THE

LONG
HAUL
By Troy Anderson

The Trans-Texas Corridor
Takes a heavy Toll

W

hen Sealy farm owner Dane Rudloff learned
that the Interstate-69/Trans-Texas Corridor
might split his community in half, he did
what any patriotic American would.
He nailed up fliers, wrote an editorial for
the community newspaper, and rallied his
Frydek neighbors on the other side of Interstate 10 to protest the plan.
Expecting to attract a scant handful of residents
to the first meeting, Rudloff and his wife were astounded when more than 300 people showed up. a
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Last spring, about 2,000
ranchers and farmers –
some driving their tractors
and accompanied by farm
animals – marched up
Congress Avenue and
rallied on the Capitol
steps in Austin . . .
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“It gets your attention when they
say they’re going to put a 1,200-footwide superhighway through your
land,” says Rudloff, who lives just east
of Houston in a community founded by
Czech immigrants a century ago. “We
heard they wanted to give a 50-year
lease to foreign companies to make
profits off our land. This country was
populated by immigrants who came
here because they got a chance to own
their own land. So it sticks in everybody’s craw when they say they’re
going to take it away from you.”
Last spring, about 2,000 ranchers
and farmers – some driving their tractors and accompanied by farm animals –
marched up Congress Avenue and rallied
on the Capitol steps in Austin, chanting
and carrying signs reading “Stop the
TTC” and “Perry is Selling Us Out.”
Before long, a public uprising ignited in the Lone Star state, inspiring
home-schooling moms, local government officials, even state and federal
lawmakers to oppose what critics describe as the “NAFTA superhighway.”
“It’s like an interstate highway
on steroids,” says Terri Hall, a homeschooling mother of six and founder of
Texans Uniting for Reform and Freedom. “That’s tapped a vein of not just
those who are opposed to new taxation
or tolling everything, but also those

concerned about private property
rights and eminent domain issues.”
In a state famous for its wideopen landscape, endless roads, and
cowboy mystique, the network of
broad corridors – up to four football
fields wide – hasn’t sat well with
many Texans.
Under the plan, the proposed TTC
– primarily financed by a market-based
toll system and bonds – would include
toll and non-toll car and truck lanes.
It may also include high-speed freight
and commuter rails, water, oil and gas
pipelines, and electric transmission
and telecommunication lines. “It’s the
largest toll road project ever in the
history of humankind – thousands of
miles of very wide roads that essentially are not going to be used by Texans,
but by interstate trucking companies,
pipeline companies, and railroad
companies to bring in goods more efficiently from China and other global
markets,” says San Antonio attorney
Charles Riley, who is representing
TURF in a lawsuit alleging that the
Texas Department of Transportation
is impermissibly using government
funds to promote the TTC.
Governor Rick Perry first introduced the plan in 2002, saying it
would reduce traffic congestion and
air pollution and make it easier to
transport hazardous materials out
of urban areas.
“Improved infrastructure will
provide unprecedented opportunities for economic growth, creating
jobs and luring businesses to Texas
because of a superior, safe and efficient transportation system,” Perry
announced at the time.
But since 2002, the TTC has
sparked a grassroots revolution – a
phenomenon that the San Antonio
Toll Party describes as a “taxpayer
revolt like the Boston Tea Party.”
The hubbub has drawn the attention
of state and federal lawmakers, who
have sought to limit state partnerships with private companies and
criticized TxDOT for spending millions of dollars on the “Keep Texas
Moving” advertising campaign.
In June, the Sunset Advisory
Commission released an 84-page
report describing TxDOT as “out of
control,” noting that “questionable
accounting procedures” resulted in a
$1.1 billion accounting error and created an “atmosphere of distrust.”

