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2Israeli soldiers
killed inattack
The Lebanese militant
group Hezbollah fires a
salvo of missiles at an
Israeli military convoy in
a disputed border area,
triggering the most
serious escalation since
the sides’ 2006 war. A3
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MoPac delay
The toll lane project on
North MoPac Boulevard
will finish at least three
months later than
originally thought for a
number of reasons,
including changes made
to the original design,
asbestos abatement on
old columns, and
unexpected challenges
with drilling hard rock
and the re-routing of a
water main.

1. Asbestos, drilling
problems south of
Enfield

2. Water main project at
35th

3. Widening of exit
ramps, 35th and 45th

4. Repair RM 2222
retaining wall

Source: TxDOT, CAMPO

MoPac Blvd.
construction
area
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By Eileen Sullivan
Associated Press

WASHINGTON — A law en-
forcement campaign to
compel Google to dis-
able a feature in its pop-
ular Waze traffic app that
lets drivers warn others
about nearby police ac-
tivity shifted Wednesday
when a sheriffs’ organi-
zation complained that
the app not only puts of-
ficers’ lives at risk, it also
interferes with the ability
to write speeding tickets.

The National Sher-
iffs’ Association, which
had focused its com-
plaints about Waze on
police safety after the
fatal shootings of two
New York City police of-
ficers in December, ex-
panded its campaign in
a new statement criti-
cizing Google’s software
as hampering the use of
speed traps. The trade
association said radar
guns and other speed en-
forcement techniques
have reduced highway
deaths.

“This app will hamper
those activities by locat-
ing law enforcement offi-
cers and puts the public
at risk,” the group said.

In the Waze app, which
operates like a free GPS
navigation tool, users
can tag the locations of
parked police vehicles,
accidents, congestion,
traffic cameras, potholes
and more, so that oth-
er drivers using Waze are
warned as they approach
the same location.

In a twist, the newly

expressed concern
about speeding is also
Google’s own defense of
its software.

“Most users tend to
drive more carefully
when they believe law
enforcement is nearby,”
Waze spokeswoman Julie
Mossler said.

Waze actually gained
popularity in the last
week since publicity
about law enforcement’s
concerns, climbing four
positions to No. 8 on Ap-
ple’s ranking of the top
free mobile apps.

The Los Angeles Police
Department chief and the
executive director of the
Fraternal Order of Police
have echoed the sher-
iffs’ concerns about po-
lice safety but have not
said anything about it in-
terfering with catching
speeders.

Sheriffs expand
concerns about
Waze traffic app

TECHNOLOGY

*

With the Waze app, users
can tag the locations of
parked police vehicles,
accidents, congestion,
traffic cameras and
potholes so that other
drivers are warned as they
approach the location.

cates for spending more
on state services.

“Everything is compet-
ing in the budget,” said
state Rep. Jim Murphy,
R-Houston. “There’s room
in the budget to do this to-
day, but it’s not going to
be an easy process.”

At a Wednesday news
conference, Murphy said
there are about 40 bills
addressing the franchise
tax. He and his four GOP
colleagues offered two
approaches: phasing out
the tax over several years
or exempting more small
businesses from the tax.

The price tags for those
measures ranged from
about $1 billion to slightly
more than $2 billion over
the two-year budget cycle.

Those proposals came
a day after the Texas Sen-
ate on Tuesday unveiled
a first-draft budget that
includes $4 billion in tax
cuts, but only $1 billion
for the franchise levy.

Texas Association of
Business CEO Bill Ham-
mond said the Senate’s
proposed tax relief ra-
tio — with three-fourths
of the tax relief going to

property owners — isn’t a
welcome one.

“If the Legislature is
going to increase the
homestead exemption,
which it appears they’re
headed toward doing,
then the business com-
munity should receive an
equal or greater amount
in tax reductions,” he
said, noting that Texas
businesses foot 62 per-
cent of all state and local
taxes.

There is also a differ-
ence of opinion on how
to cut the franchise tax.

State Sen. Charles
Schwertner, R-George-
town, has filed legislation
to increase the small-busi-
ness exemption from $1
million to $5 million. He
said his bill would reduce
the levy’s 125,000 taxpay-
ers to 55,000.

