and the public to interact with policy makers, policy advocates and each other and actively engage in the discussion. For more information: http://texaslyceum.org/events_view.aspx?eventid=44
Capital MetroRail sneak peak at two fun public events on December 11 and December 13.
WHAT:              Capital MetroRail Train Sneak Peek at the Hop n’ Shop Extravaganza

WHEN:             Thursday, Dec. 11, 11:30 am to 1:30 pm

WHERE:           Downtown Station at Brush Square, located at 4th and Trinity

Capital Metro will host a Hop n’ Shop Extravaganza at our MetroRail Downtown Station, located at 4th and Trinity. We'll be kicking off a “Holiday Hop n’ Shop” program in partnership with the many businesses along our newly revamped Dillo routes. As part of the program, participating businesses are graciously offering discounts to customers who flash their Capital Metro bus passes as they do their holiday shopping. So come to the Hop n’ Shop Extravaganza to kick it off! There will be booths from local merchants and prizes and goodies too. Special guests at this lunchtime event will be a shiny and sleek MetroRail train and one of our all-time favorite Austin musicians, Dale Watson.

WHAT:              Capital MetroRail Train Sneak Peek

WHEN:             Saturday, Dec. 13, 2:00 pm to 6:00 pm <CHANGED TIME>
WHERE:           Downtown Station at Brush Square, located at 4th and Trinity

If you can't make that day, you can check out the train on Saturday, December 13, from 12:00 pm to 4:00 pm, again at the Downtown Station. The train will be on hand for viewing and Austin's iconic Armadillo Bazaar will be open for its first weekend of business just next door in the Austin Convention Center. A fun way to get into the holiday season.

Texas Transportation Forum planned in January

Monday through Wednesday, Jan. 5-7, 2009

The Fourth Annual Texas Transportation Forum, featuring high-profile speakers - former U.S. House Majority Leader Dick Gephardt and former Federal Aviation Administration Administrator and Federal Highway Administration Deputy Administrator Jane Garvey - and a keynote address by Gov. Rick Perry. The forum will be at the Hilton Hotel in Austin. The forum brings together both past and future transportation leaders and will feature sessions on Texas' future transportation needs, an overview of state and federal transportation policy and information on state initiatives, regional partnerships and federal initiatives. Lt. Gov. David Dewhurst will speak about transportation issues for the upcoming legislative session. To view the program: http://www.dot.state.tx.us/ttf/Program.htm
German Marshall Fund Conference on Public Transit in the Austin-San Antonio Region

Feb 18 – 20

GMF will bring international experts to the region.  Wednesday, Feb 18th:  San Antonio discussing regional planning and public involvement; land use and transportation; and economic development.  Thursday, Feb 19th: San Marcus discussing coordinated passenger and freight rail traffic; impacts of rail on small towns; and transportation and environmental impacts.  Friday, Feb 20th: Austin discussing capital financing for rail; governance structure for intra and inter-city transit; and funding operations.

Organizations Working on Federal Reauthorization

Transportation for America - www.t4america.org
A coalition of national, state and local partners campaigning for the following agenda.

Build for America calls for investment in public transit, high-speed and intercity rail, neighborhoods that are less car-dependent, more walkable and more affordable, and restoring the thousands of roads and bridges in failing condition across the United States. Specifically, Transportation for America and its supporters are asking the next President and Congress to work together to:

1. BUILD TO COMPETE with China and Europe, by modernizing and expanding our rail and transit networks to reduce oil dependence, connect the metro regions that are the engines of the modern economy.

2. INVEST FOR A CLEAN, GREEN RECOVERY through cleaner vehicles and new fuels as well as the cleanest forms of transportation – modern public transit, walking and biking – and for energy-efficient, sustainable development.

3. FIX WHAT’S BROKEN before building new roads and restore our crumbling highways, bridges and transit systems.

4. STOP WASTEFUL SPENDING and re-evaluate projects currently in the pipeline to eliminate those with little economic return that could deepen our oil dependence.

5. SAVE AMERICANS MONEY. Provide more travel and housing options that are affordable and efficient, while helping people to avoid high gas costs and traffic congestion. Save taxpayer dollars by asking the private developers who reap real estate rewards from new rail stations and transit lines to contribute toward that service.

