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The Cottonwood Creek Bridge, located
in the Waco District, is lifted onto a
truck in the first of a series of TxDOT
bridge rehabilitation projects.

More on page 3.
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Straight Talk gl

Safety: Important for TxDOT
and for the people of Texas

by Mike Behrens
Executive Director

In a recent letter to the editor of the Lubbock newspaper, a
woman wrote, “l am the wife of a TxDOT employee, and | am
very concerned about my husband’s safety.”

We all share the concern of the wife of our fellow employee.
Even more important, we work every day to ensure the safety of
our fellow workers and all of those using the Texas transporta-
tion system.

In previous months, | talked about the importance of account-
ability and quality. Of the three, however, safety is the most
important: in the office, in highway work zones and at home.
You will find many good ideas about personal and workplace
safety on the intranet site for the department’s Occupational
Safety Division.

As we encourage safety among ourselves, we preach the
same thing to the traveling public by focusing attention on prop-
er speed, use of seat belts and on driving friendly. We support
efforts to promote driver education, to engineer safety into
transportation infrastructure near schools, and to make roadway
design and construction as safe as possible. One of the most
important things we do is support efforts to eliminate drunken
driving.

Last month, the Texas Transportation Institute (TTI) reported
that traffic deaths in Texas are soaring, even as comparable
national figures show a decline. The report says drunken drivers
play a big part in causing such highway carnage.

Statistics show that 3,724 people were killed on Texas high-
ways in 2001 — that’s more than 10 per day. And one highway
fatality is one too many.

According to TTI, of all the fatal crashes in Texas in 2001,
more than four out of every 10 crashes involved at least one
person who was legally drunk. Some researchers believe the
actual percentage is even greater.

Every day presents special challenges to us in TxDOT, espe-
cially when it comes to the safety of the people who use the
Texas transportation system. One such day was this past
Valentine’s Day when a northbound bus crossed the rain-wet
median of I-35 near Waco and collided with a sport-utility vehi-
cle. Seven people died.

While the National Transportation Safety Board has been
called in to investigate, it takes no investigation to know that
many in TxDOT were affected by this tragic loss of life. We felt
the shock that such news brings to anybody with a caring heart.

TxDOT employees work every day to make our transportation
systems even safer for the people of Texas.

Thank you — and be safe. []



TXDOT responds to call for spending cuts

by Judy Curtis
Managing Editor

Acknowledging the tough finan-
cial times facing all state agencies —
and Gov. Perry’s call for a 7 percent

eneral revenue budget cut this year
— TxDOT"’s focus remains cen-
tered on helping to solve Texas’
budget shortfall while moving peo-
ple and goods safely and efficiently.

“In times like these,” said
Executive Director Mike Behrens,
“you have to prioritize and deter-
mine what’s most important to get
done. As we tighten our belts, we
must avoid undermining the safety
and mobility of Texans and those
traveling in the state.”

Behrens noted that TxDOT’s
most important job is to maintain
the existing transportation system.
“We have nearly 80,000 miles of
roads; that’s a tremendous invest-
ment. And with any investment of
that magnitude, we must maintain
it for the benefit of all Texans.”

Behrens added that TxDOT’s

I haven't seen any “I Survived the
Great Winter Storm of February
‘03” T-shirts yet, but I'm surprised.
By Texas standards, as the television
meteorologists would say, it was a
pretty ornery “weather event.”

While thousands of workers and
school kids across much of the state
got a “snow day” on Feb. 25, many
TxDOT employees reported for
around-the-clock duty to do every-
thing they could to keep traffic
moving as safely as possible. Even
so, the storm was so severe that
quite a few roadways, including big
chunks of the interstate system, had
to be shut down for a time. With
help from our public information
officers in the affected areas, we've
put together an overview of our

large construction program, which
addresses mobility and safety, will
continue. “All of these projects go
hand in hand as the highest priori-
ties of this department,” he said.

Clearly, however, something has
to be cut, and TxDOT is identify-
ing ways to reduce spending for the
current fiscal year. “We are bein
asked to scrutinize our budgets and
to look at ways our costs can be
reduced to meet the needs of
Texas,” said Behrens.

In a letter to Gov. Perry and
other top elected officials,
Transportation Commission chair-
man John Johnson reported that the
department will “implement a hir-
ing freeze, reduce travel, postpone
or eliminate capital expenditures,
perform only essential maintenance
where the safety of the public and
employees is not compromised.”

