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CAMPO Survey

Your input on this survey will take less than 5 minutes and will help CAMPO staff as they begin to discuss updates to the regional transportation plan - a blueprint for creating a transportation system to provide mobility for citizens and protect the livability and economic vitality of our region over the next 25 years.

Consider asking for more emphasis on transit and rail, stronger integration of all modes of transportation, and explicit connection to land use/development that is more compact.

This Survey will be open until March 13, 2009 at 5 p.m.
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February 17, 2009

This is Transportation For America’s full summary of the provisions and funding requirements for transportation in The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act.

Full Story
PBS Reports on the Infrastructure Crisis

One alarming example: Mass transit. Cities and states, strapped for money, are cutting back on mass transit even as it becomes more popular with Americans. Meanwhile, President Obama is calling for increased mass transit as a necessary ...
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Watson proposes Cap Metro changes

Board would be overhauled, rail vote requirements eased.

AMERICAN-STATESMAN STAFF

Monday, February 23, 2009

By Ben Wear
The Capital Metro board would be overhauled and the requirement for public rail votes eased slightly under a proposal released Sunday by state Sen. Kirk Watson.

The Austin Democrat, after giving the Capital Metro board and various other local officials a week or so to review and comment on what he has in mind, probably will file legislation to make the changes. Capital Metro, like all transit authorities in the state, was created through state law and is governed by requirements set by legislators in the transportation code.

The current board's makeup was set by state law in 1997, when, as Watson puts it in his Feb. 18 letter to the board and other key officials, the agency "was a disgrace to our community." Watson became Austin's mayor just as the Legislature was making that change. The all-volunteer board of the time was replaced by one with two Austin City Council members, one Travis County commissioner, one suburban mayor, a Williamson County elected official and two citizen members appointed by the Capital Area Metropolitan Planning Organization board.

Watson proposes to have three members appointed by CAMPO, including one elected official, one person with at least 10 years of "financial/accounting experience," and one person with at least a decade of "professional staff executive experience" in the public or private sector.

Two of the three CAMPO appointees would have to be Austin residents.

The other four members would be joint appointees of:

The City of Austin and Williamson County.

The City of Austin and Travis County.

The City of Austin and Hays County.

The small cities within Capital Metro's jurisdiction.

The four joint appointees, under Watson's proposal, don't have to include elected officials. That means the board might have only one elected official.

Capital Metro's service area includes Austin (which provides more than 90 percent of the agency's sales tax revenue and the bulk of its customers), Manor, Leander, a handful of other small suburban cities and parts of unincorporated Travis and Williamson counties. The board could be enlarged, Watson proposes, if there comes a time when at least 35 percent of the Capital Metro service area population comes from outside Austin.

Watson also wants to do away with a requirement that all fare increases go before a "local government advisory committee" of elected officials. Instead, he would have fare increases approved by the Capital Metro board but subject to what would amount to a veto by the CAMPO board. If CAMPO were to leave a fare increase unaddressed for 60 days, it would go into effect.

Finally, Watson, whose proposal arose mainly from a CAMPO "peer review" of Capital Metro completed last fall, would amend the requirement in state law that Capital Metro get voter approval for all expansions of its rail system.

Watson would allow Capital Metro to expand a line by up to one mile without a referendum. Similarly, if another entity (such as the City of Austin) paid to build a line and then hired Capital Metro to operate it, no public vote would be necessary. However, if Capital Metro — which opens its first passenger line, between downtown Austin and Leander, next month — were to build another line with its own funds, a referendum would be necessary under the Watson proposal.

Story
Travis County officials seek lower ozone levels

Austin American Statesman

Wednesday, February 18, 2009

By Bob Banta

In a proposal presented to Travis County commissioners Tuesday, the county’s Transportation and Natural Resource Department recommended several new policies that it said would put county employees in the forefront of ozone protection efforts.

Ozone is a pollutant that causes breathing problems, especially among children and elderly people.

To reduce emissions on ozone watch days, all five of the county’s fueling stations would be closed from 6 a.m. to 6 p.m. Eliminating the refueling of county machines and vehicles during daylight hours reduces the amount of hydrocarbons released into the atmosphere when vehicles are refueled. Sheriff’s department patrol cars and other public safety equipment would be included unless an emergency arose that required an exception.

County lawn mowers and other gasoline powered equipment would not be used in maintenance work on ozone watch days. Propane or electric-powered machines would be employed for mowing, leaf blowing and similar chores on county property.

The staff proposed a 25 percent reduction in commuting trips by county employees to and from their jobs and/or a 25 percent reduction in miles traveled to and from work. This would be accomplished by having employees work either at home or at an office near their home. Employees would use computers and telecommunication equipment to make working outside a county office possible.

The most complex proposal is creating a program to reduce the number of employees going to work alone in a gasoline-fueled vehicle. This would include incentives — some of them tax-free payments — for county workers to spend riding buses and multiple-passenger vans.

The county staff also recommended an extensive public education campaign to alert the community to the dangers of gasoline emissions and promote behavioral changes for all citizens that include carpooling, use of non-gasoline powered maintenance equipment, and filling gas tanks after 6 p.m.

The staff said one way to encourage alternatives to single-occupant vehicle travel for county employees is to levy a $10 surcharge to park in a downtown county parking lot unless two or more employees were in the car. Proceeds would be used to buy Capital Metro bus passes for employees.

County Auditor Susan Spataro said she believes many county workers would balk at the idea of a surcharge. She also said working off-site on computers could present problems for employees of her office, which oversees county spending and requires network security and appropriate telecommunications infrastructure.

County Judge Sam Biscoe said he wanted more details on the proposal.

“I think the parking and telecommunication work from home are controversial,” Biscoe said Wednesday. He said the transportation and natural resources staff will circulate their ideas among county department heads and employees to get more input on the suggestions before returning to the commissioners for a vote on a final plan.

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s human health standard for ozone is 75 parts per billion, which is measured by monitoring equipment in Travis County, according to Adele Noel, the county’s air quality project manager.

Austin’s high ozone level hovers, year to year, between 80 and 84 parts per billion. If an urban area fails to prove to the EPA that they are trying to cut emissions, they face loss of federal highway funding, and businesses in the area could face strict permitting procedures.

Story
Promoting public art

Would the presence of public art, such as sculpture in parks and public places, improve the quality of life in Leander?

Community Impact Newsletter

Friday, 20 February 2009

by Kara Vaught

Capital Metro’s Red Line train, opening March 30, and the extension of Toll 183A in 2010 will make getting to and from Leander quicker and easier.

By approving a public arts ordinance Dec. 18, the Leander City Council took a step toward making sure people have something to do when they arrive.

“Art contributes to society in such a constructive manner,” said Kirk Clennan, Leander economic development director. “It makes people think. It helps you stop and look and listen. [The arts ordinance] is a component of Leander’s sustained economic development efforts over the next 50 years.”

Money for art, money from art

Leander’s arts ordinance creates a public art fund. It stipulates that 1 percent of the construction cost of a municipal building project and up to 1 percent of the construction cost of a municipal construction project should be deposited into the fund.

Also, when private developers or owners of commercial structures apply for building permits, they will “be encouraged to commit 1 percent of the construction or reconstruction costs” to acquiring fine art to be displayed on the property or donate that sum to the public art fund.

Tamara Hudgins, executive director of the Chisholm Trail Communities Foundation, consulted with Clennan in the formation of the ordinance. She cited Chicago, which has a similar statute, as an example of how public art drives economic development.

