MoPac changes on the way
Noise-reducing asphalt, new lane near lake, managed toll lanes planned.
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Rush hour on MoPac Boulevard will soon become quieter and perhaps in six years, less congested.

The Texas Department of Transportation is spending $3.6 million  this summer to resurface the stretch from RM 2222  to Lady Bird Lake with a special asphalt that dampens road noise and is less slick in rainy conditions. And workers will add a northbound lane on a troublesome bridge just north  of the river by restriping part of the shoulder.

A long-term plan will add a fourth, "managed" lane on each side of MoPac (Loop 1) from Parmer Lane in North Austin to the river.

An environmental assessment, which is under way, and engineering work for the managed lanes will be complete in about two years, officials said Wednesday. The additional lanes, which would be tolled at rates based on the congestion level of the highway, might be open by 2016. The tolls would be higher during peak commuting periods, and when traffic is light, they would be minimal or might disappear entirely.

After TxDOT spent about $7 million and 21/2 years on an environmental study and engineering plans for the project, funding dried up, and TxDOT halted work. It has now allocated $2 million to complete the preliminary work.

MoPac would not be widened. Instead, in the tight section between RM 2222 and the lake — where the Union Pacific railroad sits in the median — officials envision that the managed lanes would be squeezed in by narrowing lanes slightly in some spots and using most of the existing shoulders. The new lanes would be separated from the free lanes by a row of flexible pylons and have a handful of entrances and exits.

Officials say the estimated $200 million to $220 million  needed for the construction is, if not exactly in the bank waiting, highly likely to be available. Local transportation officials have already set aside $70 million  of $543 million  promised to TxDOT's Austin district for new construction over the next 10 years.

The rest of the money would be borrowed and paid back from tolls, which, because MoPac has so much traffic, would be sufficient to pay back debt for more than 60 percent  of the construction tab, officials said. In addition, officials say, the toll revenue would provide money for sound walls alongside MoPac, a measure long promised by TxDOT to neighborhood groups south of RM 2222.

The Central Texas Regional Mobility Authority, which operates the 183-A  tollway in Cedar Park and is building toll lanes on U.S. 290  in East Austin, would build and operate the project. The authority has done preliminary traffic and revenue analysis, which showed the healthy toll revenue from the added lanes.

Although the actual design will be determined during the environmental study, officials said Wednesday that the toll lanes will likely include some sort of direct connection — flyovers or perhaps ground-level ramps — to Cesar Chavez Street. The existing lanes would have the same entrance and exit ramps.

Construction would take three to four years  .

The project seemed to be similarly teed up about four years ago and then fell apart when TxDOT finances fell on hard times. But state Sen. Kirk Watson, D-Austin , who hosted a noisy news conference Wednesday alongside MoPac at 35th Street, said the political and financial dominoes are properly lined up this time.

"The vision has coalesced and the people have coalesced to make this happen," Watson said. Those people include Deirdre Delisi , chairwoman of the Texas Transportation Commission, who attended the event.

The racket over Watson's shoulders as cars and trucks zoomed by, he said, was actually part of the point. The "porous friction course " asphalt that TxDOT will begin laying down in a few days on MoPac's main lanes absorbs considerable noise, although officials couldn't quantify the anticipated noise reduction.

The short-term project, Delisi said, "will make our life quieter, which is good news for those who live near MoPac." That includes Delisi, whose Tarrytown home is just a couple of blocks west of MoPac.

Terry McCoy , TxDOT's area engineer for North Austin, said the asphalt project will take place from 9 p.m. to 5 a.m.  on Sunday through Thursday  nights, and thus should not affect peak morning or afternoon commuting traffic. McCoy said the resurfacing project should be complete by mid-September.
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A “who’s who” of regional and state transportation officials gathered under the overpass that crosses Mopac at 35th street to announced their plan to put new managed lanes on the expressway.

Standing under the overpass Carlos Lopez considered the challenges of squeezing new lanes onto the expressway. Lopez is the Austin district engineer for TxDOT.

“It’s going to be real tight,” said Lopez, surveying the scene in front of him. “In fact if you look at some of these abutments by the bridges, that’s kind of what we have to work with. We’ll have a shoulder, three lanes, a four foot buffer, then a managed lane. If we measure it out we can get it squeezed in.”

To get the plan underway TxDOT is covering the cost of an environmental assessment study, and CAMPO is pitching in around $70 million for the construction.  That money is backed by revenue from other toll roads.

Once the new lanes are in place they will also be tolled.  Mario Espinoza is the deputy director of the Central Texas Regional Mobility Authority. He says the tolling will manage congestion on the added lanes.