Currently, however, TxDOT has
no plans to delay highway improve-
ments. “Economic development
depends on good, safe and reliable

handling of the problems created by
the storm. Reading the story ought
to make you proud to work for

TxDOT.

Lost and found...

Several astute readers noticed
that the last line on managing edi-
tor Judy Curtis’ February story,
“Budget Work Ahead,” was miss-
ing. We still haven't figured out
where it went, but in case you've
been eagerly awaiting the stirring
conclusion to the article, here it is:
“cial driver’s licenses.”

Change in plans...

The story we ran last month by
the Travel Division’s Darah Waldrip

on conference planning was some-
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roads,” said Behrens. “Economic
vitality ranks high on our list of
department objectives.”

Added Johnson, in his letter to
Gov. Perry, “Transportation is the
backbone of a healthy economy.
Not only does it create jobs while it
is being built, it supports economic
development once it is completed.
We will do everything in our power
to keep Texans working.”

Behrens noted that TxDOT will
continue to focus on building, plan-
ning and maintaining the state’s
transportation system. “We want to
make sure we’re as efficient and
effective as possible with our fund-
ing,” he said, “and that those dollars
we get go toward helping Texans
and goods in Texas move efficiently
and safely.” [

See related story on page 10:
Video conferencing

Letter from the editor':‘f

thing we first planned last summer.
For various reasons, we had to keep
putting off running it. And now,
with the belt-tightening stemming
trom Gov. Perry’s request to reduce
our General Revenue expenditures
by 7 percent, the story doesn’t seem
quite as appropriate as it did right
after the event that inspired it —
the successtul July WASHTO con-
ference in San Antonio. (Planned
by the Travel Division.) So, we've
decided not to publish the second
part, at least not in TNews. If you're
interested in reading it, we’ll be
happy to furnish you a print out.
Finally, we’re working on a sys-
tem to get retiree death notices back

in TNews. We'll keep you posted.
— Mike Cox
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TXDOT workers help thaw February’s freeze
12 districts involved in de-icing, highway safety efforts

by Mike Cox
Editor

A long-standing joke in Austin is
that someone inadvertently tossing
a single ice cube out of a car on I-35
can paralyze the Capital City. But
when a strong Arctic air mass blew
into a moisture-laden low pressure
system from the Gulf of Mexico
late last month, a lot of Texans were
not laughing.

Beginning on February 24,
Mother Nature tossed a whole lot
of ice — and snow — across rough-
ly a quarter of the state, claiming 10
lives in one of the more severe win-
ter storms to hit Texas in the last
quarter century. The storm affected
thousands of miles of roadway and
kept many employees in several
TxDOT districts working around-
the-clock for two days and in some
cases, longer.

At the height of the storm, I-35
from Georgetown to the Red River
was one long, white parking lot
strewn with stranded vehicles and
jack-knifed 18-wheelers. Even por-
tions of I-10 were closed for a time
because of ice.

Here’s a roundup from the vari-
ous districts affected:

® Abilene: In Taylor County,
TxDOT maintenance workers spent
1,152 man-hours in 12-hour shifts
applying de-icing material, removing
snow and ice and responding to acci-
dent scenes. In Callahan County,
the time commitment was 416
man-hours. Equipment used in the
two counties included 14 trucks,

10 snowplows, 8 V-box spreaders,

7 pickups, 5 pickup spreaders,

3 maintainers and 2 loaders.

® Austin: Forecasters called for
light drizzle in the Capital City on
Feb. 24, but that afternoon, freezing
rain began falling along with the
temperature. Overnight, roadway
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conditions went from hazardous to
treacherous. Maintenance crews
spread sand and de-icer, a process
that resulted in a close call for main-
tenance worker Greg Stevenson.
Driving a truck with more than 1,000

allons of de-icer on southbound
U.S. 183, Stevenson succeeded in
correcting one skid, but could not
recover from a second. When an
outside rear tire blew, the liquid de-
icer sloshed to one side and the truck
slowly overturned. Hanging by his
seatbelt in a partially crushed cab and
unable to use his radio, Stevenson
grabbed his cell phone, crawled out
the window and called for help.

His only injury was a sore wrist.

B Brownwood: All nine counties in
the district were affected by the storm.
Maintenance Director Howard
Holland said small V-box spreaders
purchased last year improved
TxDOT’s response because they can
be fitted onto pickup trucks. That
enabled more vehicles to hit the
road spreading sand. Only one crash
occurred on the infamous Ranger
Hill on I-20, and it was attributed
to excessive speed, not ice.

