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Registered vehicles in Connecticut
* As of July 20, 2007

1965:
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Daily vehicle miles traveled in Connecticut have
more than tripled since 1960.
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Traffic passing the New York – Connecticut
state line on I-95 in Greenwich:
(figure is total vehicles passing in both directions)
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highways. With the authorization in the past two
years of $3.6 billion toward highway and mass
transit projects, the percentage of spending shifts
somewhat to transit, but still favors highways. 

T BUREAUCRACY. Reductions spearheaded by
Mr. Rowland early in this decade took more than
900 employees from the DOT. The workforce
dropped from 4,058 in 1999 to 3,151 in 2004. First
came layoffs, which took younger workers. Then,
in 2003, came an early retirement buyout aimed at
senior people. In 2003-2004 alone, the department
lost 436 employees. Out the door went experience,
institutional knowledge and management talent. 

The cuts were not spread evenly; some DOT de-
partments were harmed more than others. For
example, three layers of management were pared
off the top of the DOT’s finance and adminis-
tration bureau. There and elsewhere, inexperi-
enced people had to step into jobs for which they
were not yet prepared, often with no support
structure or mentors. 

Also, budget cuts led to the elimination of some
leadership training programs, meaning the de-
partment wasn’t developing the mid- and upper-
level managers at the rate it needed them. 

“It made for a very difficult time for every-
body,” said Gale Mattison, a finance and adminis-
tration expert who has been lent to the DOT by
the Office of Policy and Management to help re-
build the department.

In any event, the DOT became a bureaucracy
that is sometimes overwhelmed, sluggish and —
although the I-84 mess might suggest otherwise —
cautious to a fault. 

“The Rowland years created a bureaucracy
that is totally risk-averse," said Robert W. Santy,
head of the Connecticut Economic Resource Cen-
ter. “We have government by regulatory compli-
ance. There is no reward for trying something dif-
ferent, and there are thousands of reports
mandated by the legislature to cover any even-
tuality,”

Those who do business with the DOT complain
that layers of review, inside and outside the agen-
cy, add months to the process of awarding bids
and executing contracts. Planning and design
contracts that took three to six months to process
just five years ago now typically take six to 12
months. These delays can have serious impacts
on project schedules and cost. Yet for all of this,
oversight of the I-84 project was stunningly inade-
quate. 

The department has also endured its share of
patronage appointments. Under Mr. Rowland, for
example, one of the DOT’s deputy commissioners
was James A. Adams, brother-in-law of powerful
lobbyist and Rowland confidant Jay Malcynsky.
Another deputy was former Waterbury state
senator and lobbyist Louis S. Cutillo, an early
Democratic backer of Mr. Rowland’s. Neither ap-
pointee had a compelling background in trans-
portation. 

T INNOVATION. The creation of the Special
Transportation Fund in 1985 was an inventive,
cutting-edge response to a major problem, and ap-
plauded as such around the country. There’s been
very little innovation at the DOT since. The de-
partment resisted new ventures such as the Grif-
fin Line light-rail project from Hartford to Brad-
ley International Airport in Windsor Locks and
instead continued to focus on highways.

But projects such as the Q Bridge in New
Haven point to the need for innovation. The de-
partment plans to spend $1.5 billion to rebuild and
expand the elevated bridge on I-95 that crosses
New Haven Harbor, even though, by the depart-
ment’s own estimates, the new bridge will have
the same level of congestion the old one does in
just three years. 

T PLANNING. The Transportation Strategy
Board was created in 2001 to develop a long-term
transportation plan for the state. The board’s 2007
report, “Moving Forward,” promotes a progres-
sive, multimodal transportation system tied to
land-use policy. 

Ideally these recommendations would inform

of the Rhode Island Economic Policy Council and
former economic development director in Stam-
ford.

A New Vision
Before reorganizing the DOT, state officials

must decide what, exactly, the department is sup-
posed to do. There must be a vision on which to
build a strategy for the department to execute. 

For the past half-century, the department’s
overriding mission has been to build highways.
Now the highway system is all but completed,
heavily used and inexorably filling up. The DOT
must now create a transportation system with a
mix of trains, planes, buses, vans, bicycles and
boats — and encourage such things as tele-
commuting and flex time — to achieve optimal
movement of passengers and freight. 

In its early years, the DOT viewed trans-
portation as an end in itself. It sacrificed places
for the ability to travel through them. In the fu-
ture, the department must see its role as part of a
broader effort to create an attractive, efficient, 

in mind. Going through Elmwood, we wanted to
make it pedestrian-friendly, with crosswalks,
some cutouts for buses, barriers separating direc-
tion flows, street trees, maybe bring back some
elm trees,” said town manager Jim Francis.
“They want it wide; we’d prefer more sidewalk
space.”

Here, as in most of the other cases, the depart-
ment has been responsive and made some mod-
ifications to its design. The goal would be a plan-
ning process that avoids the problem in the first
place.