“It brings tourists to you. It brings unlikely viewers or visitors to you, and when they come to you, they drop cash near or around you,” Hudgins said.

Art in Austin

Art is working for Leander’s southern neighbor. A 2007 study, Arts & Economic Prosperity III, found that the nonprofit arts and culture industry generates $271.69 million in local economic activity for the City of Austin. That spending, according to the study, supports 8,625 full-time equivalent jobs generating $154.77 million in household income to local residents and produces $27.49 million in local and state government revenue.

Leander does not have projections on what its potential art community could mean in terms of dollars, but the city is open to all artistic comers.

“We’re not only talking about the small picture,” Clennan said. “Films, television shows — anything artful is welcome in Leander.”

Public arts committee

The seven members of Leander’s public arts committee will secure donations, grants and other financial support to supplement private and public donations to the art fund.

They will also create and sponsor public nonprofit programs to foster development of and interest in public art.

Decisions of the public arts committee will be subject to approval by the city council. Members must be residents of Leander and serve for no more than two four-year terms.

City of Leander Mayor John Cowman said he would nominate Carmen Amaya, executive director of the nonprofit Legacy Voices, which promotes arts education and instruction through events such as the Nutcracker Tea Party at the Leander Public Library.

Amaya also owned Pulse Center for the Arts, a dance and performing arts studio, which she had to close when the credit market crisis began.

Leander’s arts ordinance, Amaya said, is the beginning of a city-wide movement she hopes will result in building a performing arts center located in the transit-oriented development.

“That way it could be accessible to the children by public transportation,” she said. “It would be somewhere where people could go pretty cost-effectively without having to depend on a car to get there. I would like to see it have a great after-school program.”

To that end, Amaya said she wants to develop some pilot programs for schools.

“There’s so much research about how the arts help children learn every academic subject.”

Big on art

Tamara Hudgins, executive director of the Chisholm Trail Communities Foundation, consulted with Leander in the formation of its arts ordinance. She cited Chicago, which has a similar statute, as an example of how public art drives economic development. The Windy City helped fund popular attractions including the Jay Pritzker Pavilion, an outdoor amphitheater with brushed stainless steel ribbons and a trellis of steel pipes that carry a sound system. A sculpture called Cloud Gate is composed of highly polished stainless steel and is casually called The Millennium Bean because of its likeness to an upside-down jelly bean.

Members of Leander’s public arts committee were scheduled to be nominated at the Feb. 19 city council meeting. Per city ordinance, the committee includes:

· One city council member

· One executive director of an active local arts nonprofit corporation

· One landscape architect, architect, urban planner or related design professional

· One active professional artist

· Three citizens supportive of and educated or active in the fields of public art, education or community affairs

· Leander’s arts ordinance created a public arts fund, stipulating that it would receive contributions from:

· Grants secured by the public art committee

· Private donations

· Public projects — 1 percent of the construction cost of a municipal building project and up to 1 percent of the construction cost of a municipal construction project should be deposited into the fund.

· Private developers or owners of commercial structures — When applying for permits, they will be encouraged to commit 1 percent of the construction or reconstruction costs to acquiring fine art to be displayed on the property.

Carmen Amaya, Leander mayor John Cowman’s nominee for Leander’s public arts committee, is the executive director of Legacy Voices, an arts nonprofit originally founded by her father in Virginia.

In 2004, Amaya moved to Leander and took over Julianna’s Performing Arts Studio, renaming it Pulse Center for the Arts.

“It was the best thing I could have done,” Amaya said. “I needed to see how the for-profit model worked. One of the biggest things I learned was that some of the most talented kids who wanted it the most were the ones who couldn’t pay for [classes].”

She began to search for grant money that would enable her to give scholarships, but soon realized the need outweighed the resources.

In an effort to keep the center going, Amaya applied for an operating loan. But at the closing table, her funding fell through. Pulse was a casualty of the national lending crisis.

However, Amaya said she realized the world of for-profit arts instruction was not for her.

“It seemed like it was something that some people used to be competitive or exclusive and that’s not me at all. Arts should be for everyone.”

Which is why Amaya approached Cowman about creating a more art-friendly Leander.

“I really didn’t know what to expect when I first met him, but I was overwhelmed at how supportive he was. He’s truly a visionary,” she said.

Now that the ordinance establishing a public arts committee is in place, Legacy Voices can aid the city in creating its artistic vision.

“It takes a collaboration of a city and a local organization to really bring the arts into fruition,” Amaya said. “Different foundations fund things differently — some only give to foundations and some only give to municipalities.

“My dream is to build the facility, whatever mechanism is needed to get that accomplished.”

Story
Capital Metro Commuter Rail: Boon or Bust for Bikes?

AustinonTwoWheels.org

Feb 23rd, 2009 

by marcus.

When Nicole and I rolled up to the in-progress Crestview Station around midday Saturday, we were really surprised! Not only was there a good sized crowd gathered, but it seemed that perhaps fifty percent of the curious visitors had come there by bicycle! The five sets of wave racks were nearly full with seemingly more waves of cyclists coming every few minutes.

The open house for the “Red Line“, Capital Metro’s first stab at commuter rail, was in full swing. We saw quite a few families checking out the rail cars as well, with children commenting and asking questions of their parents at each different part of the station. When I sat down for a moment to try out the train’s seating, I was nearly whacked in the foot by not one but two stroller-pushing moms.

Overall aesthetics at the station were good and there were some nice artistic touches.

As many people noted, the Red Line was built on existing rail track and doesn’t quite connect to a good center point downtown, so secondary transportation may be pretty important to get to your final destination. For Capital Metro, that means shuttle buses, but for us, that means bikes!

Good access for bikes? Yep, mostly.

On each car of the Red Line commuter train there are six hooks for bicycles, and Capital Metro employees were quick to add that it was not a problem for a cyclist to stand with their bike as well, which I had seen many times on BART trains in San Francisco. Admittedly, since there is no real bicycle access on BART, the Red Line will have it better. Unfortunately, the space for bicycles also doubles as space for disabled passengers.

As Austin On Two Wheels reader Glenn noted (slightly paraphrased, mostly to remove the name of the Capital Metro employee):

I got curious after seeing some online video, from months ago, that showed the interior of the cars. It looked, to me, like the bike racks were placed right above the “priority seating” area, where disabled or senior folks are supposed to sit. My fear was that you’ll either have space for bikes, OR (not AND) space for special-needs folks on the railcars. I emailed CapMetro about that and a few other things, and here’s part of their response.

Bikes. OK. The bike hooks on the train are located above the “priority seating” for seniors and disabled riders. Obviously those riders get first priority. Your bike gets second priority, however, so in theory if the person sitting in the special seating is not a senior or disabled (but how do you define those??) you could politely ask them to move. It is safer for everyone if your bike is secured as opposed to holding it, so this makes sense. Each train will be able to hold six bikes. There is going to be a design modification made due to some regulations by the federal government, and the change may make it easier for you to find a hook. All of the bike hooks will be located on one side of the train only (right now there are hooks on both sides). So over time I’d think that people would stop sitting on the side with the bike hooks, and opt to sit in the priority seating on the other side. We’ll probably blog about this soon, as this is a new bit of information.

Elliott told me this is the way it worked on the MAX trains in Portland as well, so I suppose I shouldn’t worry. It did make me cringe at the thought of having space for bicycles only at the expense of seating for seniors or disabled passengers, though.

