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Good morning. Thanks for coming.

I think we have a good program for you today. We won't solve Charlotte's transportation and transit issues in the next three hours, but I think we will come very close.

To do that, let's start at the beginning. In 1998 Mecklenburg County voters approved a half-cent sales tax incrase for "transportation programs." And what do we have 10 years later? A land-use plan masquerading as a transportation program. 

Who says so? Charlotte city officials say so.

In the June issue of Governing magazine, Charlotte city planner Debra Campbell clearly explained the rationale for the current $9 billion transit plan.

"We always saw transit as a means, not an end," Campbell said. "The real impetus for transit was how it could help us grow in a way that was smart. This really isn't even about building a transit system. It's about place making."

Campbell also tells the magazine the current transit plan is "also about giving lifestyle choices."

Walter Fields, a local land planning consultant and former director of land-use planning for Charlotte-Mecklenburg put it a slightly different way to the Charlotte Business Journal in January of last year. The paper wrote that according to Fields, "CATS and city staff have enacted a series of zoning and transit policies designed to revamp a low-density metropolitan area into a high-density locale."
Charlotte's current light-rail plans reflect a deliberate choice, Fields explains. "Do you build a system to fit the city or do you rebuild the city to fit the system? We're trying to do the latter," he said.
I submit that in 1998 Mecklenburg County did not vote for "place making," "lifestyle choices," or for re-building the city. Voters wanted a coherent transit and transportation plan that would help county residents get from point A to point B.

Who says so? Charlotte Mayor Pat McCrory.

In August of last year, before repeal of the transit tax was an issue, McCrory confidently advised the News and Observer on the Triangle's pursuit of it own light rail system thusly:

"The biggest thing you should look for is an alternative over congestion regardless of the form of transportation. Something that can get consistently [from] point A to B without being impacted by rush hour and accidents and the continued increase in cars which is going to make congestion even worse."

The problem is Charlotte's current transit plan does not address this goal.

Our $9 billion plan will have no meaningful impact on future traffic congestion – contrary to the current misleading pro-tax ad campaign. You may have seen the pro-tax campaign's TV ad featuring the blond kid up to his nose in Hot Wheels cars, the supposed result of repealing the half-cent tax.

In fact, retaining the tax and keeping the current plan will not prevent this Hot Wheel onslaught. Far from it.

When we closely examine the next-to-be-built North line commuter rail project, it is clear that our current plan cannot possibly impact congestion in a meaningful way. In fact, the dysfunction of our current transit plan is fully exposed by the lunacy of North line as it is currently envisioned. 

When complete the project will cost taxpayers a total of $470 million and, according to CATS, attract only 4600 riders a day by 2030. The ridership is so low that the federal government will not fund the project. Incidentally, the people in this room may know that bracing reality, but the lack of federal dollars for future train building is still not widely understood among the public. I hope you'll move to correct that.

CATS itself has said that I-77 will handle 177,000 cars a day in 2030. This means that at most – at most – the next rail project we intend to build will take just 2 percent of the traffic off of I-77 alone. 

But even that does not fully capture the folly of the North line. CATS' funding plan for the line projects that the train will draw 250,000 people to live in the corridor. Assume that is true. It had better be for the financing plan to work.

However, if less than 5000 of them get on the train, where do the other 245,000 go? Again, as CATS itself has noted 77 and NC 115 are already choked with traffic. There is no plan to improve those vital North-South roads. Why does the current plan seek to make congestion WORSE in one of our fastest growing areas?

Are we trying to completely bury that blond kid in Hot Wheels cars?

Worse still and directly counter to repeated assertions from local officials, the project requires some $66 million in debt secured by future property tax dollars. This is money that could be spent on schools or parks – figure one high school and a really nice soccer plex for $66 million. In fact, while the rest of North Carolina is building schools and parks with these dollars, North Meck will be building trains.

So just five years after we started our 25-year train building plan, we are already planning to go beyond the half-cent transit tax revenue that was supposed to fund ALL of our transit needs and instead spend local property taxes on a train line that will make congestion worse.

Let's say that again: We are already spending property taxes to pay for the current transit plan.

We didn't vote on that wrinkle either – but we will in November.

As for other elements of the current $9 billion plan, the travails of the South line are well known. Now sporting a price tag more than twice original estimates, the $463 million South line experience tells us that the cost of additional train lines will likely be much higher than advertised. Recall that the overall plan was originally supposed to cost $1 billion, not $9 billion and counting.
This cost escalation, past and future, is why it is virtually certain that unless the transit tax is repealed and a new plan adopted, local taxpayers will in the coming years be asked to provide yet more revenue to pay for the current plan – new revenue either in the form of another dedicated tax like the half-cent transit tax or from additional property tax revenue that would otherwise flow into the General Fund. 
What is so special about November 2007 is that we have a chance to turn away from a plan that costs too much and does too little before we begin building another train line that will cost us hundreds of millions of dollars we do not have.

And let's be very clear – pro-train does not equal pro-transit. Just because someone wants to spend billions building new trains does not mean they support a comprehensive transportation plan. Building trains in support of flawed 10-year old plan is not, in fact, smart, innovative, or forward looking.

We can see this from actual new transportation alternatives like HOT lanes (high occupancy toll lanes) that also function as bus rapid transit guideways. Just last month the Federal Transit Administration started the process to include these new hybrid projects in the list of those eligible for funding transit federal.

Might a HOT/BRT project be a good match to both increase the capacity of I-77 and provide a lower cost transit link between Uptown and Lake Norman? We'll never know if we keep the current plan.

King County and Seattle are pursuing still a different course. Unlike Charlotte, they have realized there are limits to what train-building can possibly do to reduce congestion – and with it emissions – and are implementing an aggressive telecommuting or telework program. That program uses grants of $500 to $5000 dollars to help employers set up telework programs and allow their workers to never leave home at all.

Might a similar aggressive telework effort work in Charlotte and save billions in the bargain? We will never know if we keep the current plan.

Admittedly, neither of these approaches to reducing congestion and improving our transportation system would do much on the "place making" or city re-building front, so if that is your primary concern, you may be disappointed.

But be advised that there are also practical limits to remaking Charlotte to fit the whims and notions of central planners. They may want a much denser Charlotte, using light rail lines as a means to that end, but it does not mean that will happen.

Reflecting on Charlotte what will be like in the year 2030, Wachovia senior economist Mark Vitner explains why.

"The overwhelming majority of Charlotte's population and employment growth over the next 25 years will occur in the city’s suburbs," wrote Vitner in Charlotte Viewpoints magazine. "The Center City will be lucky to capture even 5% of this growth."

More ominous for Charlotte's future quality of life and economic competitiveness is the impact our land-use plan, animated and supported by the current transit plan and consciously direct toward re-making the city, will have on local businesses and employers.

"If we make it more difficult for firms to locate in suburban Charlotte, these firms will simply locate to the suburbs of Atlanta, Richmond or Raleigh," Vitner observed.

And make no mistake, by refusing to address traffic congestion Charlotte becomes less desirable and less competitive by the day.

In conclusion, by every important measure the current $9 billion plan – as typified and exemplified by the near-criminal North line project – is a failure. It is not cost-effective, does not address congestion as even advocates of the tax admit a transit plan should, the plan is not innovative, and it threatens to undermine our competitiveness.

In short, it is a disaster. We need a new plan. Delenda est Carthago.  Repeal the tax. Get a new plan.

Thanks and I look forward to your questions.
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