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State eyes double deck for top-end I-285

Atlanta Business Chronicle - May 26, 2006

by Ryan Mahoney
Staff Writer
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Double-decked in Tampa: If elevated lanes are built on I-285, they would probably bear some resemblance to three new toll lanes being built above the median of an existing four-lane expressway from downtown Tampa, Fla., to its eastern suburbs.
View Larger 


State road planners are considering double-decking Interstate 285 on the heavily traveled north side of Atlanta between I-75 and I-85. 

The Georgia Department of Transportation is working to develop a 25-year expansion plan for the 10-lane perimeter highway, which it hopes to have completed by the end of 2006. 

One possibility is adding four truck-only toll lanes in the middle of the heavily traveled northern stretch of I-285, with four high-occupancy-vehicle or high-occupancy-toll lanes over them. 

As many as 250,000 vehicles a day jam the 13-mile northern section of I-285 between I-75 and I-85, making congestion relief there one of GDOT's top priorities. 

To that end, the department has been looking at building high-occupancy-vehicle lanes, truck-only toll lanes and bus rapid transit lanes on part or all of I-285 since 2004. The road was last widened in 1996. 

In the last few months, though, planners also began investigating the possibility of building raised lanes above the center of the roadway on the north side. 

GDOT will take "a long hard look" at the concept, said Chief Engineer David Studstill. 

Building elevated lanes would minimize both the high cost and the time required to buy right of way, as well as reduce the displacement of residents and businesses along the route. The cost of acquiring land often equals -- and can far exceed -- construction costs in urban highway projects. 

Other cities with double-decked roads built or under consideration include Austin, Houston and San Antonio, Texas; Birmingham, Ala.; Los Angeles; New York; Seattle; St. Louis; Tampa, Fla., and densely populated areas in Europe and Japan. 

Right-of-way acquisition aside, the actual construction price tag for such elevated highways is typically three to four times that of those built on the surface. It is unclear whether overhead lanes would be cheaper on I-285; both right-of-way prices and costs for asphalt, concrete and steel are soaring. 

Post, Buckley, Schuh & Jernigan Inc., the firm which is studying the concept for GDOT, has not performed a cost comparison. But Bill Jordan, a project manager at PBS&J, said the idea has merit. 

"You'd have to add eight lanes on the ground otherwise," said Jordan. "This reduces the right-of-way by half." 

History and funding 

The idea of double-decking Atlanta interstates is not new. In the 1980s, GDOT toyed with double-decking the four-mile core of the Downtown Connector before it was rebuilt, but abandoned the concept because of concerns about cost. It began exploring the possibility again in the late 1990s. 

The late developer Kim King, who built office buildings along the Downtown Connector in Midtown, also looked at double-decking part of the Connector between Fifth and 10th streets, Jordan said. 

Going up would be the only way to add real capacity to the oft-bottlenecked Connector, GDOT engineer Studstill said. Expanding outward would require tearing down multimillion-dollar skyscrapers and paying accordingly for the right to do so; the same is true to a lesser extent on I-285. Digging down is not an option, he said, citing Boston's Big Dig, which ended up costing more than $1 billion per mile. 

Studstill said any second deck on the Downtown Connector would probably have to soar as high as Spaghetti Junction to clear the Connector's existing bridges and interchanges -- rebuilding all of them to tie in would break the bank -- and would likely function as an express route for through traffic. But a second deck on I-285 could let the drivers in high-occupancy lanes on or off at multiple points, Jordan said. 

The state is also examining how to pay for the overhaul of I-285's top end, whatever form it takes. 

Federal dollars should be available under the Atlanta Regional Commission's 25-year funding plan, said Jane Hayse, the ARC's transportation planning chief. She noted that the ARC in 2003 studied building either two high-occupancy-vehicle lanes or two bus rapid transit lanes above the section of I-285 in question. 

Some of the money may come from the private sector, though only if investors believe the tolled lanes will generate enough to repay them. 

On a related note, the companies behind Georgia's first public-private highway deal (including PBS&J), the $2 billion expansion of I-75 to 23 lanes in Cobb County, are looking at building elevated lanes in at least one section to avoid destroying office buildings on that corridor. 

How it might look 

If elevated lanes are built on I-285, they would probably bear some resemblance to three new toll lanes being built above the median of an existing four-lane expressway from downtown Tampa to its eastern suburbs. 

Unlike the I-285 idea, the lanes in Tampa are reversible, carrying traffic into the city in the morning and out at night along a six-mile stretch without exits or entrances. The road was budgeted at $370 million but collapsed while under construction in 2004, due to what the Tampa-Hillsborough County Expressway Authority said was a flawed foundation design, forcing $120 million in repairs. 

It is expected to open in August, but expressway interim executive director Ralph Mervine said a portion that opened in November is already cutting 10 minutes or more off average commuting times, and will be cheaper for the city in the long term over adding more lanes on the ground. 

Atlanta's clogged interstates are perfect for double-decking, said Linda Figg, president of Figg Engineering Group in Tallahassee, Fla., which designed the elevated lanes in Tampa (but not the foundation) and San Antonio, and is studying the prospects for Birmingham. 

"It creates an express lane scenario for whatever kind of traffic you put on it," Figg said. 

Elevating lanes means there are fewer to cross in order to reach the fast lane or to exit, and ensures drivers using them will not be affected by accidents below. 

On the other hand, putting them in place means traffic will suffer more disruption during construction than with surface lanes, and their appearance can be unsightly, said Michael Meyer, a Georgia Tech transportation expert. 

Mike Kenn, president of lobbying group Georgians for Better Transportation, said he is glad the state is considering double-decking part of I-285. 

"I believe that's the appropriate direction they need to go." 

Reach Mahoney at rmahoney@bizjournals.com.
GDOT moves on public-private highways

Atlanta Business Chronicle - May 18, 2006

by Ryan Mahoney
Staff Writer


The Georgia Department of Transportation on Thursday awarded its first-ever contract for a public-private road project, the expansion of Interstates 75 and 575 through Cobb and Cherokee counties. 

The initial $38.5 million deal with Georgia Transportation Partners, a coalition led by Bechtel Infrastructure Corp. and Kiewit Southern Co., covers engineering and other preliminary services on what is eventually expected to be a $1 billion to $2 billion project. 

GTP will add several general-purpose lanes to the 36-mile stretch that runs north from the I-75/I-285 interchange. The project, in formal negotiations since December, will be partially financed by high-occupancy toll lanes and truck-only toll lanes. 

Thursday's contract is the first signed under a recent state law permitting companies to pitch Georgia their ideas for building new roads or overhauling old ones, raise private funds to help pay for the work, and recover part of the money they spend through tolls. Public-private partnerships are seen as a way for the state to get more road-miles built -- and built faster -- than possible with its limited funds alone. 

"It means a lot for us to be at a point where we can bring private dollars into public transportation," said GDOT commissioner Harold Linnenkohl. "This being our first, we've been walking a little bit gingerly, but we're looking forward to moving ahead." 

Other public-private projects are also moving forward. A preliminary traffic study on a plan by Washington Group International Inc. (Nasdaq: WGII) and others to expand Georgia 400 should be done by January, according to GDOT treasurer Earl Mahfuz. And a team led by Goldman, Sachs & Co. on Thursday submitted its proposal for more lanes on I-285 on the western side of Atlanta. 