PLENTY of Racks

One thing that Capital Metro has done a terrific job on is providing bicycle parking space at their stations. Now, I haven’t been to every single station, but of the four or so I’ve seen, there has been a LOT of bicycle parking provided. If you don’t need point-to-point bicycle access, that will help you out quite a bit. We’ll only know how this is really going to work once it’s all running. Personally though I would need my bike at each step of the way, and I have to wonder how many other people are going to feel that way too, overwhelming the in-car bicycle access and frustrating would-be carless commuters.

Overall impressions are positive. I was happy to see how fast the development of transit-oriented housing was coming along near the station. The intersection at Lamar and Airport Boulevard still needs a big redesign to become friendly for pedestrians and cyclists but one Capital Metro employee indicated this was in the works. We’ll report more as the system starts running!

Story
Bill would let urban voters raise gas taxes, fees to build roads, rail

Perry, business groups offer some support for allowing counties to call elections to raise money for transportation.

AMERICAN-STATESMAN STAFF

Tuesday, February 17, 2009

By Ben Wear

With statewide gas taxes stagnant and the public wary of tollways, urban areas in Texas could vote to levy local taxes and fees to build road and rail projects under legislation filed Monday.

State Sen. John Carona, R-Dallas, the Senate's transportation committee chief, unveiled the bill and a companion constitutional amendment proposal backed by eight legislators from both parties and a phalanx of Dallas-Fort Worth Metroplex officials. Calls Monday did not turn up any staunch opposition to the concept from the governor or business groups often resistant to tax proposals.

But past attempts to augment the statewide 20-cents-a-gallon gasoline tax with local levies have run aground. And Gov. Rick Perry's main transportation adviser indicated Monday that the governor's initial support of what Carona has in mind was based on using it for rail projects in Dallas-Fort Worth. Expanding it statewide, makes the governor uncomfortable, said Kris Heckman, Perry's deputy chief of staff.

"He thinks it solves a unique problem that they have" of having proposed rail lines passing through dozens of city and county jurisdictions, Heckman said. If the bill is expanded to include other metropolitan areas, as Carona says is his intention, Perry "would look at it with a lot more scrutiny."

The bill would allow county commissioners courts to call elections asking voters to raise any or all of six fees or taxes, including the gas tax and driver's license renewal fee. Ballot language would have to list specific projects that the added money would pay for and specify when the fee or tax would expire.

Austin-area business groups for months have been talking up the proposal as a way to pay for local road and rail projects. State Sen. Kirk Watson, D-Austin, vice chairman of the Senate Transportation and Homeland Security Committee, which Carona chairs, called the legislation "a big new step. The state has been very stingy in providing tools for the folks at a local level to be able to plan, to be able to prepare.

"The unfortunate part is that this is being driven by a failure on the part of the state to do its job."

Various studies over the past five years have put the state's transportation funding shortfall at anywhere from $44 billion to more than $300 billion. Much of that was for highways. And now urban areas, including Austin, increasingly are pushing for rail projects.

Carona's bill, because it allows gas taxes to be spent on something other than roads, would require a change in the Texas Constitution by voters.

Here are the taxes and fees, all of them to be levied countywide, that could be raised under Senate Bill 855:

· Gas tax, capped at 10 cents a gallon.

· "Mobility improvement fee," capped at $60, essentially an increase in the annual vehicle registration fee.

· "Parking regulation and management fee" of up to $1 per hour for use of a parking space.

· Annual motor vehicle emissions fee, based on the amount of pollutants emitted by a vehicle, of up to $15.

· Added driver's license renewal fee (once every six years) equal to the renewal fees in current law for various types of licenses.

· "New resident impact fee" of up to $250, levied on vehicles previous registered in another state.
Story
Texas governor should help improve road-and-rail plan

Fort Worth Star-Telegram

February 23, 2009

Editorial

Good news from Austin: Gov. Rick Perry and his staff are taking a "hard look" at the road-and-rail transportation funding plan introduced last week by North Texas legislators. Welcome aboard, governor.

Leaders from throughout the Dallas-Fort Worth area have been working hard on this plan for more than five years. With the governor’s help, Texas could find ways to ease the traffic congestion that is hurting work force productivity and fouling the air in its major metropolitan areas.

Just one thing, though: Perry and his team are obligated to help provide a solution to the mess on our roadways, not just reject proposals that they judge to be imperfect. State Sen. John Carona of Dallas and Rep. Vicki Truitt of Keller have filed the Texas Local Option Transportation Act early in the current legislative session. There’s plenty of time to make the bill better before the session ends on June 1.

Perry has the power to veto any bill passed by the Legislature. He can also help ensure passage of almost any bill through public support and legislative arm-twisting once he is satisfied that the purpose and terms are good for the state.

The transportation bill as currently worded would allow county commissioners to pick from a list of local revenue options to fund specific road and rail projects. But none of those projects would move forward, none of the taxes or fees picked to fund them would be imposed, unless they are itemized on a ballot and approved by county voters.

The projects and funding clearly would require coordination among counties. No road or rail line would work if it simply goes to the county line and stops, nor would it be feasible to impose a local-option gasoline tax on one side of the county line and no such tax on the other.

For role models in leadership, Perry need look no further than the North Texas officials and business leaders who have helped bring this bill to its current point. To name just a few: Tarrant County Judge Glen Whitley, Fort Worth Mayor Mike Moncrief, Arlington Mayor Robert Cluck and North Richland Hills Mayor Oscar Trevino. They were joined by others from throughout the Dallas-Fort Worth region, as well as by representatives of major employers such as Texas Instruments and American Airlines.

Jeremiah Kuntz, Perry’s transportation adviser, says the governor favors user fees when it comes to funding transportation projects. He targets one proposed revenue option in the bill as veering away from Perry’s vision: a proposed "new resident impact fee" to be paid by people who move to the state and register a vehicle here for the first time.

Why is it wrong to ask people who have contributed nothing toward building the state’s current transportation system to help by paying to use and expand it? Still, if the governor has a better idea, let’s hear it. In the past, Perry’s solution has been to let private companies build toll roads, including the now-defunct Trans-Texas Corridor.

How’s that idea working out for you, governor?

Story
Strong launch for transit

Dallas Morning News

Tuesday, February 17, 2009

Editorial

The sight was encouraging: Local and state elected officials of both parties standing shoulder to shoulder in support of legislation to build out the region's transit network and upgrade the grid of roads and bridges.

Such was the scene at Monday's announcement of the newly filed Texas Local Option Transportation Act. Passage by the Legislature would permit county elections on new taxes and fees so North Texas could pursue the long-sought goal of rail expansion. Dallas and the other 12 DART cities could choose other transportation improvements.

The local-state show of support was far different from the 2007 lawmaking session. Some lawmakers then gave only grudging lip-service to the rail plan; others were hostile or resentful that local officials had pushed them to support the ambitious project.

Teamwork at all levels is crucial to passing this year's local-option plan. It's more complicated than the previous, sales-tax-only proposition. Today's version would give counties leeway to ask voter approval of different taxes and fees, possibly including a new gas tax, emissions fee, parking fee and county registration fee. The list might appear daunting, but as bill sponsor Sen. John Carona said: "The decision will rest with voters. This proposal doesn't force anyone to do anything."

