Left Out of the Loop: Winston-Salem falls behind on DOT list for financing

Fayetteville leads state's priority list for urban beltways
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RALEIGH - If Forsyth County residents are wondering where all the money went for the western leg of the Northern Beltway, then they might want to look to the southeast.

They might start with Fayetteville.

It's in the fifth most populous county in North Carolina, and it straddles one of the world's largest military bases, Fort Bragg. It is also the hometown of Secretary Lyndo Tippett of the N.C. Department of Transportation.

And it is scheduled for a dramatic increase in its share of state money for urban loops.

"It helps to have friends in high places," said Dr. John Henley, the chairman of the Board of Commissioners for Cumberland County, which includes Fayetteville.

"There was no backdoor stuff," Henley said, "but we have been able to make our case in a way that otherwise wouldn't have been possible."

The state's Board of Transportation is expected to vote July 7 on a spending plan for 2006 through 2012. Including the current fiscal year, the plan includes $1.4 billion for the 10 urban loops throughout the state, which are in various stages of planning and construction. It is the result of months of study, compromise and negotiation, and it includes the delay of the western leg of the Northern Beltway past 2012.

According to a draft of the plan, Fayetteville's share of loop money would increase from almost nothing in recent years to 19 percent of the total $1.4 billion available over those years. That would be the largest share of any city in the state, reflecting, officials said, both the project's merit and the city's political power.

Wilmington would be second, getting 17.2 percent of the money, followed by Charlotte with 15.6 percent, Raleigh and Durham with 14.7 percent for two loops, and Winston-Salem with 13.4 percent of the money, all for the eastern leg of the Northern Beltway. Greensboro would get 11.6 percent of the total. The rest would go to Asheville, Greenville and Gastonia.

In real dollars, Fayetteville and the other cities are expected to get a cut in loop money because the overall budget for loops is shrinking. Officials acknowledged, though, that the proposed spending plan would give Fayetteville a dramatic boost.

"We've had to play catch-up," said Sen. Tony Rand, D-Cumberland, who is the Senate's majority leader and who represents Fayetteville. "During the decade of the '80s and maybe the '90s, we were one of the lowest-funded counties in the state."

The state's loops program officially began in 1989, when legislators set aside money from the Highway Trust Fund specifically for urban loops in seven cities. The legislature added two more, Fayetteville and Greenville, in 2003, and another, Gastonia, in 2004.

Under state law, the loops are supposed to get 25 percent of the Highway Trust Fund, which gets money from the gasoline tax, the tax on transferring vehicles, registration fees and other fees.

Charlotte, Greensboro and Raleigh have benefited far more from the program than any other cities, regularly gobbling up 90 percent or more of each year's allocation. As recently as the last fiscal year, which ended June 30, 2004, the three cities accounted for 97.6 percent of all loop money allocated by the Board of Transportation.

The new transportation plan would change that, with Fayetteville leading the way.

"The Easley administration and DOT are perhaps more sensitive to the equity issue and to addressing the needs of smaller cities and rural areas," Henley said.

The Fayetteville loop is shaped like a backward "D" adjacent to Interstate 95, and promoters of the project say that it will open whole tracts of land to development.

"This is an enormous benefit to us," Henley said. "It's going to be a long time until the full loop is finished, but just the first part is going to open up the northern part of the county to I-95."

It will also provide better access to Fort Bragg, which is now 10 miles from I-95, the nearest interstate.

"You've got to go around the thumb to get there," Henley said.

Wilmington, the second-biggest winner in the plan for loop money, is in a similar position. The Wilmington Bypass, as it's called, will run along the northern edge of the city from U.S. 17 at the coast west across the Cape Fear River.

It will provide greater access among Wilmington's western neighbor, Brunswick County, the city's port and the beaches in New Hanover and Pender counties to the northeast. It will also ease travel to and from nearby Camp Lejeune.

But unlike Fayetteville residents, people in Wilmington aren't convinced that they will get enough money from the loops program to finish their project. Instead, they're pursuing the idea of building the last leg, which they call the Skyway, as a toll road.

Lanny Wilson, who represents Wilmington on the state Board of Transportation, said that the city has no choice but to pay for the Skyway with tolls. As loop projects, including the Northern Beltway in Forsyth County, have finished their environmental permits, the requests for money are running $1 billion above what's available.

If Wilmington had to compete with Fayetteville, Winston-Salem and other cities for loop money, its project wouldn't be done until 2030, Wilson said.

"We decided to go ahead as a community and invest and have the Skyway now," Wilson said.

It is one of four potential toll roads that state officials are studying. Another is the Gastonia loop, known as the Garden Parkway, which also isn't expected to get significant loop money any time soon.

For years, there was no process to determine which cities would get loop money. Several of the original seven projects were not far enough along with planning and environmental studies to require significant amounts of money. Charlotte, Greensboro and Raleigh had no one to compete with, other than each other.

Forsyth County's proposed Northern Beltway was a project that wasn't ready to compete.

City leaders in Winston-Salem began talking about a loop in 1962, after the U.S. Congress passed a law requiring all urban areas with a population greater than 50,000 to have a coordinated transportation plan.

The city began buying up land for the road in the 1970s, and the Winston-Salem board of aldermen approved a plan for the beltway in 1986. Just three years later, the General Assembly created the Highway Trust Fund and wrote the Northern Beltway into the law for loops.

For much of the 1990s, transportation planners kept redesigning the Northern Beltway. They narrowed the road from six lanes to four, and then they altered the route of the eastern leg to align with the planned Interstate 74.

After 30 years of study, construction was scheduled to begin in March 1999 when two groups, Friends of Forsyth and the N.C. Alliance for Transportation Reform, filed a federal lawsuit arguing that the state had not followed correct procedures in conducting environmental studies.

The groups won, a federal judge issued an injunction and the new environmental studies were completed only last year.

But now that the project is ready for construction again, the competition for loop money is greater than ever.

And unlike other parts of the transportation system, the loops program isn't governed by a formula that spreads money according to specific factors such as population or how much money a region has gotten in the past.

Instead, members of the Board of Transportation decide how to spend it, often by horse-trading in informal meetings. Forsyth County, for example, has given up trying to get money for the western leg of the Northern Beltway until after 2012, just to ensure money for the eastern leg.

Mayor Allen Joines of Winston-Salem said he wished that Winston-Salem had kept its place at the head of the line. He pointed out that the city was included in the original 1989 legislation that created a pot of money for the urban loops. Fayetteville wasn't, a fact that people there consider an oversight. It was added to the law in 2003.

But Joines said there cannot be a strict formula for transportation money either.

"The DOT has to weigh the entire state's traffic needs," he said. "The DOT board is struggling with a lot of needs, and money is tight."

It's a struggle that leaves some board members, such as Wilson of Wilmington, searching for answers.

"There might be some alternatives out there," he said, "but I don't have a good answer."

Promoters of Fayetteville say now that the system's just fine with them.

"It was good enough for them when they were getting the money before," said Rand, the Senate majority leader. "It's good enough for us now."
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