Truck toll lanes for I-285, I-20 proposed

Atlanta Business Chronicle - May 25, 2006

by Ryan Mahoney
Staff Writer


Investment bank Goldman, Sachs & Co. wants to add truck-only toll lanes to both I-285 and I-20 on the northwest side of Atlanta by 2014. 

The Georgia Department of Transportation on Thursday released an executive summary of Sachs' proposal for the heavily traveled interstates, submitted by the company May 18 under the state's public-private road-building program. 

Sachs -- together with engineering firm Post, Buckley, Schuh & Jernigan Inc. and law firm McGuireWoods LLP -- plans to build two truck-only toll lanes in each direction along a nearly 10-mile stretch of I-285 from the I-75 interchange in Cobb County south to I-20. 

Approximately 20,000 trucks use that section of I-285 daily, the companies say, accounting for 70 percent of the truck traffic coming southbound from I-75. 

On I-20, the companies would add one truck-only toll lane in each direction from the I-20/I-285 interchange west for roughly six miles to Thornton Road and the industrial area it feeds into. 

The plan could help fill in the pieces of a initial network of truck-only toll lanes around roughly two-thirds of I-285 and parts of several connecting interstates envisioned by the State Road and Tollway Authority. 

Another set of such lanes, running north through Cobb from the I-75 interchange, will be built by another group of companies (including PBS&J) under Georgia's first public-private highway deal. In these arrangements, private firms help finance road projects that would take much longer to complete without their dollars, recovering their money through tolls. 

The truck-only toll concept is popular with trucking groups, who see the tolls as a fair price to pay for a quicker way through Atlanta -- so long as their use is optional, not required. 

Trucks traveling through town are already banned from the most direct route, the Downtown Connector, and pack I-285 instead to go around. Getting them out of the general-purpose lanes on I-285 would leave more room for commuters and other drivers who have come to rely on the perimeter corridor as an everyday thoroughfare. 

In its proposal, Sachs said it hopes to sign a letter of intent by January, with construction to begin in 2010 and finish about four years later. The document gives no indication of the project's potential cost, and Sachs vice president Rick Fitzgerald could not be reached for comment by press time. 

How the new lanes will be financed is also unclear. Sachs has been pitching state officials and legislators on funding public-private projects through "concessions," in which contractors and investors operate the toll lanes they build under a long-term lease with the state. 

But in its proposal, the company said it would let the state decide whether to go with a concessions model for the lanes, although "a concession agreement may be necessary or practical for a successful project." 

Five groups to compete on I-285 toll lanes

Atlanta Business Chronicle - October 30, 2006

by Ryan Mahoney
Staff Writer


Goldman, Sachs & Co.'s unsolicited proposal to add truck-only toll lanes to I-285 and I-20 in northwest Atlanta by 2014 won't go uncontested after all. 

Four teams of contractors filed competing proposals with the Georgia Department of Transportation for the estimated $1 billion to $2 billion project before Monday's 10 a.m. deadline. 

That makes Sachs, which submitted its proposal May 18, the first company that will have to prove its ideas for public-private roadbuilding are better than those of its competitors in order to win GDOT's approval. 

Proposals by private sector firms to expand three other Atlanta freeways with toll lanes under a new Georgia law faced no competing bids at all. In May, GDOT gave the go-ahead for the first of them, the widening of I-75 and I-575 through Cobb and Cherokee counties. 

Companies were allowed more time to submit competing bids on the I-285/I-20 proposal, however, which probably helped convince a few to do so. 

The four consortiums that will vie with Sachs are led by Spanish toll road-owner Cintra Concesiones de Infraestructuras de Transporte SA, engineering and construction giant Fluor Enterprises Inc. of Texas, Moreland Altobelli Associates Inc. of Norcross and roadbuilder Skanska USA Civil Inc. of New York. 

Cintra previously indicated it would bid on both the I-75/I-575 project and an expansion of GA 316 but never submitted an actual proposal for either one. 

Another group, led by investment firm Babcock & Brown LP of San Francisco, said it planned to compete with Sachs' plan for I-285/I-20 but did not file a proposal by Monday's deadline. 

Sachs wants to build two truck-only toll lanes in each direction along a 10-mile, heavily traveled stretch of I-285 from the I-75 interchange in Cobb County south to I-20. From the I-285/I-20 interchange, Sachs would add one truck-only toll lane in each direction west for roughly six miles to Thornton Road. 

The lanes, together with others under the I-75/I-575 project, could help the state put together a network of truck-only toll lanes around roughly two-thirds of I-285 and on several connecting interstates. By getting trucks out of the general-purpose lanes on congested I-285, the network would free up room for commuters and travelers. 

Randy Schultz, Skanska's director of special projects, on Monday said his team would give GDOT the option to make the new lanes mandatory for truckers, an idea opposed by trucking groups. 

Alternatively, if GDOT desires, Skanska could abandon the idea of truck-only toll lanes altogether in favor of new tolled express lanes for regular drivers. Toll rates could vary with congestion and time of day, and vehicles with two or more occupants might get a discount. 

"We looked at how we could maximize revenue," Schultz said. "It's whatever makes the most sense." 

Fluor, which has partnered with Australia's Transurban Group, might build both truck-only and express toll lanes and like Skanska is considering variable toll prices, said project director Tuhr Barnes. 

Cintra would prefer to finance the work through "concessions," in which contractors and investors operate the toll lanes they build under a long-term lease with the state, a model the firm uses on most of its projects, said director Jose Lopez. 

GDOT thus far has been hesitant to endorse concessions; Lopez said Cintra is also open to a more traditional public-private funding arrangement, in which private dollars would be used only to expedite construction. 

The department is withholding summaries of the competing proposals until it determines they are valid, which could take up to five days, said spokesman David Spear. 

Vickie Moreland, vice president of finance at Moreland Altobelli and the eldest daughter of its CEO, former GDOT commissioner Tom Moreland, said her firm won't comment on its proposal until then. 


Sachs gets competition for I-285 toll lane project

Atlanta Business Chronicle - July 28, 2006

by Ryan Mahoney
Staff Writer


Four groups of private companies say they intend to compete with a proposal by investment bank Goldman, Sachs & Co. to add truck-only toll lanes to I-285 and I-20 on the northwest side of Atlanta. 

The first three proposals by the private sector to expand metro Atlanta freeways with toll lanes faced no competing bids at all. That led the state legislature in 2005 to give potential competitors more time to submit their own proposals to the Georgia Department of Transportation. 

This time around, four teams led by construction giant Skanska USA Civil Inc. of Whitestone, N.Y., investment firm Babcock & Brown LP of San Francisco and infrastructure operator Cintra Concesiones de Infraestructuras de Transporte SA of Madrid; and Horizon Mobility Group, an Atlanta-based consortium that includes former GDOT commissioner Tom Moreland, all say they want a piece of the action. The companies this week sent GDOT letters expressing their intent to file competing bids by the Oct. 30 deadline. 

That does not mean they are obliged to do so. Cintra, for example, submitted letters of intent on two prior public-private road projects -- the expansion of Georgia 316 and I-75 and I-575 -- but never actually turned in a proposal. 