State lawmakers standing with Carona included the chairs of the Dallas-area House delegation, Republican Dan Branch and Democrat Roberto Alonzo. Lawmakers stressed the environmental, quality-of-life and commercial benefits of unclogging traffic. Democratic Rep. Rafael Anchía, whose district runs from Oak Cliff, West Dallas, Irving and north, singled out the economic value for individuals. He said his constituents would have better access to jobs through full development of the three rail lines either under construction or proposed for his district.

State and local elected officials from four counties showed up to support the proposal. Most everyone expects it to undergo changes to accommodate new perspectives and other metro areas that want to control their own transportation destinies.

That control is the plan's great strength. State and federal aid have done a pitiful job trying to keep up with urban transportation needs. Austin must give North Texas and other population centers the green light to do it ourselves.

Story
Big-City Leaders Call Stimulus a Fine Start

But Advocates Hope Funding Measure Is Just Down Payment on Broader Plan

Washington Post Staff Writer 

Tuesday, February 17, 2009; Page A03

By Robin Shulman

NEW YORK -- New York City Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg (I) has said the federal money from the economic stimulus plan could save 14,000 teacher jobs and 1,000 police officer positions he had planned to cut. The money could expand the subway system, avert hospital closures and create a new urban economy surrounding energy retrofitting, according to other officials.

Across the country, urban leaders and advocates say the stimulus plan that President Obama is to sign Tuesday will create jobs in cities and blunt the impact of the economic crash. But they hope the funding package only begins to hint at the ambitious urban policy agenda Obama has articulated.

"It's a down payment," said Trenton Mayor Douglas H. Palmer (D), the past president of the U.S. Conference of Mayors. "But we're certainly on the right track."

Obama is the first president in decades to come from a major city, and he promised during his campaign to create a new kind of urban policy viewing cities not as the problem but as the solution. The stimulus package is the first step toward fulfilling that vision -- and the first indication of the difficulties he may face in making it work.

The plan grants urban advocates some of what they have requested for years, including more money for anti-poverty programs such as for low-income schoolchildren and Medicaid. There are billions more for mass transit and public housing.

Some money that is not specifically targeted for urban areas, such as research grants and billions for programs to retrofit buildings to be energy-efficient, are likely to disproportionately benefit cities. A billion dollars also is allocated to improve accuracy for the 2010 census, which many urban officials believe will more accurately count city residents.

The Obama administration has been "incredibly refreshing" on urban issues, said Miami Mayor Manuel A. Diaz (D), president of the U.S. Conference of Mayors, which has met half a dozen times with Obama's top advisers since December. "It's pretty clear that there's going to be a whole new day," Diaz said.

But some analysts cautioned that, for the most part, the funding in the stimulus plan just pumps new money through old formulas without making big conceptual changes.

"In terms of cutting-edge, breakthrough stuff -- it was hard to find," said Robert D. Yaro, a co-chair of America 2050, a national strategy group for economic development and infrastructure. "People on the one hand want transformation and change, but everyone wants the immediate stimulus, and what we're finding is it's really hard to make fundamental change without taking the time to do it."

Some key funds to benefit cities, such as more money for education, were lost in the compromise plan. And with tens of billions routed through state governments, some policy analysts said the funding is likely to miss its goal of reviving urban economies.

"The states tend to distribute money evenly across the state, not in the cities, where the economic engine is and where you'll get the most bang for your buck," said Robert Puentes, a fellow in the Metropolitan Policy Program at the Brookings Institution. "If we are trying to stimulate the nation's economy, we should put the money where the economy exists."

Historically, stimulus and jobs programs have included a focus on cities. In the 1930s, the federal government set up a Works Progress Administration for each of the states -- and another solely for New York City, to administer large-scale projects such as building bridges, tunnels and airports and creating health-care centers.

Now New York officials are hoping for a new shift in priorities toward urban areas, as Congress supports long-deferred pet projects.

 Rep. Charles B. Rangel (D-N.Y.), chairman of the Committee on Ways and Means, said he has been lobbying since the administration of President Gerald R. Ford for an infusion of funds to help the country's neediest communities. His idea started to take shape with President Bill Clinton's empowerment zones and has received some new life with Recovery Zone funding in the stimulus package, which allows areas with high unemployment, poverty and home-foreclosure rates to qualify for special bonds.

 Rep. Anthony Weiner (D-N.Y.) has long advocated for federal funding for new police officers. The stimulus plan provides $1 billion to hire more than 5,000 new police officers, including hundreds likely for New York.

"We're concerned about rising crime because of the declining economy," Weiner said. "Bill Clinton made it part of his signature crime bill, and at the time it really worked."

 Rep. Jerrold Nadler (D-N.Y.), who sits on the House Transportation Committee, succeeded in the House bill in increasing the allocation for mass transit to $11 billion, mainly to the benefit of cities. The compromise version of the plan allocated only $8 billion but added a competitive grant that could be used for transit.

"It's tremendous," Nadler said. "But it's not enough."

As a candidate, the president talked about a new way of looking at cities. Obama, who has lived in Los Angeles, New York and Chicago, where he was a community organizer, said cities should not be seen as impoverished and decaying, but as vital centers of larger metropolitan areas. In a speech last June to mayors, he noted that the top 100 metropolitan areas generate two-thirds of the country's jobs. He said he would not confuse "anti-poverty policy" with "a metropolitan strategy."

"This is who he is," said Robert Weissbourd, who chaired the urban and metropolitan policy committee of the Obama campaign and has since returned to the private sector.

Marcia J. Van Wagner, the deputy comptroller for budget for New York City, said it will take a leader like this to overcome years of disinvestment.

"The federal government has extricated itself from local infrastructure spending," she said. "There used to be more federal money for water treatment, mass transit, public housing, all of these things that over the last 25 years have shrunk. The localities have had to take over responsibility for these infrastructure systems, and it's expensive."

Weiner said he is hopeful. "It's clear in this bill that there's a new sheriff in town, and the administration and Congress understand the needs of urban areas," he said. "One bill and a few weeks of an administration does not a legacy make, but it sure does seem like seeing the light at the end of a tunnel."

Story
Obama plots huge railroad expansion

Politico.com

February 17, 2009 04:29 AM EST

By: David Rogers

Railroads made Chicago, and now a Chicago-rich White House wants to return the favor: remaking rail with a huge new federal investment in high-speed passenger trains.

The $787.2 billion economic recovery bill — to be signed by President Barack Obama on Tuesday — dedicates $8 billion to high-speed rail, most of which was added in the final closed-door bargaining at the instigation of White House chief of staff Rahm Emanuel.

It’s a sum that far surpasses anything before attempted in the United States — and more is coming. Administration officials told Politico that when Obama outlines his 2010 budget next week, it will ask for $1 billion more for high-speed rail in each of the next five years.

Yet for all the high stakes, the pieces didn’t fall into place until the end of deliberations on the recovery bill. And the way in which they did is revealing of the often late-breaking decisions — and politics — that shaped the final package.

As a candidate for president, Obama spoke of high-speed rail as part of his vision of “rebuilding America.” Campaigning in Indiana, he talked of revitalizing the Midwest by connecting cities with faster rail service to relieve congestion and improve energy conservation.

“The time is right now for us to start thinking about high-speed rail as an alternative to air transportation connecting all these cities,” he said. “And think about what a great project that would be in terms of rebuilding America.”