“I believe the fran-
chise tax disproportion-
ately affects those small
businessmen who are the
job creators,” Schwert-
ner said. His approach
would fit under the Sen-
ate’s $1 billion in the draft
budget.

Murphy and state Sen.
Charles Perry, R-Lub-
bock, have legislation to
phase out the franchise
tax, starting by eliminat-

ing one-fourth of it. That
would cost slightly more
than $2 billion.

Hammond said the
powerful business lob-
by association hasn’t tak-
en a position on phasing
out the franchise tax, but
it does favor a rate reduc-
tion — if there is money
available after boosting
transportation funding.

“As far as the franchise
tax itself, we do favor — if
there is money available
— to reduce the rate but
not necessarily increase
the exemption, as Sen.
Schwertner has suggest-
ed,” Hammond said.

Unlike the TAB, the
membership of the Na-
tional Federation of Inde-
pendent Business focus-
es almost exclusively on
small businesses, which
might favor Schwertner’s
approach.

“Wewant just asmuch
relief aswe can get as
quickly aswe can get it,”
saidWill Newton, the feder-

ation’s executive director
for the Texas chapter.

He said the complex-
ity of the tax is an irri-
tation and expense for
small businesses: “Com-
pliance cost is sometimes
as much as the tax.”

Dick Lavine with the
Center for Public Poli-
cy Priorities argues that
state services are al-
ready underfunded and
franchise tax cuts would
come out of public edu-
cation.

“Just because this ses-
sion they have a $7.5 bil-
lion cash balance and a
projected increase in rev-
enue doesn’t mean that
two years from now they
won’t be scraping for
money just to keep up
the current level of ser-
vices,” Lavine said.

Murphy argued that
phasing out the franchise
tax would boost the econ-
omy.

“We all recognize that,
with energy stumbling,

now is the time to move
forward with significant
tax relief to keep the rest
of our economy going,”
he said.

State Sen. Jane Nelson,
a Flower Mound Repub-
lican who chairs the Sen-
ate Finance Committee,
has her own approach for
cutting the franchise tax
by $1 billion.

Half of that sum is cov-
ered in a bill Nelson al-
ready has filed that would
make permanent a tem-
porary 5 percent fran-
chise tax reduction
passed in 2013. Covering
the rest will be up to Sen-
ate lawmakers in the bills
they file, she and Lt. Gov.
Dan Patrick said at a news
conference Tuesday.

As for property tax re-
ductions, the pair didn’t
give many specifics, al-
though Patrick noted
that Nelson plans to file a
property tax relief bill la-
beled with the number
one — typically reserved

for the budget bill, an in-
dicator that it is a top pri-
ority — and Nelson all but
promised a boost to the
state’s mandatory school
homestead exemption.

Patrick also said he
wants to pass legislation
to rein in appraisal in-
creases, which he said
could be done by altering
the rollback tax rate or by
some other method.

The House budget pro-
posal, unveiled Jan. 15,
doesn’t yet include tax
relief but related bills
have started trickling in.

On Wednesday, state
Rep. Dwayne Bohac,
R-Houston, filed bills that
would cut in half the 10
percent cap on apprais-
al increases and double
the $15,000 school home-
stead exemption.

“With the inflated
price of real estate in our
state right now, Texans
are taking a hit on the
front end when they pur-
chase a home and again
annually as their apprais-
als grow exponentially,”
Bohac said in a written
statement.

Contact Laylan Copelin at
512-445-3617. Contact Kiah
Collier at 512-445-1712.
Twitter: @KiahCollier

Taxes
continued from A1

Texas State Rep. Jim
Murphy, R-Houston, said
Wednesday:“Everything
is competing in the
budget.”He said there are
about 40 bills addressing
the franchise tax.

Texas Association
of Business CEO Bill
Hammond said the
Senate’s proposed
tax relief ratio isn’t a
welcome one for business
owners.

emergency vehicles and
those willing to pay tolls
that will rise and fall de-
pending on average vehi-
cle speeds in the lanes.