Skanska, whose team includes Citigroup Inc. (NYSE: C) of New York and engineering titan Arcadis NV of the Netherlands, says it is in earnest. 

"The marketplace is maturing," said Randy Schultz, Skanska's director of special projects. "It takes a while for these things to gain momentum, but we think it's beginning to take hold." 

GDOT signed off on the state's first-ever public-private road venture, the $1 billion to $2 billion I-75/I-575 project, just two months ago. And though the GA 316 proposal is on indefinite hold, the department is moving forward with its analysis of the third, which would widen GA 400. 

Schultz said Skanska's proposal for I-285 and I-20 will be similar to Sachs', though he declined to give details. Sachs on May 18 submitted a plan to build two truck-only toll lanes in each direction along a nearly 10-mile stretch of I-285 from the I-75 interchange in Cobb County south to I-20. 

On I-20, Sachs would add one truck-only toll lane in each direction from the I-20/I-285 interchange west roughly six miles to Thornton Road. Sachs has partnered with engineering firm Post, Buckley, Schuh & Jernigan Inc. of Miami and law firm McGuireWoods LLP of Richmond, Va. 

The $25B solution to Atlanta's gridlock?

Atlanta Business Chronicle - November 15, 2006

by Ryan Mahoney
Staff Writer

By 2030, traffic in Atlanta is expected to be worse than in Los Angeles today -- despite $53 billion in transportation spending between now and then. 

But commuting times will actually improve over the period if the region instead adds toll lanes across the entire Atlanta highway system -- an undertaking that could cost less than half as much and be largely funded by the private sector, according to a new report. 

The Los Angeles-based Reason Foundation on Nov. 15 released an ambitious $25 billion plan to help relieve congestion in the metro area before it chokes Atlanta's incredible economic growth. 

State transportation officials, lobbyists and legislators have received the 83-page study enthusiastically, said Reason founder Bob Poole, an advisor on toll projects in California, Florida and Texas who was scheduled to present the findings at 10 a.m. at the Commerce Club downtown. 

Not so the Atlanta Regional Commission (ARC), which crafted the $53 billion spending plan Poole hopes to improve on and is already questioning the study's methods and motives. 

Currently, the only tolled road in the area is GA 400, although a consortium of contractors in May won state approval to expand I-75 and I-575 under a recent law that lets companies pitch their ideas for building new roads or overhauling old ones, raise private funds to help pay for the work, and recover part of the money they spend through tolls. 

Other companies have proposed such public-private projects along I-285 and I-20. 

The Reason plan goes much, much farther. It calls for building 1,132 new miles of high-occupancy toll lanes along the length of every major highway in the metro, including I-75, I-575, I-675, I-85, I-285, I-985, I-20, GA 316 and GA 400. All existing carpool lanes on interstates like I-75 and I-85 would become tolled as well. 

In most cases, two new toll lanes would be built in each direction and separated from the rest of the freeway by plastic pylons. Drivers would pay more to use the new lanes during rush hour than at less congested times. 

The foundation recommends tolling all drivers who wish to travel in the new lanes -- including carpoolers, who can use them without charge in other states. Only buses (including bus rapid transit vehicles), vanpools and emergency vehicles would ride for free. 

By doing so, the report says, the toll network could raise money quickly enough to be finished by 2023, seven years ahead of schedule. 

The foundation's plan also would add several massive underground toll tunnels, the biggest of which would run from the southern terminus of GA 400 to I-20 and then on to the northern terminus of I-675 to help relieve the Downtown Connector. 

Right-of-way costs on the Connector, the city's only true north-south route, are far too high to make surface-level expansion feasible, and building an elevated second deck would be both expensive and an engineering nightmare, Poole said. 

The eight-mile tunnel, which was first proposed as a surface route in 1970, is the best way to avoid neighborhood disruption, he said. 

It is based on a project under way beneath the Paris suburb of Versailles and would be about 44 feet wide (the height of a four- to five-story building), with three lanes of traffic on each of two levels (one going north, the other south). 

A second tunnel would create an alternative to the east-west I-20 corridor by extending the existing Lakewood freeway. 

In addition, the foundation's plan would create a separate system of truck-only toll lanes using still more tunnels to get trucks off jam-packed I-285. Those tunnels would begin underneath I-75 just outside the I-285 perimeter and emerge where I-85 splits off south of I-20. 

The plan avoids building truck-only toll lanes above ground along the northern section of I-285, which the state is considering but which Poole said would be too expensive on top of the high-occupancy toll lanes Reason envisions there. 

Private companies could foot up to $20 billion of the total $25 billion project cost, he said. "Concessions" -- in which companies operate the toll lanes they build under a long-term lease with the state -- would be the preferred financing model, although Georgia transportation officials have so far been hesitant to endorse the concept. 

The remaining $5 billion could be diverted from future carpool lanes that are already in the ARC's 2030 plan but would no longer be needed. 

Poole also said the region must add 960 miles of lanes along arterial roads and surface streets over the period in order to eliminate the worst of the congestion, although the study does not provide many details on how that might be accomplished or funded. 

If the ARC adjusts its plan accordingly and the system is built in full, Poole projects the region would save almost $100 billion over a 20-year period in time and fuel (the cost of congestion is estimated at $1.8 billion a year now and will skyrocket over the next few years). 

To keep Atlanta's freeways flowing beyond 2030, the study advises tolling lanes that today are free, even though Georgia recently banned the practice. 

"Once [new toll] facilities are in place and operating reliably without congestion, there may be political support for expanding pricing to currently non-priced freeway lanes," the study states. "One could imagine a future in which commuters face a choice among three alternatives: premium-priced express lanes, moderately priced freeway lanes and unpriced arterials." 

The study was conducted in consultation with -- although not on behalf of -- the area's four major transportation planning agencies: the ARC, the Georgia Department of Transportation, the Georgia Regional Transportation Authority and the State Road and Tollway Authority. 

It builds on the recommendations of a 2005 gubernatorial task force that made congestion relief the No. 1 goal of transportation spending in the Atlanta region. 

In a lengthy rebuttal to Reason's study, the ARC said it welcomes suggestions on solving Atlanta's horrendous traffic but slammed the foundation's ideas for focusing on roads at the expense of transit. 

"Strategies must be proven through real-world feasibility and supported by legitimate studies, not the guesswork of outside advocacy groups determined to support a limited approach to the region's complex challenges," the agency wrote in its statement. 

But Poole believes the study offers real hope to the millions stuck daily in the region's rush-hour traffic. 

"We've got a real shot at getting a serious conversation started," he said. "If they're serious about doing what the task force said, it's going to take something like this." 


Public-private fix proposed for Ga. 400 congestion

$1.4 billion plan would bring HOT lanes to heavily traveled road

Atlanta Business Chronicle - April 14, 2006

by Tom Barry
Contributing Writer

Relief could be on the way for beleaguered commuters on heavily congested Georgia 400 under a public-private proposal being considered by the Georgia Department of Transportation. 

Proposed by the private Crossroads 400 Group, the $1.4 billion project would add four automated toll lanes, or high-occupancy-toll (HOT) lanes -- two in each direction -- on Ga. 400 from Georgia 20 near Cumming south almost to Interstate 285, plus two high-occupancy-vehicle (HOV) lanes along the current toll road from I-285 to I-85. 