“So if you want to be able to use the lane then you will be charged a variable pricing to be able to use the lane,” said Espinoza. “It’s called congestion pricing because the more congested it is the higher the rate.”

Authorities got support for the plan from surrounding neighborhood associations by promising to construct sound barriers on Mopac with some of that toll money.

But the plan does not have universal support.

Anti-toll activists equate it with tolling an existing roadway. Others say it won’t have the effect of easing congestion.

Margo Clark lives near Mopac and uses it on her commute.  She says the problem isn’t just capacity, it’s the bottlenecks.

“It’s just common sense that it’s not going to relieve the bottle neck congestion in crossing the river if you just add a lane all the way,” said Clark. “You’re still going to have a bottleneck.”

Whatever you think about the new managed lanes, don’t expect to see them anytime soon. TxDOT says the environmental assessment alone could take up to three years to complete.

If you do see work in the near future on Mopac it’s probably not those managed lanes. TxDOT has also announced plans to put a new asphalt overlay on the expressway this summer.
  

— Mose Buchele
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It is an artery so often clogged, the name is notorious. On Wednesday, state transportation leaders talked about ways in which the congestion along MoPac could be eased.

“Time is lost, fuel is wasted, air quality is degrading and drivers are increasingly frustrated,” said Ray Wilkerson, Chairman of the Central Texas Regional Mobility Authority.

Part of their plan is to add toll roads along MoPac between Parmer Lane in North Austin and Slaughter Lane south of the city. The cost to use the lanes would go up when traffic is heavier, and down when it is lighter.

 “And if you need to pick up your child from daycare, or whatever you need to do, you will now have a choice to go down an express lane without an impeded flow,”  Wilkerson said.

Leaders may be taking their cue from cities like Houston. The city recently added special toll lanes where, depending on time of day, drivers pay anywhere from 30 cents to several dollars to avoid bad traffic.

Yet other changes will happen along MoPac first. Repaving has begun between 2222 and Cesar Chavez.  Later this year, re-striping will begin near the Enfield and Cesar Chavez exits. Another project under discussion is the addition of new sound barriers along MoPac.

A two-year environmental study must also be completed before toll roads open.  An early estimated cost for the entire project is $250 million.
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AUSTIN (KXAN) - Cruising down MoPac in the middle of the day is a breeze. But at rush hour the MoPac Expressway is anything but express. The  Texas Department of Transportation says an express lane is the answer.
 
“You increase capacity. There will be people in that fourth lane so traffic will flow more smoothly,” said  Sen. Kirk Watson.
 
The fourth lane would be added on both northbound and southbound directions of  MoPac  between Parmer Lane and Cesar Chavez Avenue.
 
The lanes would be tolled by congestion pricing. TxDOT is still working on the cost but officials say there is a good chance the cost would vary depending on the time of day.
 
“Those who don’t ever want to pay to be in the express lane will still benefit,” Watson said.
 
Non-toll drivers will benefit because TxDOT says adding a lane will ease congestion along the entire stretch of MoPac.
 
The $250 million project will also include building sound barriers for people whose homes back up to the expressway.
 
“Here comes a friend,” said Frances Allen, as a train strains its way north down the middle of MoPac.
 
Allen says when the train passes by, the only thing to do is to stop talking. She stopped using her backyard years ago because the noise was too much.
 
“I think the fact that we will take ownership of our backyards again will be wonderful,” Allen said.
 
To help with sound issues TxDOT also plans to start repaving much of the expressway with sound-dampening asphalt starting this summer. 

Also starting soon, re-striping the lanes on the MoPac bridge that goes over Lady Bird Lake. TxDOT officials say they will be able to add an additional lane to ease congestion at the downtown Austin exits. 

Building of the express lanes is still at least two years away. An environmental study still needs to be done. Early estimates say it could be at least five years before travelers can drive in the express lanes. 
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After years of traffic jams on MoPac, the Central Texas Mobility Authority has come up with a plan to ease congestion.

There will be three major changes. Drivers and neighbors will start seeing a difference by the end of summer.

The potential solution to congestion and noise comes in way of re-paving first.

Then, the area between Enfield Road and Lady Bird Lake will be re-striped to go from two lanes to three. Perhaps the most noticeable change will eventually be an express lane, which is an additional lane and option for those who don’t mind paying to get to their destination faster.

"Greater mobility, less congestion and it will also be one of the ways that we will fund sound walls up and down MoPac so that the people that live near MoPac will have less noise,” Texas Sen. Kirk Watson said.

