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Introduction
MDOT:
A History of Deception 

There has never been a time on the Gulf Coast when transportation issues are more relevant. With the devastation of Hurricane Katrina, and the destruction of the Biloxi-Ocean Springs and Bay St. Louis bridges, the time has come for a serious look at the agency that will largely determine the future of the Gulf Coast, and that is the Mississippi Department of Transportation, or MDOT.

Royce Hignight, a retired FBI agent and long-time Biloxi resident, has been intensively involved with transportation issues since his retirement in the mid 1990's. He has participated in numerous transportation committees and has spearheaded activities in an effort to reform MDOT, which he believes is an organization with too much power, and too inept to continue in its present form.

Hignight's work with the FBI was extensively involved with investigation public corruption in Mississippi. His work resulted in the arrests and convictions of numerous public officials in local, county and state positions.

MDOT is a multibillion dollar agency run by three elected commissioners that answer virtually to no one, but is responsible for building roads throughout the state. The Coast has been many times promised road and bridges that have never been built. And now, MDOT is charged with the most important element of the Coast's recovery that will set the future for redevelopment. But can this agency be trusted?

Hignight has followed MDOT closely. The following GulfCoastNews.com Special Report, MDOT: A History of Deception, was written to outline an agency that consistently makes promises, but fails to deliver. Hignight's report is a scathing and lengthy expose' on the way MDOT has handled itself and this report spans nearly a decade of MDOT's shuffling ways and deceptive practices. Hignight's report should be read in its entirety but it is lengthy, and some may find it burdensome to read.

But if you are a Coast resident, or someone truly interested in transportation issues on the Mississippi Coast, Hignight's MDOT: A History of Deception is a "must read" story. Hignight believes that MDOT is an agency that must be reformed by the state legislature if the state is to get the roads and highways it deserves. MDOT's actions regarding Coast area transportation needs is a history of neglect, misdirection, deception and incompetence.

Keith Burton - Owner and Editor of GulfCoastNews.com
MDOT: A History of Deception

Executive Summary

December 27, 2005

This is an article by Royce Hignight, a retired FBI agent and long-time Gulf Coast resident, who has been involved with transportation issues since the mid 1990’s.  The article is titled, “MDOT: A History o f Deception. 
This article details, for nearly a decade, how MDOT has done little about improving an inadequate transportation system in Harrison County other than make inconsistent, misleading statements, and empty promises to make the critically needed improvements,.  The ramifications are severe.  

Every-day-life was burdensome due to traffic congestion before Katrina.  After Katrina damaged the already inadequate critical arteries, every-day-life for citizens and recovery went from burdensome to nearly impossible. As the center of one of the State’s major economic engines, the effects are felt statewide.  MDOT is largely responsible for much of the debacle. MDOT had years to build the critically needed highways. Yet, MDOT shows little concern for the past and promises more of the same for the future.  It is an arrogance of power.

The article shows that MDOT is run by three elected Commissioners, who control the expenditure of approximately $1 billion a year, 10% of the entire state budget.  This is an enormous amount of economic power which begets political power in several ways. Perhaps, this is why MDOT seems to have a shell around it that can’t be penetrated.  There have been a number of failed attempts to reform MDOT for many decades. This may account for the arrogance of power.

The article will detail how the Legislature approved and funded connector roads to run between Highway 90 and I 10 in 1997, by extending the Gaming Road Program (GRP) tax on casinos.

MDOT turned these less than $50 million ground level proposed roads into $300 million overhead six-lane expressways that the citizens did not want, because they knew the MDOT proposals were too expensive; did too much damage to the communities; achieved far too little results. These views were expressed to MDOT in numerous public meetings and by local governing authorities, but this made no difference to MDOT.

 MDOT spent all the money raised by the GRP and used that for an excuse for delaying the roads.  One of the excuses used by MDOT was that it was waiting for federal funds to be appropriated for the roads.  However, during almost a decade of procrastination by MDOT, MDOT has received billions of federal funds.  This article will detail the inconsistent and misleading statements and empty promises made by MDOT about the north-south connectors.  

During 2001, the Legislature learned that MDOT was also years behind in highway construction on the 1987 Four-Lane Program and billions over the original budgeted costs. This, and a scathing PEER Committee report that said mismanagement and inaccurate accounting by MDOT has caused billions of dollars of cost overruns and delays in building roads, led to more calls for reform of MDOT.  The House passed a bill to reform MDOT that was watered down to a point of being worthless in the Senate.  MDOT had survived reform once again.

Meanwhile, down on the Coast, the Harrison County Transportation Committee, under the auspices of the Gulf Regional Planning Commission (GRPC), had developed an alternative transportation plan for the county that was doable, would work, and was affordable.  MDOT disregarded it, except to; perhaps, undermine it by causing an audit to be done of the Gulf Regional Planning Commission that led to the removal of Jeff Taylor, the Executive Director, without apparent cause. Taylor was primarily responsible for putting the plan together.

MDOT continued to put out inconsistent statements about when the north-south connectors would be done in Harrison County and how they would be funded.  MDOT came up with several schemes for funding.  One of the schemes was to get local governments to issue bonds that would be paid back by MDOT.  According to a news article that quoted MDOT Commissioner Dick Hall, such debt had ballooned to $600 million to be paid off from future Federal and State funds that MDOT would receive.  Hall said, “this is nothing but a way to bypass the Legislature.”  This taking on of long term debt could have severe ramifications for the future.

After Hurricane Katrina destroyed the critical Highway 90 Bridges linking Pass Christian to Bay St. Louis and Biloxi to Ocean Springs, MDOT again insisted on building bridges that were far in excess of what local citizens needed and wanted.  The Clarion Ledger described the MDOT proposed Biloxi-Ocean Springs Bridge as, “too big, too expensive and too ugly.”  This is history repeating itself with MDOT, with MDOT apparently making untrue claims that it was forced to build this behemoth bridge by the Federal Highway Commission.

World renowned transportation experts offered their advice at the Governors Commission on Recovery, Rebuilding, and Renewal in the aftermath of Katrina.  These experts said MDOT has at least two very large projects actively proposed for construction or reconstruction that do not fit well in the community visions that came about at the Renewal Forum.

Chester Chellman, one of the experts, said, in a written article, “Three Mississippi Department of Transportation proposals could be changed to save $250 million to $500 million and greatly improve the economic development potential of cities.” This statement affirms what citizens and others have been saying for nearly a decade about the MDOT proposals.  But these experts had more to say.

They also said that the Gulf area should develop a refined master plan.  That is what was done by the HCTC in 2001 that MDOT disregarded and perhaps undermined.

These experts also recommended that the Mississippi Legislature consider changing MDOT so that it has a Commissioner appointed by the Governor, because the current structure of MDOT has lead to an agency that is too autonomous.  This statement reaffirms the 2001 effort led by Representatives J.P. Compretta and Billy McCoy to reform MDOT.

Columnist Sid Salter said in a recent column titled, “MDOT an unchained spending machine,” “At some point, Mississippi’s legislative leadership is going to decide to start running MDOT instead of running from it. For the taxpayers, that day should come sooner that later.”

That day is now.  MDOT is a government agency that for far too long has had far too much power.  Power concentrated into the hands of just two or three people.  This may explain the “arrogance of power” as depicted throughout the article.  There is a distinct danger that irreparable harm may be done by MDOT, at this critical point in time, for the Coast and the State economies if MDOT has its way.
Additional articles, concerning MDOT, are in the archives of GulfCoastNews.com 
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Coast citizens are now enduring a great deal of hardship and frustration due to a transportation system that has been inadequate for decades that is now, not only severely inadequate, but broken as well.  The Mississippi Department of Transportation (MDOT is primarily responsible for this outrage.  

 

Gulf Coast attorney Felicia Dunn Burkes wrote an eloquent editorial, which appeared in the SUN HERALD 12/6/05, titled “MDOT stubbornly steamrolls people, places and good ideas.” The title aptly describes the experiences that Harrison County residents have had with MDOT for many years.  She said:

 

For years the Mississippi Gulf Coast has been in desperate need of relief from gridlock.  The east-west corridors of U.S. 90 and Interstate 10, strain to handle traffic across South Mississippi from the Alabama state line to the Louisiana state line…

 
We have for some time needed better road designs.  And during this time, the Mississippi Department of Transportation has been “the only game in town” with the recognized authority to design roads…
 
Katrina wreaked havoc on all communities along the Mississippi Gulf Coast.  The damage to U.S. 90, including the destruction of the bridges over the Back Bay of Biloxi and the Bay of St Louis, was the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back.

 

With the loss of use of U.S. 90, transportation routes that remained viable after Hurricane Katrina proved totally inadequate to handle the needs of our area.  Critical recovery functions, such as the importation of disaster-relief supplies, debris removal, and restoration of utilities, were slowed by inadequate north-south and east-west transportation corridors. 

 

 Travel to work, school, the doctor’s office, the grocery store, the bank and any number of other basic lifestyle functions became more burdensome…as a result of inadequate transportation avenues.

 

MS Burkes referred to MDOT as the Mississippi Department of Tyranny (Exhibit 10). This article will show that this moniker fits MDOT like a hand-in-a-glove.  Tens of thousands of Gulf Coast citizens from Ocean Springs to Bay St. agree with MS Burkes.

 

This outrage has happened as a result of the incompetence, arrogance, indifference, malfeasance and perhaps worse in the Mississippi Department of Transportation (MDOT).  However, others, including some legislators, mayors, city councilpersons, public officials, so-called business leaders, and the news media, over the past decade, have been reluctant to hold MDOT responsible for its empty promises and actions. They have also failed to rally the public to action and are culpable as well.  Particularly noted is the City of Biloxi whose Mayor and City Council have turned their backs on their own citizens on transportation issues. Biloxi citizens, more than any other citizens, are paying the penalty.  The details will be revealed in this article.

 

In some cases, the media has acted more like the campaign publicist for MDOT rather than as watchdog for the public.  The media has been schizophrenic, at the best, regarding shortcomings of MDOT. The predicament that Harrison County finds itself in is a disaster that was in the making long before August 29, 2005, when Hurricane Katrina came ashore and wrecked the Mississippi Gulf Coast.  

 

Ever since Hurricane Camille wrecked the Gulf Coast in 1969, the discussion has always been, not if, but when such a hurricane would strike the Coast again.  There has been warning after warning and prediction after prediction that there would be another devastating hurricane. It was common knowledge that the transportation system was inadequate and that there would be a great deal of difficulty in trying to evacuate the coast.  Some citizens and office holders have offered suggestions and solutions to fix the transportation system for everyday use and to be ready for the next hurricane.. However, they have been rebuffed by the obstinacy of MDOT and its politically powerful allies.  
 

The MDOT solution to fixing the transportation system has been since 1998, to propose projects, which fits what a CLARION LEDGER editorial said about MDOT’s proposal to rebuild the Biloxi Ocean Springs Bridge, “Too Big, Too Expensive, and Too Ugly.” As a result, Harrison County now finds itself with a transportation system which is not only inadequate, but now has an inadequate and seriously damaged transportation system that is hampering recovery from the Hurricane.  Still MDOT continues to ignore the needs of the community and while continuing to plan projects that are still “too big, too ugly and too expensive,” as seen it the MDOT proposal for the Biloxi-Ocean Springs bridge proposal.  

 

The Governor’s Commission on Recovery, Rebuilding and Renewal, that began on October 12, 2005, to brainstorm rebuilding after Hurricane Katrina included transportation.  World renowned experts on transportation, reviewed MDOT’ plans for three major projects, including the North/South Connector from the Canal Road exit, made some alarming statements.  One of the experts allegedly said that the Gulfport Canal Road Connector was the stupidest plan he had ever seen.  Further, he said the same results could be accomplished for $40 million instead of the $300 million MDOT plan. 

 

Chester E Chellman, one of the renowned experts, said, in an article written for the MISSISSIPPI RENEWAL FORUM, “Three Mississippi Department of Transportation (MDOT) proposals could be changed to save $250 million to $500 million and greatly improve the economic development potential of cities.

 

One of the MDOT proposals he alluded to was the Gulfport Port to I-10 Connector. 

 

These transportation experts said, “Current plans for highways, street, bridges and transit were based on out-dated assumptions regarding traffic volumes and travel patterns, and it would be incorrect to invest in major new capital improvements based on these assumptions.”  They also said, “Several of the road and bridge projects planned by MDOT in advance of Hurricane Katrina do not compliment the local community development objectives.” These words reaffirm what citizens and some public officials have tried to impart to MDOT for years.

 

These experts prepared a list of recommendations for the transportation section of the Governor’s Commission report.  One of the recommendations is:

 

Revise the Governing Structure of MDOT—At the State level, the existing MDOT structure of the three elected Commissioners who in turn appoint an Executive Director is, to the team’s knowledge, unlike any other State DOT, and has lead to an agency this is too autonomous.  We recommend that the Mississippi legislature study this issue and consider changing the existing structure to one where a Commissioner of Transportation (one person) would be appointed by the Governor for four-year terms.
 
The above recommendation reaffirms the effort made by the House of Representatives, led by Representatives J.P Compretta and Billy McCoy, to reform MDOT in 2001. 

 
Another recommendation from these experts was that the Gulf area should develop a refined master plan.  What they did not know was that the Harrison County Transportation Commission (HCTC) had developed such a plan only to have it ignored, and perhaps, subverted by MDOT and others in mid to late 2001 and early 2002.  More on this plan later.

MDOT’S ARROGANCE AND INCOMPETENCE IN HARRISON COUNTY
The North/South Connectors that were to run between I 10 and Highway 90 in Biloxi and Gulfport. The connectors were authorized by the Legislature in February 1997 as affordable, four-lane, ground level highways which MDOT turned into unaffordable six lane, overhead expressways that would cut swaths across the communities doing more harm than good.  Beginning in 1998, citizens, some public officials, boards, and commissions, in numerous public meetings and forums, were saying these type connectors were “too big, too ugly, and too expensive.” MDOT’s proposals would have absorbed too much, of limited resources, yield too little results, when there were a number of critical needs, which MDOT refused to take into account.  The details will be set forth in this article.
The big question is, can the MDOT obstacle be overcome and the transportation system be fixed so that life and a main economic engine for the state can be started once again?  The answer is yes, but to arrive at a solution, first there has to be and understanding of what we are dealing with. So, we start with understanding the MDOT culture and how it works..
CULTURE OF MDOT
MDOT has a budget of approximately $1 billion annual budget.  This is approximately 10% of the entire state budget. This is an enormous amount of economic power vested in the hands of the three member, elected Highway Commission, with one each from the northern district, middle district, and southern district. Theoretically, this vast economic power could rest in the hands of just two Commissioners, if the two teamed up against the third.  Further, if one of the two was dominate, that would leave vast economic and political power in the hands of one person. 
Economic power begets political power which begets economic power which begets more political power and so on.  The power to select where roads will be built has enormous economic consequences.  Consequences that can be positive or negative for people and businesses including, but not limited to, contractors, builders, developers, bankers, etc., many of whom participate in the political process as campaign fund raisers and as political powerbrokers.  I do not believe these people who have an economic interest in good relations with such a political and economic power would want to risk the wrath of such power as wielded MDOT. 
Great power is also derived from being able to expend public funds.  The recipients, such as highway contractors, engineering firms, and others are usually most grateful to receive lucrative contracts.  Many of these recipients are also active in the political process.

Being able to build roads and highways in a powerful legislator’s district that he can claim credit for and his reciprocating can be a source of tremendous power. Likewise, by being able to not build roads in a legislators district can be a strong intimidator.
As will be seen in this article, there has been many attempts to reform MDOT, but all have failed.  The latest was in 2001, when a vast majority of the House of Representatives tried to reform an unbelievably incompetent MDOT, as depicted in a PEER Committee report in 2001, but the effort failed to pass in the Senate.  All MDOT has to do to maintain its existence, no matter how incompetent, is to keep one or two powerful politicians under its influence, which may not be all that difficult with the vast amount of power that it can exercise.  I think this is the reason for the arrogance and tyrannical ways of MDOT.
 Bill Minor, longtime Mississippi columnist and political analyst, in a column dated February 8, 2001, which appeared in the SUN HERALD said, in regard to MDOT:
 “Commission critics have long maintained that splitting $1 billion annually among the three district commissioners has been a political spoils system much akin to county supervisors divvying up their money by “beats.”  