But the administration never emphasized high-speed rail when the House Appropriations Committee was writing its bill in January, so no money was included. The first real request came only days before the Senate Appropriations panel marked up, and the committee had to scramble to find room for $2 billion — in part by cutting other Obama priorities.

Last week, Emanuel greatly upped the ante, asking House-Senate negotiators for $10 billion for high-speed rail — far more than either bill provided.

“I put it in there for the president,” Emanuel said in an interview. “The president wanted to have a signature issue in the bill, his commitment for the future.”

Emanuel himself was excited by the idea, but the decision to wager so much on high-speed rail reflected the fact that other candidates for a signature Obama issue were fading.

Moderate Senate Republicans, whose votes were needed, were resisting the president’s school construction initiative. Modernizing the nation’s electric grid, another White House favorite, seemed to have lost some of its cachet.

High-speed rail sailed through with surprisingly little attention paid to the president’s role.

The same Maine and Pennsylvania Republican moderates who had criticized Obama’s school construction initiative were more accepting of the rail funds, since the Northeast corridor has a major stake in more improvements. To help pay for the added cost, a business tax break — providing a five-year carry back for net operating losses — was narrowed to keep the focus more on smaller firms with receipts of less than $15 million.

At the same time, conservative Republicans seemed almost blind to Obama’s role. Instead, in their campaign to find pork barrel projects in the stimulus bill, they painted the whole funding as a scheme by Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid on behalf of Las Vegas interests seeking a rail link to Los Angeles. “Sin City to Tomorrow Land” was one description.

Here is Rep. Candice S. Miller (R-Mich.) explaining her vote against the bill Friday despite the benefits to her home state: “Michigan is a state of about 10 million people, and we are the hardest hit, as I said, by this economy. And yet we are expected to get approximately $7 billion from this bill. And apparently the Senate majority leader has earmarked $8 billion for a rail system from Las Vegas to Los Angeles? You have got to be kidding. You have got to be kidding.”

In fact, there’s little evidence that Reid had a decisive role, although he was happy to see his name mentioned for the sake of voters at home.

“It’s amazing. I’m stunned,” he said in an interview Friday, hours before the bill passed Congress. “I’m glad I get the credit in Nevada, but this is Obama’s No. 1 priority. This is his legacy issue out of this bill, because we need these high-speed corridors. ... I’ll take credit but frankly didn’t have much to do with it other than carry forward with what Obama wanted.”

Big hurdles remain. Critics already argue that the money is misplaced in a stimulus bill since it will be hard to spend quickly. Much depends on winning the cooperation of Class 1 freight lines that control many of the rights of way outside the Northeast.

But it is a landmark transportation investment with regional effects in almost every corner of the nation. Just last October, former President George W. Bush signed a bill authorizing up to $1.5 billion for high-speed rail through 2013. Obama’s commitment in the same period will be eight times that.

Transportation Secretary Ray LaHood is given 60 days to come up with a strategic plan for the funds. The combination of large capital upfront — followed by annual appropriations — fits the prototype for the infrastructure bank once considered for, but never included in, the recovery bill.

“High-speed rail is the infrastructure bank,” said Emanuel, and the legislation gives LaHood discretion to assign “priority to projects that support the development of intercity high-speed rail service.” 

There is some precedent. At the height of the New Deal, FDR’s Public Works Administration played a role in persuading the Pennsylvania Railroad to complete the electrification of its Washington-New York line and finish Philadelphia’s 30th Street Station. Today, the government could make capital investments that both benefit freight operations and facilitate high-speed passenger service. With the drop in freight traffic, the railroads might be more cooperative, although they are sure to want some liability protection for accidents.

Story
Stimulus Puts High-Speed Rail On The Fast Track

NPR Morning Edition

February 24, 2009 

by Brian Naylor

Among the winners in the $787 billion stimulus package that President Obama signed into law last week are backers of high-speed rail. The legislation included $8 billion for fast trains in the U.S. — the most ever allocated for rail at one time.

Transportation Secretary Ray LaHood says high-speed rail could be a signature issue for Obama. "I do think this is the transformational issue for this administration when it comes to transportation," LaHood said. "I think President Obama would like to be known as the high-speed rail president, and I think he can be."

LaHood has sent Obama a memo outlining a half-dozen rail corridors across the country that could be in line to get some of the high-speed rail money. Corridor Map
The state that may be furthest along in planning is California, where voters approved a $9 billion bond issue last fall for high speed trains. Quentin Kopp, a former judge who is chairman of the California High-Speed Rail Authority, expects a lot of the federal money to wind up in the California system, which would link the state's largest cities.

"A trip from San Francisco to Los Angeles, which is about 410, 420 miles, will take two hours and 38 minutes with a one-way fare of $55," Kopp says. That's about half to one-third the cost of a plane ticket for a comparable trip.

Illinois, the home state of both Obama and LaHood, also will likely get a large chunk of federal funds. Chicago is already a major rail hub for the region and the nation. Rick Harnish, executive director of the Midwest High Speed Rail Association, an advocacy group, says his region could use the money to improve and speed existing service.

"What we're hoping the stimulus money gets used for is upgrading the existing route between Chicago to St. Louis, to get the trip down to three-and-a-half or four hours," Harnish said. He also hopes to start the engineering work for "a true high-speed line that would bring that service down to two hours."

High-speed rail advocates also would like to see service between Chicago and Minneapolis. And planners in Texas, Florida and Ohio say lines would work to connect their population centers.

The closest approximation to high-speed rail in the U.S. is currently Amtrak's Acela service, running from Washington, D.C., to New York and north to Boston. The trip to New York is supposed to take 2 hours and 46 minutes, averaging 86 miles per hour. That's about half the speed of France's TGV trains.

Joe Vranich, who has written several books on high-speed rail, says the most effective use of the stimulus money would be to build what he calls a truly high-speed line between Washington and New York.

"That's the place where we clearly need such trains the most," Vranich said.

He jokes that if he were "king of high speed rail," he would beef up Acela service "to the levels we see in France or Japan. And once we've demonstrated what a real high-speed rail system can do, hopefully we can diminish these foolish calls for feeble high-speed rail in the other parts of the country and do this job the right way."

But political realities most likely will mean the $8 billion will be divided among several train corridors, diluting the impact somewhat. But there may be more good news for fast-train backers: Obama is expected to seek an additional $1 billion for high-speed rail in his outline for the 2010 budget later this week.

Audio
Home and car buyers get tax breaks in stimulus package

USA TODAY

2/16/09

By Sandra Block

These days, most workers would welcome even a small increase in their paychecks. Still, a $400 tax credit probably isn't going to cause a lot of cash-strapped families to do a happy dance around the kitchen table. Most workers will end up with an extra $8 a week.

But the $787 billion economic stimulus package, which President Obama is expected to sign Tuesday, contains numerous provisions that could save you much more than that, depending on your circumstances. Here's a closer look at who stands to gain from the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act:

IN THE NEWS: How will the $787 billion stimulus package affect you?

•First-time home buyers. First-time home buyers are eligible for an $8,000 tax credit. And unlike the $7,500 credit enacted last year, this one doesn't have to be repaid, unless you sell your home within three years.

The credit is available to taxpayers who buy a primary residence between Jan. 1 and Dec. 1, 2009. The credit phases out for taxpayers whose AGI exceeds $75,000, or $150,000 for married couples.

The deduction is limited to sales tax on purchases of up to $49,500. The deduction phases out for single taxpayers with adjusted gross income of more than $125,000, and married taxpayers whose AGI exceeds $250,000.

