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Transit in the Tetons Workshop Report

Summary

On Friday December 16, 2005, sixty-one people from throughout the Yellowstone-Teton region met at Grand Targhee Resort to explore the past, present, and future of transportation in the Yellowstone-Teton region.  The workshop resulted in three products:

1. Identification of critical success factors for increased mobility

2. Identification of restraining forces that will tend to work against greater mobility

3. Formation of a small working group to build on the workshop results
The path forward for the working group will be to propose a business plan that supports the critical success factors and overcomes the restraining forces.  Calling the next step a business plan reflects a great deal of discussion that day about how to make a set of transportation links and services viable – the market and business model must be well understood.  Viability will be measured by the fact that the services are utilized and supported by communities, employers, government, and tourists.

It was generally agreed that if a regional system is to be successful it will require an attractive mix of air service, ground transit, pathways, and motor vehicles.  The tipping point for viability will be that this mix of elements and their seamless integration creates such an attractive new option for moving around that it will often be the first choice for mobility. 

No one at the workshop had any illusions though about the substantial restraining forces that will work against an integrated system of regional transportation links.  Frankly the market does not currently exist except in a few isolated cases where tourism would be reduced without transportation alternatives (Teton County Wyoming), or where rural transit and social services funding are subsidizing a mish-mash of private and a few public providers.

On the positive side, the workshop dug into how the nation’s transportation system evolved from an early 20th century mix of rail, trolleys, and automobiles to the current day system that is almost totally dependent on air transit and motor vehicles.   Understanding this evolution and the economic and social realities that support it are critical if one is to create an alternative.

There was also considerable discussion about the role of funding and where it fits in the process.  To many the usual starting point for this type of discussion is whether or not funding can be identified.  While no one can deny the absolute necessity of adequate resources, the workshop posited that funding is really a secondary issue.  Funding availability is actually a matter of priorities and if there is a strong regional consensus on the importance of an integrated transportation system, then the funding will follow.

And finally, it was generally agreed that some of the transportation needs being addressed have a lack of affordable housing as a root cause.

If you would like to review additional information about the workshop please follow this link to the TAAF web site,

http://tetonforum.org/p_tnt_proj.html
From this page you will be able to download:

· a complete copy of this report in Microsoft Word format.

· the annotated flip charts created at the workshop give some insight into the flow of the meeting. A few cautions, are in order however as some of the graphics files are over 500 KB, so loading may be slow on a dial up connection.  

· the pre-workshop information package which contains information on existing public transit systems, state funding levels, the workshop process, and additional background data.
1. The Problems We Are Trying to Solve

The workshop process was not confined to the single day of December 16th.  Months of pre-workshop dialog identified a set of problems that are driving this discussion as well a description of a regional vision for enhancing mobility, economic development, and preservation of our resources.  During the workshop these statements were refined and the final versions are contained in this and the next section, “Where We’d Like to Go”.

Problem Statements    
· Disconnected Links – Economic development and the regional quality of life are diminished by a disconnected system of transportation investments and potential development opportunities.  

· Displacement Commutes – workers unable to live near where they work must commute longer distances increasing expense, risk, and congestion.

· Workforce Instability – Attraction and retention of qualified employees is made more difficult due to transportation stress and expense.

· Access and Mobility Inequities – A healthy community and economic structure requires a basic level of social diversity and access.  If the only ones who are able to work and play in a Park, a community, or a region are the very wealthy who can afford it, the larger community will not be sustainable except as an anomaly.

· Rapid growth is causing stress on physical infrastructures and planning systems.  This problem is exacerbated by the fact that the impacts and solutions are frequently regional while the political structures responsible for managing the growth are generally local.

A number of factors contribute to the problems described above.  For example, as mentioned in the summary, a lack of affordable housing creates a large portion of the displacement commutes.  Affordable housing is lacking because potential development profits will generally outweigh other interests unless planning and zoning regulations require affordable housing and there is an established housing authority.

[image: image1.emf]1990 census income distribution - Teton Co. ID

56%

44%

less than $25K

> $25K


[image: image2.emf]2000 census income distribution - Teton Co. ID

74%

26%

less than $35K

> $35K

Note that $ 35K in 2000 is 

approximately the same 

purchasing power as $ 25K 

in 1990


Income shifts in Teton County Idaho between the 1990 and 2000 censuses suggest that it is only a matter of time before affordable housing becomes an issue similar to that on the Wyoming side.

One might argue that such issues are beyond the scope of a transportation discussion, but the two are inexorably linked.  Consider for a moment what would happen if there was no convenient highway and mountain pass between Jackson and Victor.  Without that critical link affordable housing in Wyoming becomes an even bigger issue than it is now.  
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Now put the road back in place as well as the commuter traffic currently originating from the Idaho side.  Isn’t there a public interest in developing safer, more energy efficient, and more humane ways to connect people and their workplaces?  If such solutions are not pursued, the commute will propagate as far as the transportation and housing infrastructures allow.  Teton County, Wyoming has begun addressing affordable housing through ordinances and the formation of a housing authority and several Idaho communities are discussing the issue, but the commuter numbers are stark evidence that the problem is far from being solved.

No matter what the cause and effect relationship between transportation and the lack of affordable housing there remains a transportation issue that needs to be addressed.  The thousand vehicles a day that commute over Teton pass on their way to and from work consume a million gallons of gasoline and diesel per year.  If only half of those commuters used a transit system, over 450,000 gallons of fuel would be saved per year.  A reasonable course of action would be to develop housing and transportation solutions in tandem.