® Bryan: Maintenance crews worked
non-stop in Brazos, Robertson,
Leon and Freestone counties, the
four hardest-hit counties in the dis-
trict. Crews in the district’s other
counties constantly checked bridges
and overpasses to make sure they
remained ice-free.

® Childress: Only spotty ice and
minor delays reported in Childress,

Collingsworth, Wheeler, Hall and

Donley counties.

® Dallas: Maintenance employees
worked 48 hours straight, spreading
1,500 truckloads of sand. Each
truck averaged about 100 miles of
roadway per shift, each load of sand
covering about 10 miles of pave-
ment per hour. Workers concentrat-

TxDOT photo / Hunt County Maintenance Office

ed on bridges, which the district has
more of than any other district.

® Fort Worth: “The icing was the
most intense we've had in 25 years,”
said District Maintenance Director
Glenn Elliott. “But once we got
past the first night’s rush hour, traf-
fic kept moving in Fort Worth. Our
crews did a great job.” That job
involved 8,890 man-hours, 60 sand-
ing trucks and 25 trucks equipped
to spread magnesium chloride.

B Odessa: Employees from the Fort
Stockton Maintenance Section were
involved in an around-the-clock road-
block on I-10 to alert east-bound
travelers that the interstate was shut
down in the Hill Country between
Kerrville and San Antonio.

® San Angelo: At 7:30 a.m. on
Feb. 25, Gary Davenport, mainte-
nance supervisor from Real County,
came upon a car with a broken
radiator 28 miles north of Leakey
on SH 83. Inside were two women
and six children who had spent the
night in the vehicle — without any
heat. Davenport paid (from his own
pocket) to have the car towed to
Leakey. He even made sure that

m See ICE STORM, Page 10
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Retired bridge gets new life span
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Workers from a local construction
company uproot the century-old
Cottonwood Creek Bridge from its
tree-covered spot outside Hillsboro
before wending its way into town —
and eventually into permanent resi-
dence as a pedestrian bridge at
City Park.

“It's a sweet little bridge,” said Lisa
Hart, supervisor of historical studies
in TXDOT’s Environmental Division.
It is also the first Texas bridge to
undergo rehabilitation with Statewide
Transportation Enhancement Program
(STEP) funds as part of the Historic
Bridge Rehabilitation Program.

The Texas Transportation Commission
in 2002 approved the allocation of
$3.5 million in STEP funds for the
Historic Bridge Preservation Program
— with the state matching 20 per-
cent for a total of $4.4 million. Some
43 historic bridges have been iden-
tified as potential candidates for
the preservation program although
funds are sufficient to rehabilitate
about seven bridges.

Because of the minimal amount of
metal used in the bridge, it was
once among the least expensive
spans to build in the U.S. In addi-
tion, the “Erector set”-like pieces of
the bridges allowed them to be
ordered by catalog and shipped by
rail to small Texas towns for re-
assembly.

Built in 1900, the 50-foot long truss
bridge — too narrow for modern car
traffic — was lifted onto a flat bed
truck where it was transported to a
county maintenance yard for eventu-
al restoration. It will serve out its
second century as a foot bridge in
a Hillsboro city park. [

— Judy Curtis

TxDOT photo / Michael Amador




TxDOT Roundup

m Steven W. Hall, P.E., has been
appointed Tyler Area Engineer for
the Tyler District. Hall began his
career with TxDOT in 1989 as an
engineering assistant in Rusk. Other
assignments were in Jacksonville and
Palestine. In 1998, he was appointed
Tyler District materials engineer and
two years later he became area engi-
neer in Jacksonville. Hall earned a
bachelor of science degree in civil
engineering from Texas A&M
University in 1988.

® Randall C. Redmond, PE., was
named director of Transportation
Planning and Development in the
Tyler District, effective Feb. 1,
2003.

Redmond began his career in
1987 as a summer employee in the
Mineola residency and continued to
work each summer there until his
graduation from Texas A&M in
1989. A year later, he became a full-
time employee of the Mineola resi-
dency and was later promoted to
assistant area engineer. Redmond
was named assistant director of
maintenance in 1998 and became
area engineer of the Mineola Area

Office in 1999. In September 2001,
Redmond became area engineer for

the Tyler Area Office.

m The Texas airport system is the
largest state system in the nation
with approximately 400 airports
open to the public.

® Three studies conducted over the
past three decades all show that
vehicles get more miles per gallon if
they are driven at 55 mph rather
than at higher speeds. According to
the Office of Transportation
Technology, fuel efficiency among
vehicles going 70 mph dropped 17
percent compared to those traveling

at 55 mph.

m Several TxDOT training videos
produced by contractor Channel
Three Productions have recently
won Telly Awards in the safety and
animation categories. Telly Awards
recognize outstanding film and video
production. More than 10,000
entries submitted by advertising
agencies and production companies
compete.