Under the plan, solo motorists could elect to pay a toll to drive in the new lanes, with the toll rising and falling according to the level of congestion. The heavier the traffic, the higher the toll. Message boards would announce pricing in advance. 

Cars would be equipped with transponders, and scanners along the route would automatically track and bill usage to a credit card. 

Drivers with at least one passenger in the vehicle could travel in the toll lanes free of charge, as would transit buses. 

Video equipment would record the license plates of unauthorized motorists. 

Ron Chance, Crossroads 400 Group managing partner, estimated that drivers willing to pay to travel in the new lanes would cut 40 minutes off their average commute from Cumming to I-85 -- a 31.1-mile stretch of roadway. 

"People would always have the choice of whether to pay a toll" and travel faster, or stay in the existing free lanes, Chance said. "The theory is that toll lanes will always maintain free-flow traffic; that is, drivers could drive at the speed limit." 

While the state would determine pricing for the new lanes, the consortium's financial projections are predicated on an average toll of 23 cents a mile from Ga. 20 to I-285, a 20.2-mile stretch that would cost a motorist about $4.65. 

If approved by the GDOT board, the massive project would take roughly nine years to complete -- three years in the development stage, including environmental review, then six years for construction. 

The proposal calls for 51 percent of funding to come from toll revenue and the balance from public money. 

The private funding would be through "non-recourse" tax-exempt bonds. 

"The state would not assume the obligation to pay them off if the revenue did not service the debt," Chance said. "They wouldn't be general obligation bonds. ... We've used a very conservative estimate and have taken a very conservative financial approach." 

GDOT communications director Vicki Gavalas said state engineers have determined the proposal is valid and worth examining. 

"It could come before [the GDOT's] board as early as late spring," she said. "Before the board votes, there would be a 30-day period for public comment, so people could weigh in with their concerns." 

Should the GDOT board give the go-ahead, the next step would be to negotiate project details with the Crossroads 400 Group, a consortium of companies led by Boise, Idaho-based Washington Group International Inc. that includes Atlanta-based APAC-Southeast Inc. and Granite Construction Inc., a California firm. 

Washington Group has done a similar project in Virginia and is pursuing them in Texas and Florida. The group is a 25,000-employee engineering, construction and management company with some $3 billion in annual revenue. 

But, Gavalas points out, road projects change substantially over time. 

"I'd venture to say that the proposal as it now looks would be significantly different when all is said and done. This just gives us something to start with," she said. 

Public-private initiatives (PPIs) are a growing phenomenon across the country, given the scarcity of federal transportation funds for new construction and the gridlock situations confronting many areas. 

In 2003, the Georgia General Assembly adopted legislation establishing a PPI framework for the state. 

A $1.8 billion PPI proposed by another consortium -- Georgia Transportation Partners -- is in the works for I-75/575 in Cobb and Cherokee counties. 

That project is now in the negotiations phase. 

"Certainly there's not enough money for everything we need," Gavalas said. "Public-private projects give us an opportunity to leverage federal dollars and to do things more quickly than we could under traditional funding methods." 

The busiest segment of Ga. 400 -- from I-285 to Abernathy Road -- has an average daily traffic count of 218,990, a figure projected to rise to 275,000 by the year 2025, according to GDOT. 

While the Crossroads 400 project would take nine years to complete, the state would need 20 to 25 years to accomplish the same work, Chance said. 

"There's just not enough money for all the major, complex projects [needed by the state]," he said. 

Karen Handel, chair of the Fulton County Commission, said PPIs have "a great deal of merit" and that the Crossroads 400 Group's plan for Ga. 400 "has steadily gotten better" over time. 

"I think it's a good mix now, adding HOT lanes while keeping existing lanes free," she said. "PPIs offer governments an alternative financing mechanism to do large projects. A county like Fulton doesn't have flexibility for a one-penny sales tax (for roads) because we already have the one-penny MARTA tax. So these types of alternative financing need to be pursued." 

Brandon Beach, president and CEO of the Greater North Fulton Chamber of Commerce, agrees that the Ga. 400 traffic problems call for innovative approaches. 

Beach serves on Fast Forward 400, a group that is pushing for improvements along the roadway. 

The group includes representatives from the Chamber, North Fulton Community Improvement District (CID), Forsyth and Fulton counties, the cities of Roswell and Alpharetta, and Georgians for Better Transportation. 

"Georgia 400 is definitely broken and needs to be fixed," Beach said. "The [situation] during rush hour is unacceptable. We need innovative thinking, and tolls may be the way to go, although so far we've only seen the executive summary on the Crossroads 400 project." 

Fast Forward 400 plans to poll motorists later this year, to get their thoughts on the highway and possible solutions, including whether they'd be willing to pay a toll for access to free-flowing lanes. 

Some improvements are now under way on Ga. 400. 

GDOT is adding another northbound lane between Mansell Road and Haynes Bridge Road and between Windward Parkway and McFarland Road in Forsyth County, plus another southbound lane between McFarland Road and Mansell Road. 

The $27.6 million project is targeted for completion by fall 2007, a GDOT spokesperson said. 


Beyond the headlines

Atlanta Business Chronicle - June 2, 2006

by Dick Williams
The headlines in some weeks have little lasting meaning. But three such uses of newsprint on the last day of May will be remembered, two of them for their impact on the race for governor. 

For local impact, the talk shows rightly buzzed about the former Marine, Thomas Autry, who was forced to fight off a teenage robbing crew in Midtown. 

The story with the larger impact locally, however, was the decision by Mayor Shirley Franklin to engage the pending disintegration of Fulton County. After months of silence as the city of Sandy Springs came into being and the General Assembly authorized referenda on the creation of four new cities in Fulton, Franklin claimed a piece of the action. 

She is urging South Fulton residents, those soon to vote on a city of South Fulton and a city of Chattahoochee Hill Country Estates, to consider being annexed by Atlanta. 

It's too early to gauge her prospects, but she must believe Atlanta has a chance to add the 55,000 South Fulton residents. Her expensive rebuilding of infrastructure is attracting new residents even without expansion. Let the debate begin. 

At the state level, every major story affects the race for governor. Certainly the vote by Delta pilots to accept yet another huge pay cut removes some uncertainty about the economy. What might be as important is the announcement by Gov. Sonny Perdue that Georgia leads the nation in turning welfare recipients into workers. 

Perdue said that in less than four years, the number of welfare recipients either working or training for work increased from 8.2 percent to 69 percent. The number of people on welfare dropped from more than 30,000 adults to 8,100. 

It is a sea change in public policy set in motion by former House Speaker Newt Gingrich and his Republican colleagues. It is powerful fodder for a campaign. 

The third headline of impact came in Atlanta Business Chronicle in a fascinating story from the keyboard of reporter Ryan Mahoney. The grabber was the notion of double-decking the top end of I-285 with truck-only toll lanes. The impact comes from the public acknowledgment that something is being done about traffic congestion. 

The Georgia Department of Transportation may rule out the second deck because of safety, cost or disruption. But the DOT is ablaze with energy, thanks to public-private initiatives. A proposal for I-285's truck-clogged top end is near. 

