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COLORADO ELECTIONS '99

Green Lights on Transportation

By Ricky Young

Denver Post Transportation Writer 

Nov. 3, 1999 - Voters reversed three years of skepticism about big transportation projects on Tuesday, approving a huge infusion of borrowed money for highways and light rail.   Referendum A for highways and Referendum 4A for light rail both passed handily, according to unofficial returns.   "It's been a great victory tonight for roads and light rail," said Gov. Bill Owens, who staked his biggest campaign promise - to do something about Interstate 25 - on the two elections.   "Tonight, we celebrate. Tomorrow, the work begins. This was a really good opportunity to bring Colorado together."   The two campaigns united traditional enemies in light-rail advocates and highway boosters. They raised $1.8 million, overwhelming about $5,000 spent by opponents.   Some influential environmental groups played a big role in the effort, but others fought it and were disappointed in passage of the highway measure - which will accelerate 129 miles of highway improvements across the state.   "If the people who care about traffic and pollution had gotten together, we might have been able to defeat it," said environmentalist Mark Itkonen of Littleton. "Now they can say this is what the people want: more roads, more highways, more traffic, more pollution, without limit. This was a chance for the public to say no."   Owens rejected the notion that more lanes bring more growth, saying his plan is just a reaction to growth that already has happened.   Douglas Bruce of Colorado Springs, an opponent of the highway measure, said the victory was important for Owens. "It saved his bacon," Bruce said. "He would have looked pretty foolish if it had lost."   But the vote is bad policy, Bruce said in an Internet chat room Tuesday night.   "The passage of Referendum A is short-term gratification of driver impatience," he said. "By the time people realize the consequence, the politicians will be term-limited and gone." 

Indeed, term limits would force Owens to leave office in 2007, the earliest year I-25 improvements southeast of Denver could open.   The project still has a long way to go to make that goal. The highway improvements could take three or four years longer without light rail improvements, state officials say.   And the light rail has a big hurdle to clear before it moves ahead - winning a $524 million federal grant. What voters approved on Tuesday was borrowing money to muster a local match required to compete for the federal grant.   Nationally, 12 projects are ahead of Denver on the list for federal funding; requesting $3.7 billion from a pot of federal funds that only has $2.7 billion available.   Denver is competing against 21 other cities for a spot among the top 12.   Gordon Linton, who resigned last week as the head of the Federal Transit Administration, said Denver has a good shot, especially because of the cooperation between the highway and transit agencies.   "We're very excited at all the effort that has taken place to keep those projects together as one," Linton said.   Regional Transportation District General Manager Cal Marsella said he would mortgage his house to bet on Denver's getting the lightrail grant.   "We have every expectation that we will get it," Marsella said.   The light-rail campaign essentially promised voters that they will win the $524 million grant if they just vote yes on 4A - to the point that Rep. Tom Tancredo, (R) Littleton, felt he had to put out a last-minute news release pointing out the grant is not a done deal. 

Polls in the past few days showed deep support for both measures, and Owens spent the weekend with his family rather than making a last-minute campaign push.   "Obviously, our coalition of environmentalists, conservative Republicans and everyone and everything in between is representative of the general public in the Denver metro area," said Jenifer Brandeberry, manager of the light-rail campaign.   Similar issues were defeated in 1997 and 1998, but ads hammered a key difference this year - no new taxes.   The turnaround was similar to one Owens touted during the campaign. Arkansas this year approved a similar bonding measure with a 79 percent yes vote, a reversal from the defeat of a tax increase for highways by 87 percent in 1996.   The statewide highway measure, Referendum A, will allow Colorado to borrow $1.7 billion with a repayment cost of $2.3 billion to accelerate 18 highway projects. 

In the six-county Denver area, the separate Referendum 4A measure will help fund light rail southeast of Denver by allowing the Regional Transportation District to borrow $457 million with a repayment cost of $779 million.   The campaigns cooperated closely, with Republican Owens stumping beside prominent Democrats Wellington Webb, mayor of Den ver, and former Gov. Roy Romer.   Signs along I-25 urged yes votes for both, "for a better ride on I-25."   The message, delivered again and again, was that voters must approve both to break the bottleneck on Interstate 25: Light rail wouldn't get funded without highways, and highways wouldn't pass environmental muster without light rail.   A recording of Webb's voice called some 20,000 Democrats in north Denver in the waning days of the campaign, encouraging them to get out and vote.    The highway campaign issued 600,000 mail pieces across the state with its slogan "Better roads for Colorado." The mailer listed a host of bipartisan endorsements, but didn't mention a single specific road project.   In addition to I-25, Referendum A would accelerate U.S. 50 between Grand Junction and Delta, U.S. 285 near Turkey Creek Canyon, the intersection of Hampden Avenue and Parker Road, and I-25 between Castle Pines Parkway and Founders/Meadows Parkway.   To widen the highways, the state will borrow against the nearly $300 million a year the state expects to receive in federal gas-tax money. The law allowing the borrowing says the state doesn't have to pay the money back.   Bruce has been the main opponent of the highway measure, saying debt shifts today's burdens to future generations.   "Don't do this to kids!" his flier said. "The $2.3 billion helps most bond dealers, developers, highway contractors."   The conservative Bruce also made alliances for the campaign with some activist environmentalists who came out against the highway measure as furthering suburban sprawl.   Itkonen handed out 6,000 fliers opposing highway widening as a way to attract more traffic. 

He said he regularly ran into voters who were under the impression the highway widening was needed for the light rail. He tried to inform them that the estimated cost of the light-rail project was half as much before it was combined with a highway widening.   "That's money they need to build the freeway footprint, not for light rail," Itkonen said.   Opposition to the light-rail campaign consisted of neighborhood activist Bonnie Ferguson of Lakewood, who did such things as fly an 8-foot-tall balloon with an anti RTD message.   

The opposition also made some 50,000 phone calls with the recorded voice of Jon Caldara, of the Independence Institute think tank in Golden, saying, "No way on 4A," and calling it a tax increase. 

Although RTD ads claimed no tax increase, the opposition kept saying it was. Caldara drummed on the theme on talk shows.   The reason: The ballot measure includes language that exempts RTD from the revenue limits of the 1992 Taxpayer's Bill of Rights from 2005 to 2026. That means $46.6 million a year of money that RTD would keep under 4A rather than refunding to taxpayers, or about $20 per person per year.   Ferguson said she tried to make voters aware of the business interests funding the campaign.   "It's by the developers, for the developers," she said. "Development at all costs."   Said Caldara: "This is a huge victory for the governor." 

Denver Post Capitol bureau reporter Mike Soraghan contributed to this report. 
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