What he is referring to is the once prevalent “beat” system of county government, in which cronyism, favoritism, and corruption were rampant due to the fact that each supervisor, in reality, was autonomous and was allowed to do or spend whatever he wanted in his district with little or no controls or accountability to anyone.  The FBI severely disrupted this heretofore sacrosanct, but dysfunctional system in the 1980’s with the conviction of approximately seventy of the supervisors on corruption charges.  This led to reform of this type government.  MDOT officials have not escaped without being marred by corruption.

Minor points out in his column that during the past two decades, there were four major scandals in MDOT wherein the commission’s executive director was convicted in 1978 for dipping into the till, followed by three commissioners in the late eighties and early nineties.  However, no major reform of MDOT was achieved as had county government.
In addition to the scandals mentioned by Minor at MDOT, a CLARION LEDGER article dated 4/1/01, titled, “MDOT exec had unrevealed felony,” revealed:

Hugh Long is an engineer, a Vietnam War veteran and executive director for the state Department of Transportation, overseeing an annual $932 million budget.

Yet for a dozen years Long has carried the burden of a little known fact:  He has a 1989 felony conviction.

Long pleaded guilty to two felonies: “kickbacks from public works employee” and “false statement to an agency of the U.S.”

On March 31, 1989, U.S. District Judge Henry T. Wingate gave Long a suspended sentence and five years probation, ordering him to pay a $5,000 fine.  In addition, Wingate ordered Long to not enter into any government contract with construction for the next three hears.  
Two years or so after his conviction, Long went to work for the state Department of Transportation.  He rose through the ranks quickly, and in July became executive director of the agency.  Long recently announced his retirement, thus avoiding a confirmation by the state Senate that could have included a background check.  

One Commissioner said that he would hire Long again tomorrow.
 Minor also points out that Mississippi is the only state with an elected transportation commission even though, nearly every Governor since 1936 has sought to reform MDOT, by bringing its functions under the Governor to no avail.  If the Governor has no control over MDOT, “To whom is MDOT responsible?” For the answer, it is necessary to understand the funding for MDOT, because it is only through funding that any control, oversight, and accountability can be exercised over MDOT, due to the fact that MDOT has an independently elected commission. 
It is also necessary to have an understanding of this funding in order to know when MDOT officials are conning, spinning, misleading, or being disingenuous about what MDOT can and can not do, and to understand what their real intentions are.
MDOT’S SOURCES OF FUNDS
Federal Funds

MDOT has several sources of funds both state and federal.  The Federal funds are mainly two different types.  One is an annual allotment to the state, which amounts to approximately $200 to $300 million per year which goes directly to MDOT.  MDOT then allocates these funds at its own discretion for the most part. 
 Secondly, the federal government periodically grants funds to states over a specified period of time, usually six years.  Some of these funds may be earmarked to specified projects.  For instance, some of the bridges in Jackson County were paid for with such funds.  These type funds are usually referred to as “Pork.”  In the latest bill just signed by the President in August 2005, Mississippi received $2.5 billion over six years.  The United States Senators and Congressmen may have some influence over these funds, but the state legislature has none.
Gasoline Taxes and License Plates

The second major source of funds for MDOT is the state tax levied on gasoline, which was approved by the state legislature in 1987 and is commonly known as the 1987 Four Lane Program (1987 FLP). Originally, this was a $1.6 billion program passed for the purpose of building a network of four-lane highways throughout the state. The Program was to be completed in 2002.  However, in 2001, the legislature learned that MDOT was at least three years behind in highway construction and needed at least at least several billion dollars more to complete the $1.6 billion program.
 The gasoline tax raises approximately $300 million per year for the Program.  The legislature has influence over this program in that the legislature set up the Program and obviously can take it away.  However, MDOT has wide latitude on what it does with the funds and where and when it builds highways.
Casino Taxes

The third major source of funds is the Gaming Road Program (GRP).  The purpose of the Program is to provide for the construction, re-construction, and general improvements of highways, roads, streets, bridges, interchanges, and other improvements within and approaching those counties where gaming is authorized. This program was originally passed in 1994 and was to run through 2002.  
The GRP is funded by a tax on casinos. The 1997 legislature extended the tax through 2012 and authorized MDOT to issue bonds in the amount of $325 million to be paid back with the tax.  At that time, the tax was producing approximately $50 million a year in income.  $26 million per year was used for debt service bonds, leaving $10 million per year for other projects and the remainder of $14 million was used for statewide highway maintenance. 
NORTH SOUTH CONNECTORS FOR BILOXI AND GULFPORT
During the 1996 legislative session, coast legislators sponsored a bill to fund three four-lane north/south connectors in Harrison County between I10 and Highway 90.  In June 1996, MDOT hired the Michael Baker Jr. Inc., engineering firm to determine which roads in counties with gambling needed improvements the most and prioritize them.
The study process included meetings with MDOT officials and local officials, field observations, traffic forecasting, capacity analysis, project prioritization and development of budgetary coast estimates for the recommended priority list.

On May 16, 1996, the Biloxi Planning Commission selected the Cedar Lake to Rodenberg route as its top priority for improvements to the transportation.  The Commission’s second choice for the future was a route to connect with the Woolmarket exit to Popp’s Ferry Road.  According to the official minutes of the meeting, this was after, Joe Lusteck, a consultant for the City of Biloxi, on the Vision 2020 Comprehensive plan told the Commission that the Department of Transportation had stated a preference that the Popp’s Ferry Road bridge be connected to the Woolmarket interchange on I-10 and has already budgeted $14,000,000 for expenditure in the next three years for this route.
In June 18, 1996, the City of Biloxi received the results of a comprehensive plan for improvement of the city’s transportation system dubbed Vision 2020. The Cedar Lake to Rodenberg route was designated Biloxi’s top priority.  The Woolmarket to Popp’s Ferry route was selected for a future route.  The study also identified an east/west route as a top priority.
In December 1996, the Baker Study produced a list of 37 projects statewide, ranked from 1 to 37 in order of their recommended priority.  A budgetary cost estimate was developed for each project.  The total cost of these projects was estimated to be $1.1 billion.  These projects included the Gulfport and Biloxi North/South Connectors.
BILOXI NORTH/SOUTH CONNECTOR-Funded by GRP
A SUN HERALD news article dated January 31, 1997, indicated that the House Transportation Committee voted for the construction of a $49.7 million four-lane connector in Biloxi.  The bill did not specify where the highway would intersect I-10.

A SUN HERALD news article dated February 6, 1997, indicated that Senator Tommy Gollott, who sponsored a bill in the Senate, to fund a Biloxi four-lane connector, specified that the highway would intersect I-10 at the Woolmarket Exit and that Senator Gollott owned property north of I-10 that would jump in value if the bill was passed.  Senator Gollott’s bill ignored the findings of the City of Biloxi’s Planning Commission recommendations and the recommendations of Biloxi’s Comprehensive Plan called Vision 2020 for which Biloxi had just paid $160,000.
After the above disclosure, a SUN HERALD news article dated February 12, 1997, reflected that Representative Bobby Shows stated that he would kill the bill if the final compromise requires that the four-lane intersect at the Woolmarket exit.  Shows was quoted as saying, “We’ve never (specified an exit) before.  We’ve left it with the state Department of Transportation.  Shows probably did not know that MDOT already had a preference for the Woolmarket exit.
A SUN HERALD dated February 21, 1997, reflected that Senator Tommy Gollott had dropped the specification of the Woolmarket exit from the Senate Bill for the Biloxi Connector.  The article pointed out that Gollott owned about 30 acres north of the Woolmarket exit. In addition, the article pointed out that a company that Gollott was president of owned 47 adjacent acres.
A SUN HERALD news article dated March 31, 1997, revealed that the Senate had voted to change a 1994 program that earmarked 25 percent of casino taxes each year until 2002 for road construction in counties with casinos.  The expiration date of 2002 was extended until 2012.
A SUN HERALD news article dated April 2, 1997, revealed that the House also approved the same bill.

A review of news articles and quotes from lawmakers makes it abundantly clear that the law was changed in order to fund the Biloxi Connector as a four-lane, ground level highway and that this connector was a top priority project for the state.
The MDOT Stall Begins

A SUN HERALD news article dated 11/18/97, titled, “Company to help choose road path,” bylined, “North-south link still years away,” reveals the following:

The state Department of Transportation will hire a private consulting firm to help pick the best location for a new highway to link U.S. op and Interstate 10 in Biloxi. 

Highway Commission Ronnie Shows said Monday that MDOT could hire the consultant by January for between $150,000 and $300,000.  The firm will spend about six months studying possible sites between Cowan-Lorraine Road and Interstate 110.

“If we didn’t hire a consultant, out people couldn’t get to it for three or four years,” said Shows.

Shows reminds motorists that the four-lane highway won’t offer any quick fixes:  The road likely will take six to seven years to build.  A big question is did shows hire the consultant, how much was the consultant paid, and what benefit did the taxpayers get since the hiring of additional consultants was to come in the future.
MDOT HOLDS PUBLIC MEETINGS
First MDOT Public Meeting-September 25, 1998

A SUN HERALD news article dated September 25, 1998, reveals that MDOT held a public meeting Thursday night and displayed maps reflecting seven possible paths for the connector.  These proposals connected with I 10 at three different locations: the Woolmarket exit, the Cedar Lake exit, and a potential new exit between the Woolmarket and Cowan-Lorraine exit.
A MDOT engineer was quoted as saying, “Most of the people here seem interested and want it built as soon as possible…That’s what I’ve heard the most: How quickly can you get it done?”

The MDOT engineer went on to say, “That’s a tough one”, although the engineer expects MDOT engineers to pick a route and complete environmental work by next summer.  The article stated that MDOT officials have said it will likely take six or seven years before a car drives on the road.  Approximately 100 people attended this meeting that was not well publicized.
A SUN HERALD news article dated October 14. 1998, reveals that MDOT would hold another public meeting regarding the seven potential routes MDOT has selected for the four-lane highway to link I 10 and U.S. 90 in Biloxi.  However, in the interim, MDOT will accept public comments through Thursday.
March 2, 1999 Biloxi Public Meeting
A SUN HERALD news article dated March 1, 1999 titled, “Big crowd expected for road meeting,” reflected that, “Coast residents eager to have a say in where the State Department of Transportation builds a multilane highway in Biloxi are expected to jam a public hearing Tuesday at Biloxi City Hall.”

  “I wish we had scheduled it somewhere larger” than City Hall, said Tom Wall, Biloxi Councilman who asked the City Council to hold the hearing.
Wall stated, “People are really interested in this road.  I can’t hardly get out of my house in the morning because I’m answering the phone.  I don’t know what number to put on it, but it’s a lot more than anything else I’ve ever done.”

Wall went on to say, “We want MDOT to know what the people want.” Wall would soon get what he wanted.
A SUN HERALD dated March 3, 1999, was titled, “Woolmarket route opposed.”  The article was bylined, “Most prefer new highway to east.” The article stated: 

With a stand-up vote, the people of Biloxi overwhelmingly said they favored a route through the east side of the city rather than one beginning at the Woolmarket exit, which would put several subdivisions in its path.

The article stated that more than 400 people attended the meeting, but fewer than 10 got to speak to newly elected Southern Transportation Commissioner Wayne Brown.  Ginny Christensen was one who spoke.  She said, “It seems like our opinions and feelings are totally being ignored.”  

According to the article, Wall asked Brown not to build a raised expressway like Interstate I 110 because it would impede commercial development.  Wall explained to Brown, “We live on a peninsula,...We don’t have much land to spare.”

Col. Rick Taylor from Keesler Air Force Base (KAFB) expressed opposition to any path that would take housing from KAFB or have service people living in the shadow of a raised bridge.
Brown said preliminary engineering plans call for a raised express route. Brown’s position was contrary to what the legislature had authorized, what the citizens of Biloxi wanted, and what all previous studies had said was needed.  The position taken by MDOT is the position of a rogue government agency which does not really care what the citizens want or need.  This controversy would continue and grow until this very day.
Biloxi City Council Passes Resolution Opposing MDOT Plans

On 3/16/99, the Biloxi City Council passed a resolution which said in part, that the City of Biloxi has previously adopted a comprehensive plan (Vision 20 20) that clarified the need for two four-lane connectors between both the Woolmarket and Cedar Lake interchanges and Highway 90.  
The resolution continues, that at a public hearing of the Biloxi City Council on March 2, 1999, the overwhelming majority of the citizens of Biloxi, in attendance, expressed their preference for the easternmost corridor connect with I 10 at the Cedar Lake exit.

Further, the overwhelming majority of people at the meeting expressed their support for a ground-level boulevard which would also benefit the proposed new Biloxi High School. 

The Council found that an overhead expressway is detrimental to neighborhoods and deters the quality of life in residential and commercial structures in its vicinity.
The Council authorized Mayor A.J. Holloway to take steps to co-ordinate with MDOT, Keesler AFB, and prepare a road plan that was in the interest of Biloxi citizens. Unfortunately, Mayor A. J. Holloway was not content to let the will of the people be done on this matter.  More on this later, however there were several important intervening events.
On 3/21/99, MDOT announced that the environmental impact study (EIS) would not be ready for several months and that it may be the end of the year.

Harrison County Board of Supervisors Endorses Biloxi City Council Resolution

On 3/23/99,  A SUN HERALD news article reflected that the Harrison County Board of Supervisors unanimously voted for a resolution to asking MDOT to put the Biloxi Connector at Cedar Lake endorsed the Biloxi Resolution, mentioned above, and offered to pay one half of any costs.  
March 24, 1999 MDOT Public Meeting

A SUN HERALD news article dated 3/24/99, stated that it took less than 15 minutes Tuesday for Edwin and Olivia Watson to form an opinion  MDOT should utilize the Cedar Lake exit for the Biloxi Connector.  The article continued, “That’s just the type of feedback that MDOT wanted to get at Tuesday’s meeting, attended by about 450 Coast residents.”
A citizen who lived north of I 10 above the Woolmarket exit suggested that a the connector run from the Woolmarket exit with a bridge across the T’chouticabouff River and southeast to Popp’s Ferry Road, then south to the Back Bay with another bridge across the Back Bay then run south to Highway 90.  This was the origination of the H-Route, the Route that MDOT continues to push to this very day.

Concerned Citizens Organize

 Biloxi citizens known as Concerned Citizens were organized by Jay Teasdale and me to oppose MDOT’s overhead, interstate type expressway, and MDOT’s apparent leaning toward the Woolmarket exit.  The group persuaded  people to go to numerous public meetings, wrote letters, and obtained over 2000 signatures on a petition opposing the MDOT proposals. The citizens had made headway as cited above.