The report followed an announcement in November 2007 that TxDOT,
which has an $8 billion annual budget,
would have a $3.6 billion shortfall by
2015 and was running out of money to
pay for new construction. As a result, the
Sunset commission called for a four-year
legislative conservatorship of the agency
and the replacement of the five-member
commission with a single commissioner.
State lawmakers are expected to decide
in 2009 whether to approve those and
other recommendations.
Concerned that the state could
“literally be selling away our transportation system for pennies on the dollar” with public-private partnership
contracts to build and manage the
roads on up to 87 corridors crisscrossing Texas, state lawmakers approved
a moratorium preventing TxDOT from
entering into new, private toll-funded
contracts, says State Senator Glenn
Hegar (R-Katy), vice chair of the Sunset Advisory Commission. The moratorium will expire in August 2009.
During the next legislative session, state lawmakers plan to decide
whether further constraints should be
placed on the contracts, to ensure that
there are enough checks and balances
to protect taxpayers.
“It’s kind of like a payday loan,”
Hegar says. “The state may get hundreds of millions of dollars – it may
even get literally a few billion dollars
– but over a 50-year period the private
companies would make an unbelievable amount of money. We need to

Since 2002, the TTC has
sparked a grassroots
revolution, drawing the
attention of state and
federal lawmakers.
slow down and take a much closer
look at these contracts.”
But there are signs that the tide is
turning. Last session, state lawmakers
introduced a flurry of bills to address
various problems with the plan. And
TxDOT officials, saying they are open
to innovative approaches to improve
the plan, are now focused on building
the highways to reduce congestion.
“I think we’ll see sweeping
changes in these private deals and
monopolies,” says David Stall, the city
manager in Shoreacres and co-founder
of CorridorWatch.org. “If you take the
rape, pillage, and plunder provisions
out of the law, there will be much less
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Under the plan, Perry
claims no tax increases
will be required, and that
corridor segments will
be financed by tolls over
the next 50 years as the
need arises.
Governor Rick Perry

Under Perry’s original plan, Texas

cities
would be connected by up to 4,000
miles of corridors –

including an undetermined
amount of toll roads.
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interest by private operators if there’s
no easy money to be made. This is going to be the hot topic in the Legislature [in 2009].”
As gas taxes have failed to keep
pace with the state’s transportation
needs, and with the population of
Texas expected to increase from 24 million to 35 million by 2040, Perry has
argued that action needs to be taken to
reduce traffic congestion and improve
highway safety. President Bush has
joined him in support of the TTC.
Under the plan, Perry claims no
tax increases will be required, and
that corridor segments will be financed by tolls over the next 50 years
as the need arises. For those who
don’t want to pay tolls, the existing
Interstate system will continue to be
toll-free, Perry says.
The TTC, says Perry’s spokeswoman Allison Castle, would be an
economic boom for Texas.
“The fact of the matter is, Texas is
growing by about 1,000 people a day,”
Castle says. “We have got to find a way
to move people and goods within and
through our state. Our state gas tax
is 20 cents a gallon and hasn’t been
increased since the early 1990s. And,
truthfully, there isn’t much appetite
on either side of the political aisle to
increase it. The challenge we have is
finding the funds and the means of
improving and expanding our transportation infrastructure.”
Whenever businesses consider
expanding or relocating, the ability
to easily move goods is a key concern.
And as the state’s population and trade
grow, the Governor believes more
roads will be needed. An economic
analysis prepared for Perry estimates
that the TTC will ultimately help create
2.6 million permanent jobs.
“Businesses want to move somewhere where there is an economic
engine, and Texas continues to receive
praise and accolades as being one of the
best states for business,” Castle says.
Under Perry’s proposal, the Texas
portion of the TTC is expected to be
part of a 1,600-mile highway eventually stretching from Mexico to Canada,
according to the Alliance for the I-69.
“A connection from the Mexican
border up to the Northeast has been
contemplated for decades,” says Mark
Tomlinson, director of the Texas Turnpike Authority for TxDOT. “While I
think there may be hope an Interstate