Some of us have questioned whether Perdue understood the power of the congestion issue or whether he worried that money spent in metro Atlanta would hurt him elsewhere in Georgia. 

The hard fact is that the massive project on I-85 at Georgia 316 is under way. Proposals are in the hopper for truck-only toll lanes down I-575, I-75 and I-285 down to I-20. It is policy now that added lanes will carry a toll in most cases. 

As each project is begun, Georgians see a state once again on the move. They see a governor and a government trying to get things done. 

With unemployment down, the economy percolating and earthmovers on the march, challengers to the incumbent have a much tougher road. 

Williams is publisher of the Crier Newspapers and host of "The Georgia Gang" on WAGA-TV (Channel 5). Contact him at (770) 849-2425; or e-mail thecrier@mindspring.com.
Galambos ticking through decades-long to-do list

New Sandy Springs mayor taking on adult entertainment, welcoming smart development

Atlanta Business Chronicle - February 24, 2006

by Allison Shirreffs
Contributing Writer


Metro Atlanta's newest city hall is tucked away in the rear of the Morgan Falls Office Park. In fact, without the temporary banner announcing "Sandy Springs City Hall," visitors would be hard-pressed to find it. Regardless of its city hall's unpretentious digs, an overwhelming majority of Sandy Springs voters approved a referendum that resulted in its creation. 

"It's wonderful to be in a position where we can address some of our problems rather than complaining to a jurisdiction that did not respond," said Mayor Eva Glambos. 

Galambos' to-do list is a long one, but a few tasks are taking precedent. The issue getting the most press is the city's stand on adult entertainment. 

Another item at the top of the list is redevelopment along Roswell Road. 

Strong on neighborhood presence, Galambos and her city council mates are open to high-density developments ("in the right place," she specifies) in exchange for more green space. She noted the city would welcome high-rises in the Roswell Road, Interstate 285 area as well as the northern end of Roswell Road near the Chattahoochee River. 

Galambos also would like to completely overhaul the Roswell Road bridge that crosses I-285. "It's too narrow. It's a catastrophe and it impedes traffic," she said. 

Galambos hopes to find other ways to reduce traffic congestion along Roswell Road and she wants to work with MARTA to improve pedestrian connectivity to the Sandy Springs MARTA train station. 

"People are taking their lives in their hands to get to the station," Galambos said. She'd like to see tunnels built to make it easier for commuters who work in the Peachtree-Dunwoody/I-285 area to reach the station. She admits she hasn't met an engineer who thinks it's a good idea, but if that idea won't work, this 77-year-old pioneer will think of other creative ways to reduce traffic. 

Of course, paying for such improvements is an issue. Sandy Springs' property taxes are capped, and there's only so much additional revenue to be had. 

The good news, said Rusty Paul, a councilman representing District 3 in Sandy Springs, is the city government is made up of talented individuals who will make the most of what they have. The city hired CH2M Hill, an outside management firm, to take care of day-to-day city administration, and the new city manager, John McDonough, started this month. 

The city has secured a community development block grant that will provide about $700,000 per year starting in 2007, and Paul notes the city will pursue as many competitive grants as possible as well as "play the funding game" at the state and federal level. "We want to be at the top of the pecking order," he added. 

"Finally, there's some action," Galambos said. "It's very rewarding [to be mayor] and makes me feel good that the reasons people wanted a city are being met." 

For now, Galambos' goal is to make sure the city government is up and running efficiently. Paul says that goal will be met. 

"Eva's not one of those kinds of people that lets much moss grow before she gets going," he said. "In the next four to five years, people are going to look back and see tremendous improvements." 

More road dollars for new city

Atlanta Business Chronicle - July 14, 2006

by Ryan Mahoney
Staff Writer


The city of Sandy Springs plans to spend millions of dollars over the next few years fixing transportation problems it says were neglected by Fulton County during the area's decades-long fight for incorporation. 

Sandy Springs, which won its independence from the county in 2005, boasts four of metro Atlanta's 15 Fortune 500 companies and average household incomes well above $100,000. 

It also suffers from some of the region's worst surface-street traffic -- Roswell Road being the prime example -- exacerbated by interchanges with perimeter highway Interstate 285 and major north-south corridor Georgia 400. 

The city is the second-largest in metro Atlanta, with an estimated 87,000 residents and 19,000 more expected by 2025. But for years, those residents had little say in how the county used the revenue it collected from them. Fulton has admitted spending millions of Sandy Springs tax dollars on poorer residents in the southern part of the county. 

"It's understandable that people are concerned about transportation in key arteries," said Fulton County Commissioner Robb Pitts. "They have been neglected." 

Fixing Sandy Springs' snarled traffic was one of the main reasons residents pushed so hard for cityhood. Now that the city has control over local tax revenue, it is working on everything from filling potholes to allocating more money to leverage state and federal funds for major intersection improvements. 

Sandy Springs recently began work on its first-ever comprehensive transportation plan, which may forecast projects as far out as 2030 to mesh with the long-term plans of the Atlanta Regional Commission, the pass-through agency for many federal transportation dollars. The report is due out in fall 2007. 

The city won't know how much funding will be available for sizable capital projects until then, when it will have a full year of revenue under its belt. But Mayor Eva Galambos said the figure should be significantly higher than the roughly $3 million spent annually under county rule. 

"Fulton County spent almost nothing on us," Galambos said. "Now we have the opportunity to make some real improvements." 

The county's total transportation budget is only about $10 million annually, said Public Works Director Angela Parker. She said the county pitched in on several intersection improvements and lane-widening projects in recent years but was often hamstrung by the high cost of right of way in Sandy Springs, where land is pricey. 

"I know there's the perception that the public works department didn't pay attention to Sandy Springs," Parker said, "but we provided the same level of service to all areas of the county." 

The budget pales beside the tens of millions spent in other metro counties like Cobb and Gwinnett, but those jurisdictions don't use their penny sales tax for transportation to fund MARTA, as Fulton does. Parker said the county spends up to $200 million a year financing the beleaguered transit authority, money that could otherwise be spent on roads. 

In the short term, Sandy Springs is ramping up its maintenance efforts on the more than 300 miles of roads for which it is responsible. It started by filling dozens of potholes and surveying every road to determine its physical condition and level of congestion. 

Many streets failed to make the grade, said Transportation Planning Manager Jon Drysdale, with Abernathy and Roswell roads among the top offenders in terms of traffic flow (although the Georgia Department of Transportation is primarily responsible for Roswell). 

Then there's the repaving. 

"Some of our streets are 30 to 40 years old and have never been repaved," said Drysdale, who works at City Hall for Lowe Engineers, a subcontractor to CH2M Hill Cos., the private corporation that runs most city operations. "It would take about $50 million in today's dollars to repave everything." 

Parker said most of the roads in dire need of resurfacing are not in Sandy Springs but in South Fulton, where construction equipment used in the residential boom has torn them up. 

In addition, Drysdale said the city wants to fix nearly two dozen aging bridges from which the county banned heavy truck traffic, rather than spend the money to repair them. The city has also repaired the traffic lights at its 116 signalized intersections and is working with GDOT to synchronize them for the first time. 