Mayor A. J. Holloway Obtains Superseding Resolution-Setback for Citizens
On 4/22/99, Mayor A.J. Holloway introduced a superseding resolution to replace the resolution passed 3/16/99.  The first part of Mayor Holloway’s resolution was similar to the first resolution; however the rest of the resolution had several differences. 
 Number one, Holloway’s resolution was ambiguous in designating the Cedar Lake exit as the exit where the new highway would connect with I 10. 
 Number two, it authorized Holloway to set up a citizens committee known as the Citizens Coordinating Committee, which members were to be appointed by Holloway. 
 Number three the committee was to work with MDOT instead of being independent of MDOT and finding the route that was in the best interest of the city, separate from MDOT if necessary.
CITIZEN’S  CORRIDOR  COMMITTEE
Mayor Holloway appointed the Citizens Corridor Committee with the concurrence of the City Council. Jay Teasdale was appointed as Chairman.  Subsequently, Paige Gutierrez from Tom Wall’s Ward was selected by Councilman Tom Wall because his ward did not have a representative.  Subsequently, Teasdale resigned and requested that I be appointed to take his place as a member.
The Committee met fourteen times, beginning on 5/12/99 through approximately September 2001.  Several MDOT representatives attended almost every meeting and dominated these meetings.  No other alternatives were considered, as had been the original intent of the first resolution, to develop a plan that best suited the needs of Biloxi.  However,  MS Gutierrez and I repeatedly tried to bring up alternatives to the MDOT proposals.
Elevated Six-Lane Vs Ground-level four-lane

One of the first items that MS Gutierrez and I tried to bring to the forefront was what had come out of all of the public meetings, set forth above.  This was the issue of whether or not the highway should be elevated. The public had overwhelmingly rejected a six-lane, overhead expressway they deemed as overly destructive to neighborhoods and detrimental to economic development.
 These MDOT officials maintained that, MDOT was “mandated” to build these types of highways. At first MDOT tried to say the Legislature mandated the overhead, six-lane expressway.  However, when the Gaming Road Program statute was reviewed, it was learned that the statute does not specify an elevated six-lane highway.  However, the Baker Study, on which the Gaming Road Program was based, defined the Biloxi Connector as a, “new four-lane facility with full control of access.”  The budgeted cost was $49.7 million 
These MDOT officials also maintained that this type road was required by the Federal Highway Commission (FHC).  However, I talked with the FHC representative and asked him what requirements the FHC placed on the proposed road.  He said none. The only requirement, of the FHC, is that any specific type road has to be built to federal specifications for that type road.  In other words, if MDOT decides to build a two-lane road, it has to be built to two-lane road specifications; a four-lane to four-lane specifications etc., but MDOT can build any type road that it wants to.
Under intense questioning about elevated versus ground level type roads, the lead MDOT representative made the statement, “MDOT doesn’t build hamburger highways.” By “hamburger highways,” he was referring to the ground level highway that the vast majority of Biloxians wanted and needed. MDOT appeared to never appreciate or care about the needs of local citizens such as being able to get back and forth to work, hurricane evacuation and other activities.  MDOT only saw a need to move tourists and others from I 10 to Highway 90.

Citizens Corridor Committee Public Meetings

On 10/11/99, the Citizens Corridor Committee sponsored a public meeting to get citizen input on the location and type of Biloxi Connector Highway.  According to a SUN HERALD article dated 10/12/99, titled, “Sunkist meeting favors Cedar Lake:

More than 100 people turned out Monday night to give the Citizens’ Corridor Committee their opinion on where the multilane highway should be built.   Though no formal vote was taken, a majority of the people at Monday’s event at Sunkist Country Club expressed support for a road that connects with the Cedar Lake exit of I-10.
The article quoted Biloxi native and longtime businesswoman Liz Joachim who said, in regard to, MDOT’s plan to build and elevated six-lane, elevated expressway:

We do not want Atlanta to New York. I hope MDOT will get the message we are not interested in getting people out here so fast.  We want to get them in her slowly and let them appreciate why we love this city and why we want to live her.  You overlook the beauty when you are traveling so fast.

Mrs. Joachim’s sentiments were representative of the majority of the citizens in the meeting as indicated by an ovation to her comments.

On 10/12/99, the Citizens Corridor Committee sponsored a second public meeting on the south side of the Bay, in regard to the location of the Biloxi Connector.  A SUN HERALD article stated:

About 160 residents attended the second of back-to-back meetings called by the Citizens’ Corridor Committee…Most who attended Tuesday’s meeting at Beauvoir Elementary School agreed that a Cedar Lake corridor is the best way to move traffic.
No Money For North/South Routes
On 11/12/99, MDOT engineer Billie Barton presented the cost of the MDOT proposals to the Corridor Committee.  A SUN HERALD article dated 11/13/99, Titled, “State tags road at $200 million,” stated that Barton delivered preliminary cost estimates to the committee for four of the six routes under consideration.  They ranged from $209 million to $257 million. The article said that state and federal governments will be asked to pay for the road.
During the course of these Citizens’ Corridor Committee meetings, it had become apparent to me that there was a lot of disingenuousness coming from the MDOT representatives. For instance one would give a particular time when somethingl would be accomplished and another would give a different time; they kept changing the dates when the environmental impact studies would be done; they were non-committal about funding, and when the road would be built; they had given erroneous information about being required to build an elevated highway.  As a result of this disingenuousness, I began checking into the funding for the road.

I checked with several legislators.  They told me they had the same problem of trying to get straight information out of MDOT, but they started supplying me with documentation.  I learned about the Gaming Road Program Funding and the Baker Study. 
I found that the Biloxi Connector was funded as a ground level, four-lane highway in the amount of $50 million, not $200 million or more.  I also found that the Cowan-Lorraine Road project was budgeted for $43.5 million, not the $125 million or so that it ultimately cost;  I found that the Gulfport Canal Road Connector was budgeted for $47.5 million not the $300 million that MDOT has turned it into.  In fact, I found that MDOT had only $325 million plus for the 37 projects listed in the Baker Study. 
The cost of these 37 projects, even at the budgeted cost, was over $1 billion.  The numbers did not work.  Further, most of the $325 million had already been spent or committed.  With this understanding of the funding, I began understanding why MDOT was so non-specific and evasive about when the road would be built.
I also found that Harrison County was paying hundreds of millions of dollars on gasoline taxes into the 1987 Four-Lane Program and getting little or nothing in return.  In other words, Harrison County was subsidizing the building of four-lane highways throughout the state, while Harrison County did without.  
Gerald Blessey, attorney, former legislator, former mayor of Biloxi, and I wrote an article titled, “There is no money for north-south routes,” which ran as a forum article in the SUN HERALD February 2, 2000, and exposed the fact that MDOT had overspent and overbuilt some of the projects and that no money was left for the Biloxi Connector, Gulfport Connector, and other projects that were supposed to have been done under the Gaming Road Program.  Wayne Brown refuted these assertions in speeches at service clubs and in the media.
A SUN HERALD news article dated 3/2/00, quoted Brown as having said, “Mississippi most definitely does not overbuild and overspend on roads.” Brown also said that a ground-level highway would cause traffic gridlock in Biloxi similar to what Gulfport motorists experience on U.S. 49.  Brown went on to say, “The delay has not been because of a lack of funding.” However, MDOT problems were just beginning.
MDOT Out of Money for 1987 Four-Lane Program and Casino Road Program

A Clarion Ledger Article dated 5/2/00, just two months after the above SUN HERALD article dated 3/2/00, titled, “MDOT road plan triples to $4.7B.”  The article stated:
A 1987 transportation plan to improve many state highways has nearly tripled in costs, officials say….It’s going to cost more than originally envisioned and it’s going to take longer than estimated.

On 7/14/00, a SUN HERALD article titled, “Budget shortfall threatens road work,” reflects the following:

A money crunch in the state Department of Transportation could delay new highway construction in Mississippi, including roads connecting to interstate 10 and U.S 49 in Harrison County.

The problem is so serious that the state Transportation Commission asked Gov. Ronnie Musgrove to include the issue in an upcoming special legislative session on economic development.

MDOT’s problem is two-pronged: Unusually warm weather year-around in recent years has helped speed construction of the state’s $4.7 billion, four-lane highway program. That also has depleted the agency’s reserve funds for the projects…
At the same time, a $1.24 billion program to build roads in counties with casinos faces problems.  The agency could have trouble borrowing money for casino road projects because its revenue source---$36 million a year from state gambling taxes—expires in 2012.
Is it believable that good weather drove up the cost of building highways?  Why is the highway building program years behind, if the good weather allowed MDOT to get ahead in the road building?  What about Wayne Brown’s earlier statements that lack of money was not holding up the Gulfport and Biloxi connectors?   It seems like a lot of disingenuousness to me.
Public Officials Provided With Written Analysis and Documentation of MDOT Activities

By letter dated 7/28/00, packets of information that documented the forgoing information were provided to Governor Ronnie Musgrove because of the MDOT call for a special legislative session for additional funding for MDOT.
Thereafter, on 8/11/00, the same packets were furnished to the Coast Legislative Delegation; all Mississippi Legislators; Coast Mayors; and Coast City Councilpersons.  
INVESTIGATIONS OF MDOT BEGINS
A SUN HERALD article dated 8/11/00, titled, “PEER committee will look into MDOT’s operations, fiscal health,” reveals the following:
A legislative watchdog committee, responding to concerns about how the Mississippi Department of Transportation does its job, is conducting an in-depth review of the agency….the legislative PEER Committee, also will look into a money crunch at MDOT that threatens to halt new highway construction for the rest of the year.

Representative Herb Frierson said many legislators simply want a close, comprehensive look at MDOT.  He said a lot of people are frustrated.  A lot of legislators felt like their funding is adequate.  That is what we are trying to make a determination about.

A CLARION LEDGER article dated 9/2/00 revealed that Senator Bob Dearing, Chairman of the Senate Transportation Committee said that he had named a Senate transportation subcommittee to look at the DOT and its finances with the panel to hold hearings on September 14-15.  Dearing said “We will see how in the world we got in the situation we got in to.”
A CLARION LEDGER article dated 9/11/00, titled, “MDOT shortfall criticized,” revealed that MDOT had excuses for the shortfall in the 1987 FLP and the GRP.  MDOT provided excuses for the shortfall from being under-funded to “because good weather caused them to get ahead.”  However, the article stated, “Lawmakers, however, think there’s more to the situation.” House Speaker Tim Ford said, “I don’t believe it’s just because they’ve had good weather.

The article stated Speaker Ford appointed a joint committee with members from the House Ways and Means, Transportation, and Appropriations committees, to look into the finance programs and procedures of MDOT, in anticipation of legislation being considered, when lawmakers convene for the 2001 session.  Ford said MDOT needs to have some accountability.
According to a CLARION LEDGER article dated 9/14/00, Marshall Bennett, State Treasurer, said MDOT was not suffering a “shortfall,” because MDOT was getting more money than ever before, that MDOT was just spending it faster.

A CLARION LEDGER article dated 9/15/00, titled, “Highway work lagging,” revealed:

State transportation officials surprised some members of the Legislative Budget Committee Thursday with news the first phases of the 1987 Highway Program are expected to be completed three years late and cost $1.2 billion more.

Senator Travis Little said, “Every briefing I’ve been in, I’ve been told the ’87 program was right on track.  Why is it delayed three years?  It’s just startling.  This is the first time I’ve heard 2005.”
As seen from the above, it is not only citizens and the media who think they been misled by MDOT.

PEER Report Findings

A SUN HERALD, front page article dated December 28, 2000, head-lined, “MDOT a mess, watchdog says.” The byline was, “Review agency casts doubt on projects critical to Coast.” According to the article, the PEER report said, in part:

Mismanagement and inaccurate accounting by the Mississippi Department of Transportation has caused billions of dollars of cost overruns and delays in building roads, a report released to the state Legislature on Wednesday says…
It (the report) casts doubt on whether MDOT will have the money or management capabilities to complete two badly needed north-south connectors and other work on the Coast…
The Mississippi Department of Transportation has not seen fit to put in place an overall planning and management system, said Max Arinder, PEER director. “It’s almost a trust me system.”  They operate with a lot of guesswork and a lot of estimation.  Given that these are multimillion dollar and multibillion projects they deal with, there needs to be some sort of management and accountability…”
The statewide 1987 program, which MDOT estimated would cost $1.6 billion, will end up costing about $5.6 billion if completed.  The Gambling Roads Program, estimated at $317 million, would eventually cost an estimated $1.6 billion…

PEER said MDOT has frequently violated a state law that requires roadways, whenever possible to be built in stretches greater than 10 miles.  The report said MDOT has designed projects in shorter stretches 82% of the time…  (What this does is create many small contracts and makes it much harder to have adequate accountability and oversight due to confusion)
PEER estimates that because MDOT has stretched its state and Federal money too thin, it will have only $5 million per year over the next few years for Gaming Roads Program projects.  The cost of two north-south connectors on the Coast alone could be $500 million (This further enforces the Hignight/Blessey article that revealed there was no money for these connectors)
In written responses, MDOT denies many of PEER’s findings.  It says its accounting and cost estimate methods are sound and that PEER doesn’t understand the complexities of managing such huge programs…
I n my experience as an FBI Agent for 26 years, I found that when someone tries to tell you that you just don’t understand, it usually means they don’t want you to understand.
House of Representatives Calls for MDOT Reform

A CLARION LEDGER article dated 1/12/01, titled, “Panel calling for MDOT reform,” concerning the findings of the Joint Legislative Committee chaired by Representative J.P. Compretta, then Chairman of the House Transportation Committee, and Representative Billy McCoy, then Chairman of the Ways and Means Committee, stated as follows:
The study panel found the current elected commissioner systems has not produced the needed environment for proper management…

There’s a need to hire a professional executive manager who can bring valid management information in to the decision-making process to determine the state’s transportation needs…

The panel recommended that the Governor appoint the MDOT commissioners with the concurrence of the Senate.
Senate Effectively Kills MDOT Reform Legislation

Senate Allies of MDOT Defeat Extensive Work by House, PEER, and Citizens to Reform an Agency Racked by Demonstrated Incompetence and Mismanagement
A SUN HERALD article dated 1/17/01, titled, “Remaking MDOT won’t be rushed, key senator says.”  The article went on to say that Senator Bob Dearing, chairman of the Senate Highway Committee said about the proposal to change the Transportation Commission from an elected to an appointed commission:

If a bill does come over (from the House) certainly we’ll look at it, but I doubt very seriously if we’d take it up during the session.  It probably is something we need to study in the interim so we would have a decent amount of time to work on.
He said the Senate has not generally supported switching from elected to appointed public officials. 
Dearing is an appointee of Lt Governor Amy Tuck. (I sent Lt. Governor Amy Tuck an e-mail dated 3/23/01, and asked for her support of the MDOT reform measure, with Senator Dearing, which apparently did no good.)
A SUN HERALD article dated 1/21/01,  revealed that Compretta said, in regard to Dearing’s comments about needing more time to study the issue, “proposals to change the commission have been studied and studied and studied over the years.”

A SUN HERALD article dated 2/2/01, titled “House OKs MDOT bill,” bylined, “Overhaul faces Senate foes,” revealed that the House voted 102-19 to reform MDOT by making the MDOT Commissioners appointive rather than elective.  The bill also placed additional requirements on MDOT, among which would require MDOT to create a master budget keep better contract records, tighten cost projections, and build roads in longer segments.
A SUN HERALD article dated 3/7/01, titled “MDOT bill scaled back by senators,” revealed that the bill was watered down to the point of being rather useless with the most important issue, the changing of the MDOT Commissioners from elective to appointive positions,  being eliminated.  However, the article stated that, “Sen. Hob Bryan, D-Amory, sparked an hour’s worth of fiery debate when he urged senators to consider the original bill y House Transportation committee Chairman J.P. Compretta, rather than a version rewritten by a Senate panel.  Bryan said:
The notion that there is any plan, that there is any vision, that there’s any concept of where we ought to be headed is wrong.  They (MDOT officials) can’t see past next Tuesday.

MDOT has failed to build needed roads on the Coast and elsewhere, in Mississippi, after promising to do so for years.  Appointing commissioners is the only hope for change.

