
January 2007

To: Chairman Abraham, Members of the MRCOG Metropolitan Transportation Board

As a small group of planners and concerned citizens, we drafted the following comments on the MTP 2030 to 
urge you to improve the direction that the planning is taking.

Why is the MTP important?
Hundreds of pedestrians and motorists are maimed or killed in vehicular accidents every year. Increasing traffic 
congestion lengthens idle time and accounts for millions in lost productivity in the region. It's time to get a firm 
grip on safety, congestion, air quality, noise, global warming, and other complex issues of transportation, 
growth and land use. 

The Metropolitan Transportation Plan (MTP) covers the allocation of one of the region's largest flows of 
public money. If we are to have any hope of meeting the fundamental goals of our cities, we need to steer this 
massive flow of money more expertly, so that it flows into creating solutions, not into more problems.

January through April 2007 are the last four months of the planning process for the MTP 2030. 

Should this be based on the MTP 2025?
The MTP 2025 predicted that after spending billions of dollars on transportation infrastructure, the region's 
congestion would worsen considerably, and transit share would decline slightly. Since that plan was written, we 
have been pouring money into auto-oriented, single-use subdivisions, big box stores and related infrastructure 
that exacerbate the problems stemming from one-dimensional transportation planning; and we've been spending 
too little on sidewalks, infill redevelopment, and other solutions for improving the regional system. We've been 
faithful to the plan, and we are getting what we ordered.
In the MTP 2025 plan:

− There was no overall vision for the region. The big challenges of our time are missing - such as global 
warming, sustainable energy sources, and poverty.

− There were no hard goals with targets. There was no way of measuring whether the plan would be successful, 
particularly with respect to those larger challenges. 

− There was little analysis of different alternatives, and little evidence of any attempt to meet the goals of the 
plan. There was no apparent linkage between vision, goals, and spending. 

− The jurisdictional quagmire of the region acted as a barrier; land use and transportation planning were 
unlinked and done by different governmental entities.

− The process appeared to degrade to jousting over individual projects for the jurisdictions represented on the 
board.

Now we need a new kind of planning and a new way to allocate funds!

What's possible in 25 years?
It's unrealistic to keep building the same kind of car-oriented traffic-generating communities and expect 
improved conditions. Under current trends, COG planners say we can expect commute times to double or 
triple by 2030, even with five billion dollars of improvements.

But if we spend the five billion dollars more wisely, then yes, we can realistically hope to meet our goals for 
less congestion, improved safety, better air quality, higher health standards, and our other goals. To do this, we 
must strike a better balance between housing types and transportation modes, and change the funding 
streams accordingly. 



A collection of doable policies could change the outcomes dramatically. If 20-30% of the population seeks 
alternatives to suburban detached housing, and that segment has the option of living in mixed use development 
with high a level of transit connectivity, we would see a significant shift away from auto use towards walking, 
biking, and transit. A regional time-competitive bus transit system could be built in five years and increase 
transit share from 1% to 5% or more. The synergy between these factors will boost the results over time, and 
eventually we can shift to a healthier balance between cars and multi-modal transit, and a healthy mix of 
development types.

A bold but realistic target is a balance of 70% driving / 20% transit / 10% non-motorized, combined with half of 
new growth accommodated in existing areas and a better geographical distribution of jobs. This would result in 
fewer and shorter car trips, and in turn would save lives and improve congestion levels. 

A balancing blueprint in more detail
By shifting some of the funds proposed for highways to other modes, it is possible to lower the total cost of 
infrastructure. This would also lower the demand for new roadway capacity. We don't have an exact number in 
mind: different alternatives should be compared by the COG planners to find a budget that yields the greatest 
impact. Some money needs to be spent on this process to find the right balance.

The following pictures and maps are examples of what can be done within our budget, if we can muster the will 
to solve the problems.

Imagine a regional high speed transit network to complement local bus routes. People would be able to travel  
20 hours per day, seven days a week every day of the year without having to wait more than 15 minutes to 
board and a total one way trip time of one hour or less across the region. 



Every place could eventually be re-built for the most important and most basic form of travel: walking. We 
support the suggestions made by the Alliance for Active living in this area.

Efficiency and  the connection of land use and transportation are the cornerstones of the Centers and Corridors 
plan, and the Planned Growth Strategy, now Rank 1 plans in Albuquerque, but largely unfunded. 
UNM, the largest trip attractor and the region's biggest parking problem, is a golden opportunity, with a 
potential transit market of 125,000 trips per day, and a need to connect multiple campuses. (UNM and CNMCC 
might be more conscious and contientious about the effects of their campus location choices, putting facilities  
close in and close together to avoid adding impetus to outward growth demand.)

Money can be freed up for these essentials by cutting back or eliminating some proposed highway expansion 
projects. Also, focusing highway money on the region's core helps congestion and shapes growth better than 
spreading it out on peripheral and loop roadways. This may appear controversial: Owners of undeveloped edge 
land will fight hard to bring highways their way to reward their investments, but we need to take a definite stand 
to make the MTP planning immune to private land interests and accountable to the public as a whole.



The shift in the vision, backed up by a more balanced plan for spending, can yield benefits on many levels: 
equity, health, air quality, DUI, commute time, preventing decay of the urban core, a reduced accident rate, and 
lower crime. Plus, it would give us things that can't be measured as easily: freedom, dignity, and pride in our 
cities. Families whose transportation costs drive them to poverty and homelessness would be able to make it on 
their own.

Shifting the process
In order to get the future we want, we need to start linking spending decisions to the desired outcomes; 
that is the essence of a long range transportation plan.

• COG's modeling capability needs to be improved to be able to project the effects of changed development 
patterns combined with changed transit availability.

• The basic process must be changed to choose among systematic alternatives, rather than to select from a 
laundry list of projects.

• The expenditures made by each entity should be transparent: easy to audit and link back to the plan line item.

• We note that different federal planning rules take effect when a region is in air-quality non-attainment status, 
and that we are close to non-attainment in ozone and particulates. It might be wise to voluntarily use those 
rules now, if that could help avoid non-attainment status in five years.

Looking ahead
For the planning to take place in 2010 (the MTP 2035), even more improvements can be made. We suggest:

• Land use and transportation planning should be done together in the same jurisdiction.

• Transportation engineers need periodic training in pedestrian and transit design. Our whole region lacks 
adequate educational programs on the subject, and there is an institutional bias towards cars. 

• Automatic state formula funding for MRCOG activities would ensure that funding from Albuquerque isn't 
linked to conditions.

We urge you as the governing body to direct the COG staff to steer the plan as described in this letter.

Sincerely,

Gabriel Nims, Executive Director, 1000 Friends of New Mexico
Joel C. Wooldridge, FAICP, Planning Consultant, Community Planning Resource
Paul Lusk, Associate Professor Emeritus of Architecture and Planning, 

and former Principal Planner for the City of Albuquerque and County of Bernalillo 
Lora A. Lucero, AICP, Land Use Attorney and Planner
John L. Hill, Northeast Heights resident
Ian Ford, North Valley resident
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