Future needs many modes 
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March 21 - The metro area faces an urgent challenge: dealing with the addition of 800,000 or more people to our region in the next 20 years. That's the equivalent of another Den ver and Aurora combined.   Like other cities around the country, we are learning that highways alone cannot handle the load effectively. In the South east Corridor, for example, it would take 10 additional highway lanes to handle all the traffic expected in 20 years. This would be neither affordable nor desirable.   The alternative is a multimodal approach that invests in a balance of transit and highways to provide convenient transportation choices. This is the approach taken in MetroVision 2020, a regional plan to manage growth adopted by local elected officials in the Den ver Regional Council of Governments.   This local vision cannot work without the support of the state government. Fortunately, Colorado has taken key steps, with bipartisan support, to support local participation and a multi modal approach in transportation decisions: - The Legislature changed the Department of Highways to the Department of Transportation in 1991. The mission of the Colorado Department of Transportation is "to provide the best possible multi-modal transportation system for Colorado that most effectively moves people, goods and information.''   A 1997 CDOT survey found that 54 percent of Coloradans say that their first priority for improving the transportation system is expanding rail or bus service.   CDOT conducted exhaustive studies to determine the best possible investment in the Southeast 1-25 corridor. These studies involved policy-makers, business and environmental groups, and hundreds of citizens. They looked at all the options, including highway widening, carpool lanes and light rail. The cur rent recommendation to add light rail and an additional lane in each direction was adopted in January and has been endorsed by Gov. Bill Owens and major stakeholders.   Why has light rail been consistently recommended for this corridor? Light rail can carry as many people as three to five lanes of traffic in each direction, yet costs only as much as adding one lane. It will take just 37 minutes to ride from Lincoln Avenue and I-25 to Downtown. During rush hour, this will be more than 20 minutes faster than driving, according to traffic projections for the year 2020. The value of the time that light rail will save commuters is estimated at $78 million a year. The thirty thousand people a day who will ride light rail will also reduce traffic congestion for those who drive. 

The Legislature specifically allowed state funds to go to non-highway projects when it allocated a portion of surplus funds to transportation. This 11-year funding stream was approved during the 1997 and 1998 sessions.  The Colorado Transportation Com mission tapped these funds to provide a $90 million local match for a federal grant of approximately $400 million for the Southeast light-rail project.  Sen. Allard and Campbell and the rest of our congressional delegation have succeeded in securing authorization of this grant. These would be additional transportation funds for Colorado, on top of our regular allocation.   The governor's withdrawal of state matching funds, however, puts this grant at risk.  RTD and DRCOG should join CDOT in helping to fund this project. However, their contribution is needed in addition to, not in place of, the state funds.   While cost estimates are still being revised, it appears that the required 20 per cent local share for the Southeast light-rail project will be in the range of $120 million to $150 million, in year of construction dollars. Thus, RTD and DRCOG will need to supplement the state's $90 million with significant additional funds. That is a tall order for those agencies.   CDOT's commitment helped secure regional support for the priority of the Southeast as the next transit corridor. If RTD were to shoulder the entire local share, it would likely tie up all of their capital funds for 20 years or more, eliminating its ability to provide the rest of the region with needed park-n-rides, bus service improvements, or rapid transit. This outcome is neither equitable nor likely to be politically acceptable.   The addition of lanes on Southeast I-25, and the $600 million or $700 million to pay for them, will need to be approved by DRCOG. Thus, any solution to the Southeast Corridor funding needs will require support from throughout the region.   The region's adopted transportation budget counts on a cooperative, interagency approach to build several rapid transit lines in the next 12 years. CDOT, RTD and the city and county of Denver have promised funds for lines to the southeast, west and east (to DIA), respectively.   Funds are also set aside for the U.S. 36 and 1-25 north corridors.   While the Southeast Corridor is the priority for federal grant monies, the funding set aside for construction of other transit lines should remain in place.  The state's role in the Southeast Corridor affects not only regional, but also statewide equity. The Southeast light-rail project is one of the state's 28 priority projects, and funding for it is already included in the Denver region's 39 percent share of state-wide funds.   Removing the light-rail project would cause the metro area to receive less than its fair share of the state surplus, since all state surplus funds allocated by the Legislature for transportation go to these 28 priority projects.   State funding for light rail on Southeast 1-25 does not take away from highway projects in other parts of the state - it simply makes use of the funds available for the Denver region for a project that is a local priority and is cost-effective.   The Metro Mayor's Caucus, the South east Corridor Mobility Coalition (representing local governments, businesses and citizen groups), the Downtown Den ver Partnership and the West Chamber have all urged the governor to maintain the state's financial commitment to the Southeast Corridor light rail.   Meeting the challenge of growth re quires that the region and the state work together with a multi-modal approach to transportation. Through cooperation we can improve the quality of life in the metro area for ourselves and our children.   Don Parsons is the mayor of Northglenn and active in regional transportation planning efforts.   

