
OLVER ANNOUNCES TRANSPORTATION BILL PASSES HOUSE

  
         WASHINGTON – Congressman John W. Olver (D-1st District) announced today that the House of Representatives passed their version of the FY04 House Transportation, Treasury and Independent Agencies Appropriations bill last night.

         Olver co-sponsored a successful amendment to the bill to protect funding for transportation enhancements such as bicycle and pedestrian paths, downtown streetscapes, scenic highways, tourist welcome centers, transportation museums, historic preservation and wildlife crossings. In addition, Olver included several earmarks in the bill for significant transportation and transit projects in the First District.

         "The transportation enhancement program is part of a balanced transportation policy designed to help communities expand transportation choices," Olver said. "Further, I am very pleased to be able to include specific funding for projects that will provide a needed boost to the regional economy."

         Olver is the ranking member of the Transportation, Treasury and Independent Agencies Subcommittee of the Appropriations Committee. The full Appropriations Committee approved the bill before the annual August recess and yesterday the full House also passed the bill. A final House-Senate reconciled version of the legislation should be before the House sometime this fall.

         A summary of the earmarked projects is provided below.

Route 2: $3 million

         This earmark for continuing long-term safety improvements to Route 2 focuses on the 30-mile, two-lane stretch between Athol/Phillipston and Greenfield. This highway renovation includes plans for widening shoulders, creating new passing and climbing lanes, adding shoulder rumble strips and realigning the roadway to reduce curves. This phase is based on recommendations from the Route 2 Safety Improvement Study conducted by a consultant hired by the Route 2 Task Force, the Franklin Regional Council of Governments, the Montachusett Regional Planning Commission and MassHighway. Previously, Olver secured $10.4 million in federal funds for improvements to Route 2.

Route 116 improvements: $2.5 million

         This earmark will assist with an upgrade to Route 116, an important regional link in deteriorating condition. Route 116 connects the towns of Ashfield and Conway, and the hill towns to I

Route 8, Lanesboro-Cheshire-Adams: $1.25 million

         This earmark will fund a corridor management project designed to preserve Route 8 from Lanesborough through Cheshire to southern Adams from strip development and maintain its function as a regional highway corridor. This work will maintain traffic capacity and improve safety along the highway corridor and would be done at the same time as a Mass Highway project to create an alternating passing lane. For portions of the project area, there is a relatively narrow strip of land between the highway and the recently constructed Ashuwillticook Bicycle Trail. Preserving that strip from development would protect the highway's capacity and preserve the scenic quality of the bicycle trail.

Gill-Montague Bridge: $5 million

         The Gill-Montague Bridge provides a critical transportation link between Route 2 and Montague but is deteriorating at a rapid pace and has been slated for reconstruction for several years. Renovating this primary route for goods, services and people to enter and exit downtown Turners Falls is one of the highest community and regional priorities. The total cost of reconstructing the bridge is estimated at $20 million. Over the last decade, Turners Falls has invested heavily in the rehabilitation of its downtown, working not only to improve housing stock, but also to reinvigorate industry. Ensuring a safe and efficient bridge crossing will support these important regional and local goals.

Pittsfield Intermodal Center: $615,000

         This funding will go to Berkshire Regional Transit Authority (BRTA) for costs associated with construction of the Berkshire County Intermodal Transportation Center in downtown Pittsfield. This earmark will replenish the contingency budget for the construction of the intermodal center. It will also fund furniture and finishes for the center. Once complete, this center will be a truly multi-modal center connecting bus, Amtrak, the Berkshire Scenic Railway and the taxicab service, which will contribute greatly to revitalization efforts in downtown Pittsfield. Olver has secured a total of $8.2 million for this project. Of the total cost of the intermodal center and parking facility only 80 percent can be federally funded. A combination of state and local funding will cover the remaining costs.

Westfield and Holyoke Multimodal Transportation Centers

         Included in the bill are earmarks for the Pioneer Valley Transit Authority (PVTA) to create multimodal transportation centers in Westfield and Holyoke. In Westfield, at least $1.7 million is needed to complete the project. In Holyoke, at least $2 million is needed. The current earmarks provide $3.4 million for the Westfield project and $4 million for Holyoke, however, it is likely that these earmarks will be reduced in the final Transportation and Treasury Appropriations bill to reflect the needed funding.

         The Holyoke project would involve preserving and renovating the city's historic fire station building as a major transportation center for downtown Holyoke. The Holyoke Multimodal Transportation Center will increase the level and quality of service for PVTA riders and complement the re-development of Holyoke's downtown. Two years ago, Olver secured $750,000 for the feasibility study for this project.