2. Where We’d Like to Go

There are alternatives to the current transportation system and some are beginning to describe a future that would create a world class network of transportation links that would connect all the gateway communities, parks, and regional centers with all major air hubs and interstates.  This Yellowstone-Teton Vision for Regional Mobility would have the following characteristics.
· The region is internationally recognized as the place where the natural beauty, recreation, quality of life, and transportation are all part of one integrated experience.

· With a convenient travel reservation system a visitor (or resident) would obtain the ability to move throughout the entire YTA using a mixture of transit, bike, hike, or boat, without having to utilize a private or rental vehicle.

· All people in the region have equitable access to transportation for jobs, social services, and recreation.

· The design of the transportation system minimizes energy use, imported oil consumption, and impact on the environment.

· The design of the transportation system creates the ability for each community to have one or more neighborhoods where people can live without having to own a private vehicle. 

· To a user the transportation system functions seamlessly across political boundaries

3. What is Required for Success

Critical success factors are defined as those things that must be in place if a vision is to be achieved.  The factors identified during the workshop include: 

· Public and political interest and support 

· A well constructed plan 

· Infrastructure 

· Funding 

From one perspective these factors seem obvious, if not simplistic, but they do indeed identify on a very fundamental level what must be in place if a regional system is to be successful.  

The challenge now lies in carefully describing the detailed scope and nature of phrases such as “Public and political interest and support”.  The town of Jackson, for example, has broad support for the START system that includes not only in town services, but commuter lines from Alpine.  But much of this support is driven by the significant pressures from tourism traffic and worker displacement that were (and perhaps still are) approaching a level that the public perceives as a crisis.

Is this the only way to achieve public support?  Is a visible crisis necessary to motivate public action?   Perhaps so, but this workshop sought to explore if a public consciousness and support could be achieved before a visible crisis developed.  The idea that both the public and politicians would be motivated by a uniquely integrated network of linked transportation modes has shown some evidence of working in the region already.  

Each gateway community already has the beginnings of pathway systems that are widely utilized albeit without good linkage.  One of the most popular activities in both Grand Teton and Yellowstone Parks are the spring days when non-motorized use of the parks’ roadways is promoted.  Converting old trails and railways to a “John Colter Trail” that circumnavigates the Yellowstone Teton are could create a whole new economy as well as an attractive lifestyle if it were linked to all other transportation modes.

This vision is not far fetched.  Well-documented examples exist in Europe where motor vehicle use has dropped to less than 50% of trips, and options to use public transit, bicycle, and walking modes are well accepted and utilized by the public and visitors.

4. Being Prepared to Overcome Obstacles

Using a technique termed “force field analysis”, the workshop identified and discussed a number of restraining forces that will tend to impede changes to a more intermodal transportation system.  Unless these restraining forces are well understood and mitigated, significant change is highly unlikely.

Restraining forces include: 

· Culture and traditional transportation patterns 

· Some existing land use ordinances 

· Jurisdictional boundaries impeding collaboration

· Low funding levels for alternative transportation 

The importance of addressing these forces should not be underestimated.  Each of them is highly entrenched in governmental and personal belief systems, and they touch on many sensitive areas such as economic development, freedom of movement, and property rights.  

But some of these restraints are based on perceptions rather than facts, and in those cases it should be possible to develop information that will give policy makers and private individuals better choices.  For example, if an investment in transit link and/or pathway can be shown to provide greater economic benefit and freedom of movement it will become an assistive force in achieving change.  

This is beginning to develop in Jackson, WY with the START service.  There are also several examples of private investment demonstrating the principle.  Private regional transit between all the gateway communities and the Salt Lake City Airport has grown dramatically in the past decade.  Private employers are providing transit services to employees through either direct operation of vehicles or incentives to use public transit.

What is woefully missing in this scenario however is a well-constructed and coordinated plan to connect transportation links and provide incentives for systematic development.  One reason for this is that there is no organization or government body that “owns” the entire scope of the problem, and the problem can’t be solved by only working on one thing such as bus transportation.  It is to this topic that the workshop turned its attention at the end of the day.

5. A Plan

As mentioned earlier there really were no illusions among the participants about the magnitude of the changes under discussion and the interests that will oppose change.  What was different about this discussion however was that there was general consensus that the Greater Yellowstone-Teton three state community has the potential to build a transportation system that will create a whole new way of living, visiting, and working in the region.

The changes being discussed are in many ways similar to those which occurred when the nation transformed itself from a trolley and train oriented infrastructure to an auto and truck oriented infrastructure.  The process to achieve that change was not a random undertaking.  Economic interests drove a coordinated plan that resulted in legislation and policy changes to support private and commercial development of highways, vehicles, fueling infrastructure, and allied commercial development.  This process is still in place and can be easily seen in the planning and zoning hearings that surround the construction of new interstate exchange.

The assistive forces that will drive any future change will likewise be based on economic interests.  To that end a viable approach to creating a regional transportation system should take the form of a business plan that addresses, 

· The service to be provided 

· How to bridge across jurisdictions 

· Quantifying existing and potential markets 

· What existing models, codes, and/or best practices could be adapted 

A group of nine individuals at the workshop agreed to form a small working group to develop such a plan.  They are:

Jan Brown, Executive Director of the Yellowstone Business Partnership

Dave Ekern, Director of the Idaho Transportation Department

Scott Horn, VP HR and Safety, Jackson Hole Mountain Resort

Sandy Mason, Valley Advocates for Responsible Development

Gary Pollock, Management Assistant, Grand Teton National Park

Christian Santelices, Executive Director of Teton Valley Trails and Pathways

Sabra Steele, Teton County, Idaho Planning and Zoning Commision

Michael Wackerly,  Director START

Tim Young, Associate Regional Director, National Parks Conservation Association

TAAF agreed to assist this work group during their initial organizational phases.  As of the date of publication of this report (March 2006) the working group has met twice.
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