Even after Senator Bryan’s valiant effort to bring a sense of right and wrong to the Senate, according to the article, “Only seven senators voted with Bryan against the Senate’s version of the bill, including ONE from the Coast, Sen. Debbie Dawkins of Pass Christian.
Compretta said, “I’m disappointed, especially that the South Mississippi delegation didn’t stand up and express by that vote what we’re facing down in South Mississippi.” One South Mississippi Senator said, “the vote was a bow to practical politics.”
Citizens from South Mississippi should be more than disappointed in their Senators, They should be outraged.  If you are from South Mississippi and your Senator is not Debbie Dawkins, then it appears that your senator bowed to “practical politics,” rather than take a courageous stand for the public interest and the citizens are now paying for that.
However, Harrison County and some of its public officials were consoled by the booby price awarded to them, by Senator Dearing, in the 2001 legislative session.  It was the approval of $20 million in bonds for the State to buy the rail road that extends north to Hattiesburg from Gulfport.  Also, this led to the Port spending another $500,000 in feasibility studies to buy the railroad that was not for sale.  In addition, Butch Brown who is from Dearing’s home town of Natchez, was appointed Executive Director of MDOT. So much for the reform of MDOT.
MDOT PLANS FLAWED FROM BEGINNING  
The Legislature approved a four-lane, ground level connector in the 1997 legislative session.  The connector was funded by the extension of the Gaming Road Program tax from 2002 through 2012, which was to raise sufficient funds for the $50 million project. However, nothing else was heard from MDOT until MDOT held a little publicized public meeting on 9/24/98, at which time MDOT revealed 7 possibilities for the routes.
These proposals would all be overhead, six-lane expressways with cost estimates approaching $300 million. The 9/24/98 meeting was the first of several public meetings, in which the public would learn about these MDOT proposals 
MDOT used maps that were years out of date and did not reflect the existence of major subdivisions. MDOT seemed to be unaware of a proposed east-west route and, therefore, had not taken under consideration how it would affect the north-south route.   MDOT seemed to be unaware of Biloxi’s Comprehensive Plan done in 1996, which included transportation plans.  MDOT seemed to be unaware of other studies that had been done over a long period of time in regard to the north-south route. 
MDOT seemed to be unaware of planned developments, such as the new Biloxi high school planned for North Biloxi.  This lack of due diligence in knowing the community, understanding its needs, and taking the community’s needs into consideration, during the planning phase, is incompetence at the very least. 
MDOT’s Stated Purpose For Biloxi Connector
MDOT stated that the purpose of a new Biloxi north/south connector was to reduce the traffic on I 110, which would be overloaded with traffic, by 2020, to an unacceptable level.  MDOT claimed in order to achieve this goal, that a six-lane overhead expressway was necessary. MDOT also admitted that the closer the new connector was to I 110, the more it would help reduce traffic on I 110.
Biloxi has two bridges running from the Biloxi peninsula to the mainland; the I 110 Bridge and the Popp’s Ferry Bridge. The Biloxi peninsula was almost 100% developed.  The North Bay area was one of the fastest growing areas in Harrison County and largely residential.  A large percentage of the residents north of the Bay were military or worked on KAFB.
In addition, there was a bridge between Biloxi and Ocean Springs on Highway 90.  The land routes to the west were Highway 90, from Biloxi to Gulfport and Pass Road from Biloxi to Gulfport.  There were two secondary bridges from I 10, one to Oceans Springs and the Cowan Lorraine Road Bridge to Gulfport.  

Under the best of conditions, these bridges were a bottleneck.  Traffic congestion was extremely exacerbated by the increase in traffic brought on with legalized gaming in 1992. If any one of the above bridges broke down, which they frequently did, gridlock quickly developed over a wide area. These bridges were a disaster waiting to happen when a major hurricane hit the area. The seriousness of the situation was recognized by the legislature in 1997, when it authorized and funded the north/south connectors for Biloxi and Gulfport.  
The City of Biloxi also recognized the seriousness of the lack of North/South routes when it adopted the Vision 20 20 Study, which stated that a four-lane highway from Cedar Lake to Rodenberg was the top priority for Biloxi and a secondary long range priority was a proposed route from Woolmarket to Popps’s Ferry Road.

Public Opposition to MDOT Proposals Led to Harrison County Transportation Commission Plan

In view of the fact that there was so much public opposition to the MDOT proposal of a large, over head, expressway, that would cut through and destroy so many neighborhoods,  and hamper economic development, some of us citizens and public officials sought to develop an alternative plan to the MDOT proposals. 
 Since the Biloxi Comprehensive plan, that MDOT was unaware of, called for two ground level routes that would require one bridge each, it seemed rather logical that two routes could handle more traffic and better serve the community than the proposal that MDOT was pushing that would require two bridges on one road and still have just one route.  However, even two or more routes were not going to solve the traffic gridlock. 
These new routes would dump more traffic onto Highway 90 that was already at maximum capacity and there would still be gridlock.  MDOT’s proposal to dump six lanes of traffic onto the four-lane 90, with these two connectors was not going to solve the traffic situation and MDOT NEW THIS.  MDOT’s very own Baker Study, done in 1996, for the Gaming Road Program says:

It would require a general widening of US 90 to six or more lanes to achieve a desirable level of service, but such a widening, not considered to be feasible due to aesthetic and public opinion considerations on this scenic oceanfront route.

 It would take not only the new connector routes, but also a new east-west route in order to have a real fix.  In addition, MDOT was proposing a similar overly expensive route for the Gulfport Connector.  What was actually needed was a transportation plan for the entire county, including Ocean Springs, that all of the affected areas could get behind and support.
MDOT’s fallacy was in viewing the Gulfport and Biloxi connectors and other improvements, such as on Highway 90 in Oceans Springs, as entirely separate projects. This is pure folly, because each and every road improvement impacts all others.  The area between I 10 and U.S. 90 can be likened to a bucket of water and each and every hole punched in the bucket will make that bucket empty faster and faster regardless of where the hole is punched. Likewise every traffic artery from I 10 to U.S. 90 impacts every other artery.  The perfect entity to develop this plan was the Harrison County Transportation Commission.
The Harrison County Transportation Commission (HCTC) was a group of public officials, from throughout Harrison County, including mayors, legislators, city councilpersons, supervisors, and some private citizens.  The original purpose of the HCTC was to study and find a way to build an east-west corridor across Harrison County from Biloxi Bay to the Bay St. Louis.

The HCTC was administered under the auspices of the Gulf Regional Planning Commission (GRPC), of which Jeff Taylor was the Executive Director. Taylor was known for his dedication to improving the living conditions in the community who tried to work with and help all government entities.

The GRPC was the Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO) for MDOT and the region.  An MPO coordinates transportation planning. To assist in long range planning, the MPO maintains a computerized traffic model which forecasts traffic based on projected land-use and socioeconomic conditions in each of 360 traffic analysis zones into which the Gulf Region is divided. 

This model was updated in 1996, and thus was based on the most current estimates of future land use and transportation facilities. Year 2020 traffic volumes were taken directly from this model and supplied to Baker for use in the Gaming Roads Program analysis, according to the Baker report.  The MPO was federally funded, but the funds came through MDOT.  Taylor was, perhaps the most knowledgeable person in the area for the traffic conditions and of the traffic studies that had been done over many years.

The HCTC undertook the challenge and Taylor developed the overall multimodal plan as set forth in Exhibit1 that has six north/south routes in Harrison County, and an east/west route..
Exhibit 2 reflects the traffic count on all of the roads in the plan.

Obviously, Harrison County and all of the cities in Harrison County could not implement this plan without financial help from the state.  Taylor put together the following legislative needs to support the transportation plan:
Amend the 1987 Four-Lane Program of the Gaming Highways Program to authorize a system of north/south highway corridors between I-10 and US Highway 90 at each existing interchange in Harrison County including: Exit 44 at Cedar Lake road; Exit 41 at Highway 67 in Woolmarket; Exit 28 at Beatline Road; and, a new interchange between Exit 46 at I110 and Exit 50 in Ocean Springs to service Casino Row in East Biloxi.

Amend the 1987 Four-Lane Program’s definition of the terminus of Highway 15 to extend to US Highway 90 instead of terminating at I-10.

Extend the sunset provisions of the 1987 Four-Lane Program and the Gaming Highways Program to adequately fund connectors currently authorized and those requested above.  Prioritize all roads in the remaining phases of the 1987 Four-Lane Program on a needs-based standard to appropriately expand highway capacity when traffic volumes warrant.

Dedicate the full proceeds of the 2% gaming tax diversion to construction only.

Memorialize the Legislature to pass the Multi-Modal Transportation funding bill for transit, air, rail, ports, etc.

Enact Legislation allowing residents to vote on the imposition of a local option sales tax to build an East-West Corridor in Harrison County.

Based on the tenets of a comprehensive corridor system, require MDOT to utilize existing local roadways and include local transportation and land use plans in the design of highways.

This plan was not a plan that had to be implemented and developed all at once, but could have been done over a period of time, even years. The importance of the plan was to have a county-wide plan instead of doing individual projects without consideration for the impact they had on each other as MDOT was doing.
The HCTC transportation plan was very close to what the transportation experts, who participated in the Governor’s Commission charrettes, where referring to when they recommended that the Gulf area should develop a refined master plan for transportation.  Unfortunately, the HCTC plan had met its demise because of actions attributable to MDOT and others.  To understand what happened to the HCTC plan, we have to return to activities that occurred at the Biloxi Citizens Corridor Committee.
Citizens Corridor Committee Refuses To Consider Doable Alternatives To MDOT Proposals
On 8/20/99, I attended the my first meeting as an official member of the Citizens Corridor Committee at meeting number six, although I had attended most of the previous meetings.  I stressed the need for the Biloxi Connector to be considered in the context of an overall county-wide transportation plan.  In this light, I suggested that one-six lane connector, from the Woolmarket exit, was not going to solve the traffic problems of Biloxi or Harrison County.  I proposed that two connectors rather than one from Woolmarket.  One of the connectors would run from the north end of Oak Street, across the Bay to the St. Martin area and on then on to I 10 to serve Casino Row.  This connector would also be an extension of Highway 15.
The City of Biloxi was preparing a loop area, for additional casinos, from Highway 90 north along Caillavet St.; to Bayview; then east along the Back Bay to Oak St.; then south back to 90.  Such a route would have taken considerable traffic off of I 110 as well as the over-burdened I 10 to Highway 90 route in Ocean Springs. MDOT was spending a considerable amount of money to widen Highway 90 in Ocean Springs and there was considerable opposition because it was interfering with businesses in the process.  
It was opined to the Committee that the Oak St., route and a route from Cedar Lake to Rodenberg utilizing  existing roadways which could be done much cheaper and achieve better results than the MDOT H-Route, which required two bridges. However, the Committee wasn’t the least bit interested in these proposals.  In addition, Paige Gutierrez and I repeatedly requested that Jeff Taylor be brought to the Committee for his insight.  It never happened.

However, Taylor did run the traffic models on these routes.  The model, Exhibit 3, reveals the traffic count on I 110 would be 92,800 vehicles a day, a number that would be unacceptable, in 2020.  MDOT’s stated goal for a new connector was to reduce the unacceptable number on I 110 to an acceptable level of service (LOS).  The model also shows the traffic counts on the other nearby main arteries.
Exhibit 4 has the Cedar Lake to Rodenberg route.  It shows the impact on I 110 with the traffic count falling to 64,100.  It also shows the impact on the other traffic arteries.

Exhibit 5 reveals that the LOS on I 110 would be 63,400 with both a Cedar Lake to Rodenberg and a Woolmarket to Popp’s Ferry Route.  The addition of the Woolmarket route has little effect on I 110.

Exhibit 6 has only the Woolmarket (H route) and it plainly shows that this route would have minimal impact on I 110 reducing the traffic count reduced to only 82,200 on I 110, after a $300 million expenditure.
Exhibit 7 has the Oak St., route.  The model shows that this route would have considerable impact on I 110 with the traffic count reduced to 58,900 vehicles per day on I 110.
Exhibit 8 has both the Cedar Lake to Rodenberg route and the Oak Street route. The traffic on I 110 is reduced to 34,000.  As can be seen, these routes clearly yield the most beneficial results, significantly and favorably impacts the Ocean Springs area and the Biloxi-Ocean Springs Bridge.
I continued to bring up the two routes option and the need for a county-wide transportation plan in almost every meeting of the Citizens Corridor Committee thereafter.  However, these options were never considered.  The Committee had become a rubber stamp for MDOT.  I used the model information to show that the H route was a bad choice, but no amount of information or facts had any impact on the Committee or MDOT.  I wrote news articles and was invited to speak to various civic organizations where this information was presented.  I wasn’t the only one promoting two roads in Biloxi rather than accept the MDOT H route.
A SUN HERALD article dated 8/29/00, titled, “County uncertain of MDOT plans,” bylined, “Board to study options to ‘superhighway,” said, in part:

Fearful that an expensive north-south “superhighway” planned by the state may never be built, Harrison County plans to study the costs of building two smaller thoroughfares in Biloxi…
The Harrison County Board of Supervisors on Monday unanimously passed a proposal by Supervisor Connie Rocko to hire Gulf Regional Planning Commission to perform a cost-benefit analysis of building two four-lane north-south roads in Biloxi.  The roads would run along Oak Street and Cedar Lake Road paths on either side of the city that have long been considered by many to be logical for widening…

Supervisors suspect the two roads could be built for far cheaper than the more than $200 million MDOT estimates its planned high-rise connector through Biloxi would cost.

MDOT is apparently out of money, plus there is opposition to it plan for a high-rise highway above the ground, Rocko said.  We have got to have something done to alleviate traffic.  We need to look at smaller roads we might be able to actually get built on the ground instead of a superhighway.

The article went on to say:

But Biloxi Mayor A.J. Holloway fears a push for two smaller roads would just sidetrack Coast roadwork. “We will be lucky if we get anything built if we don’t stop second-guessing MDOT,” Holloway said.  “If you start on two new roads now, it will be like starting over.  Those will be years away, too, I don’t think these roads can be built at ground level.  We don’t need two new railroad crossings in Biloxi.  An elevated highway is not going to divide our city like some people fear…I’m frustrated with traffic, too, but we don’t need to reinvent the wheel.”
The above Holloway statement says a whole lot.  Number one, I think it explains why the Holloway appointed Citizens Corridor Committee refused to consider any other options, other than MDOT options, as was the original intention and was a “rubber stamp” for the MDOT plan.  
I think it also explains why Holloway substituted the City Council resolution that endorsed the Cedar Lake exit for the connector in accordance with the sentiments of all of those Biloxians who turned out for meeting after meeting to express opposition to the MDOT plans for an elevated road rather than a ground level road as approved and funded by the legislature, for the ambiguous resolution sponsored by Holloway. 
I think Holloway’s support also gave aid, comfort, and encouragement to a rogue state agency that has raped the citizens of Biloxi and Harrison County without a whimper from Mayor Holloway. (More on this later).

The Citizens Corridor Committee did not meet anymore after the 2/24/00 meeting until 7/26/01, at which time Paige Gutierrez again brought up the fact that the HCTC plan had never been given any consideration by the Committee.  The MDOT representative was obviously taken back by the comment.  He said the numbers do not work out for two roads.  He then admitted they do not have any numbers, but stated that they had talked to people who had.  Considering the information about the models previously discussed, it seems we have yet another disingenuous statement out of MDOT.

On 8/15/01, Mayor A.J. Holloway went to a meeting of the HCTC, according to the minutes, and made a motion to remove Oak Street from the transportation plan. Holloway’s motion carried.  (See Exhibit 9)
On 8/22/01, the Citizens Corridor Committee had it’s 16th and final meeting.  Each member spoke and voted.  There were no choices except MDOT’s H-route proposal.  Paige Gutierrez and I refused to vote and attached our own written response, to the Committee Report, in which, we set forth what had occurred in the Committee and the selection of the H-route as being tantamount to voting for no road because MDOT had no money for such an expensive road, which was a waste of money in any case. (Exhibit 10)
On 9/11/01, the Citizens Corridor Committee made its report to the Biloxi City Council.   
 I made a personal report to the city council.  I prepared a booklet that revealed how MDOT had misled this community; how MDOT was under severe criticism by the legislature, and the PEER Committee; how MDOT had overspent, including all of the Gaming Road Program funds and didn’t have funds for any kind of road; that MDOT was untrustworthy as indicated by its own public record.  I told them that acceptance of the MDOT plan was diametrically opposed to the desires of the community; that a vote for the MDOT plan was tantamount to a no-vote for a north-south route because MDOT had no funds for such a route.  
However, the majority of the council chose to vote for the MDOT plan as follows:
Voting Yes:
Jim Compton



Eric Dickey



David Fayard



Mike Fitzpatrick

Voting No:
Tom Wall



George Lawrence

Tom Wall said of the vote: “They (Committee) were manhandled and used by MDOT representatives.”  Wall pointed out that the committee had favored the route favored by Wayne Brown.  He also said most people in Biloxi want a surface-level highway that would tie into Cedar Lake Road at I 10. There were simultaneous developments going out at the GRPC with Jeff Taylor.
Gulf Regional Planning Commission Fires Jeff Taylor-MDOT’s Role

Jeff Taylor had spent most of his career at the GRPC, even having done his internship there in 1977.  Jeff was involved in a wide range of issues. Jeff was usually involved in almost everything to do with improvements in the county. 
 During the time, that I was trying to get the Citizens Corridor Committee to invite Jeff to appear before the Committee, for his insight, and when I was using the computer models created at GRPC to show how erroneous the MDOT plans were, I didn’t know what kind of financial hook MDOT had in GRPC. Only10% of GRPC funding came from sources, such as counties, while 90% of GRPC’s funding was federal and state money funneled through MDOT, 20% from the state and 80% federal funds.  However, I have known for many years that control of the purse strings is real power.  
In June 2001, MDOT notified GRPC that it planned to audit GRPC and the audit began two days later. On 12/19/01, Taylor was put on administrative leave.  A SUN HERALD news article dated 1/19/02, titled “Officials: Top planner unfairly targeted,” bylined, “Taylor on administrative leave during MDOT probe of finances,” revealed:

Officials from Harrison County vowed support this week for the Director of the Gulf Regional Planning Commission, Jeff Taylor, who has been placed on administrative leave amid questions about his agency’s fiancés.”
The article went on to say:

Coast leaders suspect the audit was intended to cast a cloud over Taylor, who has provided public information that people have used to criticize MDOT policies…
The audit turned up problems with the way GRPC was paying rent to the Gulf Regional Economic Development Commission, a private, nonprofit corporation that is an offshoot of GRPC and owns the agency’s office building in Gulfport.

