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Opinion from the Dane County Towns Association on the RTA

The Dane County Towns Association has never disagreed with the concept of a true regional
transit authority but we have never in our history supported the train/trolley proposal from
Transport 2020.

The New Start Application comes at the worst of possible economic times in Dane County’s
recent history.  We are at the highest levels of debt in our state and county history.  Governments
are looking to increase taxes on all working individuals and businesses to meet the shortfalls we
are seeing now.  If we increase the sales tax even _ percent it will be pushing jobs, businesses,
and consumers outside of Dane County.

Originally, we would have considered a local tax if it could have been demonstrated to meet
current public transportation needs, i.e. bus services.  We also would have considered supporting
an enhanced bus system if it would have given riders in the greater metro area an efficient
alternative to get them directly to their destinations, rather than a remote train station.

Taxpayers deserve to know the cost of all the build out options and need to have an opportunity to
make informed decisions.  People also need to know that once we start the rail option there is no
turning back, we will have no option to change the fixed guide way to respond to changing
demographics.  Expanded bus services allows flexibility now and into the future.

We have noted the continuous changes, i.e., the increase in train ridership and increase in bus
costs which appears to be aimed at meeting FTA thresholds for the train application, and to make
buses look less viable.  What is the basis of these changes?

We know we will need to expand the bus service in any case.  Federal guidelines do not support a
train system in a community with under 750,000.  This is one reason the current Application to
FTA was pulled from consideration.  At this time, the population of Dane County as a whole is
less than 475,000.  If the current population growth projections are correct, Dane County will
grow by 60,000 people per decade.  That means we are at a minimum 30 - 50 years away from
meeting FTA guidelines.

Another factor is that the tracks and the rail corridor will continue to be used as a freight corridor
so the right of way is being preserved for future commuter train use when warranted.  No
agreement with Wisconsin Southern has been publicly discussed or announced.

In Governor Doyle’s budget amendment, he includes the governance model that will be mandated
by the state. In Dane County, a resolution passed one year ago stated that a county referendum
would be held as soon as the taxing authority enabling legislation passed.  DCTA demands a
binding referendum by each local government to opt into the RTA taxation formula.  This should
not be decided by a few elected officials.

The budget amendment also provided that the RTA boundary are the same as the MPO boundary
which leaves a question as to whether municipalities that are partially in the MPO area will be
considered in or out by the RTA.
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We have serious concerns about the thousands of traffic stops that will occur throughout the day
and especially during peak commuting hours.  We have additional concerns about pedestrian and
bicyclist safety.

We have questions about how many more non-attainment days we will be facing with idling cars
and diesel trains.  We know diesel is an outdated technology and is being phased out.

Thrive is working toward growing the economic diversity of the entire southern Wisconsin
region.  Over time jobs in the core central area will become a smaller percentage of the total jobs
in the region, not just the MPO boundary.

The County Executive, the Mayor of the City of Madison, and the County Board Chairman have
all stated publically that there will be a referendum on the creation and taxation authority for an
RTA, and that revenues collected by an RTA would be shared with local communities to meet
their local transportation needs.  This language was clearly omitted from the budget amendment.

Over a year ago, the DCTA sat down in good faith at Thrive meetings to talk about moving this
process forward with the promise that it would be open and transparent to the public and that
meetings would have to be held outside of the City of Madison for input and public information.
It appears that behind closed doors the County Executive and others executed a plan that was
written into the Governor’s budget thereby circumventing the public process.

We are on the verge of entering the largest expenditure of public funds that Dane County has ever
seen without properly identifying and explaining it to the taxpayers of this county.

We must ask if Dane County has ever approached any of our surrounding counties besides Sauk
to ask what their needs are and what it would take for them to participate in a truly regional
transportation system.

Watching this process over the years, and considering the current political climate, it looks like
we are being railroaded into doing this project, whether we need it or not.

The Dane County Towns Association supports a healthy and economically viable regional
transportation system which includes public transportation.  The Transport 2020 Finance and
Governance Sub-Committee states that the train alternative is only an option, not a transportation
solution.

We believe taxpayers should be given the information they need to make an informed decision at
the ballot box.  Our best and most honest assessment is that a single trip will cost taxpayers $43
for each rail passenger.  That is totally unacceptable. We cannot afford it especially in these
trying economic times.

Sincerely,

__________________________________________________
Jerry Derr