During the past four years, the
video-production company has

worked with Karl Burkett and Gary
Counts of TxDOT to produce 14
training videos covering everything
from grounding to electrical services.
Burkett, senior lighting-design engi-
neer and Counts, master electrician,
both work in the Traffic Operations
Division.

Copies of the videos are available
from the Traffic Operations Divi-
sion’s intranet site or by contacting
Lois Young at (512) 302-0985 or at
lyoung@dot.state.tx.us.

m April 6-12 is National Work
Zone Awareness Week. TxDOT
will highlight the week's observance
by holding various media and public
events across the state, urging
motorists to use caution during trav-
el through work zones.

Some 140 people were reported
killed in work-zone-related crashes
in Texas in 2001. The majority of
those killed were motorists — not
workers.

For more information about
TxDOT events related to Work
Zone Awareness week, contact your
district Public Information Office. [J

Trash-Off April 5

Texans will be out in force on
April 5 for the state’s annual spring
cleaning. Last year, nearly 18,000
Adopt-a-Highway volunteers picked
up 202 tons of garbage off Texas
highways. TxDOT’s Maintenance
workers are expecting an even larger
turnout in this year’s effort along
some 2,500 miles of roadway.

New this year is the request that
volunteers report any space shuttle
parts they might find to the proper
authorities. Cleanup activities are

up our state. For more information
about the Trash-Off, contact the
Travel Division at (512) 486-5911.

open to anyone interested in sprucing Long before the Trash-Off got its start in 1986, TxDOT employees kept

the right of way clean. In this 1963 photo, a crew works along State
Highway 71 near Bastrop to remove trash from the side of the road.
This year, the Maintenance Division estimates that more than 19,000
people from around the state will join in the Texas Trash-Off.
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TXDOT to pave the way to new
San Antonio Toyota plant

The efforts of many — including
TxDOT - helped bring the Toyota
manufacturing plant to Texas rather
than the other states trying to
attract the company.

Company officials announced in
February their choice of San Antonio
as the site for their sixth North
American plant, a facility to be built
on 2,000 acres in south San Antonio.

“We hope that more companies
will consider building future projects
here knowing that Texas will do its
best to handle their transportation
challenges,” said Mike Behrens,
executive director of TxDO'T.

The department will spend $48
million, including right of way, for
improvements or upgrades on four
existing roads that will serve the
new factory.

“The Toyota plant is a prime
example of how transportation

[1 YOU CAN SAY THAT AGAIN: “And
when we consider that the Trans
Texas Corridor will provide jobs for
Texans while reducing the fuel we
spend in stop-and-slow highway
driving — not to mention the
hideous amount of time spent com-
muting to and from work — the
money seems particularly well
spent... Unfortunately, the corridor
will be like trees. We don’t plant oak
trees for ourselves. We do it for our
grandchildren. And our great-
grandchildren will be the ones who
benefit from the corridor we build
today.” (Columnist Ana McDonald,
San Antonio Express-News)

[] TRAIN FINDS ZIP IN MAGNETS:
In China, the world’s first commer-

makes all the difference between
winning and losing business in the
state of Texas,” said Behrens. “This
sort of transportation planning
makes businesses prosper and helps
to drive our economy.”

The factory construction will bring
$800 million to Texas — and a pay-
roll of $100 million a year when the
2000 Toyota plant jobs are filled by
2006. In addition, Gov. Rick Perry
has estimated that the plant will gen-
erate more than 5,000 spin-off jobs
and add another $4 billion to the
state’s economy over the next decade.

San Antonio District Engineer
John Kelly said that he and his staff
have already begun the first steps
toward the road improvements. “We
are pleased that Toyota chose San
Antonio and that our work has
been identified and approved by the

Commission,” said Kelly. “We are
) Y-

cial magnetic-levitation train per-
formed flawlessly on its maiden
journey in late December, hitting
260 mph over the 19 miles between
Shanghai’s financial district and the
Pudong airport. The German-built
high-tech train can outrun a World
War II fighter plane by riding above
its track suspended by powerful
opposing magnets. The Shanghai
train is being watched closely, espe-
cially because of its $1.2 billion
price tag. China is in the midst of a
five-year, $31 billion upgrade of its
railway network. Based on its expe-
rience with the Shanghai train,
China may move forward with
plans for an 800-mile high-speed
link between Shanghai and the cap-
ital, Beijing. A maglev train could