The nonprofit agency was set up partly to serve as property owner because federal regulations do not allow GRPC to own property.  Instead, GRPC rented its office space from the nonprofit agency.

The rent criticism, apparently, was the main complaint in the audit. No one was accused of embezzling, fraud, or otherwise enriching themselves.   

A SUN HERALD dated 2/23/02, titled “MDOT will audit GRPC again,” bylined, “Commission may owe some money” revealed the following:

The second audit will look at financial records from 1996 to 2000 to see if the agency was using money it claimed as rent for purposes other than maintenance, renovations and upkeep of the building…

“I don’t think MDOT knows yet how that money, if any, will be repaid,” said Michel Bishop, chairwoman of the commission.  They could either withhold $32,873 in federal and state transportation money to GRPC because of errors cited in the 2001 audit…
(Martin) Collier (Director of Planning for MDOT) said MDOT decided to conduct the first audit after the GRPC’s budget came up short and Taylor asked MDOT for more money in 2000…

Where was Mr. Collier when MDOT’s budget was found to be billions short just months before.  My analysis, of the above, was that MDOT was subtly intimidating the GRPC Board of Directors, by intimating, that they might have to personally repay funds that were used to pay rent on the office space GRPC was using. 
By letter dated February 15, 2002, from Jeff Taylor to the GRPC Board of Commissioners, Taylor said: 

It is my understanding, that, Mr (MDOT official) invoked a sense of fear in the two GRPC Commissioners by incorrectly telling them”…the Audit revealed the operation of the GREDC was illegal and the management of GRPC has known this for years…and...have needlessly exposed the Commission to personal liability for the repayment of the misspent funds…” 

I also understand other highly improper statements were made by (MDOT official) that could be even more serious “…the current director of GPRC was a loose cannon, and he could jeopardize current and future funding…”
A SUN HERALD news article dated 2/21/02, titled, “Commission fires director,” bylined; “Planning body cites bookkeeping problems.” The article stated, in part, that GRPC commission officials said, “they were concerned that Taylor wasn’t working with MDOT to correct problems cited in the audit, and that the agency was at risk of losing federal transportation dollars.”
Jeff Taylor served the public’s interest, by providing credible information, paid for with public funds, although the funds were channeled through MDOT, that embarrassed an arrogant MDOT, and, which refuted the wasteful, unwanted, MDOT plans for north/south connectors, with facts.  I think, it is clear from the above progression of events that there was a plan to get rid of the HCTC plan and that the MDOT audit was a sham, which was used to intimidate the GRPC Commission into firing Taylor, by intimating that the Commission members could be forced to personally pay back funds, and intimating that future funding of MDOT would be in jeopardy.
After Taylor was fired and gone from GRPC, the whole audit affair disappeared as well, with no reported payback of any funds.  I think this is proof that MDOT got what it wanted.  This appears to be behavior indicative of a mafia family, not a government entity.
MDOT SHUFFLE ON FUNDING FOR NORTH/SOUTH CORRIDORS-Dangling carrots in front of the donkey
As previously noted, the 1997 Legislature extended the Gaming Road Program taxes in order to fund the Biloxi Connectors as a top priority, the Gulfport Connector and other projects.  There was no mention of federal funds or any other funds. The Biloxi Connector was funded as a $50 million four-lane, ground level road.

However, by November 1999, MDOT had turned the $50 million road plan into a proposed $200 million, six lane, overhead expressway for which there was no funding, because MDOT had used most all of the money adding lanes to I 10 in Harrison County; had approximately more than doubled the cost on the widening of Highway 49, Cowan Lorraine Road, and the Ocean Springs Connector to I 10.  Subsequently, the Biloxi and the Gulfport escalated to $300 million each.
After delay after delay of MDOT promises to start building the connectors, Gerald Blessey and I revealed, in a written article, dated 2/2/200,  that the Gaming Road Program funds had been spent or committed and that there would be no connectors without additional funding.  Wayne Brown refuted us by saying that “The delay has not been because of a lack of funding.  It is very rare that the money is in there when we start studying the project.” MDOT was given money to build a road, not study it.
Similarly, MDOT had the same problems with the 1987 Four Lane Program, which was revealed in May 2000, that MDOT was years behind schedule in building the highways and needed up to $5 billion dollars to complete a Program that started as a $1.2 billion program in 1987.

By July 2000, MDOT had to admit, that it was out of money in both programs and could build no more roads without additional funding.  
The MDOT Tune Changes

A SUN HERALD article dated 12/13/00, titled, “Gulfport likely to get connector road first,” bylined, “Biloxi highway plan has more obstacles, commissioner says,” revealed the following information:
A north-south connector highway for Gulfport is expected to be built before one for Biloxi, Southern District Transportation Commissioner Wayne Brown confirmed.

The Biloxi City Council on Tuesday learned that the Biloxi highway has been postponed again.   The council asked Mayor A. J. Holloway to schedule a workshop with the Mississippi Department of Transportation to put Biloxi’s connector on the front burner.
Council members are concerned that MDOT has postponed public hearings on a route from late this year to March 2001.  They said that if Gulfport’s highway is built first, it would give that city three north-south arteries, compared to one in Biloxi…
Brown said that he expects both the Gulfport and Biloxi routes to be approved within six months and said design work on both will begin immediately thereafter. 

Brown said, “If somebody knows of an inexpensive way to build a bridge across the bay, I wish they would tell me how.”  Brown said it makes more sense to start the Gulfport connector first, because it can be built in stages that will improve traffic flow immediately.  In Biloxi, you have to build a bridge, a very large bridge over the bay, or you won’t have anything.”

Mr. Brown’s disingenuousness is revealed yet again.  It was MDOT’s design of the route that made the route so big and so expensive.  In regard to his statement that if the Biloxi road is done first,  a  bridge would have to be built over the Biloxi Bay, as a reason to not do the Biloxi route first, that is exactly the reason the route is needed. One can find a land route to get out of Gulfport; you almost cannot get out of Biloxi unless you are a good swimmer.
A SUN HERALD news article dated 9/5/01, titled, “Brown doubts Harrison will get more MDOT money,” stated:

Harrison County Probably won’t get more money from the Mississippi Department of Transportation of Transportation, Commissioner Wayne Brown told the Gulfport Business Club on Tuesday.

Nor does the transportation department plan to ask the Legislature in the coming session for more money to build nor-south connector roads in Harrison County, Brown said…

“We won’t need any serious money for two years, so we’re just staying with our current revenue stream…Our sense from the Legislature is that they don’t want us to ask for more money, and they don’t want to give it to us…
Brown said construction of the Gulfport connector could begin in three years.

The Gulfport hearing has been delayed because MDOT is still doing environmental reports.

A SUN HERALD news article dated 9/6/01, titled “MDOT’s list of Gulf road priorities not Harrison’s,” reveals:

Harrison County leaders disagree with how the Mississippi Department of Transportation is spending for the Coast.  They believe casino revenue should be used for infrastructure and north-south connector roads, not Interstate 10.

Harrison County Supervisor Larry Benefield said, “Unless we come up with something very creative and start using some of our federal money, we won’t get those connector roads.  We don’t get to see the benefit of our gaming tax dollars.”…

Brown said the gaming money is supposed to be used on the interstate.  “The gaming law provided for gaming funds to be used on I-10…That was not a MDOT initiative…
The above statement is indicative of the “MDOT Shuffle” that has been perpetrated on the citizens of Harrison County.  One, who does not have some understanding of the ways that MDOT is funded, would be fooled by such disingenuousness statements.  For instance, Brown said, “gaming money is supposed to be used on the interstate.”  A truer statement would have been Gaming Road Program could be used on the Interstate.
 There is no statute or regulation that would prohibit federal funds from having been used on the Interstate.  MDOT’s decision to use Gaming Road Program funds on I 10 is purely arbitrary with Commissioner Wayne Brown and MDOT officials.  For instance, the widening of Interstate 10 in Jackson and Hancock Counties was done with federal funds.  Both of these counties have received Gaming Road Program funds, Federal Funds, and 1987 Four-Lane Program funds. Fairness dictates that Harrison County should get a fair share of federal funds, not to mention the 1987 Four-Lane Program funds.
The SUN HERALD continued:

Brown said that MDOT’s budget is $800 million per year.  Abut $350 million per year comes from the federal government, $53 million per year from the Gaming Road Program, and the rest ($400 million) comes from the State, mostly the gasoline tax…
Brown said construction on the Gulfport connector…could begin in three years.  Work on the Biloxi connector could begin in four years.

A SUN HERALD article dated 9/12/01, titled, “MDOT seeks record $947M budget,” reveals:

The Mississippi Department of Transportation is seeking a record $947 million budget, with increased driven by demands for more equipment.

MDOT officials made mo mention of the much debated north-south connector in traffic-clogged Harrison County during its presentation for the budget year that starts July 1, 2002.
A SUH HERALD article dated 2/6/02, titled, “Connector possible in 5 years,” bylined, “Commissioner calls MDOT’s schedule optimistic,” reveals the following:

Butch Brown…told business leaders…that a long awaited connector road …in Gulfport is scheduled to be finished in five years or less.

But Wayne Brown…at the same meeting…said the five-year time frame is optimistic.
The article pointed out that Wayne Brown has recently said that work on the road, which has not been funded, might not even begin for five years o more, and completion could be several years beyond.

If the Executive Director Butch Brown and Commission Wayne Brown furnish conflicting information, as the above, at the same meeting, on when the connector will begin and will be finished, what does that tell citizens?
MDOT Tune Changes again; Federal Funds Necessary For Connectors

A SUN HERALD news article dated 3/13/02, titled, “Connectors hinge on getting new funds from state, feds,” revealed the following:

Even though Vision 21, the state’s proposed 20-year highway program, would make new Coast roads a higher priority, two long-awaited connectors between U.S. 90 and Interstate 10 hinge on getting funding from other sources.

A Connector between I-10 and U.S. 90 in Biloxi depends on federal dollars becoming available to do it according to a Vision 21 bill working its way through the Legislature…
“If money doesn’t become available, then it won’t be built,” said Wayne Brown…
Biloxi Mayor A.J. Holloway hops legislators change the Vision 21 law to ensure that the Biloxi connector gets first dibs.  Besides traffic relief, leaders have promoted the connector as a vital hurricane evacuation route.

Meanwhile, a Gulfport connector…depends on the Mississippi Development Authority providing $6 million. Gulfport city officials said they were shocked to learn their project depended on support from the Mississippi Development Authority.

The article also mentioned a project in Northwest Mississippi and an airport connector in Jackson.  Brown said of these projects, “The three projects could cost more than $1 billion, far more that the state can afford…I wish it were not that way, but poor folks have poor ways. 

Again, it is MDOT, who is designing the “Too Big, Too Ugly, and Too Expensive” projects that he is complaining about and we common people have been telling him that since he took office.

Brown was quoted in the same article, “Federal lawmakers will set the priorities for which gets built first.  On November 30, this writer sent a fax o the offices of Congressman Gene Taylor and Senator Trent Lott asking them to explain the procedure wherein federal funds are earmarked to certain projects and what role, if any, their offices have played in the distribution of federal highway funds.  To date neither has replied to the fax.  Their lack of response indicates to me they are not too proud of their role in the fair distribution of the federal highway funds.
More  State (Carrots) Funds  and Empty Promises From MDOT Under Vision 21  
Legislature Adopts Vision 21-Extends Gaming Road Program, (more funds for MDOT); 1987 Four-Lane Program to Be Finished ( also frees up additional funds for MDOT)
A SUN HERALD news article dated 4/3/02, titled, “Legislature adopts Vision 21,” bylined “Highway plan called boon for South Mississippi,” reveals:

The Legislature added steam Tuesday to the 20-year highway plan that will pick up the pace of road construction in South Mississippi…”

In the final version, House Transportation Chairman J.P. Compretta and Vice-Chairman Randy Pierce tacked on the words “hurricane evacuation routes” among the chief factors the Mississippi Department of Transportation will use to prioritize road work.  The other factors are traffic counts, economic development needs and public safety.

The criteria are highly favorable to the fast growing Coast, which has too few routes to move residents and visitors north when a hurricane approaches.

“The Coast has gotten an enormous amount of attention in this legislative session and certainly since I became director, said MDOT Director Larry “Butch” Brown, who took over the agency last year.

“The Coast will see a tremendous difference in the way we address the needs they’ve had for a very long time, and they will see things happen a lot faster.”

“With hurricane evacuations in the mix, the southernmost section from Biloxi to Laurel will probably be built to interstate standards as the first phase, “Pierce said.
Vision 21 will begin when the 1987 Four-Lane Highway  Program is complete in about four years…Legislators also extended the expiration deadline of the 1994 Gaming Roads Program from 2012 to 2024.
Highway 57 and several other South Mississippi Roads were added to the bill, although numerous streets, roads, and highways in South Mississippi identified in the Baker Study have been apparently forgotten about.
Federal (Carrots) Funds Dangled

A SUN HERALD article dated 6/8/02, titled, “MDOT wants to speed north-south route,” bylined “Federal demonstration project is the goal,” reveals:
Butch Brown, executive director of the Mississippi Department of Transportation, said the agency wants to put a new Gulfport north-south connector road on a “fast track” schedule by making it a federal demonstration project.

Officials plan to integrate traffic and cargo generated by public transit, railroads, ships and highways

“We can move quickly and quicker on our connector road than any other state that I know of,” said Brown.  “They tell us we are better equipped and further along than anybody else, if we can just get funding to that, to move quickly.”
…the state does not have the money to pay for the project. MDOT will ask the federal government to make it a demonstration project by earmarking federal funds specifically for the inter-modal experiment.

Brown did not mention…the eastern Harrison County connector road for Biloxi.  He was focusing on freight issues… (So much for hurricane evacuation), but added that MDOT is also working on the eastern connector. 

Brown said there are other federal funding possibilities.  Congress is about to reauthorize the six-year “Transportation Equity Act o for the 21s Century, called T-21, which expires September 30, 2003.
Mississippi received almost $2 billion of the T21 money…

MDOT Received More Federal Funds

A SUN HERALD news article dated 2/22/03, titled, “$397B federal bill is generous toward South Mississippi,” reveals:

South Mississippi is expected to benefit in several ways from a mammoth $397.4 billion bill signed by the president late Thursday that included funding for a variety of public safety, transportation and research projects in the area.
The bill has several perks for Mississippi that were largely the work of Mississippi Senator Thad Cochran.
Mississippi also will received more than $56 million for transportation projects, including $7.8 million for the Pearl River Bridge Airport Connector project and $500,000 for the Coast Transit Authority.

A SUN HERALD news article dated 8/7/02, titled, “Citizens get their wish:  Connector route is set,” in an interview of Senator Trent Lott by the Sun Herald editorial board regarding the Biloxi Connector reveals:

Federal and state officials have finally decided on a route for the city’s north-south connector road, but when it will be built and where the money will come from remain unknown.