The amount you save will depend on your state sales tax rate and the price of your car or truck. If your state imposes a 4% sales tax and your car costs $40,000, the deduction will reduce your adjusted gross income by $1,600, says tax publisher CCH.

The deduction is limited to car and truck purchases made between the date the bill becomes law and Dec. 31, says Tom Ochsenschlager, vice president of taxation for the American Institute of Certified Public Accountants. Congress "is trying to get people to buy cars right away," he says.

The bill also expands a tax break for people who take public transit to work. The bill allows employees to set aside up to $230 a month in pretax dollars to cover the cost of a bus, train or van pool, up from $120. Employees were already allowed to set aside up to $230 a month for parking. If the employer subsidizes public transportation, employees can receive up to $230 a month without paying taxes on the benefit.

•Parents of college-bound students. The bill contains a more generous tax credit for higher education than the existing Hope college credit. Parents will be allowed to claim a tax credit of up to $2,500 a year to cover higher-education expenses. The income phaseouts are also higher than those for existing higher-education tax credits. Single filers with AGI of up to $80,000 can claim the full credit. Married couples can have AGI of up to $160,000 and claim the full amount.

In calculating expenses that count toward the credit, parents and independent students can also include the cost of textbooks and other course materials. That change could benefit students who attend community colleges or other schools with modest tuition rates, says Mark Luscombe, tax analyst for CCH. Including textbooks will increase the amount of the tax credit these students can claim, he says.

•Unemployed workers. If you're not drawing a paycheck, you're probably not worrying much about taxes. But that mindset can get you in trouble, because unemployment benefits are taxable. This stimulus package excludes the first $2,400 in unemployment benefits from taxes in 2009. Most jobless workers don't have taxes withheld from their unemployment checks, so this won't provide an immediate increase in their income. The change will, however, mean they won't have to scramble to come up with the money when they file their 2009 taxes.

The stimulus package could also make it easier for some unemployed Americans to continue their former employer's health insurance coverage.

The federal Consolidated Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act, or COBRA, lets laid-off employees continue their former employer's coverage for up to 18 months. In the past, though, they were required to pay 102% of the premiums.

The stimulus bill will subsidize 65% of COBRA premiums for up to nine months. The subsidy is limited to workers who were laid off between Sept. 1, 2008, and the end of this year.

Story
Building Green Houses for the Poor

Time Magazine

Tuesday, Feb. 17, 2009

By Bryan Walsh

When most people hear the term "green building," they probably imagine something like Bank of America's (BoA) soon-to-be-completed Midtown Manhattan headquarters. The skyscraper will have floor-to-ceiling insulating glass walls, automatic light dimming, water recycling, air filtration and on-site power generation. Those green features have helped make the BoA Tower the first skyscraper to win a Platinum Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) rating, the highest possible such award. They also helped ensure that the tower won't be cheap — the project is estimated to cost about $1 billion. (Read "Building Materials: Cementing the Future.")

The high-tech green features of the BoA Tower certainly look impressive from the outside, but the real guts of green design can be seen farther uptown, in the economically depressed South Bronx. There, the Women's Housing and Economic Development Corporation (WHEDCo) — a veteran New York nonprofit — has just opened the Intervale Green housing development, a 128-unit apartment building for low-income families. 

Intervale Green doesn't have the glass walls, waterless urinals or ice batteries that the BoA Tower boasts. No one would describe Intervale as cutting edge, but it is green where it counts — with more energy efficient appliances, better window insulation and energy efficient fluorescent lights, all of which will enable its low-income residents to save real money on their utility bills. "Residents will be paying 30% less for their utilities than in an ordinary building," says Nancy Biberman founder and president of WHEDCo, during a recent tour of Intervale. "For them, going green is a survivability issue. It's important for the environment, but it's really important for their pocketbooks." 

Intervale is one of a number of new and planned green, low-income housing projects around the country — an enterprise for which the federal stimulus package will include increased funding (it will also provide money for improving the energy efficiency of existing homes). In Miami, the nonprofit Carrfour Supportive Housing is building the 145-unit Verde Gardens Apartment building; the project will use green modular wall systems and aim for LEED certification. In Chicago, the Resurrection Homes project offers affordable green housing, and the soon to be completed Victory Centre will include green apartments for low-income seniors. And nationwide, the nonprofit Enterprise Communities Partners has helped create or preserve more than 320 inexpensive green housing developments, from Portland to Jacksonville. The building momentum shows that you don't have to be rich to go green — which is often accused of being an elitist concern. "There's no reason why we shouldn't be building everything green," says Dana Bourland, senior director for Enterprise's Green Communities Program. "If you can do this in affordable housing, there's no excuse not to do it everywhere." 

That's a lesson you can take from Intervale Green. The neighborhood was once a symbol of total urban decay — President Jimmy Carter made a famous visit to the South Bronx in 1978 when it resembled a bombed-out war zone. Life has improved considerably since, but the $39 million Intervale development still looks a bit out of place on its street. As Biberman leads a tour through freshly painted hallways, she points to the artistic tile work in the floors — sold by a New Jersey company looking to recycle leftover tiles — as well as the compact fluorescent bulbs that illuminate the building's lobby. Green, she says, is more than just a matter of energy efficiency — it also means livability and creating a better community for the families moving into Intervale, 30% of whom will be coming from homeless shelters. "It can mean beauty too," she says, pointing to a garden installation created by a Bronx artist using, of course, recycled materials. Intervale also has a roof garden — atypical in the Bronx — that's visible from the street. "The idea is to bring green into people's lives." 

But Intervale — like other energy-efficient housing developments — will also bring green into residents' checkbooks. Each of the units has Energy Star–rated refrigerators and appliances, triple-paned windows to cut heat loss and smart thermostats. Those features help make Intervale the largest affordable Energy Star–certified building in the country. And energy efficiency can be a surprisingly effective economic stimulus in the middle of a downturn. According to the Department of Housing and Urban Development, low-income families spend some 17% of their income on utilities — a far bigger proportion than spent by the better off. "In this economy there are few levers you can pull for people," says Biberman. "You can't do jobs, and you can't lower rents much more. But utility savings are something — it's a chunk of change that can add up."

That's one of the reasons why the Obama Administration has been pushing hard to include funds for green building and for weatherizing existing homes as part of its economic stimulus package. Wherever the funding comes from ultimately, there's little doubt that lower-income developments will continue to go greener, which will do more good for residents, and for the planet. "This is going to make a real tangible difference," says Jennifer Henry, the real estate sector manager for the Natural Resource Defense Council's Center for Market Innovation.

For Isadee Gomez, who is moving into Intervale with her four children, the project has already made a tangible difference in her life. She's moving out of a homeless shelter, and Intervale — quiet, safe and green — is more than she could have hoped for. "I just took a look at our apartment and it's gorgeous," she says. "I wanted to cry. Everything is perfect."

Story
Small, Green and Good

The role of neglected cities in a sustainable future

Boston Review

MARCH/APRIL 2009

By Catherine Tumber

Growing up in a small town, I regularly took bus trips with my mom and little sister into “the city”: Syracuse. Like most middle-class families in the 1960s, we had only one car, which my dad drove to work. So we would buy our tickets at the village pharmacy, board the Big Dog, and barrel though miles of farms and sparsely developed land until we reached the highway. Nearing the final stretch, we had to endure the stench of the Solvay chemical works to our right, and the creepy mint green of polluted Onondaga Lake on our left. But we would disembark in Syracuse’s vibrant downtown, all glittering lights and vertical planes, filled with department stores, jewelry and candy shops, theaters and movie palaces, “ethnic” food, and people who were interestingly not like us.