Transportation News
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moving forward to put the road infra-
structure in place that Toyota needs.”
The following projects will

accommodate the Toyota plant:
® Watson Road
= Estimated date contract will be

out for bid: Oct. ‘03
» Estimated completion: Dec. ‘04
= TH 410 (Loop 410)

= Estimated date contract will be
out for bid: May ‘04
= Estimated completion: Jan. ‘06
® Loop 1604:

= Estimated date contract will be
out for bid: May ‘04
= Estimated completion date:
June ‘06
Bidding begins in October on
the fist of three contracts with com-

pletion on the final contract sched-
uled for June 2006. []

— Judy Curtis

make the trip in three hours, fast
enough to rival air travel. (Houston
Chronicle)

[] ALTERNATIVE VEHICLES FUEL
FUTURE: There are currently 118,000
alternative fuel vehicles (AFVs) on
the road in the U.S., and the numbers
are growing. The range of alternative
tuels includes compressed natural
gas, liquefied petroleum gas, ethanol
and electricity. Biodiesel, made from
vegetable oils and animal fat, is also
gaining momentum as an alternate
fuel. The goal is to create fuels that
are cost-efficient, widely available
and cleaner burning. Added note:
more than half of TxDOT’s on-
road fleet uses alternative fuels.
(Tyler Morning Telegraph)




Special section:

Aviation director commutes with a good altitude

by David Fulton
Director, Aviation Division

When I became director of the
newly created Aviation Division in
1992, leaving my job with the
Tennessee DOT, I was eager to get
to Texas and take on new aviation
challenges. The past director of the
Texas Aeronautics Commission
(which was folded into TxDOT) is
a friend of mine, and I knew that
there was a lot of work ahead in
getting the statewide airport system
up to the standard that the State of
Texas deserves. However, I was soon
to learn that the challenge was sig-
nificantly greater than I anticipated.

The Awviation Division provides
financial and technical assistance to
some 276 communities statewide in
the planning and development of
their local airports. These airports
are very important not only for air

transportation but also in support-
ing economic development, particu-
larly in the rural parts of our state.
So, back in 1992, to get the best
understanding I could as to the con-
dition of the airports in Texas, I got
into a TxDOT car and starting driv-
ing across the state visiting as many
of these airports as possible. I man-
aged to make it to most of them, and
quickly realized just how big Texas
really is. I also learned that many of
our state’s small airports had had
little attention over the years and
were in pretty poor condition.
During the past 11 years, with
the support of the Transportation
Commission, Administration, and
our great Aviation Division staff, we've
made a lot of progress in improving
the airports in Texas. But we sure
have spent a lot of time on the road.

Unlike TxDOT’s highway work,

TxDOT photo / Kevin Stillman

David Fulton, Aviation Division director, outside his plane. For the past two
years, Fulton has flown the plane to TXDOT meetings throughout the state.

which is managed in the districts,
the aviation program is managed
almost totally out of our Austin
office, meaning our staff has to
travel to airports all over the state
on a regular basis.

Finally, a couple of years ago, I
bought a V-35 Beechcraft Bonanza,
using it for a great deal of my, and
sometime my staff’s, travel needs.
Not only has the airplane saved me
a tremendous amount of travel
time, but it also has been very cost-
effective for TxDOT.

As an example, recently Scott
Bryan, our property acquisition agent,
and I needed to make a trip to the
Atlanta Airport in East Texas to talk
to the city manager about acquiring
some additional property for the air-
port. Round trip by car is 616 miles.
Had we driven, the trip would have
taken at least two days. By flying,
we were at the Atlanta Airport in
an hour and a half, conducted our
business, and were back in Austin
the same day. The airplane helps us
avoid overnight stays on many trips.

Since all of our work involves air-
ports, arriving by air gives a totally
different perspective of the airport
as compared to driving. Another
great benefit is that there is no traffic
congestion up there at 8,000 feet.

My airplane has given me the
opportunity to continue to use skills
I acquired in the Navy, to do my job
more effectively, and do something
I enjoy. It’s a great way to travel.
There are no X-ray machines to walk
through, I don’t have to take my shoes
off, and I can carry my pocketknife
with me. [
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Reading up on the latest crude oil pricing while waiting for his bus, TNews
editor Mike Cox favors public transportation nowadays.

by Mike Cox
Editor

The last time I filled my SUV
the price per gallon for regular was
$1.59. Total charge: $22.39.

