Sen. Crist Delays Tollway Overhaul
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Member Center TAMPA - State Sen. Victor Crist is delaying his attempt to replace the majority of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Expressway Authority board. 

Senate Bill 1498, introduced by Crist, R-Tampa, would have given Gov. Charlie Crist the power to remove four gubernatorial appointments to the embattled authority board, review the performance of each and then decide whether any should continue to serve. 

But the senator said Tuesday that he plans to postpone indefinitely any action on his bill after last week's resignation of board member Robert Clark Jr. and the governor's assurance that new appointments are a priority. 

The governor's press secretary, Erin Isaac, said Crist did speak to the senator but declined to put a timeline on making the appointments. 

Clark quit the board Friday after reported that he had failed to disclose a business relationship with an authority contractor that continued after he was appointed to the board in February 2003. 

The authority, in a letter March 14 to Sen. Crist, said that Clark's company, Tampa Steel Erecting, only sold steel once to PCL, the authority's main contractor on its elevated lanes project of the Lee Roy Selmon Expressway. Clark, however, never told authority officials that Tampa Steel bid on new work with PCL in June 2003. And he did not offer that information after being asked to review the letter for accuracy before it was sent to the senator. 

His departure leaves the seven-member board with two vacant seats. A third seat is opening in July. Alba Lopez-Isa, a Tampa architect, has told authority officials she will not seek reappointment. 'The bottom line is [that] before the end of the summer, the governor will have the ability to put three new faces on that board,' Sen. Crist said. Two people have applied to the governor's appointments office for consideration, including Sandra Murman, a former state House leader who lost a state Senate bid in September to former Hillsborough County Commissioner Ronda Storms. 'I would like to see them reach out and solicit as many applicants as possible to have the largest pool to choose from,' Sen. Crist said. 'A lot of times people want to serve on the boards because it looks good on the resume, but they may not necessarily be the right fit. The authority has struggled since August to regain its footing after a controversial competitive bid process sparked three investigations, two state and one federal. 

Its longtime general counsel, Steve Anderson, was fired in September. Its executive director, Ralph Mervine, resigned in November after The Tampa Tribune reported that he owned a pornography production company in California. Several state lawmakers considered crafting legislation in light of the continuing scandal. Sen. Crist's bill, if passed, would have taken effect in July. Action on the identical House Bill 513, introduced by Rep. Ed Homan, R-Tampa, also will be postponed. 

Another possible candidate for the board is Shawn Harrison, a Tampa lawyer and eight-year member of the Tampa City Council who lost his bid in March for a citywide seat to a political newcomer. 

Harrison said Tuesday that Sen. Crist had called him last week to gauge his interest in a board appointment. 'I haven't decided, to be honest,' Harrison said. 'I didn't really expect an opportunity to rear its head like this quite so quickly.' Harrison, who served as chairman of the Hillsborough County Metropolitan Planning Organization for three years, said he is a proponent of the authority's planned east-west toll road in north Tampa, the state's first public-private highway. 