“Wayne Brown and Butch Brown have been paying good attention to the Gulf Coast,” Lott said.  

Wayne Brown said, “it will take at least eight years to complete the highway, and that’s a best-case scenario.”
Lott didn’t say if federal money will be available for the highway…

A SUN HERALD article dated 1/17/03, titled, “Gulfport Connector 10 years off,” reveals the following:

The Gulfport connector road…likely won’t be built for 10 more years, officials with the Mississippi Department of Transportation said Thursday.

A SUN HERALD news article dated, 1/18/03, titled, “Connector roads will never be built, many locals fear,” reveals:
Many South Mississippi residents doubt that new connection highways…will ever be built because MDOT keeps pushing back the timetable.

The latest delay was announced this week:  Officials with the Mississippi Department of Transportation said that construction of a Gulfport connector road won’t start for another 10 years.  Prior estimates had the project starting in 2005.
More Federal Funds For MDOT

A SUN HERALD news article dated 6/21/03, titled, “MDOT: Feds support road,” bylined, “State hopes to get $60 million to help fund connector,” reveals the following information:

Officials with the Mississippi Department of Transportation believed the federal government will pay for about $60 million of Gulfport’s $250 million connector road…

Butch Brown…and Wayne Brown…met with U.S. Sens. Trent Lott and Thad Cochran and with Mary Peters of the Federal Highway Administration on Friday to talk about funding for the project.

Brown said he isn’t sure when MDOT will find out about the federal money, but he said plans for building the road will continue.

After the above news article MDOT came up with a new wrinkle to obtain money for the Gulfport Connector.
Toll Roads (Carrots) and Bonds (Carrots) For MDOT
A SUN HERALD news article dated 10/22/03, titled, “Toll could help fun connector,” revealed the following:

Butch Brown…said a “limited” toll system is needed to help pay for the planned $300 million highway connector (Gulfport Connector).  Brown said the state could charge out-of-state-trucks a fee for driving through Mississippi.

He said the project would take 15-20 years to build under standard funding practices.” “If we have a source of toll revenue, then the bankers step forward and say we’ll build it”…Brown asked state legislators for their help in passing legislation providing MDOT with the tools needed to expedite construction of the connector.

The state Legislature would have to pass legislation enabling MDOT to levy tolls.  He said the legislation was needed “pretty damn quickly.”
A CLARION LEDGER news article dated 10/28/03, titled “Legislators to vote on toll system in Gulfport,” reveals the following:
Out-of-state trucks would be taxed to help pay for highway construction.

State legislators may be asked to approve a plan to charge a toll to out-or-state trucks to help pay for a $300 million highway connecting I-10 wit the state port at Gulfport.

“We’ve got to have tolling, the no-no word that nobody wants to talk about,” Brown said…Without tolls, he said, it could take 15-20 years to pay for such a road.

Design Build Construction- Part of Toll Road Proposal
Another new wrinkle called “Design Build” was introduced into the Gulfport Connector project per a SUN HERALD news article dated 3/10/04, titled, “Port connector could be toll road.” The Design Build method is a ”red flag,”  for those familiar with the method and  public policy, because Design Build construction undermines accountability and oversight. The article revealed the following:
A long-awaited connector…might be built as a toll road and as a test project for a new construction method.”  
If both the toll roads and “design-build” construction method bills pass this legislative session, the Mississippi Department of Transportation hopes to use the Gulfport connector as a “demonstration project,” perhaps allowing the as-now unfunded project…to be built in about a decade or less, instead of the 20 years that many estimate now.
And using the “design-build” method of construction, supporters say, would help state road projects be completed in much less time than the current method of bidding out projects in pieces…
The design-build method assigns both design (engineering) and construction responsibilities to one firm, allowing some construction work to begin before the design is completed.  Supporters say this can reduce MDOT’s administration and inspection costs and all contractors to move quickly.

The above looks good and sounds good and if it is so good, then why is a change in legislation needed? Here is the answer.  The design-build concept circumvents accountability and oversight, as provided for under  Section 73-13-45,  Mississippi Code of 1972, As Amended, which states, “Neither the state, nor any of its political subdivisions, such as a county, city or town, shall award construction contracts of any public work involving the practice of engineering or architecture unless the plans, specifications and estimates have been prepared and such work supervised by a registered professional engineer or architect…”
 Section 73-13-45, requires that the architect or engineer be employed by the state or political subdivision.  The architect or engineer is the public’s watchdog over the contractor, and it is part of his/her duties to insure that the contractor meets his obligations in quality of materials and construction.  Under the Design Build concept, the watchdog is removed from guarding the chicken coop (hundreds of millions of public funds), and the fox (contractor) is put in the watchdog’s place. 
Whenever kickbacks are paid to public officials, one can be sure that the kickback funds will not come from the contractors’ profits.  Typically, the contractor will generate kickback money by using inferior materials and/or shoddy construction.  Therefore, it is critical to good public policy to have an independent professional to inspect and oversee construction of all public projects. The Design Build method allows the fox to guard the chicken coop.
A CLARION LEDGER news article dated 5/4/04, titled State toll roads defeated in House,” reveals “House members today killed Mississippi’s bid to created toll roads.”  There was no mention of the “Design-Build,” legislation.
A SUN HERALD article dated 5/5/04, titled, “Port Connector Likely Died With Bill to Allow Toll Roads,” revealed:

The House on Tuesday killed a bill to allow toll roads in Mississippi, in the process likely killing hopes that a connector between the State Port…and Interstate 10 will be built in this generation.

“You can forget that,” said a frustrated Rep. Hank Zuber, R-Ocean Springs, who had pushed for the toll-road legislation. “(The Mississippi Department of Transportation) doesn’t have the money to start construction in this lifetime.” On Tuesday, Zuber was searching for way to revive the legislation.
However, curiously, the above article did not say what had happened to the “Design-Build” legislation.  
On 12/7/05, the Design-Build legislation was researched.  It was learned that the Design-Build legislation was an amendment to Section 65-1-85, Mississippi Code of 1972, as amended (Method of awarding contracts).  There were some differences in the Senate and House versions.  The legislation was sent to a Senate/House conference committee consisting of three senators, including: Senator Billy Hewes, R-Harrison County; Stacey E. Pickering, R-Jones County; and Merle Flowers, R- Desoto County;  Representatives: Hank Zuber, R Jackson County; Greg Ward D-Benton, Tippa, Union Counties; William Miles D- Itawamba, Monroe Counties, for reconciliation. 
 This committee reconciled the Senate and House Bills.  The legislation was sent to the Governor and he signed it on 5/13/04. The Design Build legislation is as follows:
Par (11)(a) of the legislation states, “As an alternative to the method of awarding contracts as otherwise provided in this section, the commission may use the Design-build method of contracting for the following:

(i) Projects for the Mississippi Development Authority pursuant to agreements between both governmental entities:


(ii) Any project with an estimated cost of not more than Ten Million Dollars ($10,000,000.00), not to exceed two (2) projects per fiscal year; and


(iii)Any project with an estimated cost of more than Fifty Million Dollars ($50,000,000.00), not to exceed one (1) project per fiscal year.
          (b) As used in this subsection, the term “design-build) method of contracting means a contract that combines the design and construction phases of a project into a single contract and the contractor is required to satisfactorily perform, at a minimum, both the design and construction of the project.
         (c) The commission shall establish detailed criteria for the selection of the successful design-build contractor in each request for design-build proposals.  The evaluation of the selection committee is a public record and shall be maintained for a minimum of ten (10) years after project completion.
         (d) The commission shall maintain detailed records on projects separate an apart from its regular record keeping.  The commission shall file a report to the Legislature evaluating the design-build method of contracting by comparing it to the low-bid method of contracting.  At a minimum, the report must include:


(i) The management goals and objectives for the design-build system of management;


(ii) A complete description of the components of the design-build system, including a description of the system the department put into place on all projects managed under the system to insure that it has the complete information on highway segment costs and to insure proper analysis of any proposal the commission receives from a highway contractor;


(iii) The accountability systems the Transportation Department established to monitor any design-build project’s compliance with specific goals and objectives for the project;

(iv) The outcome of any project or any interim report on an ongoing project let under a design-build management system showing compliance with the goals, objectives, policies and procedures the department set for the project; and


(v) The method used by the department to select projects to be let under the design-build system of management and all other systems, policies and procedures that the department considered as necessary components to a design-build management system.

(vi)All contracts let under the provisions of this subsection shall be subjects to oversight and review by the State Auditor.  The State Auditor shall file a report with the Legislature on or before January 1 of each year detailing his findings with regard to any contract let or project performed in violation of the provisions of this subsection….

$2.2 Billion More Federal Funds For MDOT Money Machine

A SUN HERALD news article dated 11/11/03, titled, “Biloxi connector road not in plan,” bylined, “Federal money sought for Gulfport’s, reveals:
A proposed north-south connector highway for Biloxi is not on the list of projects the state submitted to Congress for inclusion in the next six-year federal transportation plan.
Congress is in the process of reauthorizing the Transportation Equity Act of the 21st Century…highway projects attached to it have better chances of receiving federal money.

A SUN HERALD article dated 4/3/04, titled “Though veto looms, highway passes,” bylined, “House version has $45M for S. Mississippi,” reveals:

The House passed a highway bill Friday that includes $45 million to ease congestion and improve safety on South Mississippi roadways…
The bill allots about $2.2 billion in federal highway funds to Mississippi over the six years.  Most of the money is pegged for the Mississippi Department of Transportation general fund for maintenance and unspecified building plans.

However, more than over $100 million is earmarked for 51 projects stateside, including $8 million for the Canal Road Connector and about $5 million for widening Mississippi 57 in Jackson County.  

Wayne Brown…said the department has received highway funding in other recent bills.  “I would say we’ve received more than our fair share,” Brown said.

The bill provides $45 million for Taylor’s district…Taylor serves on the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee, which drew up the bill.
A SUN HERALD news article dated 4/10/04, titled, “Federal highway bill proposes $2.2B for Miss.” reveals:
The Senate in February passed a separate, $318 billion bill for financing highway and mass transit projects…

South Mississippi would get $45 million under the bill for high-priority projects requested by 4th District U.S. Rep. Gene Taylor…
Taylor said, “The transportation bill is a jobs bill and an economic development investment…The improvements in our transportation infrastructure will alleviate traffic congestion, improve highway safety, and contribute significantly to continued economic growth in Mississippi and throughout America.”

MDOT Will Never Have Enough Money 

After having gotten all of the federal funds mentioned previously; having had the Vision 21 bill passed in March 2002, which said that the 1987 Four-Lane Program would be finished in approximately four years which would free up the taxes going into that program for other uses, including roads in Harrison County and others; and the extension of the expiration date of the Gaming Road Tax extended to 2024, the following information came out of MDOT:

A SUN HERALD article dated 5/5/04, titled “Budget worries MDOT director,” revealed that Butch Brown had reason to be concerned as follows:
Last year, the Legislature took $50 million from MDOT’s budget to fund other programs.  Some   Senate leaders have already approached Brown and his staff about taking an additional $44 million of MDOT’s current budget to shore up a shortfall in this year’s budget.

Vision 21, a priority list of road projects in the state, is supposed to ramp up in 2006.  MDOT scheduled to spend $200 million on construction for roads in that plan.  If money isn’t restored to MDOT’s budget, many of those projects will go unfunded, including the Gulfport Connector road.
The Biloxi connector road, which has been a flashpoint in a rocky relationship between MDOT and Coast leaders, is not included in any of the state’s road plans. (Remember this statement for the following articles)

But it is obvious that the need in East Biloxi is great, Brown said.  “There are nine lanes in and nine lanes out of the Biloxi peninsula.  All of those roads are at capacity.  (Remember, this is before Katrina knocked out two main bridges.)
A SUN HERALD news article dated 5/21/04, titled, “Biloxi connector road loses funding source,” reveals the following:
Prospects are dimmer for a new highway in Biloxi to link U.S. 90 and Interstate 10 because the Legislature took road money to pay for teacher pay raises and cover other budget shortfalls, Transportation Commissioner Wayne Brown said Thursday.

Last year, the Legislature took $50 million in MDOT funds.  This year, the Legislature, with the approval of Gov. Haley Barbour, took about $130 million.  MDOT’s share of casino revenues…was reallocated to the state general fund.

“One of the things I had been pushing hard to do is use that to bond the Biloxi connector…I don’t know of a better place that money can be invested,” (Wayne) Brown said.
MDOT also did not actively support federal funding for another Biloxi project. The city asked for Brown’s support in obtaining federal funding for a new Popp’s Road Bridge as a stop-measure to improve traffic flow until a new connector highway can be built.
MDOT has found yet another way to feed the MDOT money machine.

 Revenue Bonds Issued by Counties Helps Fuel MDOT Money Machine
A SUN HERALD news article dated 1/25/05, titled, “Gulfport to get four-lane highway,” reveals the following:
Harrison County supervisors will borrow up to $300 million to provide for construction of a new four-lane highway in Gulfport.

Under an agreement announced Monday, the Mississippi Department of Transportation will repay county revenue bonds with an 80 percent match from the federal government and 20 percent from the state.

MDOT can take advantage of federal funding by building the road to interstate standards, cutting construction time from 16 to six years, said Wayne Brown…
Money for construction will be borrowed in installments.  The first installment of up to $70 million will be used for design work and to acquire rights of way.

Supervisor Larry Benefield, who worked with MDOT on the plan, said, This is truly, truly great for this county.”

A SUN HERALD editorial dated 1/26/05, titled, “New highway plans sound, well, too good to be true,” reveals the following:
The highway project announced this week in Gulfport almost has to be too good to be true…

Can a similar approach be taken to construct a new north-south roadway between I-10 and the beach in Biloxi:  Or was this a once in a generation opportunity and Gulfport just got lucky?

A SUN HERALD article dated 1/26/05, Biloxi may get a new highway, too,” bylined, “Cost could equal Gulfport’s $300 M north-south rout,” reveals the following:
The Mississippi Department of Transportation plans to request proposals to begin design work for a north-south connector in Biloxi.

MDOT already is moving ahead with plans to build a north-south connector in Gulfport to interstate standards.  Harrison County has agreed to borrow up to $300 million in increments for the project.  MDOT will repay the debt with 80 percent federal and 20 percent state funds.

Butch Brown…and Wayne Brown said Tuesday they are determined to find funding for the Biloxi connector, too.  It is also estimated to cost roughly $300 million.

“That’s news to me, but it’s good news,” Biloxi Mayor A.J. Holloway Said….With the growth we have and the growth we’re getting, we’re really in a bind.”
A SUN HERALD news article dated 6/29/05, titled, “Connector gets boost from county bond issue,” reveals:

The Board of Supervisors has voted to move forward with a $160 million bond issue, which they had agreed to do in January….The state agency (MDOT), which does not have borrowing authority, will cover the cost of the revenue bonds.
“We’re in the first $160 million of a $300 million project that will carry us through the first phase, “said Supervisor Larry Benefield.  “About $68 million will be for right of way acquisition and engineering.”

Benefield said the bond issue would be repaid at “absolutely no coast to the local taxpayer…We’re just the vehicle for the state MDOT,” he said.  “It’s a new way of financing for highway construction.”
The above mentioned SUN HERALD editorial dated 1/26/05, titled, “New highway plans sound, well, too good to be true,” is apparently, in reference to the old adage that just about everyone has heard; “If it’s too good to be true, it probably isn’t.  MDOT Commissioner, Dick Hall spoke about the use of bond funds issued, by local governments for highway work, in which it appears that the MDOT money machine is fueled by multiple sources.
MDOT May Already Have Encumbered Future Federal, State Funds

A SUN HERALD article dated 8/20/05, titled, “Road chief worried about new highway funding technique,” bylined, “Debt will fall on state, he believes,” revealed the following:

Transportation Commissioner Dick Hall says he’s concerned about an apparent move to let local governments repair or build highways by issuing bonds that ultimately will have to be repaid by the state. 
Hall, who represents the central district, said the commission agreed to test the funding technique with a single project involving Tunica County.