A environmental study has to be taken before any of the improvements begin. 
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The Central Texas Mobility Authority may have an answer to rush hour traffic on Mopac Expressway. 

The Mopac Improvement Project would add an 11-mile express lane to the north and southbound lanes of Mopac from Parmer Lane to Cesar Chavez. 

Commuters can pay a premium to use the managed lane during heavy traffic. The cost to use the express lane would go down as traffic thinned out.

Sound barriers and noise reduction asphalt would also be added to more portions of the heavily-used highway.

Project leaders say while traffic will always be a concern for those living up and down Loop 1, as Mopac is also known, this project is a win-win situation for everyone.

"It will enhance the quality of life for those living in the Mopac corridor by reducing noise, reducing cut-through traffic and maintaining the existing homes along the corridor," Texas Senator Kirk Watson said. 

Frances Allen, 75, began demanding Mopac improvements in 1992 by starting the Mopac Neighborhood Association Coalition. Her hope 18 years ago was to have a sound barrier placed between the houses and Mopac. 

"When they drive by these good-for-nothing wooden fences, as someone said, they don't realize there are neighbors right on the other side," Allen said. 

Today, her vision is one step closer to becoming a reality.

The upgrades are expected to cost around $250 million. Local leaders say the Central Texas Mobility Authority will fund the majority of the cost.
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Idling behind rows of cars and trucks linked bumper to bumper may be a thing of the past for commuters who choose to travel on MoPac after several renovations are implemented within the next few years as part of the MoPac Improvement Project.

Alongside MoPac near the intersection of 35th Street and Jackson Avenue Wednesday morning, state senator Kirk Watson along with several other transportation authority officials detailed the project, which aims to reduce traffic congestion on MoPac and improve the quality of life for those living along the corridor.

"The truth is that traffic will probably never flow like it did in 1975," Watson said. "And it will never be as quiet living along the road as it was before, but it can be better. The MoPac Improvement Project is a significant effort."

The first of several improvements will repave MoPac between FM 2222 and Lady Bird Lake. The Texas Department of Transportation will repave the road with a specialty asphalt that will reduce road noise, increase traction, reduce water spray from other vehicles and reduce hydroplaning by eliminating standing water.

Deirdre Delisi, chair of the Texas Transportation Commission, said the asphalt improvements should be finished by the end of September. After this first project, the department will adjust northbound MoPac to alleviate the bottleneck that occurs between the Enfield Road exit and the Cesar Chavez street entrance ramp. The changes made will add a third northbound lane at the Enfield road exit ramp.

The next project aims to increase MoPac's capacity by adding an express lane on both southbound and northbound MoPac from Lady Bird Lake to Parmer Lane. Watson said the lanes will reduce congestion and improve transit reliability as well as fund the construction of sound barriers along MoPac.

The express lane will have changes in cost throughout the day in order to provide an incentive to people to use it at varying times of day. Delisi said the ultimate goal of the project is to provide more transportation choices and encourage the use of mass transit and carpooling.

Construction of the express lanes cannot begin before an environmental assessment is completed, which will review any potential environmental impact the lanes may have. Watson said the assessment typically takes three years, but he hopes with an unified effort by the several participating agencies that this time could be reduced to two years.

Ray Wilkerson, chairman of the Central Texas Regional Mobility Authority, said the assessment is projected to finish in 2013. Watson said he hopes to have a ribbon cutting for the express lane project in less than five years.

The solution to Austin's traffic congestion problems is not only expanding highways, but approaching the problem with several transportation alternatives as well, said city manager Marc Ott.

"The solution is a seamless multi-modal transportation system," Ott said. "We all have to be in this together, the problem is here. It takes all of us at the table engaged and trying to find a practical cost effective solution to these problems."

Ott said the City Council will consider a transportation bond proposal that will ask voters to make more investments in roads, transits, bicycle and pedestrian utilities in order to further address Austin's mobility challenges. If voters support  and vote for the bond it will rally city dollars with state, regional and federal money to make further improvements in connecting MoPac with downtown.

Watson said the project would not have been at its current state in development had it not been for the cooperation of the mobility authority, the commission, the department and the MoPac Neighborhood Associations Coalition.

Kay Newell, president of the coalition, said she has lived near MoPac and FM 2222 for 26 years and in that time she has seen dramatic change. She no longer drives before 9:30 a.m., when traffic is at its heaviest, and noise along the expressway is so loud it often vibrates the houses near it.

She is hopeful that the project may not only improve MoPac, but may change people's perspective on how they travel around town.

"I am hoping it will change everybody's mindset and get them into some other mode of transportation other than one person, one car," Newell said. "I think this is the beginning step to change that philosophy."