Metropolitan Mobility Caucus
Congresswoman Ellen Tauscher (D-CA) & Congressman Tom Petri (R-WI) are forming the Metropolitan Mobility Caucus. This caucus will  focus on federal transportation policy. As Congress continues to examine the structure of the next highway bill, this caucus will advocate for stronger partnerships between federal, state, and local transportation officials; greater use of public transportation, including intercity passenger rail; regional mobility goals; and performance standards. As of today, the following members have joined the caucus: Rep. Ellen Tauscher (D-CA), Rep. Earl Blumenauer (D-OR), Rep. Brad Carson (D-IN), Rep. Bob Filner (D-CA), Rep.Eleanor Holmes Norton (D-DC), Rep. Robert Wexler (D-FL), Rep. Doris Matsui (D-CA), Castle (R-DE), Rep. Howard Coble (R-NC), Rep. Virgil Goode (R-VA), Rep. Thomas Petri (R-WI).

Association of Metropolitan Planning Organizations’ Reauthorization Policy
AMPO believes that the federal surface transportation authorization should continue a strong federal role in transportation, and that the federal role should be refocused on four key performance priorities that together ensure that the United States can compete effectively and thrive in the global economy.  These four federal priorities are: 

1. Improving International and Interstate Commerce; 

2. Improving mobility and reducing congestion in the nation’s metropolitan areas with a stronger and more significant role for the nation’s metropolitan regions in delivering stronger and more significant role for the nation’s metropolitan regions in delivering transportation programs; 

3. Achieving energy independence by 2050; and, Achieving energy independence by 2050; and, 

4. Rebuilding America’s transportation infrastructure.

AASHTO - State Transportation Officials Set Course for Federal Program Reform
State transportation officials this week called for major reforms, accountability, and increased federal funding for the nation's transportation programs as Congress considers authorization legislation in the coming year.

Meeting in Hartford, Connecticut on Monday, the American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials approved a slate of recommendations for next year's authorization of federal highway and transit programs. The current legislation expires September 30, 2009.

"This is not business as usual," said AASHTO President Allen Biehler, Secretary of the Pennsylvania Department of Transportation. "The American public has every right to see what they will get for increased transportation investment. We have to be accountable and we have to move to a performance-based program focused on national goals. That's where state transportation leaders want to go."

The comprehensive multi-modal package of recommendations urges that the federal program go "back to basics" by focusing on areas of national interest – preservation and renewal, interstate commerce, safety, congestion, system reliability, and enhanced environment and quality of life.

Increased federal funding would be coupled with national performance standards established to achieve the national goals. States would self-define targets that would deliver accountability for the investment of federal funds.

Among the goals called for in AASHTO's new transportation agenda are:

· Increasing funding for congestion relief projects and metro areas;

· Improving highway connections and transit access for rural America;

· Doubling transit ridership to 20 billion by 2030, and 50 billion by 2050;

· Trimming 6-12 months from project delivery time by expanding state environmental responsibilities and integrating planning;

· Dedicating federal funding for a fast and reliable intercity passenger rail network;

· Reducing highway traffic fatalities by half in two decades; and

· Moving as swiftly as practical from current funding methods to a distance-based user fee. 

AASHTO reform proposals call for:

· Streamlining of the current number of federal programs and concentrating 90 percent of federal dollars on "core programs" distributed to the states;

· Capping earmarks at no more than five percent of the federal program;

· Expanding the current congestion air quality program to include climate change initiatives;

· Creating a new "operations" program to fund low-cost, rapid deployment projects to reduce delay and improve reliability of the system;

· Providing dedicated federal funding for a national intercity passenger rail system including high speed rail corridors, regional corridors, and long distance service;

· Addressing expanding freight transportation needs though planning and investment programs; and

· Boosting transit funding and ridership while streamlining the federal program structure and grant processes. 

$545 Billion Six-Year Multi-modal Program Needed

Emphasizing the need to employ every kind of transportation to meet future demands, AASHTO calls for an overall $545 billion investment from 2010 through 2015 for highways, transit, freight movement, and intercity passenger rail. Included are the following:

· $375 billion for highways,

· $93 billion for transit,

· $42 billion for freight improvements (from sources outside the Highway Trust Fund), and

· $35 billion dedicated funding for intercity passenger rail. 

The proposal identifies a number of possible funding options for consideration by Congress and calls for maximum flexibility for state and local governments in the way the funds are used.

The policy positions approved by the AASHTO Board of Directors are available online at http://www.transportation.org/?siteid=98.
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