highway could be built, I don’t think
any other states are very far along
in working toward that vision.”
The need for the national highway comes as growth in U.S.-Mexico
trade since the ratification of the
North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in 1994 has resulted
in traffic congestion in Texas and at
the border. From 1993 to 2003, trade
among NAFTA partners more than
doubled, from $302 billion to $652
billion, according to a study by the
Center for Transportation Research
at the University of Texas at Austin.
While Texas is the number-one
exporting state in the nation, the
increased trade has exceeded the
Port of Houston’s capacity, erecting
a barrier to getting goods to market, says Jeff Moseley, president and
chief executive officer of the Greater
Houston Partnership, which supports the I-69/TTC. Upgrading the
I-69/TTC to Interstate standards
would improve the ability of businesses to transport their products
efficiently, Moseley says.
“I think everybody can say
that there are some components of
the TTC that should be taken very
seriously,” Moseley says. “There
are other parts of the corridor that
need to be thoroughly reviewed.
We expect in the upcoming session
there will be a thoughtful review of
all the component parts and concepts associated with the TTC, and

the appropriate compromises will
be made.”
While big rig drivers don’t support tolling existing roads, they do
advocate the use of tolls to pay for
construction of new roads, says
John Esparza, president of the Texas
Motor Transportation Association,
which represents more than 600,000
Texas truckers.
“Many states are looking to what
is happening in Texas to alleviate
their own congestion, because the

state has taken a rather unique
approach to funding new roads
through tolls,” Esparza says. “Texas
currently does not receive enough
dollars back from the federal government to maintain its existing highways, let alone build new highways.
Yet the population and freight
continue to grow in Texas. We lead
the country in job growth and job
creation. Our unemployment is at
an all-time low in Texas. Our problem
is congestion.”

Texas state lawmakers
approved a moratorium
preventing TxDOT from
entering into new, private
toll-funded contracts, says
State Senator Glenn Hegar
(R-Katy), vice chair of the
Sunset Advisory Commission.

NBIZ Winter 2008

29

“Many states are looking to what is happening in Texas to alleviate their own congestion,
because the state has taken a rather unique
approach to funding new roads through
tolls,” John Esparza says.

John Esparza

While Texas is the number-one exporting state in the
nation, the increased trade has exceeded the Port
of Houston’s capacity, erecting a barrier to getting
goods to market, says Jeff Moseley, president and
chief executive officer of the Greater Houston
Partnership.

Jeff Moseley

The authors of a recent National
Surface Transportation and Revenue
Study Commission report argue that
the U.S. has outgrown the Interstate
highway system. They pointed out that
traffic congestion is crippling metropolitan America, costing the U.S. economy
as much as $200 billion every year. Affecting business productivity and quality of life, congestion will only worsen
as the nation’s population grows from
305 million to 420 million by 2050.
“It is not an overstatement to
say that the nation’s potential for the
creation of wealth will depend in great
part on the success of its freight efficiency,” the authors wrote.
To ensure strong economic
growth, the nation needs to invest
$225 billion annually over the next
half-century to upgrade our
existing transportation system, the
authors wrote.
To help pay for this, the commission recommended that Congress
increase the federal gas tax by 25 to 40
cents over the next five years, along
with encouraging public-private partnerships and the use of more toll roads.
But this call for raising the gas
tax has met with little enthusiasm.
U.S. Senator Kay Bailey Hutchison (RTexas), who successfully spearheaded
legislation to prohibit tolling of existing federal highways in Texas, says a
gas tax increase is unacceptable.
“I support tolling if it is going to
create an additional lane, where you
keep the freeways that are already
built with the same number of free
lanes,” Hutchison says.
Toll roads, now used in 31 states,
have become increasingly controversial as the Camino Columbia toll road
in Laredo, as well as ones in Orange
County, California, Florida, and
Virginia, have defaulted or encountered financial problems, resulting
in government purchases or forcing
operators to raise tolls.
Under Perry’s original plan, Texas
cities would be connected by up to
4,000 miles of corridors – including
an undetermined amount of toll roads.
Although no construction date has been
set, the entire plan will take at least 25
years to complete. Tomlinson says the
plan will probably involve substantially
fewer than the 4,000 miles of corridors
originally proposed. The first portion
of the corridor, TTC-35, is expected to
parallel existing portions of the I-35,