But even before gas prices started
rising faster than stock prices are
dropping, I decided to start riding
the bus to work.

I am far from alone. Annually in
Texas, according to statistics compiled
by TxDOT’s Public Transportation
Division, more than 7,500 buses and
vans cover more than 247 million
miles providing 285 million rides.

The first day I took the six-
minute walk from my house to the
bus stop, I was almost as edgy as a
kid on the first day of school.
Clutched in my hand was a dollar
bill, the amount my wife had
assured me I had to pay each leg of
my commute. Worried about miss-
ing the bus, I arrived way too early.

Friday afternoon of my first
week, the bus arrived on time and

soon we were only a couple of stops
away from mine. I was looking for-
ward to supper.

Suddenly, the bus stopped even
though no one was waiting at this
particular route point. Then, the
driver got out of the bus and pulled
out a cigarette.

I looked around at my fellow
passengers, expecting to see shared
outrage. But no one seemed con-
cerned. Only later did I learn that
this is standard procedure. Once
someone explained it to me, it made
perfect sense: A bus can be late, but
it can’t be early. If a driver sees that
he or she is running ahead of sched-
ule, they have to stop. Otherwise,
folks could miss their ride.

My next learning experience
came the second week of my com-
muting career. I brought my daugh-
ter to work downtown so she could
see the Inaugural parade. On the ride
home, I displayed a dollar in
change, asking the driver how much

I needed to drop in the coin box for
my daughter.

“That’s enough for both of you,”
the driver said, looking at the four
quarters in my hand.

I had been blithely paying $1 each
way — double what it costs on most
routes in Austin.

Speaking of money, Capital Metro’s
Web site will compute your costs of
driving to work. In my case, the tab
— including depreciation, insurance,
and gasoline — is $94.82 a month.

Since my bus fare is $20 a month
I'm saving $74.82 a month by tak-
ing the bus. That’s $897.84 a year.

Of course, if T have an appointment,
or if there is some other extenuating
circumstance, I still take my SUV to
work. Aside from the monetary sav-
ings, here are some other things I
like about taking the bus:

® | have nearly an hour of free time
each workday to read, work on my
Palm Pilot, think or simply stare
out the window at the scenery.

m Conversely, I have 53 minutes times
5 times 4 times 12 that I don’t have
to be driving. Except during the recent
ice storm, when the driver told us to
hold on as he prepared to head down
a slick incline, the bus ride is much
less stressful than fighting traffic.

® ] don’t have to hunt for a parking
space.

® Finally, 'm eliminating one vehicle
a day from Austin’s traffic. This won't
reduce congestion or prevent a non-
attainment area designation, but it’s
the best I can do.

See you at the bus stop? [
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by Buddy Allison
Public Information Office

Train-traveling rookie surprised by ride

I'm a driver. I drive everywhere 1
go. Except for the occasional airliner,
my only experience with public trans-
portation was a trip to New York
City, where taxis, buses and subways
move nearly everyone.

I recently sold my car in Austin
and bought another, but the new one
was in Plano, just north of Dallas. I
resigned myself to flying to Dallas
until a co-worker suggested the train.

After five minutes of pleasant
conversation with “Julie,” Amtrak’s
personable reservations computer, I
learned that I could get on a train
in downtown Austin, read a few
chapters of Tom Clancy, and arrive
in downtown Dallas six hours later.

I compared the train to flying.
Aside from the obvious difference
of not having to defy the law of
gravity, the train offered one advan-
tage that I found irresistible. The
price. Twenty-one dollars — and no
armed federal agents looking
through my luggage or checking my
shoes before boarding.

Having been trained all these years
by the airlines, I arrived early —
early enough to go to a local restau-
rant, have a relaxing brunch and
still not risk tardiness. At the ticket
counter, the agent advised me of a
potential 30- to 45-minute delay
due to track repairs between Round
Rock and Taylor and directed me to
a passenger car. The schedule claimed
a departure time of 11:31 a.m. and
with clock-setting timeliness, we
pulled away from the station. We
would arrive 30 minutes late in
Dallas.

My coach seat was large and
roomy with lots of leg room, much
like first-class on an airliner. And
the ride was smooth and quiet. But
the highlight of the trip was the
scenery, all new to me. I have driven
on Loop 1 hundreds of times, but

. )

never down the center, between the
lanes. Amtrak Number 22 even
took me past a quarry operation I
didn’t know existed somewhere
between Austin and Round Rock.

