Date: 1/23
location: PDOT conference room

JI: I have to read this little IRB blurb and then we can get started. 

P3: OK

JI: Thank you for taking the time to participate in this interview. Our study focuses on the decision making context on active transportation projects and policies in Tucson, AZ, led by myself, a PhD candidate at CAPLA and Geography. This interview, which should take roughly an hour is being recorded for accuracy and to later thematically transcribe the conversation. We will not use any personal or identifying information. Once we’ve completed the thematic transcription, we’ll send it to you for your review in order to ensure we’ve accurately captured the themes of your responses. If you have any questions after the interview, please contact Joey Iuliano, jiuliano@email.arizona.edu. Do you have any questions before we begin?

P3: No, I don’t think so.

JI: Great. So, in your experience, what are the primary concerns about transportation planning and active transportation here in Tucson?

P3: I guess, one of the things is in the past, we haven’t had a data driven approach. It’s been based on complaints. People call in, “I need a right turn lane here. I need a signal. We need paved shoulders…” and there hasn’t really been…. We look at it case by case and go from there. There hasn’t been an overall, or county wide, thing that gives us any kind of way to plan, “There’s lots of congestion here and we need a lane here” and so on. It’s more been based on people complaining and we investigate those on a singular basis. We are moving to a new system- very much data driven. We’re developing a new program that is supposed to look at all the features of all of our roads: lane widths, signs, curbs, no curbs, as well as putting that with counts such as street lights, bike data, etc., so we can compare it as a system whole. Then we won’t be piecemeal and based on when someone complains. Instead, it will be more comprehensive to look at it. And in theory, we’ll be able to…say “are the disparity of bike crashes worse where we have 12’ lanes.” In theory we’ll be able to do those analyses on the system- where are the areas with no pave shoulders and compare that to crashes. 

So, I guess in the past, it’s been based on a demand- demand maintenance or demand for a sign- and we go and look at that one area. And we haven’t had a way to look things systemically. And I think looking at paved shoulders in a bike context- if we have paved shoulders on this whole route and this route- we can look at a map and say “oh, this would be a candidate to connect the routes.”

JI: Do you think stuff like population growth…maybe on the east side…where the county is growing, is that factoring into this push for more data? Like, where do we need to improve the system? Population growth…sprawl, that kind of thing?

P3: I think so. Yeah. It’s hard to justify why we did it over *here*…. it’s because someone complained. And I think in the past it’s been hard to justify. Yes, we have all this new growth in the Vail area and what do we need to look at how to connect that area to Houghton and those kind of things. I’m sure there has been planning on the bigger issues, but for me at the lower level…looking at the pavement width and striping…the granular stuff, I’m hopeful that these new systems will take into account how things are growing and shifting. We’re just always playing catch up. Areas get built, but it’s already been built up, and it’s going to take 4 to 5 years to get the funding to make changes. 

JI: Where do you get your information about transportation planning? Specifically, active transportation planning, to inform your policy making and what type of information is most often used?

P3: do you mean data? Like engineering wise?

JI: Yeah, like do you get stuff from ULI, NACTO…

P3: Specifically what we’ve been using is NACTO, MUTCD. We’ve been using StreetLite data- it uses phone data- to look at volume using algorithms. Strava. But as far as national standards- AASHTO, they provide guidance on lane widths. APA sometimes. 

JI: Do you get stuff…

P3: from other jurisdictions? Yeah, like PAG, they have a safety program that I have used to look at areas. City of Tucson, we’re always sharing [info]. They have a lot more active bicycle standards, so we share information with them and we have a joint pavement marking agreement with them. And with the internet, I’ve looked at many different states and their traffic engineering manuals and design manuals and compared them to ours. I’m the one re-doing our signing and striping manual for the county. So, I’ve done a lot of research into lane width. 

JI: So kind of a lot of peer learning from other counties?

P3: Yeah, and I haven’t contacted them, but it’s easy to find their documents and see what they are doing. Can we better our system or learn from them? 

JI: What specific planning or policy designs does your department make that encourages active transportation? Is there anything in a master plan or engineering documents that help support getting more people out on bikes?

