Town/Gown Outline
· Tonight I will focus on the FasTracks program and where it stands.  But before I do, let me just offer my own take on why transit matters, which colors my perspective on the importance of the FasTracks program.

· For me, the arguments for support of transit and the FasTracks investments, in particular, come down to three very basic principles: Our economy, our environment, and dare I say it, national security.

· First, one of the most important aspects of a robust and comprehensive transit system is its ability to blunt the impacts of economic downturns and, as we are facing today, out-and-out recession. 

· It is said that $1 spent on transit stimulates $8 of spending in the economy.  That is big money when you are talking about a system that currently is projected to cost $7.9 billion.  And of course, as we weather the current economic storm, the construction, design and operations jobs the FasTracks system will generate are nothing to sneer at.  

· But looking ahead and accounting for the larger economic perspective, transit has a critical role in providing the mechanism for effectively, efficiently and cheaply giving workers a reliable way to get to and from their jobs.  It would not be pleasant nor can we afford to build roads that will support all the future transportation needs that under gird our economy.  This will become even more obvious as Denver’s workforce extends across an ever wider region.  
· A strong transit system also provides a mechanism for economic growth.  Studies have shown -- and you can see for yourself at stops along new RTD light rail lines – that easy access to regional bus and rail lines promote business growth and bolster property values.   Shops, offices and service-oriented businesses spring up around light rail stations and residential property increases in value reflecting people’s strong desire to live where they can conveniently get around without driving.  For this reason, we will recoup every dollar we spend on transit in economic development, increased property values and a more robust business environment. 

· Then there is the environment.  For every transit customer who chooses to leave their car parked at home and take the train or bus, thousands of tons of carbon dioxide and other pollutants will never make it into our atmosphere.  And that, in turn, will help to keep climate change in check and keeps our air clean.  

· Sure, our automobile leaders are hard at work developing the next generation of electric and fuel cell cars.  I see the progress, but I am not holding my breath, either.  Cars are one of the most inefficient forms of travel we could possibly devise.  

· Every day, millions of us drive our four, five or eight passenger vehicles from work to home, with multiple stops in between.  We do this because the world we have created is designed to accommodate the automobile.  Strip mall and office parks, with no alternative transportation access, are fine in a world with unlimited natural resources and a stable climate.  But that is not the world we live in.

· With transit, we change this development and transportation paradigm.  We begin by making it convenient for all of us to take some of our trips on the bus or rail.  The convenience, alone, sells itself.  As more and more people enjoy these conveniences, the market responds with shopping and service developments that conform to transit travel options.  We already see that people are speaking with their dollars in favor of transit, as land values along transit routes are actually holding their own in these tough economic times.

· And finally, transit investment is about national security.  Okay, I imagine I may lose a few of you here, but it is hard to deny that many of the international tensions that we are experiencing across the globe have their roots in our addiction to oil.  And there has been at least some plausible connection to our oil interests in the two Gulf Wars.
· Energy independence is one of the most important elements of our foreign policy today. The success of the United State in becoming truly energy independent is directly linked to our ultimate security from oil-rich people who consider us enemies.  As long as we put billions of dollars into the wallets of people who hate us, we will never be completely safe and secure.  In addition to developing alternative sources of energy, the best bang for our buck is to build a healthy transit system that will provide immediate results in terms of more energy independence and, in turn, greater national security.
· As our nation’s leaders consider what programs and projects to fund as a way to staunch the bleeding of jobs and dollars resulting from the global recession, we need to put transit spending near the top of the list.  Its short-term benefits will be felt almost immediately. And over the long haul, a robust and effective transit system will help us become healthier, be it economically, environmentally and securely.
· So where do things stand right now.  For those who maybe not have followed the FasTracks plan, the goal is to build five new transit lines across the Denver region.  For Boulder County, we are slated to get one commuter rail system, the Northwest Rail line, and one bus rapid transit system along US 36.
· The challenge to completing the FasTracks plan, since voters overwhelmingly approved it back in 2004, have mostly been financial.  As the economy roared ahead, as recently as last summer, the prices for all the commodities that it takes to build a transit network soared.  Basic elements, such as copper wiring and steel, were experiencing price hikes that no one ever predicted in estimating the cost of the FasTracks program.

· The result was a rise in the estimated cost of the FasTracks program from $4.6 billion to the current estimate of $7.9 billion.  Now, as you can imagine, these estimates continue to be refined based on the latest economic data. .  In the next few weeks, staff will provide revised cost estimates for FasTracks and the numbers are likely to drop substantially due to the current recession
· However, in this case, RTD is getting hit from both ends, cost and revenue.  The revenue estimates from the sales tax voters approved in 2004 were based on an average growth rate of about 6%, meaning that sales tax revenues would grow at a rate of about 6%, year after year.  This was a logical estimate based on historic averages for the Denver region.

· 
Well, this sales tax growth rate just hasn’t paned-out.  During the last two years, as gas prices soared to $4 gallon and the economy soured, Denver metro consumers spent less and less on items that are subject to the RTD tax.  So, we already were seeing number well below the projections.  
· But now, as the economy tanks, RTD actually is actually seeing a decrease in sales tax revenue.

· As you can imagine, the combination of cost increases and low sales tax revenues are eating away at RTD’s ability to deliver on the promise of FasTracks.
· This ‘transit paradox’ is not unique to RTD. It’s affecting transit agencies all across America.
· Of course, the initial response was to blame RTD, and many took that chance.  Jon Caldara, of the Independence Institute, even said to me, “I told you so.”  Even certain Denver area mayors initially pointed the blame at RTD.  All of this, despite the fact that RTD’s initial FasTracks projections were vetted by groups ranging from the Denver Metro Chamber to the Denver Regional Council of Governments, which included many local mayors.

· It didn’t take long, then, for things to calm-down, at least among those who want to see FasTracks succeed.  The Metro Mayors Caucus, an organization of all mayors from around the region, now understands how we got into this predicament and is beginning to talk about its own suggested solutions.  There is a real sense that folks are rolling up there sleeves and are ready to get to work on a solution.

· We have looked at everything, from delaying implementation to shrinking the program.  Recent polling tells us that this is not the way to go.  By overwhelming number, 83 percent, area voters say that the original FasTracks vote was a good decision.  An impressive 64 percent tells us they are willing to pay more to see the system completed.

· So, one option is to consider a ballot initiative that will cover the difference between what it will cost and the revenue we can anticipate.  The RTD Board will likely consider this option in March.  
· First, though, we are waiting for a recommendation from the Metro Mayor’s Caucus.  We also are scrutinizing every facet of the FasTracks program in order to identify cost savings.  Further, we will be getting in line for some of the federal recovery money that is under consideration.

· So, that is where things stand at the moment with the FasTracks program.  I want to leave time for questions.  But, in closing, I am reminded of something one of your colleagues, Roger Cracraft, keeps telling me . . . it wasn’t long ago that many people thought DIA was a bad idea – and today it is an important economic driver for the region.  

· Well, fortunately, RTD is not suffering under the burden of its own failed baggage system.  As a matter of fact, for the second time in a decade, RTD has been named the number one transit agency in the country by the American Public Transit Agency.  That is just one mark of our strong management credentials.

· Still, Roger’s point is important.  Regional projects have their challenges, but a region can’t thrive without making the necessary investments in its infrastructure. .  For all the reasons I mentioned, transit is critical to our long-term future.  The health of our economy, our environment, and our national security, depend on investments in transit programs, such as FasTracks.  I hope you will work with RTD to help protect the promise of FasTracks that was so clearly voiced by voters across the region. 