“Before the ink was dry, we were facing commitments of up to $600 million in new long-term debt—just since January,” Hall said.  “Frankly, this is nothing but a way to bypass the Legislature.”

The funding technique is being used despite the absence of enabling legislation and there’s no oversight by the state Bond Commission, he said.”

“We’ve got to pay that back out of your future fuel taxes (1987 Four-Lane Program) and the state funding,” Hall said.  This doesn’t only obligate state funding; it also obligates hundreds of millions of dollars in future federal funds.  It’s a concern to me as a fiscal conservative.  We’re seeing no sign of slowing down.”
Rep. Greg Snowden, R-Meridian said he agrees with Hall.  “This is allowing local government to proceed on the state’s nickel,” Snowden said.  “We’ll have to put the brakes on it.”
The above words of Dick Hall place all of the promises of Wayne Brown and Butch Brown that they are going to do Coast roads in an entirely different light.  They have repeatedly promised that the Coast roads and others will be done after the Vision 21 program is complete, freeing up the state gasoline taxes, and the obtaining of future federal funds for these roads. Now, it looks like those funds may well have already been encumbered.  One should reflect on all of the previous promises as set forth in the previous news articles as well as the promises in the succeeding articles.
A SUN HERALD article dated 6/29/05, titled, “New road upheaval feared,” reveals the following in regard to the Biloxi Connector:

Butch Brown…what’s left to do is the engineering of the road, the buying of the right of way and construction, which could begin 2010.

He said the 6-mile road has a $300 million price tag and 80 percent of the money will come from the federal government.

Brown said the probable six-lane road is back on the “front burner.”  Brown said, “What I can tell you is we are in the mode to build the East Harrison Connector, and we can fund it without any new taxes.”

A SUN HERALD news article dated 8/10/05, titled, “Connector’s path not yet determined,” bylined, “Neighbors question MDOT,” revealed the following about the Biloxi Connector:

An anxious overflow crowd packed the lecture hall of Biloxi High School Tuesday night to hear Transportation Commissioner Wayne Brown answer questions about a road that would run through the North Bay area.
Brown told the crowd the road’s exact path has not been determined and will not be set until the engineering is done sometime within the next three years, and then the Mississippi Department of Transportation will make the determination on which properties and businesses will be bought.
A WLOX TV news article dated 8/10/05, titled, “Biloxi Residents Speak Out Against North-South Corridor revealed the following:
Hundreds of South Mississippians met Tuesday night to discuss plans for a controversial North-South connector.

Wayne Brown tried to address residents’ questions and concerns.  Many left the meeting feeling little was accomplished.

“The poor gentleman couldn’t answer the questions because those are political policy questions.  And what’s happened here is our political structure isn’t addressing the needs of the people.  What people are wanting to know here is how do we stop this?” Dr Greg Garcia asked.

$2.5 Billion More Federal Funds For MDOT-No Fair Share For Harrison County
A SUN HERALD news article dated 8/10/05, titled, “Bush: Highway bill will spur the economy,” indicated that President Bush had signed the transportation bill.  This is the same bill that was referred to above in the SUN HERALD articles dated 4/3/04 and 4/10/04.
A CLARION LEDGER news article, dated 8/11/05, titled, “Mississippi to get $2.5 (the above bill) Billion over 6 years,” revealed the following:

Critics said the 1,000-page transportation bill was weighed down with pet projects to benefit nearly ever member of Congress.

The state will get $2.5 billion during the next six years for various projects, from the widening of I-55 in north Mississippi to a connector road on the Gulf Coast.” 

Mississippi is expected to receive an average of $400 million annually during the next six years.

“…there’s $70 million for a connector road to speed travel between U.S. 90 at the Port of Gulfport to I-10 near Canal Road.”

The above is the first public mention that $70 million was earmarked for the Gulfport Connector.  As can be seen this is a huge change in the amount earmarked for south Mississippi since the information was revealed in the SUN HERALD articles dated 4/3/04 and 4/10/04, which stated that $45 million was designated for Congressman Gene Taylor’s district.  Originally, $6.4 million was earmarked to the Gulfport Connector, according to “Taxpayers for Common Sense,” which track such expenditures. 
$70 million may sound like a great deal of money, however to put this in perspective, $2.5 billion is real money.  For instance, the population of Mississippi is 2.9 million. The $2.5 billion would be $833 per person in the state.  The population of Harrison County is 189,000.  At $833 per Harrison County resident, the sum of $157 million would be a fair share for Harrison County. Also, it should be remembered that this is the first time, in many years, that any significant federal funds have been earmarked to a project in Harrison County.
Worse still the project itself is a highly questionable project.  The Canal Road Connector project started as a $15 million project in 1994 that utilized existing roadways.  MDOT got involved and the budget went to $47.5 (Baker Study), as a four-lane, ground level roadway.  Subsequently, MDOT turned the project into a six-lane elevated, $300 million dollar project for which it did not have funds. In addition, the MDOT plan would take out many Gulfport homes and businesses.  Many citizens opposed these MDOT plans.
Governor’s Commission On Recovery, Rebuilding and Renewal Transportation Experts-Canal Road Connector

One of the world renowned transportation experts, who took part in the Governor’s Commission on Recovery, allegedly said that the Canal Road-Gulfport Connector was the stupidest plan he had seen in his career.  Furthermore, he said the $300 million plan was a waste of $260 million.
The Summary Report published by the Mississippi Renewal Forum said the following in regard to the Canal Road Connector:
A new or improved link to aid truck traffic into and out of the Port seems like a reasonable notion, but its design conception seems flawed.

A revised alignment with the existing Canal Road interchange would save a lot of money and greatly simply the interchange for drivers.  Alternatively, the Canal Road interchange could be abandoned and a much simpler interchange built on the proposed alignment-again saving funds that could potentially be used on other projects.

In addition, MDOT is building this interchange with the belief that it needs to accommodate 60,000 vehicles per day in and out of Gulfport.  These projections should be recalculated based on the revised vision for the city and the region.

In addition, the current MDOT plans propose a connection of this road with Beach Boulevard.  This would be a mistake as it would continue to create and foster auto-dependence.

The transportation team recommends that this proposal be revisited fundamentally…
BILOXI BAY BRIDGE and BAY ST. LOUIS BRIDGE
A History of not caring what the community wants or needs, incompetence, disingenuousness, overbuilding and too expensive, is repeating itself once again with MDOT and the construction of critical highways on the Mississippi Gulf Coast.  
Both the Biloxi Bay Bridge on U.S. 90, that connects to Ocean Springs and the Bay St. Louis Bridge that connects Pass Christian County to Bay St. Louis had the roadbeds lifted off the abutments, leaving both bridges shut down. The I 10 Causeway across Lake Ponchatran was damaged similarly.  However, the Louisiana Department of Transportation had one lane of the 5.4 mile causeway functional in 47 days by reusing the existing pilings. Contrast that with MDOT’s getting the critical Highway 90 bridges functional in Mississippi.
As you read the following details, reflect on whether or not the MDOT actions are reminiscent of its actions on the Gulfport and Biloxi Connectors.  It is the same song, second verse. Listen and see if you agree. 
Design Build-Six-Lane, Dual-Span, High-Rise Bridge

A SUN HERALD news article dated 10/1/05, titled, “$200M bridge for bay planned,” revealed the following information:

By early 2007, motorists will be using a six-lane, dual-span, high-rise bridge to cross the Biloxi Bay between Oceans Springs and Biloxi, says Transportation Commissioner Wayne Brown.

Brown said…the Mississippi Department of Transportation is expected to award a bid in either late November or early December to build the bridge to replace the current drawbridge…

He said the project is estimated at $200 million…

Brown said the U.S. 90 project will be bid as a design-build which means the winning company and its engineers will design and build the bridge.

“We expect to have one span completed in 12-14 months and the other one to two months later,” said Brown.

A SUN HERALD news article dated 10/27/05, titled, “MDOT seeking repair money,” reveals the following:

MDOT officials will testify, hats in hands, before a House subcommittee in Washington today.  The state transportation department’s coffers are pretty bare these days.  “We’ve spent a lot of money and have some big bills on the way,” said…Wayne Brown.

He’ll tell congressmen the state needs $695 million to pay for some work that’s already completed, some that’s already been started and some big projects that will get under way soon…

But the biggest part of the eye-popping request comes down the line, with the rebuilding of the U.S. 90 bridges over Biloxi Bay and the Bay of St. Louis.  Brown estimates it will cost the state $300 million next year and $100 million in 2007.

Four firms were selected earlier this week to bid on the contracts to design and build the two bridges.  Two of them-G.C. Constructors from Kansa City, Mo., and Granite Archer Weston from Watsonville, Calif., are bidding on both projects.
Boh Brothers Construction from Baton Rouge is bidding on the Bay of St Louis bridge.  American Bridge from Orlando, Fla., and Hill Brothers from Falkner are teaming up for a bid on eh Biloxi Bay bridge.

The bids will be opened in mid-December. (See above previous discussion of Design Build)
Ocean Springs Stands up to MDOT
On Wednesday November 2, 2005, MDOT bulldozed and may have even misled Mayor Connie Moran of Oceans Springs, MS, into accepting a six-lane bridge as a replacement for the Highway 90 four-lane bridge between Ocean Springs and Biloxi, while other unnamed so-called business leaders, and un-named politicians, including Mayor A. J. Holloway, stood by.  The SUN HERALD apparently, has once again shamed itself in the apparent lack of forthright news coverage of the whole affair.  

The event on November 2, 2005, as set forth in a SUN HERALD article dated 11/3/05, by reporter Karen Nelson stated: 

“Mayors from Biloxi, Gulfport and Ocean Springs, state transportation officials, business leaders and those helping lead the reconstruction of the Coast met Wednesday about the Ocean Springs-Biloxi bridge and agreed on the structure and the route it will take.” 

The article further stated, “Mayor Connie Moran said she was pleased with the outcome of Wednesday’s meeting.” In other words, the article appeared to be spun to make it look like every thing was hunky dory with the meeting results.  

The WLOX Television News provided a far different version of what occurred at the meeting as compared to the SUN HERALD version;

(Mayor Connie) Moran didn’t want to see just any bridge replace the mess sitting in the water.  She wanted one that enhanced the new charrette designs recently proposed for Ocean Springs.  And that’s what she kept telling MDOT every time the agency brought the bridge.  

“Work with us, “She told transportation officials.  “Lets not throw all these ideas from the charrette aside.  Let’s try to incorporate as many as we can.”

For awhile, Mayor Moran opposed MDOT’s plan to build a taller bridge over the same footprint that just crumbled.  But after meeting with MDOT, Biloxi Mayor A.J. Holloway and representatives of the Governor’s Commission on Rebuilding, she changed her mind.  Moran agreed to the new bridge concept in large part because it will have landscaping, better lighting, and a bike path.

Just a few days later, the CLARION LEDGER did an article dated 11/8/05, titled, “MDOT not listening,” revealed that on Monday (November 7, 2005) Mayor Connie Moran had spoken to a luncheon in sponsored by Mississippi State University’s John C. Stennis Insititute of Government.  The article stated: 

“The biggest challenge facing Ocean Springs Mayor Connie Moran may be the communicating with state transportation officials while rebuilding roads in the Mississippi Gulf Coast Town.”
 The article stated that Mayor Moran said, “The Mississippi Department of Transportation has not welcomed all community suggestions about rebuilding the bridges connecting Ocean Springs to Biloxi…” Mayor Moran went on to say, “I don’t think MDOT paid any attention to the (Commissions) recommendations.” 

Evidently, she was referring to the experts who gave opinions, during the Governor’s Mississippi Renewal Forum, that MDOT’s plans for building overhead, interstate highway type bridges and  connectors between I 10 and Highway 90 were detrimental to the communities and a waste of taxpayer’s money.  
Dick Hall, Central District Transportation Commissioner who was at the luncheon said:

MDOT did not heed the desires of local officials.  He said he believes federal officials would waive requirements to rebuild the road in the same location and environmental studies.
The CLARION LEDGER, apparently inspired by Mayor Moran’s speech, did an editorial dated 11/9/05.  The editorial stated, “Ocean Springs Mayor Connie Moran is not alone in being bewildered-and somewhat angered by the actions of the Mississippi Department of Transportation.  

The editorial stated: 

“MDOT wanted to ram through a bridge that was too big, too expensive and too ugly—with concrete ramps soaring over the scenic Mississippi Gulf Coast towns’ beaches, she said.  MDOT ignored the wishes of the local people, the architects and planners of Gov. Haley Barbour’s commission to rebuild the Coast and even the House Transportation Committee chairman, she said, raising the question: To whom is MDOT responsible?”  

A big, fat, ugly, expensive bridge at Ocean Springs:  Sounds like MDOT itself-big, fat, ugly, expensive, with an unaccountable commission that is out of control.  But that is what the state usually gets from this archaic system of electing politicians to run a professional agency.

What is the explanation of why Mayor Moran had to go to go all the way to Jackson to get her views in the media, regarding the bridge and MDOT?  Why the differences in the CLARION LEDGER articles and WLOX’s verses the SUN HERALD account of the same 11/02/05 meeting.  These differences raise a credibility issue with the SUN HERALD article.  
Mayor Moran’s persistence continues, while Mayor A.J. Holloway continues to waffle, as set forth in the following SUN HERALD news article dated, “11/23/05, titled, “Moran, Holloway meet on MDOT bridge plan,” which revealed:
While a state agency moves steadily toward rebuilding the U.S. 90 bridge over Biloxi Bay…Mayor Connie Moran continues working to reshape the project.
She met with Biloxi Mayor A.J. Holloway…to try to get the Mississippi Department of Transportation to consider alternatives…

Moran wrote a letter supporting the bridge Nov. 3, which she now regrets.  “We’re at that point right now to make that decision,” Moran said.  “That’s why it was frustrating to be rushed into these kinds of decisions that you make once every 50 or 75 years.

I mentioned previously that the Design Build construction method was a “red flag” for bad public policy because Design Build undermines accountability and oversight.  Pushing, rushing and pressuring public officials into taking some hasty action is also a “red flag” for potential wrongdoing.  I have seen this technique used many times. I always counsel public officials to never let anyone rush them into making a rash decision.  There are almost no decisions in government that require hasty decisions, including the decision, on this bridge, as will be revealed further down. The SUN HERALD article continued:
Moran said she favors a high-rise bridge with breakdown lanes, which would eliminate two major factors that clogged traffic before.  But she thinks a four-lane bridge with two breakdown lanes would be sufficient.

Holloway agreed to discuss it with MDOT, but made no further commitment to Moran.  He wants a bridge built as quickly as possible to reconnect the peninsula and restabilize the casino industry.

We’re going to connect the six-lane bridge to six lanes on the east and six lanes on the west,” Wayne Brown said.  “For some reason people think its just four lanes.”  

U.S. 90, in front of Biloxi’s Casino Row, has four lanes plus two continuous turning lanes until Oak Street.  In ocean springs, there is a four-lane section from the end of the bridge to the Crooked Feather monument.  The highway just beyond was widened to six lanes around busy Washington Avenue intersection.

I will return to the Wayne Brown, “six-lane discussion” further down, but for now will continue with the bridge decision that MDOT, apparently, was rushing to get all of the concerned government entities to hastily make in favor of the MDOT plan.

On 11/23/05, WLOX TV reported that Wayne Brown said:

 “We’re out of money.”  And according to… (Brown), “being out of money means MDOT must postpone its two most pressing hurricane recover projects.” 

“We’re having to take some hard looks,” Brown said.  “One of the things we’re unfortunately having to do is delay the Biloxi Bridge and the Bay of St. Louis bridge until January.

Originally, contracts to clear bridge debris and rebuild those bridges were supposed to be signed in December.  Now, that’s on hold.  It’s another delay for storm startled south Mississippians like Sylvia Stanley who shake their heads in disbelief every time they see the crumbled Biloxi bridge.

“Its very important,” she said of the bridge.  “It’s our communications with the rest of the world, without going all the way to Gulfport to get there.”

According to Brown, “It just takes time for the money to work through the pipeline.  And all of a sudden, we find ourselves up against a wall.”

