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May 13 - A businessman I know from San Francisco was in Denver this week for a meeting in the southeast suburbs. "How can you stand it here?'' he said, over dinner Tuesday night. "The traffic is terrible. I'd rather drive in L.A. during rush hour.'' 

Face it. It really is that bad. 

I-25 slows to a crawl in both directions during peak travel times, and getting through intersections on city streets is almost always a three or four light-change ordeal. The city buses are mired in the same congestion, and many of the regional park-n-Ride lots are overwhelmed. I-70 is such a mess on weekends it threatens the viability of the tourist industry. 

We've simply outgrown the system. 

As the summer heats up with fried nerves and overheated cars, we'll hear plenty about the best ways to address the gridlock. It seems clear that both highway widening and light-rail lines are needed. In terms of the state leadership, this is where the rubber meets the road. 

Gov. Bill Owens will be lobbying voters to approve a $2.3 billion highway bond package next November. The money would be earmarked for widening of I-25, partial support of light-rail construction along the highway and other projects to be named later. 

It wasn't the way Owens planned it. He was hoping to float a bond without going to the voters, but the state constitution got in the way. 

Now he's preparing for the worst. 

If the voters "want to sit on Interstate 70 because we don't have modernization, that's up to them,'' he says. "I'll have done my best.'' 

The voters will have some tough - and confusing - choices. RTD may go to the same well for approval of up to $780 million for the remaining costs of building light rail along I-25, so the dueling measures actually might be competing for fickle voter support or could end up just plain alienating voters who would rather see their leaders collaborating to solve the transit problems. 

On top of all that, the no-tax crowd will be back arguing that the whole thing is just a conspiracy to line the pockets of corrupt politicians trying to take away your God-given right to sit alone in your SUV anytime you want. 

In recent years, Colorado voters have been loath to approve tax measures. We've turned down Guide the Ride, axed Referendum B, which would have used surplus tax revenues for highways and schools, and generally sent public officials the message that we aren't willing to pay for anything that doesn't have luxury boxes and a beer concession involved. 

But before all the shouting starts, it would be nice if public officials would put their heads together to develop a coordinated plan. The lack of consensus among leaders has been a huge factor in the failure of transportation funding measures in the past. 

It's perfectly reasonable for voters to expect clearly articulated highway modification proposals and solid plans for financing any mass transit expansion projects. If elected officials can't agree on how to proceed, how can they possibly expect us to endorse any of it? 

It's not too late to devise a coherent strategy that voters can support with confidence. 

Let's not louse it up this time. 
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