which is the state’s most congested
freeway in San Antonio, Austin, and the
Dallas-Ft. Worth area. This segment, as
agreed to in a comprehensive development agreement with the Cintra-Zachry
consortium in 2005, will require no tax
dollars up front for construction while
ensuring a $7.2 billion private investment, Perry says.
But Stall says taxpayers will still
pay for the environmental studies and
similar expenses. And a January 2007
state audit highlighted concerns that
weaknesses in TxDOT’s accounting
procedures raise the possibility the
public won’t learn how much the
TTC-35 will cost or whether those
costs are appropriate. Auditors wrote
that the corridor could cost more than
$105 billion.
“Although the department could
receive $3 billion in concession payments from the developers of TTC-35, it
could be required to forgo that revenue
and, instead, the state could pay from
available resources for any segment to
be built,” auditors warned.
The other main corridor, known as
the I-69/TTC, would stretch about 650
miles from the Mexican border and go
by or through Corpus Christi, Houston,

and Texarkana along the existing U.S.
Route 77 and U.S. Route 59.
Due to an historic amount of public input on the plan, Tomlinson says
the “vision” for the TTC is evolving.
“For the TTC-35, we received
more than 29,000 comments,”
Tomlinson says. “So, that in itself is
probably the most comments on any
infrastructure project in the United
States. So we are taking these comments seriously, trying to respond to
them and trying to make the [TTC]
evolve into a transportation system
that can serve the needs of the state
of Texas and be acceptable to the
citizens in the state.”
On the I-69/TTC, TxDOT officials
are now exploring routes that will
minimize the number of displaced
farmers, ranchers, and homeowners,
reduce the width of the corridor in
half in some portions, ensure that
there are plenty of on-ramps and
off-ramps, and focus on reducing
congestion and meeting local and
regional transportation needs. In
May 2008, the Texas Transportation Commission announced that
state highways, including the TTC,
will be owned by the state, that the

Affecting business productivity
and quality of life,

congestion will only worsen
as the nation’s population grows

from 305 million to 420 million
by 2050. -
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The I-69/TTC would stretch about
650 miles from the Mexican border
and go by or through Corpus Christi,
Houston, and Texarkana along
the existing U.S. Route 77 and
U.S. Route 59.

On the I-69/TTC, TxDOT officials are now
exploring routes that will

minimize the number of displaced
farmers, ranchers, and homeowners . .
state can “buy back” the interest of a
private road developer, and that only
expansions to existing roads will
be tolled and “non-compete clauses”
won’t be permitted.
As far as using eminent domain
laws to obtain land for the corridor,
Tomlinson says planners are now focusing on using existing rights-of-way.
“If we can do that, then it will allay many of the fears of rural people,
farmers and ranchers west of Houston,” Tomlinson says. “We had initially
envisioned a large roadway that would
swing out west of Houston, and on
that alignment centered much of the

comment and concerns about the corridor in general.”
In the conceptual stages of toll
roads, Tomlinson says transportation
officials often encounter resistance.
“But often when a project is built
and people actually see it and start
to use it and realize it gives them an
alternative to sitting in congestion,
you see a great deal of acceptance,”
Tomlinson says.
Texas Representative Lois Kolkhorst (R-Brenham) says she expects a
vigorous discussion during the 2009
legislative session on how to fund the
transportation system in the years ahead.

“Are we doing the best we can
with managing our dollars at TxDOT?” Kolkhorst asks. “Obviously
not, if we have $1.1 billion accounting errors. Texans have spoken very
loudly and clearly about their distaste
for the TTC. Can TxDOT and the
Transportation Commission adapt
and work with the people to come up
with solutions in the future?”
Meanwhile, Dane Rudloff isn’t
so sure, and takes little comfort in
TxDOT’s assurances that state law
requires it to reconnect any severed
roads and provide crossovers if the
TTC splits a community in half.
“I don’t know if I trust them,”
says Rudloff, whose family had to sell
13.5 acres of right of way when the
I-10 was built in the 1960s, splitting
50 acres off his main property. “We
know what it’s like to have land taken
away from you, but an amount of this
kind is ridiculous. At least the public
uses the I-10. But this highway is not
like a freeway where you have lots
of access roads. It’s going to have
limited access. I believe it’s going to
divide communities.” N

Troy Anderson is an award-winning
newspaper reporter based out of Southern
California who also freelances for a variety
of national and regional magazines.
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