         The Westfield Multimodal Transportation Center will provide a comfortable, safe and convenient waiting area for riders, consolidate downtown PVTA bus stops and provide simplified system transfers. The center will also provide opportunities to integrate private intercity carrier service with regional PVTA service, paratransit service and the Columbia bikeway. Construction of the multimodal center is part of Westfield's 'Elm Street Urban Renewal Plan,' which encompasses a two-block area in the heart of downtown.

PVTA Bus Replacement Program: $2.5 million

         This funding will be used to replace an aging fleet of PVTA buses with new vehicles, such as low floor buses and hybrid electric vehicles. Replacing the vehicles will improve air quality, reduce maintenance and fuel costs, and improve safety and security. New vehicles will be equipped with an enhanced on-board diagnostic system. In addition, the low floor technology will allow for improved and safer access for the elderly and the disabled.

Franklin Regional Transit Authority Bus Replacement: $150,000

         This earmark will help purchase one new bus for the Franklin Regional Transit Authority's (FRTA) fixed routes. The routes include the G-Link from Greenfield to Athol, the Valley Route from Greenfield to Northampton, and two campus routes, from Greenfield to Greenfield Community College and from Charlemont Academy to Northfield Mount Hermon. Franklin County is one of the poorest and most rural counties in Massachusetts. Fixed route service is a necessary link for residents to access jobs, health care and educational opportunities. Reliable and safe buses are fundamental to FRTA's ability to continue providing this crucial fixed route service.
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PVTA Intelligent Transportation Systems (ITS): $4 million

         This funding will allow PVTA to upgrade its bus communications and data systems, its advance vehicle locator (AVL) system and its advance passenger information systems. The upgrades will help address the increasing demand for transit service in the Pioneer Valley region, better serve customers, increase transit usage and influence regional growth and development. These steps will be the building blocks for future projects including passenger information systems, such as informational kiosks, and transit security measures, such as real time video and advanced fare and data collection. Olver secured $750,000 in FY02 and $1 million in the FY01 for this program.

BRTA Buses and Fare Boxes: $765,000

         This earmark will provide funds for Berkshire Regional Transit Authority (BRTA) to purchase 17 new fare boxes and cover 80 percent of the cost of three new buses to replace aging vehicles. BRTA uses 14 buses at weekday peak times to provide fixed route service throughout 12 cities and towns in the Berkshires. Some of the new fare boxes will be installed into 10 new buses that BRTA had purchased with previous federal funding, but were delivered without fare boxes. The seven boxes not installed in new buses will be utilized in older buses until each bus is in turn replaced.

MART Advanced Vehicle Locator System: $240,000 

         MART has established an Advanced Vehicle Locator (AVL) pilot program with 65 vehicles. This additional funding would allow MART to expand the AVL system with Global Positioning and routing software for another 50 vehicles in their demand-response fleet. With this additional software MART will be able to use the AVL system in a better and more cost effective manner. Previously, Olver secured $595,000 in federal funding for this program.

MART Regional Transit Storage Facility: $2.4 million

         This earmark will fund the construction of a storage facility adjacent to the existing MART garage on Water Street in Fitchburg to house approximately 100 vans and buses. This facility will be constructed on property that is already owned by the transit authority. Currently, 120 of MART's 160-vehicle fleet are stored outside and are susceptible to the elements and vandalism. Indoor storage will extend the life of the vehicles.

MART Bus and Bus Facility: $1.25 millio n

         This earmark will fund the acquisition of three to four alternative fuel vehicles by MART for use on its fixed route services in Fitchburg and Leominster. With these additional vehicles MART will be able to provide more efficient and less polluting transit services to the communities in its service area.

MART Maintenance Facility: $750,000

         This earmark will fund the purchase of land, and architectural and engineering services for the design and construction of a much needed maintenance facility in Gardner. Currently, MART rents space that is insufficient for its needs. MART's operation will greatly benefit from a modern storage and maintenance facility.

Transportation Association of North Berkshire (TANB) Dial-A-Ride: $400,000

         This funding will support a Dial-A-Ride program operated by the Transportation Association of Northern Berkshire (TANB) Inc., a non-profit organization that works to improve public transportation access for low-income and dislocated commuters in the towns of Florida, Clarksburg, Savoy, Cheshire, North Adams, Adams and Williamstown. Started in July 2002, need for transportation for work-related trips was so great that the Dial-A-Ride program's ridership numbers multiplied by leaps and bounds. Within two months, the service was providing more than 100 trips per day.