Smaller American cities, places like Syracuse—and Decatur, New Bedford, Kalamazoo, Buffalo, Trenton, Erie, and Youngstown—were once bustling centers of industry and downtown commerce, with wealthy local patrons committed to civic improvements and the arts. In the ’70s they began a decline from which they have not recovered. Today, most are scanted as doleful sites of low–paying service jobs, with shrinking tax bases and little appeal to young professionals or to what urban theorist Richard Florida calls the “creative class.” In Syracuse itself the center of gravity has shifted northward, toward Carousel Mall, leaving a ghostly downtown where Rite–Aid, now the largest store, presides over parking lots and abandoned buildings.

Historians and economic demographers generally attribute the decline of small–to–mid–size cities of 50,000 to 500,000 souls to deindustrialization, since many sit in the Midwestern Rust Belt or the Northeast. But the history of smaller–city decline is more complex than that. Smaller cities were also victims of post–war development policies better suited to large cities—or rather, that were painful, but less disastrous, for large metropolitan areas.

Extraordinary mid–twentieth century changes in transportation, zoning, housing construction, mortgage financing, and domestic taste facilitated the creation of wide swathes of “bourgeois utopias” that now ring our cities far out into the exurbs. They are the products of a radical transformation of land–use policy that extended supply chains with vast highway systems, further separating people from their workplaces, energy producers from consumers, and farmers from their markets. Large cities survived the changes and the resulting onslaught of suburban shopping malls—itself a reaction to extended supply–chains—in the late ’70s. In smaller cities, malls decimated what was left of retail districts already damaged by massive downtown highway systems that choked off commercial centers from surrounding urban neighborhoods.

Neglect of the smaller city, as both place and idea, continued through the rest of the century. As large–metropolitan real estate values skyrocketed in the 1990s, big cities attracted millions of dollars in capital improvements and large–scale development. “New Urbanism” among designers and architects, though not in theory intended only for big cities, attracted funding for pedestrian–friendly thoroughfares, mixed–use building, open spaces, and the preservation of historic architecture that enhanced the metropolitan boom. Now, with the call for reducing the urban carbon footprint, cosmopolitan living is going green. Two recent books proposing models for a low–carbon economy—Thomas Friedman’s Hot, Flat, and Crowded, and Jay Inslee and Bracken Hendricks’s Apollo’s Fire—speak throughout of “villages” and “large cities.” Not a word for the distinctive role smaller cities might play in a low–carbon world.

That is too bad. Smaller cities have idiosyncratic charms of their own–worthy of sustained attention and renewal. And, fortuitously, they have a distinctive and vital role to play in the work of the new century: smaller cities will be critical in the move to local agriculture and the development of renewable energy industries. These tasks will almost certainly require a dramatic rethinking of land–use policy, and smaller cities have assets that large cities lack. Their underused or vacant industrial space and surrounding tracts of farmland make them ideal sites for sustainable land-use policies, or “smart growth.”

. . .

Sustainability advocates could be missing the large, strategic, regional and economic advantages smaller cities can offer a national policy over the long term.

. . .

When it comes to the urban–rural divide, small–to–intermediate–size cities may offer the best of both worlds. For all the rural romanticism of the ’70s–era homesteading movement—or for that matter, the vaunted folksiness of “small–town values,”—urban life has its allure. Smaller cities are large enough to offer the diversity, anonymity, and vibrancy of urban culture, as well as levels of density that offer efficiencies of scale. They are also small enough to maintain proximity to sustainable food production and renewable energy resources.

An inversion is at work here: placing smaller cities at the center of analysis leads to an imaginative template that is decentralized, deconcentrated, relocalized. One of the Obama campaign’s strokes of genius was bypassing big–city power centers, where self–appointed national leaders claim to speak for minorities, and working directly with the decentralized grid of smaller–city community organizations across the land. As policymakers rethink the American agricultural economy and invest in renewable energy, they, too, should be looking at smaller cities. Local and municipal leaders also have much to gain in the twenty–first century if they have the eyes to see it.
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The challenge of the new urbanism
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By Robert Dilday, Virginia Religious Herald
   

Lights strung from a sanctuary’s ceiling at Epiphany. Art galleries and exhibits. Bicycle repair seminars. Cafes and coffee houses. Worship gatherings in downtown music venues.

In meeting the challenges of revitalized urban neighborhoods across the country, urban churches are rethinking the ways they connect with their adjacent communities, combining an eclectic mix of edgy art and ancient Christian traditions.

Urban churches reach out to the ‘creative class’ with edgy art, ancient traditions.

In meeting the challenges of revitalized urban neighborhoods across the country, urban churches are rethinking the ways they connect with their adjacent communities, combining an eclectic mix of edgy art and ancient Christian traditions.

For some 20 years, America’s cities have seen a reverse migration from the suburbs to increasingly vibrant downtowns, where the new urban dwellers are finding an array of lofts and condominiums, restaurants and clubs, lively street festivals and vibrant art and music. The urban neighborhoods are attracting artists, musicians and others of what sociologist Richard Florida calls the “creative class,” as well as professionals, students and retirees—all seeking the energy and spontaneity often missing in the suburbs.

It’s new territory for many Christian congregations who fled deteriorating downtowns in the 1960s for more fruitful fields of harvest in the burgeoning suburbs—and now see a growing and culturally influential class of creative people populating inner cities.

“I wouldn’t say we’re going after a niche market,” says Winn Collier, pastor of the new All Souls Church, a Virginia Baptist congregation ministering in Charlottesville’s lively downtown not far from the University of Virginia. “We want to be a church for the whole city. But one of the cultures that we have a deep resonance with and in which we want to see the gospel take root is the artistic, progressive urbanite.”

Tabernacle Baptist Church in Richmond is an established church transitioning to meet the New Urban challenges of its very popular in-town neighborhood, the Fan. Lights are strung throughout the sanctuary during Ephiphany.

“These people have an incredible cultural, as well as social and economic, influence,” said Pastor Jonathan Dodson of Austin City Life, a Baptist church in the Texas capital’s downtown. “They can help renew the social fabric of the city, and if they are brought to redemption, they can apply those redemptive elements to the city as well.”

To connect with the new urbanites, churches in their midst reflect a potent blend of artistic integrity, authentic community and groundedness—a sense of place that might surprise suburban dwellers—while also navigating the tricky terrain of increased diversity and toleration.

“The creative class moves around a lot, and so they’re attracted by the idea of being rooted,” said Chris Backert, co-pastor of Imago Dei, a new church gathering people from Richmond’s Fan and Museum districts. “That’s why you find them in older, renovated urban neighborhoods, because they find there a sense of rootedness.”

That rootedness often is expressed in worship that closely follows ancient Christian traditions—with a contemporary twist. “We need to be in touch with the broader church,” said Collier, whose Charlottesville church follows Celtic Christian patterns of worship. 

Doves displayed at Pentecost is a response to Tabernacle Baptist Church in Richmond's encouragement of its members to use their artistic sensibilities to highlight the liturgical season.

“We cross geographic lines, and we need to cross historical lines as well. We’re asking less and less what radical new things must be done (in worship), but asking what have God’s people, when they have been faithful, done to incarnate the gospel in worship time and time again. What are the common themes and strands?”

