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May 24 - Gaul is divided into three parts,'' Julius Caesar informed posterity in his famous essay. Caesar capitalized upon those divisions to conquer Gaul's Celtic tribes. Advocates of improved transportation in Colorado may fall victim to equally galling divide-and-conquer tactics if they can't resolve their own differences soon.  On transportation, Colorado voters are likewise divided into three parts. The first is represented by anti-tax crusader Douglas Bruce. Brucers just basically don't like gummint and vote "no'' on everything, just to stay in practice.  Next are environmentally minded voters who don't like growth. They do like rail projects but see new highways as tools of Satan or, worse, of land developers.   Finally, there is the traditional highway lobby, which includes many developers in exurban areas. The enviros derisively call them "road hogs'' because they see rail as siphoning off highway dollars.   More often than not, any two of these groups constitutes a majority. The road hogs and the Brucers ganged up two years ago to whip the enviros in Guide the Ride. Road hogs backed last year's Referendum B, which would have diverted $500 million from tax cuts to highways. But Brucers and enviros crushed it.   That record suggests the way to pass a transportation issue is to unite the enviros and the road hogs with a multi-modal project that includes at least one lightrail line plus highway improvements.   Gov. Bill Owens' $1.7 billion TRANS bond proposal started out as just such a something-for-everyone plan. But last week Owens announced he was severing the rail project into a separate, metropolitan-only, bonding issue in the Regional Transportation District.   That means that enviros may now join Brucers in voting against the TRANS bonds next fall, while road hogs and Brucers gang up against RTD in metro Denver. That would mean another volley from the famous Colorado circular firing squad, where all good ideas go down to defeat. So why is Owens doing this?   For very good reasons, actually. The governor is rightly worried about another crucial division in Colorado - metro Denver vs. everybody else.   The problem is that the southeast I-25 project has now grown to more than $1.3 billion - leaving very little of the $1.7 billion for everybody else.   Eliminating the $850 million rail line from the statewide TRANS vote, which will now fund only the $650 million cost of widening I-25 in southeast Denver to eight or, in some places, ten lanes, would leave more than $1 billion for key projects elsewhere.   In the long run, that change is more apparent than real because TRANS planners were always hoping for about $600 million of federal money to repay most of the light-rail line's cost. As this money came in, it would have been recycled to other, non-Denver projects. But it was hard to explain that fact in Grand Junction and Colorado Springs - and harder yet to explain to those folks why they should take second place in line. 

Now, it looks like RTD will be asked to seek bonding authority - not a tax increase, just permission to commit its existing revenues to pay off long-term debt - for most of the $850 million cost of the southeast rail line. As federal funds became available, they would pay off most of the bonds, with the balance - at least 20 percent - repaid by RTD.   But that plan opens up yet another division - this one within the ranks of rapid-transit advocates. While the southeast line is the top priority now, there are also groups clamoring for rail service to Lakewood and Golden, to DIA, to Boulder, to Arvada, and other destinations. Is there any way to glue the coalition back together, to get the road hogs and enviros pulling in tandem to pass both the TRANS bonds and the RTD bonds? I think there is. Owens should renew the commitment that Roy Romer made to allocate $90 million from existing state transportation funds to help finance the light-rail line - but only if the TRANS bonds pass.   That $90 million doesn't come from the TRANS bonds, but their passage would make it easier to free up that money. More important, it would give the enviros a stake in the TRANS bonds. It would also help paper over the division among rail advocates because giving RTD that $90 million as part of its local match for the southeast line would speed the day it could build other projects, including the vital suburb-to-suburb projects upon which the agency's future depends.   Owens is getting close to a historic twin victory in November. But we risk losing both elements if we can't find a way to get both highway and rail advocates working together. If $90 million will bridge the gap between them, that's better than losing as the famous WW II airborne assault at Arnhem lost - because planners reached "a bridge too far.''   Bob Ewegen (bewegen@denverpost.com) is deputy editorial page editor of The Post. He has written on state and local government since 1963. 