T LEADERSHIP. When DOT Commissioner
James F. Sullivan, a longtime department high-
way engineer, announced his retirement in 2002,
members of a Transportation Strategy Board sub-
committee went to Mr. Rowland with the names
of potential commissioners from around the
country who they believed could shake up the de-
partment and turn it in a new direction.

But Mr. Rowland instead appointed another
longtime department highway engineer, James
F. Byrnes Jr. He became acting commissioner in
2002, commissioner in 2003 and retired in 2004. He
was replaced by Mr. Korta, who had been the ad-
ministrator of Bradley Airport and the depart-
ment’s aviation administrator as well. 

Mr. Korta, well-liked and successful at the air-
port, was thought by some insiders to be in over
his head as DOT commissioner. In 2006, Mr. Korta
chose to return to his classified post as aviation
administrator. 

Last summer, Mrs. Rell replaced Mr. Korta
with Ralph J. Carpenter. Except for two years as
motor vehicles commissioner, he had spent his
career as a state police officer, retiring as a lieu-
tenant colonel. (He was one of the troopers who
responded to the Mianus bridge collapse in 1983.)
Mrs. Rell was criticized — by this page and others
— for appointing a cop and not a cutting-edge
transportation expert. Some still hold this view.

But Mr. Carpenter has won over a number of
legislators and transportation advocates with
candor and a public commitment to smart
growth, intermodal transportation and transit-
oriented development.

“I know this state is being ruined [by sprawl]
and I don’t want this agency to be a part of it,” he
said.

Mr. Carpenter is trying to restore efficiency
and change a culture in which workers tolerated
corruption. “There are a lot of terrific people
here, but everybody let those issues ride out. We
never got the systemic problems solved. We are
taking a hard look at our business practices,” he
said.

Activists and legislators looking for a change
agent at the DOT seem willing to give Mr. Carpen-
ter the chance to be that person. But the real
change agent must be Mr. Carpenter’s boss. “You
cannot do this without really strong leadership
from the governor. She’s got to use her political
capital,” said Kip Bergstrom, executive director

the DOT’s long-range and master plans, which
would ultimately generate the projects that
would realize the vision.

But the planning process is subject to political
caprice and gets whipsawed from all sides. 

The governor, the State Bond Commission and
the legislature all have a say in funding for DOT
projects, and often call the tune. The department,
for example, planned to replace aging rail cars
several times in the past decade, but Mr. Rowland
chose not to pay for them. He considered opening
the shoulders of I-95 to rush hour traffic, some-
thing not in any DOT plan. 

The federal government also interferes with
DOT plans via congressional earmarks — funds
for special projects — a bridge, road, deck or
study — that can interrupt the flow of work. “Ear-
marks just kill us,” said former deputy commis-
sioner Carl Bard, a civil engineer who retired last
year. 

Then there is town planning. Sometimes, the
DOT will come in and fix an intersection to re-
solve traffic congestion, then the town will allow a
mall to be built, creating a new traffic problem. 

Conversely, local officials and residents have
ended up battling the department over the design
of road projects, in some cases regretting the day
they asked the department for help. “Many towns
hate the DOT; they own the right of way and insist
on maintaining traffic flow as if there was no
town there,” said Ms. Gold, the Hartford consult-
ant who has worked with highway designers in
several states.

In the 1990s, there was a movement across the
country to better blend road design into commu-
nities; to balance the needs of vehicle movement
with those of pedestrians, bicyclists, bus riders,
shop owners and others. This concept, which in
planning jargon is called “context-sensitive de-
sign” or “context-sensitive solutions,” envisions
a community planning process that takes all
needs into account. 

Some at the DOT — deputy commissioner Bard
was one — tried to push the department in that di-
rection. But despite those efforts, the department
battled municipalities in recent years over the
width and design of Columbus Boulevard in Hart-
ford, the widening of Route 4 in Harwinton, the
widening of historic Route 2 in North Stonington,
the widening of Route 80 in North Branford and
other projects. In Norwalk, seven environmental
and community groups went to court in 2005 to
block a redesign of the Route 7/Merritt Parkway
interchange, which they viewed as way too big
and destructive of the historic character of the
parkway.

Some projects have gone more smoothly — the
redesign of Albany Avenue in Hartford, for one —
but the department is still fighting community
objections in other places, such as the redesign of
New Britain Avenue in the Elmwood section of
West Hartford.

“They came in with a design to move traffic
from point A to point B. That wasn’t what we had

How The Agency Got Off Track
CONTINUED FROM PAGE C2 

RALPH
CARPENTER
was appointed
commissioner
of the state
Department of
Transportation
by Gov. M. Jodi
Rell last
summer.
Carpenter
overcame early
criticism with a
focus on
efficiency and a
commitment to
intermodal
transportation
and transit-
oriented
development.
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A CONTRACTOR WORKS on a road-widening project on Route 20 in East Granby. For decades, the DOT’s
main focus has been on increasing the carrying capacity of the state’s road system. PLEASE SEE GETTING THERE, PAGE C4
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