Fulton County did put up some matching funds for transportation projects in the area before its incorporation, many of which are going forward. These include the widening of Abernathy, a bridge for Perimeter Center Parkway over I-285, various intersection improvements, and new sidewalks, streetscapes, bicycle lanes or pedestrian enhancements along Hammond Drive and Roswell and Peachtree-Dunwoody roads. 

In the long term, Sandy Springs has identified close to 50 stretches of road in desperate need of more through lanes, turn lanes and other modifications. Galambos would like to see a tunnel for Sandy Springs Circle under I-285, for example, and new entry ramps to Ga. 400 from Hammond Drive. 

Even with more money available to pursue matching state and federal funds with the ARC, GDOT and the Perimeter Community Improvement Districts, Sandy Springs -- like all other city and county governments in a region strapped for transportation dollars -- will still have to pick and choose, said City Councilman Rusty Paul. 

"We're trying to retrofit transportation solutions across a fully developed community, and it's difficult and costly," Paul said. "We'd like to do everything, but we'll have to prioritize." 

Paying for pavement 

Sandy Springs plans to spend far more on transportation than the $3 million Fulton County invested annually when it ran the show. Current or potential improvements include: 

· Repaving roads (potential cost: $50 million) 

· Filling dozens of potholes 

· Rebuilding old bridges 

· Synchronizing traffic lights 

· Adding through lanes, turn lanes and bike lanes 

· Adding sidewalks and improving streetscapes 

Reach Mahoney at rmahoney@bizjournals.com.
DeKalb officials eye redevelopment of GM site

County CEO envisions Atlantic Station-like project for land

Atlanta Business Chronicle - January 6, 2006

by Joanna Carabello
Contributing writer


For years, DeKalb County used tax incentives and infrastructure support to encourage General Motors Corp. to keep its Doraville plant. 

Now that the plant seems destined for closure, however, some officials have reached an unusual conclusion about the loss of this long-standing and lucrative employer: The community ultimately may be better off without the plant. 

With more than 142 acres of prime real estate just inside Interstate 285 between Peachtree Industrial Boulevard and I-85, the GM plant site would be an ideal home for a major live-work-play development, said some developers, land-use planners and county officials. 

Since GM's announcement in November that the Doraville plant would cease production in 2008, DeKalb County CEO Vernon Jones said his office has been inundated with inquiries about the site's redevelopment potential. 

The DeKalb County Tax Assessors Office last year estimated the value of the 142.6-acre GM site at $15.5 million. 

"My phones are ringing already from people who want access to the land," Jones said. "Where else can you find that much property inside [Interstate] 285?" 

Doraville is one of nine plants slated for closure by Detroit-based GM as part of a plan to return to profitability. 

Although GM has a record of fostering the redevelopment of its former plants, company officials won't comment on the future of the Doraville plant. 

"We know we're ceasing production there and that's all we know," said John MacDonald, GM's communications manager for economic development. "Every community where we have this kind of factory that's ceasing production asks that question and makes the assumption that the next step will be taken. Right now, we don't know that that plant will be closed." 

Jones said he is scheduled to meet with representatives of General Motors this month to discuss the company's plans for the property after production ceases in 2008. While the local economy initially will suffer from losing the GM jobs, Jones is optimistic that the county will benefit in the long term if the property becomes a mixed-use residential and commercial development. 

"I'm sad for the loss of jobs for those families, but when it's all said and done, you're going to see twice as many jobs created [through redevelopment]," he said. 

Maceo Rogers, deputy director of DeKalb's economic development office, said it is one of the largest contiguous sites for redevelopment in the county. 

Jones believes the property has the same potential as Atlantic Station. 

Atlantic Station's commercial, residential and office components already have attracted $2 billion in investment, and the project is still growing. 

DeKalb County officials aren't the only ones who can envision the potential of transforming the GM site. 

Developer Charles Brewer thinks the size and location of the GM property will generate significant interest among real estate investors if it goes on the market. 

Finding a large chunk of land with direct access to major transportation corridors is rare in this kind of urban setting, said Brewer, whose company, Green Street Properties, is transforming a 28-acre vacant industrial site in southeast Atlanta into an office, commercial and residential village. 

That isn't to say there won't be challenges. 

Not only will such a large site need to be divided into different components and have multiple developers, but the first step is demolishing more than 3 million square feet of building space. 

Brewer said if the land is going from industrial to mixed-use residential and commercial, then there will be environmental issues. 

Even if a site doesn't have hazardous materials to contend with, Brewer knows firsthand that demolition of an industrial property can bring surprises. 

Everything from buried wood to discarded materials made the cleanup of Glenwood Park, Brewer's live-work-play community between Grant Park and East Atlanta, a tricky, long and expensive undertaking. 

Ryan Gravel, the urban planner who originated the concept of the Beltline, a 22-mile transit network encircling Atlanta, also believes the GM site has all of the right ingredients to create a strong live-work-play community. 

With the Doraville MARTA station next door and easy access to I-285, the GM site is perfectly positioned for substantial redevelopment, Gravel said. 

The challenge will be to connect across the existing railroad to the MARTA station, and then subdivide the enormous site so that it breaks down into smaller, pedestrian-scaled blocks. 

Fluor also expected to compete on I-285 toll lanes

Atlanta Business Chronicle - July 31, 2006

by Ryan Mahoney
Staff Writer


After the first three proposals from the private sector to widen major Atlanta highways with toll lanes went without any competition, the state in 2005 extended the deadline to accept competing bids in hopes of attracting a few. 

The strategy appears to be working. 

On May 18, Goldman, Sachs & Co. submitted the first public-private proposal under the new rules: a plan to add truck-only toll lanes to I-285 and I-20 on the northwest side of Atlanta. 

Last week, five teams told the Georgia Department of Transportation they plan to compete with Sachs. A consortium led by Fluor Enterprises Inc. and Australia's Transurban Group was the most recent, throwing its name into the hat July 28. 

As previously reported by Atlanta Business Chronicle, the list of groups also includes Babcock & Brown LP, Cintra Concesiones de Infraestructuras de Transporte SA of Spain, Horizon Mobility Group of Atlanta and Skanska USA Civil Inc. 

July 31 was the last day for companies to send GDOT a letter of intent. The deadline for them to turn in actual competing bids is Oct. 30. 

Voyles changing landscape of Perimeter market

Atlanta Business Chronicle - February 24, 2006

by Janet Jones Kendall
Contributing Writer


One of the first things Bob Voyles plans on using to decorate his new Vinings office is a picture he received from his father nearly 30 years ago. On it is the mantra by which Voyles tries to live each day of his personal and professional life. 

"It says, 'Look ahead where the horizons are absolutely unlimited' -- it's a quote from Robert Gross. My dad gave this to me on my birthday back in 1978 after I graduated from law school and he wrote on it, 'Wise men seek wisdom.' The point of it is that you need to be looking forward and not dwell on the past," Voyles said. 

Now Voyles keeps his eye on the horizon -- the Atlanta skyline, that is -- from his new office in the Overlook III building on Paces Ferry Road in Vinings. That's where he and his business partner, Trey Googe, recently relocated their Seven Oaks Company LLC -- a firm that is quickly making a name for itself in Atlanta real estate. 

