Owens picks transportation ex-adversary

By Ricky Young
Denver Post Transportation Writer 

April 3 - Gov. Bill Owens' first appointee to the Colorado Transportation Commission opposed Owens on last year's top transportation issue  Referendum B.     Joe Blake, 63, of Denver's Park Hill neighborhood, was on the steering committee for the Referendum B campaign last fall.  The failed campaign would have taken $1 billion of state surplus revenue and spent it on roads and schools rather than rebating it to taxpayers.   Owens opposed the measure, saying the state could meet transportation needs with existing revenue and belt-tightening.   "I really respect Gov. Owens for reaching out to someone like myself who had the view that we could approach transportation that way,'' Blake said.   Blake was appointed last month, and is up for confirmation by the Senate Transportation Committee on Tuesday. He is a vice president with Shea Homes, current developer of Highlands Ranch.   Blake is a strong proponent of using a mix of highways and rail to solve Denver's traffic headaches. By contrast, Owens has placed more emphasis on highways  making it his key campaign issue.   Blake also supported former state Sen. Tom Norton in his failed primary bid last fall against Owens.   Norton, who supported Referendum B, is now executive director of the Colorado Department of Transportation. He recommended Blake for the commission spot.   The commission oversees Norton's department and directs some $900 million a year in transportation spending.   Blake replaces attorney Robert E. Botts of Denver, a Democrat who stepped down in December.   The appointment is the first indication of where Owens is going with the commission, which is packed with appointments by two Democratic governors. 

Owens has six more appointments to make on the 11-member board in June.   With Blake, the balance shifts to a bigger Republican majority of 7-4 on the commission.   Blake is a former FBI agent and longtime Republican activist. He was Denver County Republican chairman in the mid-1970s and chairman of the Home Builders Association in the mid-1980s. He is a former legislative aide to U.S. Sen. Gordon Allott of Colorado.   He has been lobbying Colorado's congressional delegation of late, seeking federal funds for light rail and highway improvements on Interstate 25 in southeast Denver.  Currently, he chairs the Colorado Public Expenditure Council and cochairs the South Platte River Commission with Denver Mayor Wellington Webb.  Regional Transportation District Chairman Bob Tonsing of Littleton said the appointment is commendable.  "Joe Blake has a phenomenal background in both government and the private sector and the ways of Congress that not too many people have,'' Tonsing said. "I do believe that transportation cuts in all directions, and it's vital to have all of the above.''  Tonsing acknowledged that Owens could have picked a more conservative appointee.  "I've been impressed that Bill Owens' appointments have pretty well spanned the political philosophy from the center to the right,'' Tonsing said. "He has not turned out to be an ideologically-driven person. His appointments have been very thoughtful, including this one.''  Blake is a member of the Metro Vision policy committee for the Denver Regional Council of Governments, a regional group planning for decades into the future.  The agency's long-term vision calls for several rail corridors as a way to pull growth back toward the city center and curb sprawl.  One part of that plan called for the state to help pay for a rail corridor to the southeast, a role Owens now wants RTD to play instead.  Some proponents of a regional rail network have resented the Owens decision, saying it drains resources from other potential rail lines.  But Blake said he supports that decision by Owens.  "He's going exactly in the right direction in terms of allocating a fair cost for RTD to provide those services,'' Blake said.  Another part of the regional plan is for communities to have a better mix of housing and jobs, and Blake noted that Highlands Ranch - generally perceived as a bedroom community - is now entering a phase of ambitious office development that will shorten commutes.  "This community can really play a critical role,'' he said. 
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