Aside from contrac-
tor problems and unex-
pectedly stubborn lime-
stone — difficulties that
emerged last year — mo-
bility authority offi-
cials said Wednesday
the project’s most trou-
blesome hiccup now is a
42-inch city of Austin wa-
ter line near West 35th
Street. That aging water
main from the Davis Wa-
ter Plant currently cross-
es under MoPac (Loop 1)
just north of West 35th,
then runs under the high-
way’s northbound lanes
for several blocks before
turning eastward.

Original plans called
for rerouting the line
north through Camp
Mabry on MoPac’s west
side, then crossing un-
der the highway about a
half-mile north to con-
nect with the existing
line, a project expect-
ed to take about five
months. But mobility au-
thority officials said that
the city, which designed
the water main change
and had to negotiate
easements with Camp
Mabry and the Westmin-
ster Manor senior home,
didn’t get the prepara-
tory work done quickly
enough.

Because the city
must shut down the wa-
ter main for a couple of
weeks when the newly
installed piping is ready
for connection, the util-
ity doesn’t want to do
that between April 1 and
Oct. 1, when water usage
is highest, MoPac project
consultant Paul Petrich of
the engineering compa-
ny HNTB said that crucial
step can’t occur until the
fall. Other work that must

wait for the new line to
open, including construc-
tion of a sound wall be-
tween MoPac and West-
minster Manor, would
then delay completing
the highway project for
several more weeks late
in the year.

“Is the city full aware,”
mobility authority board
member David Armbrust
asked Petrich, “that it is
potentially delaying the
project?”

“They have been made
aware of the urgency,”
Petrich said. “But that
continues to be a chal-
lenge.”

“To relocate a ma-
jor transmission main
is a complicated pro-
cess,” Austin Water Util-
ity spokesman Jason Hill
said. The city would con-
tinue to work with the
mobility authority, he
said, to relocate the wa-
ter main in “a timely
fashion while maintain-
ing the water supply to
the customers.”

The mobility author-
ity’s original deal with
contractor CH2M Hill
set a date of Sept. 17 this
year for the project to
be “substantially com-
plete,” allowing the toll
lanes to open. Additional

work, primarily cosmetic
in nature, was to be do-
ne by Jan. 16, 2016, and
the contract had incen-
tives for CH2M Hill to fin-
ish early and substantial
daily penalties for finish-
ing late.

The contract will be re-
vised with later dates,
officials said, to reflect
changes in the scope of
work required of CH2M
Hill, but those dates ha-
ven’t yet been nailed
down.

Nonetheless, mobil-
ity authority Executive
Director Mike Heiligen-
stein said Wednesday he
expects the toll lanes to
open around the end of
this year.

The toll lane project
is still under its original
budget, thanks primarily
to an unexpectedly low
bid in 2013 for its design
and construction. CH2M
Hill’s bid of $136.6 mil-
lion was about $50 mil-
lion below the next low-
est.

Several subsequent de-
sign changes, many of
them requested by the
mobility authority, in
the end are likely to push
CH2M Hill’s final payout
close to $148 million. Be-
yond that, the mobility

authority, under a sepa-
rate contract with anoth-
er company, expects to
pay about $8.6 million to
remove asbestos coating
it found on MoPac bridg-
es built decades ago. And
officials said that about
$18 million will be spent
on project oversight by
HNTB and other admin-
istrative costs, bringing
the total tab to about $175
million.

The Texas Depart-
ment of Transporta-
tion, which owns MoPac
and in effect deputized
the mobility authori-
ty to build and operate
the toll lanes, gave the
authority a $67 million
grant for the project. In
addition, the Capital Ar-
ea Metropolitan Plan-
ning Organization board
allocated to the proj-
ect an additional $130
million in TxDOT mon-
ey that it controlled.
The mobility authori-
ty, using toll revenue it
will collect from the two
new lanes, agreed to pay
about $230 million into
a CAMPO regional trans-
portation fund over the
next couple of decades.

Contact Ben Wear
at 512-445-3698.

MoPac
continued from A1

Construction of the North MoPac Boulevard toll lanes continues Wednesday in this view
taken from Hancock Drive looking south. The 11-mile makeover of the highway should
come in below its original budget outlay of $197 million. JAY JANNER / AMERICAN-STATESMAN