P3: We don’t have anything. We don’t have a bicycle master plan…I’m almost 100% sure we don’t. I really think that is one of our downfalls. And I think that is why we are going to this data driven approach because we don’t have any grand plan. And so instead, we’re like “maybe we need more bike lanes here or bike paths here.” I don’t think it’s ever been thought out in a big way and I think that’s why we’re going to that new approach. It helps justify things and helps with the funding. It’s all about the funding. But it helps justify, so instead of “well, this is my opinion…”, that doesn’t go very far when trying to get funding. It’s better to say, “based on all of this data, these roads need the most improvements.”

JI: So what events or circumstances might increase planning efforts around active transportation? Is it proactive or reactive?

P3: Right now we are definitely reactive- we’re pretty much demand. People call and we go look at it. The future is looking more proactive. So, before there is a problem we can say, “we need to connect this bike route with paved shoulders.” And not waiting until someone calls in and says, “we need a signal.” And instead, we can say, “we’ve already looked at the entire county and here are the areas that need signals.” So when funding becomes available, bam we have it. Or, “here is the list of roads that need shoulders to complete our bike network.” 

JI: Would you say stuff like information or research from the UA or if you saw something coming out of Maricopa or Pinal County, would that help inspire the powers that be in Pima County to say “hey we need to take these steps”?

P3: I’d say absolutely. It takes a champion in the department to be the one who takes that to the ones who make the decisions. But, absolutely. And I know the city was doing the buffered- the separated bike lanes- just the striping, and now we’re doing some of that on our roads. So we have definitely learned and see what is working and apply that over here. But again, a lot of that is reactive. So the hope is with the new technology, and these new apps on people’s phones, and all this new stuff, that we will be more proactive. But, we’re still waiting for all of that right now. 

JI: Are there any barriers? So, let’s say an event happens…. Someone gets hit…are there any barriers that prevent the county from reacting? We’ve been talking a lot about the data needed for decisions, but are there any other barriers that put a kibosh on fixing something? If we identify a dangerous intersections or corridor, what could stop actions from improving it?

P3: Just prioritizing is a big one. You have one fatality here…maybe two here, but there is more traffic on this road and less here, so how do you prioritize funding? If it is something small like a sign or we need a lane drop, or striping…those spot improvements we can look at pretty quickly. And my section is in charge of investigating all the fatality accidents and writing the follow up reports. So, we definitely are looking at these and seeing if

JI: So a quick fix?

P3: Yeah, they are out there the next day looking at it. But as far as identifying a corridor that has a lot of accidents and saying it needs paved shoulders…. That is going to take time and some prioritization and how, I’m not quite sure of. And I think that is what we are still trying to develop that. How do you choose between this and this? There are so many roads that we have…

JI: So maybe the size of the network the county has to manage is a barrier?

P3: Absolutely. And it’s the funding. And it’s the process to get anything done. It’s 2-5 years just to get a project to go. And if you have federal funding, and they have the big money, it takes even longer. But those are nothing I can change, it’s just the way it is. 

JI: Well, I think you can see an example of that with Skyline and Sunrise. 

P3: Yeah, absolutely! How long have we been waiting on that?

JI: I think that fatality happened 3 or 4 years ago and it is supposed to go into construction this year. 

P3: Yeah, so it’s a 2-5-year process. And that one is on the fast track through the Feds! I’m mean, we’re talking about one that is fast tracked! I guess, that is one of the big barriers. And having the forethought to get things on the RTA list. If those projects aren’t on the list…and those projects won’t be constructed until 2029! So, we’re sitting in the BAC coming up with projects for the RTA and its decades away. But, if we don’t put them there now…then in a decade they won’t be there. But, this goes back to the planning, and we are really looking at this stuff beforehand. And hopefully with these new systems we can be more proactive and go, “well, in ten years we know the south of Tucson will be housing.” So let’s look at those areas now and plan for ten years from now. 

Trying to think of other barriers. But, yeah, the time for those big projects. But for little spot improvements, it’s what can we do today with signing, striping, minimal pavement- a quick fix. 

JI: So it’s the long-term to get those projects through and the vastness that we have to deal with

P3: It’s a lot

JI: I think we often forget about Ajo being with us and that’s a 140 miles away.

P3: Exactly.

JI: I think we kind of touched on this, but, beyond the city and PAG and RTA, what groups do you work with to design and implement these policies and projects for active transportation?

P3: Really it’s the BAC. For me, that’s the big one.