Amtrak (a combination of the
words “American” and “track”) is
officially called the National
Railroad Passenger Corporation,
and employs over 24,000 people
and operates more than 22,000
route miles. The company serves
over 500 stations in 46 states. Each
day, some 65,000 passengers board
an Amtrak train.

The freedom to roam while en
route was a highlight for this first-
time rail rookie. There were dining
cars, not four-star — OK, not even
one-star — but with a decent selec-
tion of sandwiches, chips, drinks and
snacks. The dining cars were equipped
with tables and a TV set. There was
an observation car with large win-
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Photos by Buddy Allison
Fort Worth is the heartbeat of activity in Texas for Amtrak’s Texas Eagle,
with ridership topping 61,000 in 2002. The Temple train station (inset)
boarded over 6,600 passengers during the same period. Amtrak reported
a total Texas ridership of more than 223,000 during fiscal 2002.

dows and lounge seats facing side-
ways for taking in all the scenery on
that side of the train. There were
even sealed rooms for smokers.

Total time for the trip to Dallas
was six hours. But my journey wasn't
over — I still had to get to Plano.

The Dallas Area Rapid Transit
(DART) northbound Red train
took me to the Parker Road stop,
just where I wanted to go. And,
once again, I was awe-struck by the
price: One dollar.

The DART commuter train was
not as quiet, comfortable or scenic
as the Amtrak. But 40 minutes after
parting with a single dollar-bill, I
was sitting in my brother’s car and
on my way to something with
which I am much more familiar —
some old-time Texas barbecue.

So, now I have been publicly trans-
ported, and yes, I'd do it again. But,
for the record, I'm still a driver. [J
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Texas to get its first toll interstate

by Mike Cox
Editor

A 12-mile segment of Interstate
10 in west Houston will become
Texas’ first toll interstate, according
to Gov. Rick Perry.

The $1.4 billion project, which
could begin construction as early as
July, represents one of the single
largest highway expenditures in
Texas history. And also one of the
more innovatively financed.

Perry joined U.S. Rep. John
Culberson, Transportation
Commissioner John W. Johnson
and Harris County Judge Robert
Eckels on March 14 in announcing
the Katy Freeway reconstruction.

“I'm committed to innovative
transportation solutions,” said Perry
after signing the final financial

agreement with TxDOT Executive
Director Mike Behrens, Federal
Highway Administration official
Dan Reagan and Judge Eckels.

The deal packages federal and
state money with $250 million to
be provided by the Harris County
Toll Road Authority. In addition,
Harris County will be able to pro-
vide the equivalent of another $250
million in services such as surveying.

“It comes down to providing
more options for commuters, and
more solutions to combat the grid-
lock grind,” Perry said.

The reconstruction will feature
four toll lanes (with HOV lanes),
eight free, general-purpose lanes
and six access lanes. Total length of
the project is 20 miles, though the
toll lanes will extend only 12 miles.

When completed in five to six
years — nearly half the time it would
have taken under traditional financ-
ing methods — the project will
have an enormous impact on
Houston traffic congestion, plan-
ners said. Currently, more than
207,000 vehicles a day use the 35-
year-old freeway.

The mid-March signing capped
an effort begun in August 2001 to
develop innovative funding to accel-
erate the Katy expansion.

“Commuters of Houston will be
the very first in Texas to experience
tollways on an existing interstate,”
Perry said. “It will represent the
best of both worlds — several free
lanes for those who don’t want to
pay a toll, and tollways for those
who want to bypass traffic.” []

Marathon man: It’s a long-distance road affair
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by Bill Powell
Public Information Office

As someone who drives three
hours and more than 150 miles a
day on everything from quiet two
lane country roads to the congested
six lane parking lot many of us call
I-35, I have encountered practically
every road condition.

My trips vary from fun-filled
and interesting to boring. One mis-
adventure, for instance, included an
unscheduled and unfortunate meet-
ing between my car and a misdi-
rected, clueless deer on a dark two-
lane highway. I lost the use of my
car for over a month. I got a rental
car that ate gas like it was designed
by an oil cartel.

The only thing I've found scarier
than the animals lurking by the side
of the road was the ice storm that
Central Texas experienced in
February. If you want to talk about
slick, only the Betty Crocker
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Bakeoff had better icing than Cen-
tral Texas got. A segment of 1-35
between Georgetown and Waco
was closed due to the volume of ice
and accidents caused by it. I stayed
at home during the storm since 50
of the miles I drive is north or par-
allel with Georgetown.