Not that Voyles had to work too hard to make his name recognizable in the world of real estate. In fact, the 53-year-old professional started Seven Oaks after working for 16 years as a senior development officer in Atlanta for Hines, a privately owned international real estate firm. In that role, Voyles negotiated the King & Spalding LLP 15-year lease at the 1180 Peachtree tower in Midtown -- the total value of which is $205 million. In addition, he led the firm's 550-acre Deerfield Park project in Alpharetta and the three-tower Perimeter Summit site on Interstate 285. 

But in 2004, Voyles decided to branch out on his own with Seven Oaks, an entrepreneurial real estate development and investment firm specializing in urban and suburban mixed-use development, traditional neighborhood development and commercial land development. 

"It's incumbent on real estate officers to leave the community a better place than they found it and one way to do that is to give back," Voyles said. 

One of the ways Voyles gives back is by serving as chairman and founding member of the DeKalb Perimeter Community Improvement District. 

"You still have significant office vacancies in that market but when that space gets absorbed -- and it eventually will -- the traffic challenges are only going to increase," he said. "The challenge will be to take a lead in getting road improvements along I-285 and Ga. 400, complemented with getting alternative modes of transportation." 

Voyles also has predictions for the future of the Perimeter, chiefly including an increase in residential in-fill development as a result of the area maturing as a major commercial district. He believes the area will become either the No. 1 or No. 2 largest commercial district for metro Atlanta. 

"It has transportation arteries, an excellent mall and commercial district, great service infrastructure," he said. 

Many people in the Perimeter area and greater metro Atlanta have come to respect not only Voyles' opinion, but his character. Voyles' business partner and chief operating officer of Seven Oaks, Googe, describes Voyles as "very dynamic." 

"Bob's style is that of a consensus builder and that makes working with him rewarding and enjoyable," he said. 

Outside of the business sphere, Voyles said he has faith that stems from his parents, as well as from business professionals and fellow church members he admired through the years. 

"They don't wear their faith on their sleeve but they live the same way every day during the week as they do on the weekend," said Voyles, who attends a nondenominational church and describes his faith as evangelical Christian. 


GDOT OKs first public-private road project

Atlanta Business Chronicle - December 15, 2005

by Sarah Spears
Staff Writer


The board of directors for the Georgia Department of Transportation on Thursday made what GDOT Chairman David Doss called a "historic move," approving the state's first public-private initiative for a road project. 

Following a process that began in November 2004, GDOT has given the green light to begin negotiating a project that will rework 36 miles of road along Interstates 75 and 575, from I-285 to Hickory Grove and Sixes roads, with Georgia Transportation Partners, a group of three private contractors. 

GTP plans to add tolled express lanes, truck-only express lanes and a rapid-transit bus system from Cobb County to downtown Atlanta. Preliminary estimates of the cost, excluding the truck lanes, have been set at $1.2 billion. 

"This is truly a benchmark that we have reached and a day that we will look back on with great admiration," said Doss. "I think it is the first step in what will be a series of projects between private contractors and the DOT." 

By partnering with private contractors, GDOT will be able to complete the road project in a third of the time of its typical bid-and-pay system, Doss said. Following an environmental approval and the completion of the design phase, GTP estimates they will begin work in 2008, and complete the project by 2013. 

Key to the public's approval of the project was the absence of tolls on existing lanes on I-75 and I-575. A private-public project on Georgia 316 was put on indefinite hold due to public outcry condemning tolling the road from Athens to Atlanta. 

Gerald S. Pfeffer, president of Peter Kiewit Sons' Inc. and a member of GTP, said public-private strategies were critical for states wanting to address traffic problems. Revenues on the federal and state level for road projects have been diminishing. GDOT Commissioner Harold Linnenkohl told the group that revenues for 2005 were down 15 percent from 2004, although they could stabilize by the end of the year. 

Doss also cited a report from the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, released in November, that stated the federal transportation pool would be unable to generate new funds starting in 2008. 

As to citizens' concerns over the state partnering with private companies, Doss said he expected those to decline as people became more familiar with the system, and enjoyed the benefits of faster road projects and congestion relief. 

"As the public becomes more aware of what this means and what this will do for the state, taking a project that by our normal process would take over 20 years, we'll be able to do it in six years," said Doss. He also said he was particularly excited about the truck-only express lanes, which would allow truckers to move quickly and safely through metro areas. 

"It's an exciting time," he said. "I'm glad this day is here." 

A new priority for roads

Atlanta Business Chronicle - December 16, 2005

by Dick Williams
Your humble scribe made the mistake recently of chortling at the recent recommendations of the governor's task force on congestion mitigation. 

As they say in the NFL, upon further review ... 

Press accounts of the commission report noted that the task force recommended that congestion relief be made the highest priority for future road projects. No duh, I said on "The Georgia Gang." 

But what seemed obvious on its face hasn't been the practice or the priority. An interview with David Doss of Rome, chairman of the Department of Transportation board, made it plain. 

"These recommendations," Doss insists, "will dramatically change the way transportation projects are handled." 

If Doss is right, that's good news. 

Currently, highway improvement plans pass through a maze of alphabet-soup agencies to final approval by the Atlanta Regional Commission. Earlier this year, for instance, the ARC signed off on a $74 billion, 20-year plan that the experts admit will not reduce congestion. 

In addition, because of federal mandates and politics, it is larded with $51.3 million for bikeways, sidewalks and pedestrian-friendly livable centers. It includes only $55 million for congestion relief and capacity additions. 

Doss believes the problem is that the plan isn't a plan. It's a list. When the ARC weights projects, readiness and connectivity are given the same heft as congestion relief. In fact, he says, when congestion relief is given a 50 percent weight, hundreds of projects disappear from the list. 

What he wants, and what is starting to happen, is a move from politically based transportation decisions to those made according to verifiable cost-benefit analysis. 

"It's pretty landmark," Doss says, "if we begin to build what we need instead of what our buddies want." 

Doss has other concerns -- revenue from the gas tax is shrinking because of greater fuel efficiency and hybrid vehicles and metro-area transit agencies need regional coordination under one agency -- but he thinks help is on the way. 

Just this week, the DOT board approved a letter of intent to negotiate a private-public partnership to put new toll lanes on 28 miles of Interstate 575 down to I-75 and the Galleria area of Cobb County. He thinks bus rapid transit, a priority of the Metro Atlanta Chamber of Commerce, is on the way to I-75 and I-85 north of Atlanta and the top end of I-285 between those two expressways. 

Most important from my perspective, the DOT continues to work on truck-only toll lanes. 

The DOT took a shot in the press this week after the release of a consultant study showing that a disproportionate number of consulting contracts for major projects have been awarded to firms that employ former DOT employees and even a former commissioner. 

Doss welcomes the criticism. 

"I'd rather hear about this from our own efforts," he says, "than from the state attorney general or the FBI." 

The audit will allow the DOT to put objective criteria in place in the future. 

Maybe getting the lead out will mean something again. 

