LEAGUE OF WOMEN VOTERS OF WESTCHESTER STATEMENT 
ON THE TAPPAN ZEE BRIDGE PROPOSAL OF FALL 2008

In April 2001, with the Tappan Zee Bridge moving beyond its projected life of 50 years and traffic congestion increasing on Route I-287, the New York State Thruway Authority (NYSTA) and MTA Metro North Railroad (MNR) formed a partnership to undertake a comprehensive study of transportation needs and mobility on the corridor. The New York State Department of Transportation (NYSDOT) joined the team as coordinator in 2005. In the spring of 2007, this team formed stakeholders’ groups (SAWGs) to participate in discussion of its plans. The Westchester League of Women Voters (LWVW) participates in two SAWGs.

The LWVW has also hosted several informational meetings for the public on the Tappan Zee/I-287 project. In March 2007, in cooperation with the Rockland League of Women Voters, we held a particularly well-attended meeting at Kendal-on-Hudson in Sleepy Hollow. That meeting featured speakers from the NYSDOT, the Westchester Planning Department, the Rockland County Legislature and the Westchester Rockland Tappan Zee Bridge Task Force. 

Then, in September 2008, the NYSDOT — now the lead agency of the project — presented new plans for the project. As many area residents are not yet familiar with either the past or current proposals, we thought it might be useful to offer a set of pros and cons for discussion.

Current Proposal:
The authorities would build a new bridge 400-500 feet north of the current one. They contend that the present bridge, while safe, involves increasingly burdensome maintenance costs. They offer three design options for a new bridge:

(1) Two parallel structures with each carrying four general-purpose lanes, one bus rapid transport/high-occupancy or high-occupancy toll vehicle (BRT/HOV or HOT) lane and one bicycle pedestrian path; 

(2) Three parallel structures with eight general-purpose lanes, two BRT/HOV or HOT lanes, two commuter rail (CRT) tracks and two bicycle/pedestrian paths; or

(3) Two parallel, dual-level structures with each carrying four general-purpose lanes, one BRT/HOV or HOT lane and one bicycle/pedestrian path, the northernmost structure also carrying two commuter-rail tracks on its lower level.  

The rapid bus system (BRT) would extend across I-287 in Rockland and along a path to be determined in Westchester. (It begins at Route 119 in the west; the rest is unclear.) The commuter rail line (CRT) would go from Port Jervis in Rockland to Metro North’s Hudson line at Tarrytown, in Westchester.

The cost of the new plan is estimated at $16 billion: $6.4 billion for the bridge, $2.9 billion for the BRT and $6.7 billion for the rail line.

Environmental review and final approval from the federal authorities involved are expected to take two years.  Construction of the bridge could begin in 2012. The bridge would open four to five years after, with the buses becoming operational at the same time. The rail line could come later or before. The existing bridge would remain open until the new one is built. Discussion of the location of particular bus and rail stations is to begin in the second phase The NYSDOT talks of bringing in three non-profit organizations — the Project for Public Spaces, the Regional Plan Association and Reconnecting America —to help with these discussions.

In announcing the new proposal, the NYDOT said it would hire an adviser to come up with financing options. In September 2008, they were negotiating a five-year contract with Merrill Lynch. 
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Various organizations and authorities have already offered reactions to the new proposal. Given that this plan is still a work in progress — with a design option for the bridge still to be chosen, the transit mode to be determined, particular stations to be decided upon, etc. —  the LWVW cannot take a position for or against the plan. However, we can and would like to comment on several aspects, based on our positions on land use, air quality, water quality, mass transit, fiscal responsibility, transparency of process and accountability of public officials.

First, we recognize the physical and financial problems of the 50-year-old Tappan Zee Bridge, increasing congestion on the bridge and along the corridor, the growing safety issues, increasing gas emissions and other concerns. We believe that resolution of these problems is important to maintaining the quality of life and economic vitality of the region. 

Second, we believe that our current reliance on cars in the region disfavors the poor, elderly, disabled, young and otherwise more vulnerable citizens. It also promotes energy-inefficiency, gas emissions that contribute to global warming, aesthetically displeasing urban sprawl and encroachment on the open space that is important to our quality of life. We believe that mass transit is an essential component of any new plan for addressing these problems, and we are pleased that the DOT and its partners recognize this.

Third, we see that the federal government and other authorities are increasingly focusing on infrastructure projects as a means of creating jobs and stimulating the economy. We support this goal and think there may be a real opportunity in the near future to fund the Tappan Zee Bridge/Route I-287 project. The project has been under discussion for nearly a decade. It is time to move ahead.

Finally, the League of Women Voters is dedicated to an open, democratic process. We have been heartened by the general transparency shown on the project thus far by the NYSDOT and its two partners. We hope they will continue to be forthcoming as discussion of different options in the new plan continues. Differences of opinion about the choices will certainly emerge. The public should have the opportunity to express them as fully as possible. Only in that way can the authorities gain acceptance of the solutions and the public cooperation to make them work.













Janet Zagoria, May 2009
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