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Thank you, Senator Stedman, Senator Hoffman, and other Committee members, for the opportunity to testify.  My name is Lois Epstein and I am a licensed engineer in Alaska.  I am here today from Anchorage as a member of the public who is concerned that Southcentral Alaska not make an enormous mistake with huge financial consequences.  I also serve on the AMATS Technical Advisory Committee (or TAC), however I am speaking today for myself.  
While serving on the AMATS TAC, it became clear to me that the Committee’s state and municipal representatives were not asking hard questions of the Knik Arm Bridge and Toll Authority (KABATA) while developing our federally-required Metropolitan Transportation Plan (MTP), so it’s up to the legislature to ask those questions.  Why else would it be acceptable for a technical committee to assume that daily traffic would be roughly the same in 2035 with a $16 roundtrip toll using KABATA’s model vs. no toll as in the AMATS model, i.e., with both models showing around 36,000 Average Annual Daily Traffic (AADT)?  Why else would the TAC ignore the fact in the draft plan that it’s wholly unlikely that KABATA ever would receive a $300 million federal low-cost TIFIA loan?  TIFIA loans – and there aren’t many granted - go to areas with high population, serious congestion, and failing infrastructure; the proposed Knik Arm Bridge meets none of those criteria.  And to respond to KABATA Board Chair Foster’s statement today that the MTP used the same population numbers for the Mat-Su Borough as KABATA, that’s because AMATS said it did not have the resources to adequately analyze KABATA’s contractors’ work. 
As a further demonstration of the Parnell Administration’s pro-bridge bias, it’s extremely problematic that the Fiscal Note for SB 80 is zero for Alaska DOT “as long as projections for ridership…are fulfilled” without the note acknowledging the high end of the cost range if those projections are wrong.
The legislature also should be aware that the two-lane bridge scored very low in terms of the AMATS screening process for project importance, with a score of 12 out of a possible 30 points.  Many higher-scoring and more worthy Anchorage-area transportation projects will not be constructed due to federal “fiscal constraint” requirements.  Additionally, there have been a number of community council resolutions throughout the city opposing including the bridge in Anchorage’s draft plan.  These items should be of concern to Anchorage’s elected representatives. 
The March 2012 Dittman Poll in your packet commissioned by Alaska House Republicans and released last week showed 58% of respondents statewide said the proposed Knik Arm Bridge could “wait until later” or “it should never be built.”  A minority of only 37% said “now is a good time to build a Knik Arm Bridge.”  
I’d like to remind the legislature that this bridge has a notorious history outside the state as one of Alaska’s two so-called “bridges to nowhere.”  Should SB 80 become law, the state would receive more bad publicity for the over $100 million in federal funds going to this project. Additionally and importantly, there would be liability up to $2.98 billion in availability payments for the state to make up toll shortfalls in its contract with the private partner.  I encourage the Finance Committee to receive a written legal opinion on the liability question.
In contrast to what KABATA Board Chair Foster stated today, growth in the Mat-Su could be accommodated without major Glenn Highway expansion but there is not time today to speak to those relatively inexpensive options including congestion pricing, commuter rail, increased vanpools, telecommuting (not available in the earlier timeframe Foster spoke of regarding traffic doubling on the Glenn), satellite business offices in the Mat-Su, etc. 
Perhaps the best reason not to move forward with SB 80 at this time is that the Legislative Budget and Audit Committee currently is working on an audit of the project as the co-chairs know because you serve on the Committee.  The audit will review if the “traffic flow assumptions [are] based on reasonable projections” since if those projections are wrong, the state would need to make up several billion dollars in toll shortfalls over a period of several decades.  A number of public and private analyses to date have shown serious problems with KABATA’s contractor Wilbur Smith Associate’s traffic and revenue projections – see the Toll Road News article in your packet showing an overestimate of toll revenues by an average of 118% for the first 5 years after projects open (Appendix A).  The consequences of accepting KABATA’s projections can be dire financially for both Anchorage and the Mat-Su, i.e., potentially doubling the transportation dollars needed annually for each – see “The Real Finances of the Knik Arm Bridge” report in your packet.  For the good of Southcentral, I urge this Committee and the Senate as a whole not to pass SB 80 until LB and A’s audit is complete.
Thank you very much for your attention to these comments.  I am happy to answer any questions you may have.