Williams is publisher of the Crier Newspapers and host of "The Georgia Gang" on WAGA-TV (Channel 5). Contact him at (770) 849-2425; or e-mail (thecrier@mindspring.com).
With residential flood comes need for schools

Perimeter developer eyeing land for a charter school next to new flyover bridge

Atlanta Business Chronicle - February 24, 2006

by Janet Jones Kendall
Contributing Writer


The burgeoning growth of mixed-use developments across Atlanta and particularly inside the Perimeter has some local developers and educators pondering the one big piece of the puzzle that will turn such areas into true communities where families can live, work and play: quality educational facilities. 

That's what Atlanta's Wayne Sisco and Gillian Horsley are trying to create inside the Perimeter within the next two years. Sisco, president of mixed-use development company New Urban Solutions Inc., and Horsley, regional director of Imagine Schools, which starts charter schools across the country, have plans in the works to create as many as four charter schools within the Perimeter, with the first of those schools opening by 2008. 

"When we first mention charter schools, people snicker and scoff, but we are finding more and more people saying this makes sense and that it's not just a good idea -- it's a necessity," Sisco said. "It is an opportunity to have world-class schools in the Perimeter area." 

The area around Perimeter Mall is being reshaped into a residential and office environment, but some say there's the missing link of schools. Some of the residents of the older communities around that area are concerned with where the children coming into these neighborhoods will go to school. 

One of the sites Sisco has identified in DeKalb County is just west of the new Perimeter Center Parkway flyover bridge, which crosses Interstate 285. 

"[New Urban Solutions is] working with DeKalb County to secure land west of the flyover bridge that crosses the interstate (on the north end of the Perimeter)," Sisco said. "The land to the west of that flyover is a wooded ravine with a creek through it. It really is not suitable for typical construction, but there's enough foothold there for the charter school and that's the first site we're looking at." 

Although real estate deals in that area are going for as much as $2 million an acre, according to Sisco, New Urban Solutions is hoping to get this 3-acre site from DeKalb County for free since the land is "remainder" land left over from the initial purchase for the flyover bridge. 

The main attraction for that site, Sisco said, is that it will be near a MARTA station, as well as near the trailhead for pedestrian and bike paths the county is planning for the area. Such paths will encourage students to seek alternate means of getting to school, since large parking lots for student cars are not part of the plan. 

"We are looking to build a small, pedestrian, local school instead of the large school megaplexes that require students to use a car or bus to get to school," he said. "There are pieces of real estate that people overlook as not being viable sites for a store or an office center, but they are great for a small school. We just have to look at the setup a little differently." 

For example, he said, rather than have a cafeteria in the school, the students could use the food court at Perimeter Mall. 

Also, it's not going to have a football stadium or a basketball court, so there will be a cross-utilization with area facilities to fill those needs. 

But creating a charter school requires more than just finding a site and building one. 

That's where Horsley and Imagine Schools fit in. 

An Arlington, Va.-based group, Imagine Schools sets up partnerships with parents to create limited liability corporations (LLCs). The LLC then writes and submits a charter to the authorizing county and helps establish the school staff. Since the state provides charter schools no financial support until a student is actually in a seat, Imagine also provides startup money for the construction of the school. There are presently 70 Imagine charter schools across the country with 30 additional schools in the pipeline for the coming year, Horsley said. 

Although that initial startup money varies from school to school, Horsley estimates this school would require a maximum of $4 million. 

"That would include everything that goes toward opening those doors," Horsley said. "That includes fees for construction, landscaping, interior decorating -- everything from the ground to the roof." 


Variable tolls for 400?

State looking at market-based pricing for congested highway

Atlanta Business Chronicle - June 30, 2006

by Ryan Mahoney
Staff Writer
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Byron E. Small
Georgia 400: Variable toll pricing, also known as congestion pricing, is an effective way to get more cars off the road, experts say. 
View Larger 

In a bid to get cars off Georgia 400, the State Road and Tollway Authority is looking at raising the 50-cent toll during rush hour and lowering it during less congested times. 

SRTA also will consider converting some standard toll lanes to Cruise Card electronically tolled lanes, giving Cruise Card users a break on their fares, and hiking the rate for drivers who want to continue tossing their change in a bucket or using a cashier. 

SRTA on Aug. 7 expects to award a $500,000 to $550,000 contract for a one-year study on the tolled portion of 400, metro Atlanta's heavily traveled north-south freeway. Roughly 120,000 vehicles a day pack the six-mile stretch of six-lane highway between interstates 85 and 285, making relief there a top priority. 

Variable toll pricing, also known as congestion pricing, is an effective way to get cars off the road, according to Neil Gray of the International Bridge, Tunnel and Turnpike Association. "The question is, 'What's the price that will keep people out?' " Gray said. "You don't want everybody to buy into it." 

The gold standard for variable pricing is California 91 in Orange County, Calif., where two high-occupancy electronically tolled lanes run alongside four to six free lanes in either direction. About 250,000 vehicles use CA 91 daily. 

As of July 1, tolls range from $1.15 at 3 a.m. daily to $8.50 at 4 p.m. on Fridays in the eastbound lanes; the westbound lanes have their own rates. Rates are bumped up every few months to deal with increases in traffic; $40 million was collected in 2005 alone. 

A spokesman for the Orange County Transportation Authority said commuters have flocked to the toll lanes since 2003, when the authority took over the system from the private firm that had owned and operated it since 1995. Toll-lane drivers report an average savings of 30 minutes per trip. 

A different method is at work on I-15 in San Diego, where toll rates are automatically adjusted as often as every few minutes based on traffic flow. Electronic signs notify drivers of the current rate in advance of each entrance to the toll lanes. 

Either way, variable tolling is a proven congestion solution, said Bob Poole, founder and director of transportation studies at the Reason Foundation, a Los Angeles-based policy think tank that will release a comprehensive transportation plan for metro Atlanta in September. 

"Everybody who's now proposing congestion relief lanes is adopting that model," Poole said. "But in Atlanta, it's going to be a challenge if they decide to do it." 

Since all lanes on 400 are already tolled, some of the lanes might be left at the standard 50-cent rate, while a couple of lanes become variably priced to ensure faster commuting times for those who choose to use them, Poole said. A similar plan is in the works for a currently tolled Miami expressway. 

The Georgia Department of Transportation board is expected to decide in July whether to remove the existing tolls on 400 when the bonds that built it are paid off in 2011. If that happens, 400 could become more like CA 91, with two variably tolled lanes and the rest free. 

Since SRTA may end up operating the new toll lanes that public-private coalitions expect to build across Atlanta, its study could also set the tone for how those lanes will be tolled. 

A group of contractors looking at adding high occupancy vehicle and high occupancy toll lanes along 400 all the way to Cumming, and another group GDOT has approved to expand I-75 and I-575 north through Cobb County, both expect to use variable tolling on their projects. 

The study will also determine whether users of the two existing Cruise Card lanes should pay less than drivers in the coin and cashier lanes. SRTA spokeswoman Lisa Thompson noted the authority spends only 6 cents to process each Cruise Card fare, as opposed to 21 cents for each coin-tossed fare and 27 cents for the cashier lanes. 

Then there is the question of converting some standard lanes to the Cruise Card system. Though SRTA has said the electronic lanes can accommodate 2,400 vehicles an hour, traffic in them is not anywhere near that figure today. Demand is rising, though, with 39 percent of all traffic flowing through the lanes in 2005. 

Reach Mahoney at rmahoney@bizjournals.com.