JI: Anything with LSA, People for Bikes?

P3: I can’t say that I have. I’ve worked with them… Kylie has e-mailed me some questions, but it’s not like it’s “Can you get us…” I’d say it’s the BAC for what I’m doing is my biggest tight collaboration. We bring projects to them and they bring projects to us. 

JI: So it’s a pretty good back and forth dialog?

P3: Absolutely. 

JI: What would help you better plan and implement active transportation policies and projects? We’ve talked a lot about the data a lot…

P3: Yeah, the data, we know that.

JI: Would collaboration…more collaboration with the UA help? So, in some of my discussions with other departments, they’ve said they are almost inundated with requests to work with UA researchers in CAPLA, Geography, or Civil Engineering and that they have so many requests that they can’t manage doing all of those and their job. Do you guys have that much collaboration with the UA or would more help?

P3: We’ve done some. I think more would help! We’ve done some projects such as they’ve helped us with speed feedback, so we’ve definitely used them. I think once we have all this stuff, they’d [UA] be a great resource to help us crunch some of those numbers. Or help us look at specific analysis like paved shoulders or give them a task. So, we’re always short staffed, so the more collaboration we can get with the UA or anybody, the better. 

But, as we go through some of these answers, some of these decisions are way above my paygrade. 

JI: I think this is great information. Part of my goal is get an understanding of how decisions are made across the region. We have an interesting mash of governments between the city, the county, the regional government…. And in other places that I’ve lived, like Indianapolis, the city and county is one and the same…

P3: Boy that’d be nice

JI: So, I think it’s really helpful to see who is collaborating with who. And obviously, data, staffing, and funding is the universal- everyone wants more there. But the collaboration piece is really interesting- who has collaborated with who and who could benefit with more if helpful in that regard. I guess a follow up with that is there good support from county leadership for these projects? 

P3: Pretty good

JI: I know Huckleberry is pretty…

GC: Oh, well, if you talk about the Huckleberry and the Loop, yeah for sure. But, I’d say yes. The BAC in general is kind of a good collaboration. I don’t know the percentages of the number of bike projects vs. other projects, I know in the previous RTA a lot didn’t get done. But, I’d say yes. The management that we have is very involved and interested in getting more bike data and trying to solve some of these problems. 

JI: Yeah, solve where issues are and work on encouragement. 

P3: Yeah. And then the whole bike program that’s in the Health Department, the one that Elaine and Ignacio run, they’re going to all the schools for that. It’s separate from the engineering part, but as far as upper management in providing support and services, I think it’s good.

JI: Ok, I think that’s all I have. Do you have anything else you wanted to add in?

P3: No, I don’t if this would go into any of the questions. But, I do rely a lot on the public and members of the BAC to bring us issues. We can’t be everywhere. I always tell all of my constituents this, it is important for the public to bring issues and let us know. And like you said with the videos you’re doing, sometimes you don’t there is a problem in a specific spot- cars are doing something weird- and we’d never in a million years know about. Maybe it’s only happening at 6:45 in the morning, and those are the kind of things that really do help us. It might not be big picture, but I’m trying to save people a little bit of time because a project that is five years from now doesn’t really help you riding to work tomorrow. So, I do rely a lot on public input- any person that calls we look at those concerns. Hopefully it won’t be like that forever and the new program will help, but until that day, it is helpful to have people’s ears and eyes out there. 

JI: Yeah, because it’s such an expansive place.

P3: Yeah, I have two guys working for me looking at all the complaints we get. 

JI: Do you think there is a lot of confusion on who manages what? Like, “who do I call?” Because, and this may be anecdotal from me, but maybe if you live in the foothills north of River, there might be some confusion of “it feels like you’re still in the city”, so do you think that is a hindrance?

P3: Well, now that we both have the See Click Fix App, it’s pretty easy. When you click on the map and put in the request, if it’s not in the county, it won’t let you do it. And I assume the city has the same thing. So, if it’s not an actual county maintained road, we have all that information in See Click Fix. So, I think it’s pretty clear. But, they still call, and we send them to the city. And we’ve been striving to do better with customer service and we want to make sure we get all the requests in. 

JI: Ok, thanks! That’s all I have. Thanks for taking the time to sit down and chat with me!

P3: No problem! 

