March 8, 2005

TO: Oliver Gajda, S.F. Department of Parking & Traffic Bicycle Program

FROM: Leah Shahum, S.F. Bicycle Coalition (SFBC)
RE: SFBC Comments on the DPT Bicycle Program’s proposed Prop K Five-Year Plan

Thank you for the opportunity to share the San Francisco Bicycle Coalition’s (SFBC) comments on the DPT Bicycle Program’s proposed Prop K Five-Year Plan. As you are aware, this is an extremely significant plan, as it will prioritize the funding of transportation projects citywide for the next five years. We hope that you can respond to and integrate in our comments below.

I. Bike Policy & Non-Network Priorities.

We have concerns that the non-Network bicycle priorities do not seem to be included in this proposed Five-Year Plan. As you know, tremendous stakeholder energy and community input went into the Bike Plan Policy Document , but the projects and efforts recommended in that document do not appear here.  For instance, the Policy Document recommends some small-scale, but important projects such as adding bike maps at transit stops, and some larger-scale projects, such as bike education for youth. Where are these projects in the Five-Year Plan? 

If the DPT Bicycle Program staff does not have time to do this work, we would ask them to contract with someone else familiar with the Plan – for instance, the SFBC or a transportation consultant – to get this work done within a matter of two weeks. This missing piece is significant and must be implemented into the Five-Year Plan before it is considered for approval.

II. Suggested Changes to the Network Document Part of Five-Year Plan.

A. Expediting the top 20 projects and other high priority projects. 

Given the tremendous amount of funding, city staff work, and community work that has gone into developing the Bike Plan Update, we are eager to see the recommended improvements made at a faster pace than what is too conservatively suggested in the DPT’s proposed Five-Year Plan.  This should be possible, given that DPT has added a new staff engineer position recently and that the Transportation Authority is expected to take on some Bike Network projects – at the request of the Board of Supervisors – to expedite the projects.

In the attached spreadsheet, we have made recommendations to expedite 21 different projects by moving the planning, design, and engineering costs into Years 1 – to - 3 from Years 3 – to – 5 (in DPT’s draft proposal). This puts all the top 20 projects and nine other high-priority projects into the design and engineering phase by the end of Fiscal Year 3 (June 2007). These projects are indicated by a letter,  A through U, in the leftmost column.  All projects in which SFBC is recommending a change are noted with a light blue shading. The Top 20 Projects are indicated with a gray box in the second column; the projects the SFBC recommends be managed by the Transportation Authority are indicated with a gray box in the leftmost column.

B. Expediting the planning of other projects. 

All projects which are scheduled for conceptual planning in Years  4 or 5 in DPT’s proposal are recommended  for expedited planning in the SFBC’s version. This is important to help prioritize these projects vis a vis others for construction in Years 3 through 5. For example, an expensive path project on Indiana St. is planned for construction in year 3, while other potentially expensive projects— or additional less expensive projects — may be higher priorities. The conceptual planning should not wait for Years 4 or 5, given that other important funding priority decisions hinge on that initial planning. 

These projects are identified with the word ‘CONC’ in the leftmost column of the same attached spreadsheet. The conceptual planning of these projects, and others that may be identified by the public, should begin in Fiscal Year 2 and conclude in Fiscal Year 3, so that the prioritization of detailed design and construction can be ready within the Five Year Plan timeline.

C. Expand 7th Avenue definition. 

The word “Note” in the leftmost column highlights the notation on that line that the 7th Avenue bike route should be added. We understand that the Traffic Calming department of DPT is planning some long overdue planning work regarding this bicycle safety/traffic calming project, so it should remain part of the official Bike Network.
D. Separate planning costs from per project costs. 

As you know, the Bicycle Program’s staff costs are covered by grants for specific projects. Every hour of the planners’ and engineers’ time must be assigned to a portion of the total cost of a specific project. This is not inappropriate, but it provides a disincentive to take on new planning projects unless there’s a grant already dedicated to an eventual bike project. Conversely, it provides an incentive to prolong the planning for a project in order to meet salary costs. 

The cost estimates used in the five-year plan presumably rely on a historical average of the amount of staff per dollar of bicycle project built. However, as we try to leverage the hundreds of thousands of dollars already invested in planning as part of the Bicycle Plan Update into an expedited project delivery regime, relying on that same cost average can have one of two perverse effects. Either the estimates will prove wildly high (twice the projects planned by the same number of staff would halve the per project planning cost) or the planning costs to make improvements on the entire network will be astronomical. Already, the estimates work more as a “price” for the service of the Bicycle Program staff than as a “cost” of their actual time. (Why else would the cost for planning a street segment not on the bicycle network cost $4,500 while a street segment on the bicycle network cost $3,000? (That pricing structure could provide incentive for the Bicycle Program manager not  to designate streets as part of the bicycle network.) 

DPT & TA should  consider  the following solution to this problem is to separate the Bicycle Program’s staff costs from specific projects: Prop K and TDA Article 3 could be used to subsidize all the staff’s planning and engineering costs, so that the costs for a particular project are reduced to the relatively small construction costs. This will make the program easier for the manager to manage as well as easier for the public to advise. It makes the actual planning costs transparent to the public.

It also resolves the debate about the use of the spot improvement program to subsidize staff salaries. The spot improvement program would be eliminated as a funding category; instead, a larger category named “bike network planning” could be created, and the staff could still be directed to make “spot improvements” as ideas come from the public.

Thank you again for your consideration of these suggestions. 

