Al abama Transportation Pl anni ng Needs New Course
By Karen Brown

The January 5 accident at Ml function Junction in
Bi rm ngham was w t hout a doubt a tragedy.

The accident, which resulted in the tenporary |oss of a
maj or transportation artery, also highlighted desperately
needed public transportation needs. Birm ngham s Mayor
Bernard Ki ncai d encouraged drivers to use the city's bus
services as a way to avoid potential gridlock traffic
during rush hour.

Mayor Kincaid now wants the city to | obby for state dollars
for public transportation. Hs remarks were echoed by
Jefferson County Conmmi ssioner Gary Wiite, Birm ngham s
Metropolitan Planning Organi zation and Metro One, the
alliance of Jefferson and Shel by County Chanbers of

Comnrer ce.

It is not just the Birm ngham area clanoring for public
transportation. Transportation advocates in Montgonery,
Auburn, Mbile and Wl cox County, to nane a few, are al so
| ooking for help fromthe state.

Too bad they can't expect cooperation fromstate officials.

Al abama does not put a single dine of state noney into
public transportation. Qur antiquated constitution does not
allowit. The constitution says that noney generated from
gas taxes and |license fees can only be used for roads and
bri dges. That may have worked back in 1952 when this
anendnent was ratified, but the state's public
transportati on needs have changed drastically over the | ast
50 years.

There are nore cars on the roads, and thanks to our
interstate system people can nore easily travel from one
pl ace to another. Still, there are approxi mately 700, 000
people - one out of six of us - who don't have cars or
can't drive.

For those with cars - wouldn't it be nice to catch a bus at
the corner instead of driving everywhere? O for comuters
to have access to a light rail systemrunning from one of
the state's netropolitan areas to anot her?



Al abama does have sone excellent public transportation
prograns, but all of themare paid for by using |ocal or
federal funds.

Wuldn't it be nice if every rural county were as fortunate
as Autauga County? It has a rural transportation system
that not only runs throughout the county, but to the

cl osest netro area, Mntgonery, as well. The Montgonery
Advertiser reported that the Autauga County Rural
Transportation system has seen an increase in ridership
every year since its establishnent 15 years ago.

O, what if nore of Al abama's rural counties had

coordi nated transportation systens? Choctaw, Dall as,

Mar engo, Greene, Hale, Sumter, Lowndes and Perry already
do. It's called the West Al abama Public Transportation
systemand it 's the largest rural transportation provider
in the state.

One of the smaller systens is the ride-on-demand systemin
Covi ngton County. Al abama's Speaker of the House, Seth
Hammett, thinks every rural county should have a system as
good as Covi ngton, his hone county.

And, we can't forget Baldw n County's Rural Area
Transportation System Lauded as one of the best in the
state, BRAT allows enployers to take a payroll deduction to
provide transportation to their workers.

The Montgonery Transit Authority's reinplenmentation of

fi xed routes and the Montgonery Transportation Coalition's
advocacy work have resulted in an increase in ridership.
Peopl e who use public transportation and those who fi ght
for it know it can work.

But wi thout stronger state support for public
transportation, there are thousands of people left stranded
and underserved across the state.

Al abama is now considering a change to the constitution,
whi ch woul d add public transportation to the list of what
gas taxes and |icense fees could be spent on. This proposal
has the support of Al abama Arise, the Birm ngham Chanber of
Commerce, the Governor's Conmerce Conmi ssion and a grow ng
nunmber of supporters.



It is past tine for the state to put noney into public
transportation that benefits all of Al abana. The | ocal and
federal governnments shouldn't have to do it all. And
there's another benefit: noney that the state puts in my
qualify for a federal match as high as 4-to-1, generating
far nore noney for public transportation.

Al abama needs to quit stalling and get noving on a new
public transportation plan for all our sakes.

Brown is a policy analyst with Arise G tizens' Policy
Proj ect.
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