TWO LANE CENTRAL AVENUE?
It is amazing to watch some of the folks who talked the City into using our hard-earned tax dollars to improve their properties or for selfish interests squirm now that we are beginning to learn the truth. Some of their reasoning sounds a bit more than strange but, what logical reason can they provide for purposely installing a traffic “bottleneck” on Central Avenue?  Could it be that the real reason is selfish?  Could it be that they really just want free parking in front of their businesses from Ouachita to Spring Street regardless of what is best for the city?

What is even more amazing is some of the stories they have made up in feeble attempts to justify their blunders.  Their primary tall tale is that reducing the former four lanes to two and using the closed lane for parallel parking will “make the area safer.”  Their success story is that the “traffic is now slower and that makes it safer.”  There is little doubt that traffic goes slower in two lanes than it does in four.  You know guys, if you can close those remaining two lanes, it will go even slower. 

The realistic effect this two lane bottleneck has is to just make the area even more congested. The fact is that this area was already quite slow.  This is somewhat due to the hill and the curves, but mostly the red lights.  There are a total of 5 red lights on Central beginning at Market Street, at Ouachita, at Bridge Street, at Spring Street, and even at Reserve Street. Can you think of any other section on all of Central Avenue where there is a red light every block for that distance?  The fact is there are none.  No reputable traffic engineer would convert a four-lane roadway to a two-lane and then put parallel parking in the closed lane for safety reasons or to slow traffic down.  A reputable engineer would use traffic signals or speed zone signage.  

While these self-proclaimed experts are trying to convince us that two-lane roadways improve safety, just the opposite is true.  According to police, most pedestrian accidents in Hot Springs occur on Park Avenue.  Think about it, Park Avenue is a two lane roadway, like they propose, except with very little parking on the sides and considerably less traffic than Central Avenue. 

Can you believe that these folks were at the last City Board meeting trying to convince everyone that pedestrians are safer on a two lane bottlenecked roadway with parked cars that block driver’s views of people?  Check it out on the next City Board broadcast on cable channel 15.  They have no clue how many pedestrian accidents are caused when people have to step into traffic to get in the driver’s side of their parallel parked car.  They apparently also choose to ignore the many pedestrian accidents when kids or others dart out from between parked cars. While most pedestrian accidents occur at intersections, the next greatest number occurs while “1Emerging from in Front of/Behind Parked Vehicle” and “1Getting on/off Vehicle Other Than School Bus.”  For pedestrian accidents where “2Driver Vision Obscured” was a contributing factor, “2in most cases, standing traffic or parked vehicles on the side of the road obscured the driver’s vision.”  This simply means that if their project is allowed to continue, a more hazardous condition will result, not safer.

While we are told by these characters that two-lanes will improve safety, the police say few if any accidents happened there when the roadway was four-lanes.  So there was no problem to begin with.  Now, just try and tell those motorists rushing to funnel into a single lane or being cut off or clipped by an irate driver that they are safer because all that merging traffic ahead is slowing down.

The unfortunately truth is that some of these folks apparently think they have found a way to not only use our taxpayer’s hard earned tax dollars to fix up their properties but also to provide themselves with free parking spots.  It appears that some of those folks who are also serving on city boards, improvement districts, or committees may have some big-time “conflicts of interest.” 

The public should not stand for our tax dollars going to private interests or self-serving political types.  Perhaps our State Attorney General should investigate not only this project but a couple of others that have already been completed.

Finally, we must allow our emergency vehicles unimpeded access through our downtown.  This is the primary route for our state and county vehicles to the northern portion of Garland County.  This is the only viable route north for local police, fire, and EMS vehicles. Irrespective of the handful of alternate or detour routes recommended by the proponents of our new “bottleneck,” Central Avenue needs to be left with a lane that local traffic can pull into and allow emergency vehicles room to pass.  Combine “life-or-death” situations with today’s litigious society and a purposely designed “bottleneck.”  Can you spell LAWSUIT?

Really good advise and ideas are still available from our County Sheriffs Office, the City Police, the City Firefighters, both ambulance services, and the Arkansas Highway Department.  Our Convention and Visitors Bureau has already taken a strong stand against the “bottleneck” and pointed out many additional detrimental effects on shopping and tourism.  All of these groups prefer four-lanes, some quite strongly.  Many of our Hot Springs City Board Members apparently didn’t bother to ask any of these professionals for their opinions before approving our soon-to-be-completed traffic “bottleneck.”  Urge your city representative to call or meet with any or all of these knowledgeable groups and talk to them one-on-one.  You can’t blame city, county, and state employees for not showing up at City Hall and disagreeing with our politicians but if you visit with these people privately and don’t involve them in the politics of our town, they will give you their honest opinions.

Some of the state folks even asked what had happened to the City’s Comprehensive Plan adopted back in the 1990s which required converting Central Avenue to four-lanes from Grand Avenue to Bridge Street rather than closing down more four-lane.  Oh well, maybe we don’t have as much traffic now as we did back then.  

The present status of the project is that it is being allowed to continue so a “90-day trial period” can be held.  A trial won’t change the facts.  The truth is that they hope we just “go away” during that time.  We will not.  If you would like to sign a petition asking the City Board to stop wasting our tax money on this ridiculous project, send an e-mail to bob@4-most.com.

Bob Driggers
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