         TANB works with the Berkshire Regional Transit Administration (BRTA) and Community Transportation Association of America (CTAA), to coordinate rides through a call center in North Adams, which serves as a clearinghouse for local transportation information.

Community Transit Services: $400,000

         This earmark will allow Community Transit Services (CTS), a non-profit public transportation provider, to provide transit services to the residents in the North Quabbin region to access education, employment and medical services. Since 1998, Congressman Olver has secured more than $2 million in funding for CTS and its affiliate, Community Transportation Association of America (CTAA), to address the need for public transit services. Today, the Dial-A-Ride program provides transportation to anyone in need of a ride seven days a week, 24 hours a day.

         In conjunction with the Montachusett and Franklin Regional Transit Authorities, CTS has also created a regional public transit service that incorporates both the Dial-A-Ride service and a fixed-route system between Greenfield and Gardner/Winchendon. Last year, this transit system provided more than 50,000 rides to residents in this region. This system has not only improved the quality of life for many individuals in the North Quabbin region, it has also been an economic boon for the area.

PVTA Access to Jobs and Reverse Commute Program: $405,000

         This earmark will continue to fund the Area-Wide Job Access and Reverse Commute program that PVTA developed over the past three years to provide efficient and economical transportation solutions to the residents of Hampden and Hampshire counties transitioning from welfare to work. Projects funded during the first two years of the this program include extended transit service hours and additional connections between Northampton and Holyoke. The program also provides a Regional Mobility Manager to help clients who are making the transition from welfare to work gain access to the transportation system.

         Mohawk Trail Scenic Byway: $1 million

         This earmark will fund the acquisition of scenic easements and farm preservation easements along the Mohawk Trail Scenic Byway. The funds will also allow for improvements and byway traveler amenities at the Upper Pioneer Valley Visitor Center in Greenfield, including design and construction of a pavilion or canopy to provide shade over the picnic area, as well as design and construction of a children's play area that provides educational information about the Mohawk Trail. In FY03, Olver secured $500,000 for scenic enhancements and safety improvement plans to the Mohawk Trail Scenic Byway.

Holyoke Canalwalk: $1.2 million
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         The Holyoke Canalwalk is part of a large-scale, multi-phased urban renewal and rural enhancement project. The canalwalk, a two-mile pedestrian promenade along the first- and second-level canals in downtown Holyoke, will link City Hall and Holyoke Heritage State Park with the many waterfront businesses, artist studios and other destinations of interest along the canals. The city of Holyoke will encourage further growth by turning the area into a living landmark of the city's economic past. There are plans for the canalwalk to eventually connect with the Connecticut River Walk in Chicopee, the Norwottock Rail Trail via Northampton and the Manhan Rail Trail in Easthampton. This project will also contribute to the establishment of a major north-south bicycle and pedestrian arterial pathway stretching from Agawam to Northampton.

Mohawk Trail Scenic Byway: $1 million

         This earmark will fund the acquisition of scenic easements and farm preservation easements along the Mohawk Trail Scenic Byway. The funds will also allow for improvements and byway traveler amenities at the Upper Pioneer Valley Visitor Center in Greenfield, including design and construction of a pavilion or canopy to provide shade over the picnic area, as well as design and construction of a children's play area that provides educational information about the Mohawk Trail. In FY03, Olver secured $500,000 for scenic enhancements and safety improvement plans to the Mohawk Trail Scenic Byway.

Connecticut River Scenic Byway: $1 million

         The Connecticut River Scenic Farm Byway runs along Routes 47 and 63 from Sunderland to Northfield. This funding will be used to expand and improve the byway. The project will include the design and construction of sidewalk and streetscape improvements along the route the town of Erving, as a continuation of the Millers Falls Streetscape improvements into the Ervingside section of Millers Falls. Directional signs and promotional activities will also be used to promote the farms along the Connecticut River Scenic Farm Byway and assist in directing travelers to the farms.

UMass Risk Prone Driving Research: $300,000

         The Human Performance Laboratory at the University of Massachusetts College of Engineering is home to one of the nation's most advanced driving simulators. The simulator consists of a full-size car in which an individual can "drive" as though on an actual highway. This funding will support two new research studies. The first study will develop a Risk Awareness and Avoidance Training program for younger drivers, and the second study will analyze driver perceptions and behavior during left-turn maneuvers at signalized intersections. This earmark will be funded by the National Highway Transportation Safety Administration.

         ###
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