…Brown said, “a one month delay on new bridge work would give potential builders more time to design better, more cost effective bridges…”

A GULF COAST NEWS news article dated 11/24/05, titled Biloxi Mayor Disappointed Over MDOT Delay on Biloxi-Ocean Springs Bridge,” asked some pertinent questions as follows:
Just what is going on with Wayne Brown,…?”  With no warning Wednesday and after weeks of talking about rebuilding the Biloxi-Ocean Springs bridge, Brown announced that his department was now out of money from Katrina repairs to date and needed a federal infusion of cash before bids could go out to contractors.

This news was a complete surprise to everyone, including Biloxi Mayor A.J. Holloway and the local newspaper which had just interviewed Brown a day earlier.  It seems that Brown didn’t know when he was interviewed by the newspaper that his agency was out of money.
A SUN HERALD article dated 11/24/05, titled “Bridges on Hold until feds offer more help,” reveals the following:

Katrina has drained Mississippi’s highway coffers, and projects to rebuild U.S. 90 bridges will have to wait until Congress comes through with more money, state transportation officials said Wednesday (11/23/05).”  
“We’re out of money,” said…Wayne Brown.  “The pot is empty.  Everything we can stop, we’ve stopped.  We’ve also stopped our debris cleaning.”

Local leaders, anxious to see traffic arteries reopened, were frustrated by the news on the bridges Wednesday.  “Its utter frustration,” said Bay St. Louis Mayor Eddie Favre.  “We didn’t know ‘til now that we were going to be out of money to award the contract?  I think it is kind of ridiculous.  I just don’t understand it.”
“Until we get connectors, it’s not going to do a tremendous amount of good to get businesses open,” Favre said.

On 12/6/05, Wayne Brown attended a Governor’ Renewal Forum function meeting at Biloxi City Hall that numerous public officials were invited to attend.  GULF COAST NEWS did an article that contained several bomb shells titled, “MDOT Commissioner Cannot Say When New Bridges Will Be Built,” which revealed the following information: 
When pressed by GCN to get specific regarding dates for work, Brown admitted he really doesn’t know when the bridges will be ready and would not commit to a specific date.  Brown also said that he didn’t know when exactly MDOT would be ready to issue contracts, but hopes that will occur in January.

Brown’s waffling on the specifics of these critically needed bridges portends some difficult times ahead for the Coast’s redevelopment.  The two bridges, at either end of Harrison County are vital if the Coast’s tourism industry is to recover quickly.  Without them, Harrison and Hancock County are practically on dead-end roads.
Brown also said that his agency is still planning to build the bridges under what is called a “design-build” contract…This design-build process has never been allowed in Mississippi, nor has MDOT ever issued such a contract.  Brown said, “We have never done this before.”

(Ocean Springs Mayor Connie Moran and Councilwoman Julia Weaver spoke at the meeting.)  Ocean Springs officials had been led to believe that the bridge proposed by MDOT was required by federal regulations.  But Ocean Springs officials later learned that the federal requirements did not exist when the city’s officials signed a letter supporting MDOT plans. One Ocean Springs official noted, after the meeting, that they feel they have been lied to. 

The MISSISSIPPI PRESS, Pascagoula, MS., also reported on the 12/6/05 meeting and a Tuesday night meeting of the Oceans Springs City Council.  The article revealed:
At Tuesday’s meeting, (Wayne) Brown…said that the guidelines are not federally mandated, but are part of MDOT’s membership in the American Association of Transportation.  To access federal funds, Brown said the department has to build to the standards associated with the association.  “It’s not mandated, but if we are going to take their money we are going to do it that way,” Brown said.” 
 (This writer has never heard of federal highway funds being contingent on meeting some requirements of any association.  This Wayne Brown statement was made during the time in which Ocean Springs officials had made the statement that they believed they had been misled about the Federal Highway Commission mandating such a bridge, when the agreement was signed by them )
At the ocean Springs Board of Alderman meeting Tuesday night, Weaver moved to write a letter to the Federal Highway Administration, state legislators and the governor’s office to voice displeasure over the bridge proposal.
The Board approved the letter with a 4-to 3 vote….They believed the city signed off on the bridge proposal based on misinformation.  Ocean Springs officials say they were misinformed when they agreed to the existing bridge proposal, because they understood that the six-lane bridge was federally mandated and that federal funds would no longer be available if they continued to stall the process.

As can be seen from the above, the Coast and Harrison County have been jerked around by MDOT like a yo-yo on a string, and are left twisting in the wind once again, as to when or whether or not those bridges that are so vital to the economy of the entire coastal area as well as the entire state, will be built.  As noted previously, I stated there would be more discussion on six-lane highways and bridges.
Six-Lane Highways and Bridges
As noted in the 11/23/05, SUN HERALD news article mentioned previously, Wayne Brown had stated that the six-lane bridge proposal that MDOT intended to do was just connecting up two sections of highway in Ocean Springs and Biloxi that were already 6-laned roads.  But, what Brown apparently did not say, was that it was MDOT that turned those previously four-lane highways into six-lane roads. You will also see that the six-laning of U.S. 90, in Ocean Springs in 2000-2001, is vintage MDOT. Moran said the following regarding the six-lane road in Ocean Springs:
Moran said business owners in the area say customers find it difficult to cross traffic to get to their establishments.

The above is not the first criticism of the widening of U.S. 90 in Ocean Springs.  A SUN HERALD news article dated 10/25/00, titled, “State to award pact to widen intersection,” bylined, “Businesses voice concerns over U.S. 90 work,” revealed the following:

A contract to widen U.S. 90 at Washington Avenue to relieved congestion at the busy intersection will be awarded in two weeks….Mississippi Department of Transportation, hopes to begin the project in March and finish by July 2002.

…it’s the 18 months between the start and finish dates that worries the Ocean Springs Chamber of Commerce…Three businesses have closed because the project would take some of the land, said Chamber Director Margaret Miller, and dozens more have had to make aesthetic changes to their property.  Miller also is concerned about the inconvenience motorists will face while the area is under construction.
A SUN HERALD article dated 2/27/01, titled, “U.S. 90 widening project put on hold,” (Here we go again) revealed:

Motorists who travel along U.S. 90 in west Ocean Springs have about a month before they encounter lane closings and traffic jams from work to widen the busy highway.

The 42.3 million project to relieved congestion and improve safety at one of the Coast’s busiest intersections has been postponed for a month,…

A SUN HERALD article dated 12/5/01 titled, “U.S. 90 work stoppage not within O.S. control,” revealed the following:

Business people have met with Mallette Brothers Construction Co. (The Contractor) and city leaders have complained that the company has stopped work on U.S. 90 in the heart of the city.
Jack Gottsche, owner of Germaine’s Restaurant…said Mallette Brothers hasn’t worked on the highway-widening project for almost eight weeks.  He said he net with the Mallettes and they told him they won’t resume until the first of next year because of other projects they have.

A SUN HERALD news article dated 12/8/01, titled, “A hurry-up-and-wait game,” bylined, “U.S. 90 work can sit till 2002, say MDOT, but businesses say it can’t,” revealed the following:
The Mississippi Department of Transportation and the contractor hired to widen U.S. 90 in Ocean Springs say they have no problem delaying the road work until early next year.
But businesses near U.S. 90 and Washington Avenue beg to differ.  They say putting off the work will only hurt their profits further especially during the busy Christmas season.

MDOT says its contract with Mallette allows the company to stop the work.
The six-laning of Casino Row was also done with the participation of MDOT.  MDOT’s portion of 50% was paid for with Casino Program funds. (This is the only money spent in Biloxi, which had 10 casinos, from the Casino Program other than the widening of I 10.) There are more indications of MDOT’s intent on the Six-laning of U.S. 90.
A SUN HERALD editorial dated 9/15/05, titled, “Tree outrage adds insult to injury,” revealed the following:
After surviving for centuries, and standing up against the worst natural disaster in America’s history, a number of the Coast’s magnificent Live oaks were destroyed this week by an idiot.

Whether the idiot was the person driving the track hoe, or the contractor in charge of removing debris, or someone higher up the ladder in MDOT-where the destruction of the landmark trees in a three-mile stretch of U.S. 90 has been blamed on a “breakdown in communication”-has not been determined…

I don’t believe the cutting of those “revered” oak trees, Gulf Coast landmarks, had anything to do with a “breakdown in communication,” anymore than there is a “breakdown in communication,” in MDOT’s determination to build a six-lane, that is really equivalent to 8 lanes, Biloxi Ocean Springs bridge that will connect to six-lane roads in Biloxi and Ocean Springs that have already been done in the past several years.  In addition, I refer back to the Baker study mentioned previously that stated:

It would require a general widening of US 90 to six or more lanes to achieve a desirable level of service, but such a widening, not considered to be feasible due to aesthetic and public opinion considerations on this scenic oceanfront route.

What the study was referring to when it said, “due to aesthetic and public opinion considerations on this scenic oceanfront,” are the much revered oak trees, at least in part.  The oak trees on Highway were an impediment to the six-laning of Highway 90 and MDOT has known that since at least 1996.  They also know that their “too big, too ugly, and too expensive,” proposed north-south connectors for Biloxi and Gulfport will do little to help traffic congestion without more east-west traffic lanes.  The evidence mounts, that what is not considered political feasible to do, all at once, MDOT may be able to achieve incrementally.
Summary Report of the Mississippi Renewal Forum

An article titled, “Building a 21st Century Transportation System for the Gulf Coast,” said:

MDOT has at least two very large projects actively proposed for construction or reconstruction that do not fit well in the community visions that came about at the Renewal Forum.

This bridge (Biloxi Bay Bridge) is proposed to replace the four-lane bridge the travel surface of which was destroyed by Katrina.  The cross section of the proposed bridge is up to 120 feet wide; actually wide enough for at least eight lanes of traffic…
A four-lane bridge makes sense and would save a lot of taxpayer money (64 feet wide as opposed to 120 feet).  In the alternative, a six-lane bridge that is truly a six-lane bridge (about 88 feet wide) would also save a significant sum.  Furthermore, a six-lane bridge connecting with four-lane streets does not make sense…

MDOT has decided to move forward with its original plan due to potential funding constraints from the Federal Highway Administration. (MDOT was apparently pushing Ocean Springs and others to quickly approve the six-lane proposal, because MDOT said that otherwise Federal funding would be lost.  This is an apparent untrue statement).
The primary final MDOT complaint was that any change would delay reopening traffic flows across the Bay.

Subsequent to the charrette, it was determined that at least one contractor who proposes to build the new bridge will be doing so in reliance on the abutments that remain where Katrina lifted the concrete deck panels from them in the bay.

Learning this, the charrette team members proposed that the abutments be used to reopen an automobile-only bridge that could remain as a two-lane auto plus pedestrian plus bicycle plus transit bridge.  This rebuilt two-lane bridge would be combined with a four-lane bridge on the CSX (railroad) alignment.

This “four-plus two” concept would have reopened traffic across the Bay much sooner than any other plan…Re-opening the smaller bridge soon would also have taken a little pressure off MDOT and allow it time to negotiate the CSX alignment.

The other MDOT proposed project that the SUMMARY REPORT referred to that did not fit well in the community visions that came about at the Renewal Forum is the Gulfport Canal Road Connector, which has been previously discussed. 

SUMMARY
 

The Mississippi Gulf Coast, from Ocean Springs to Bay St. Louis, is at the most critical crossroads probably in its entire history.  The Coast's devastation is indescribable.  Only through first hand experience can one truly grasp the reality of the devastation.  However, there is great promise for the future.  But, the right choices have to be made the first time due to the enormous costs of rebuilding.  There are several major, needed projects that have to be done and all of the available funds can’t be expended on one project.  Besides housing, the most critical need is for a functioning transportation system.

 

Harrison County’s neglected transportation system was approximately two decades behind before Hurricane Katrina.  MDOT has never had a plan for improving the transportation system and with the advent of gaming in 1992 the system had become congested to gridlocked most of the time.  The Legislature sought to give some relief when it passed the Gaming Road Program in 1994 and extended it in 1997.  MDOT spent all of the Gaming Road Program funds on a few projects and never built the critical north-south connectors called for in the legislation.

 

Beginning in 1998, MDOT has made empty promise after empty promise to build these connectors.  However, MDOT’s proposals, like most of their proposals, were exorbitantly costly.  MDOT then claimed not to have the funds, but kept saying it was waiting for federal funds.  However, as seen from the above, MDOT has received billions in federal funds. 

 

 The Gaming Road Program was extended again bringing more funds to MDOT.  Still, MDOT turned to other questionable ways to raise money, such as having government entities to issue bonds with the commitment to repay these bonds from future federal funds and the 1987 Four Lane Program.

 

Citizens and public officials in Harrison County tried to get MDOT to build some basic and affordable roads.  MDOT refused to listen.  The HCTC even developed an overall traffic plan.  But MDOT was not interested and apparently played a roll in having Jeff Taylor, the architect of the plan removed from his job.

 

After the Hurricane, world renowned transportation experts  came to the Gulf Coast and assessed the needs here.  They called for a transportation plan, similar to the HCTA plan, and called for the type roads that citizens and public officials have been calling for years.  These experts reviewed the MDOT plans and said MDOT was wasting hundreds of millions of dollars.  In my opinion, MDOT shamed Mississippi before these world class experts.

 

It was most difficult to evacuate the Coast in timely fashion before Katrina, now it would be impossible to completely evacuate.  During Hurricane Ivan in 2004, it took coast people 4-6 hours to get as far as Hattiesburg.  Some turned around and came back.  Fortunately, Ivan missed Mississippi. 

 

There is no doubt that the Ivan experience inhibited some people from evacuating for Katrina.  I left for Katrina.  It took me three or four hours to go a distance of about 30 miles.  Every road, two lane or four lane was a parking lot. I was stuck on a rural two-lane road with thousands of others with a category 4-5 hurricane 12-14 hours away.  I started to come back, but I was separated from some of my family and could not communicate with them, so we kept going.  There were others who returned to their homes.  A functioning transportation system is not only for convenience and the economy, but is an issue of life and death as well.

 

It is not only Coast citizens and public officials who finds fault with MDOT.  Columnist Sid Salter, in a November 6, 2005 column, titled, “MDOT an unchained spending machine,” said:

 

It’s a state agency that for the last several years has operated as an unchained, out-of-control spending machine at a time when the rest of state government-including public health and public education at all levels-has been on state fiscal bread-and-water rations….

 

In the last four years (Fiscal Years 2002 to 2005) total construction and maintenance spending by MDOT has actually decreased by 0.80 percent.  Yet, over that same time frame, total spending by MDOT on things other than highway construction and maintenance has increased 32.6 percent.

 

Did you get that?  Spending less on fixing roads, and more on other stuff.  Too bad the taxpayers can’t drive across other stuff….

 

At some point, Mississippi’s legislative leadership is going to decide to start running MDOT instead of running from it.  For the taxpayers, that day should some sooner than later.
 
That day is now.  
 

MDOT is a government agency that for far too long has had far too much power.  Power concentrated into the hands of just two or three people and I believe this explains the “arrogance of power” as depicted throughout this article.

MDOT has defied citizens, local governments, and the Legislature, Governor, PEER, and now world renowned transportation experts.  I believe this is why attorney Felicia Burkes referred to MDOT as the Mississippi Department of Tyranny. I believe this why Mayor Connie Moran asked an all important question, “To whom is MDOT responsible?”
  
The answer is MDOT is not responsible to anyone and almost nothing.  This is bad public policy and has led to much harm in Harrison County and the state.
 

At this critical time, on the Gulf Coast, MDOT seems intent on pursuing actions that will do irreparable harm to the Gulf Coast. MDOT, as a government entity, is inherently flawed. Therefore, it is necessary for the Legislature, as the first order of business in the 2006 Legislative Session, to bring MDOT under control and make it responsible and accountable to someone.
 
MDOT should be put under the Governor who would appoint an executive director, with the concurrence of the Senate, which executive director would have stringent professional qualifications

 

In the alternative, citizens of the Gulf Coast may not have any recourse other than to ask some of its highly qualified attorneys  to file a federal lawsuit predicated on the “denial of equal treatment” of Harrison County citizens by MDOT and other grounds.
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