In my travels as a long-distance
commuter, I have encountered
farmers coming onto the road
going 20 miles per hour to my 65
miles per hour — and all the stress
on my nerves that causes. I see
various hand gestures from less
than polite drivers out in the coun-
try where youd think people had
less to be mad about, and frequent
tailgating by people in a hurry to
get to the next traffic jam. I see a
lot of all that as I log 770 miles by
the end of each week.

The second question I get after

most ask why I drive more than
m See COMMUTING, Page 13




Video conferencing brings districts to Austin — virtually

Just days after TxDOT received
Gov. Rick Perry’s request to reduce
general revenue spending, Executive
Director Mike Behrens called a
meeting of all district, division and
office directors — a “virtual” meet-
ing. The topic: how to comply with
the governor’s request to cut costs
without affecting the millions of
Texans who depend on our trans-
portation system every day.

It was clear that a discussion of
how to tighten the department’s
budget should in itself be a model
of governmental frugality. And by
holding this meeting through a new
video conferencing system already
installed in 19 districts and in

Austin, TxDOT saved more then
$60,000 before the discussion even
began among 59 participants from
around the state.

The savings stemmed from
reducing travel time and, thus,
increasing productivity. “There’s a
real savings in employee productivi-
ty,” said Steve Simmons, deputy
executive director. “That’s especially
important right now with the hiring
freeze on and increased workloads.”
Expenses associated with traveling
to Austin, including air fare, auto-
mobile mileage reimbursements and
meals and hotels, were cut entirely.

Numerous benefits besides dollar
savings result from using the video

conferencing system. In the process
of saving time by holding one meet-
ing statewide, TxDOT executives
are assured of transmitting a con-
sistent message to employees.
“Everybody gets the same informa-
tion at the same time,” said
Simmons. “There’s no confusion.”

Because of the savings that
accrue from cutting out expensive
travel, the system will pay for itself
within 6 months. “It doesn’t take
many conferences at $60,000 a pop
to ring up huge savings,” said Ray
Belk, video network project manag-
er at TxDOT. [J

—Judy Curtis

For more information on TxDOT’s video conferencing system, go to the department’s internal web site at
http://crossroads.dot.state.tx.us/org/hrd/Professional/Training/VideoTeleConf/FAQs.asp

Ice storm has many districts clearing roads around the clock

Continued from Page 2

the stranded travelers had a warm
place to stay while the car was
being repaired.

San Angelo district workers put
in more than 1500 hours dealing
with the ice storm, and applied
approximately 525 cubic yards of
sand and 495 gallons of liquid de-

1cer.

® San Antonio: The Alamo City
got its first measurable snowfall in
15 years on Feb. 8, followed by the
ice storm two weeks later. As in
other affected districts, maintenance
crews put in long hours, particularly
in working bridges and overpasses.
In San Antonio, maintenance
workers began spraying bridges on
freeways before the 5 o’clock rush
traffic on Feb. 24 making it possible
for drivers to get home safely.

More than 100 district employees
worked around the clock keeping
roads safe for drivers.

10

m Tyler: The Athens, Canton and
Mineola maintenance sections took
the brunt of the storm. Athens
crews sanded long bridges over
Cedar Creek Lake and the Trinity
River. Maintenance workers out of
Canton handled the bridges and
overpasses of I-20. Another chore
was cutting and removing trees
downed by ice accumulations. Some
600 18-wheelers were counted
parked at a rest area on the inter-
state near Van. With power outages
affecting some TxDOT signals,
crews placed portable stop signs at
key intersections.

® Waco: TxDOT Waco District
employees worked tirelessly to
maintain the safety and continuous
flow of traffic in the district’s eight-
county area. Crews spread sand
and de-icer day and night February
24,25 and 26. As conditions wors-
ened overnight on Feb. 25, employ-

ees from the Hillsboro Area Office
and the Hillsboro Maintenance sec-
tion assisted DPS and other local
agencies with escort and transporta-
tion for motorists stranded on the
ice-covered interstate to shelters set
up in Abbott, Hillsboro and Itasca.

® Wichita Falls: Signal Supervisor
Jim Keck drove up on a wrecked
motorcycle on the side of an icy
highway near Nocona. He and
another passerby were finally able
to get the heavy Harley Davidson
off the roadway and waited with the
operator, who had only minor
injuries, until law enforcement help
arrived. [J

District PIOs Mark Ball, Chris
Bishop, Bobby Colwell, Mary Beth
Kilgore, Glen Larum, Adele Lewrs,
Delaina Mayer, Sandra Parker, Michael
Peters, Patsy Rainwater-Maddux, Ken
Roberts and Barbara Seal contributed
information for this report.
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