“We are drawn to the traditions of the ancient church and the teachings of St. Benedict and the desert fathers,” said Don Vanderslice, pastor of Mosaic, an Austin church with Texas Baptist ties. “There is a strong contemplative and liturgical strain that informs our worship, and we follow the Christian calendar and the lectionary.”

A sense of community, especially across social and economic barriers, also is key, Dodson added. “I think the idea of the new urbanism, apart from making it a more attractive city to live in, is to create more community within the city. The church has a big part to play in that.”

At Ecclesia, a Baptist congregation in Houston’s Montrose district, Pastor Chris Seay has tried to create community by finding the places where “people naturally connect.” Identifying those places is “the postmodern equivalent of knocking on doors,” he said. It also led Ecclesia to operate Taft Street Coffee.

“When you create space for people to talk and drink coffee, allow a place for people to converse, it creates community,” Seay says. “We really believe that to be salt in our society, we need to begin the conversation.”

That led Seay, when Ecclesia was first gathering a congregation, to “office” at a local coffee house and bar with a regular supply of tickets to Houston Astros games in his pocket—and invite people he met to join him at the stadium. 

“Baseball’s slow pace is beautiful. It allows for conversation and eating in a relaxed atmosphere,” he explained.

The result was a number of additions to the church’s faith community, including two bartenders who invited friends from their extensive network.

Community often comes out of churches’ artistic endeavors, said Sterling Severns, pastor of Tabernacle Baptist Church, a 118-year-old congregation in Richmond’s Fan District. Last year before Pentecost, the church printed photographs of its history and of current ministries and church members, cut the photographs into the shapes of doves and asked members to write prayer requests on the back. For Pentecost Sunday, dozens of the doves hung on strings from the sanctuary’s ceiling.

“That creative exercise took a group of people who didn’t really know each other and helped transform them into the community that people are longing for,” said Severns. “By finding a creative way for people to express themselves, it facilitated people getting to know each other.”

An artistic vision drives worship at Austin City Life as well. “We very much reflect our surroundings of music,” says Dodson, whose church meets in a music venue on Austin’s Sixth Street. “We have three worship leaders, all remarkable musicians, all write their own music. We delight in seeing these musicians growing in their faith and seeing how it influences their art, and that way it influences the community.”

At Mosaic, which maintains an art gallery, “We had to make a conscious decision about how to use limited space, which is valuable,” said Vanderslice. “To dedicate space to an art gallery is a strong statement.”

The diversity and tolerance that allows art to flourish also stretches churches seeking to engage those who practice and value that art. “We believe the church doesn’t exist to be anti-culture,” said Dodson. “Some churches begin with sin; we try to begin with the gospel, which of course addresses sin. But it’s a hopeful beginning, not a condemning one. We’re trying to take the redemptive approach, though we don’t run away from issues.”

“The foundation we stand on is respect,” Severns said. “It’s not that we’re opening the doors to encourage diversity but that who- ever walks through the doors deserves respect. It’s not diversity for diversity’s sake; all God’s people deserve respect—period.”

“Diversity is a tough question and stretches us in ways that are messy,” Collier said. “It comes down to authenticity. If we are a community of faith living out a believer’s lifestyle, then a lot of things happen in the context of relationships, and acceptance comes bottom up, not top down.”

Vanderslice agreed authenticity is critical. “In our worship (at Mosaic) we’re not very smooth. ... But we’re OK with mistakes, with the fact that it’s not an air of professionalism but of genuine authenticity. There’s a draw there for artists because they know the creative process is not a smooth process. There are lots of mistakes, lots of do-overs. … I think that the liturgy rings true for our people because the liturgy seems creative. It can be messy, but in the end, something beautiful has been created.”
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Central Texas Growth Summit

Registration Form
Thursday, February 19, 2009

11:00 am - 1:30 pm

Hilton Austin Hotel

500 East 4th Street

Central Texas Growth Summit: How to make money — or hold onto it — during a recession

Presented by Texas State Senator Kirk Watson

Agenda:

11 - 11:30 am - Registration/Networking/Booths

11:30 am - 1:30 pm - Luncheon and Presentation

MetroRail Open Houses
March 7 – 27

Next month, Capital Metro will host five Open Houses at several stations along the new passenger rail line opening this March. These events will offer future customers the chance to see the train, learn how to use the ticket vending machines and receive service information.

The open houses are open to the public and people can stop by at anytime during the event. Except for the Leander Open House, parking will be limited. Riding the bus or carpooling is encouraged.

Leander Station – Saturday, Feb. 7 - 800 N. US 183 

10 a.m. – 2 p.m.

Plaza Saltillo Station – Saturday, Feb. 14 - 412 Comal Street Bus routes: 4, 320 

10 a.m. – 2 p.m.

Crestview Station – Saturday, Feb. 21- 6920 N. Lamar Blvd. 

Bus routes:1L/1M, 101, 300, 320, 350; Access St. Johns for limited parking adjacent

10 a.m. – 2 p.m.

MLK, Jr. Station – Saturday, Feb. 21- 1719 Alexander Ave. 

Bus routes: 18; Limited parking next to station

10 a.m. – 2 p.m.

Downtown Station – Friday, Feb. 27 - 401 E. 4th Street

Bus routes: Many local and ‘Dillo routes

2 p.m. – 7 p.m.

Sustainable Communities Training Conference - Sheraton Hotel, Dallas, Tx

March 9-11, 2009 

Connecting Municipal Government, Local Organizations and Related Public Entities with 

Cost-effective, Environmentally Sustainable Solutions and Partnerships

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) Sustainable Skylines Initiative (SSI), in partnership with the Texas Aggregates & Concrete Association (TACA), the North Central Texas Council of Governments (NCTCOG) and the City of Dallas, is presenting the Sustainable Communities Training Conference to be held on March 9 - 11, 2009 in Dallas, Texas.  This exciting and informative meeting will address the issues and discuss the challenges of urban/suburban sustainability planning and management in America. 

For a preliminary agenda, visit:  www.epa.gov/sustainableskylines
For conference registration visit www.cleanairinfo.com/sustainableskylines
Grand Opening – Capital MetroRail Red Line
March 28th
You’re invited to be a part of history as Capital Metro opens the first passenger rail service in central Texas. Capital Metro encourages you to save the date for the grand opening celebration of Capital MetroRail.

Saturday, March 28, 2009

Grand Opening & Ribbon Cutting

Downtown Station, on 4th Street between Neches and Trinity

The official grand opening of the Capital MetroRail Red Line will feature a ribbon cutting ceremony with special remarks, live music and other fun activities.

Station Celebrations

After the ceremony at the Downtown Station, festivities will begin at each of the remaining eight stations. Free rides on Capital MetroRail will be offered.

Monday, March 30, 2009

Capital MetroRail service begins.

Organizations Working on State Legislation

Alliance for Public Transportation

Non-profits, businesses, governments, and educational institutions with a common interest in promoting public transportation that improves our regional quality of life, economic development, affordability and the environment. http://www.AllianceforPublicTransportation.org
Transportation Coalition of Central Texas

Katie Ferrier, Director of Public Policy, kferrier@recaonline.com
North Central Texas Council of Governments

http://www.nctcog.org/trans/legislative/
San Antonio Mobility Coalition 

http://www.samcoinc.org/legislation.html
Texas Rail Relocation and Improvement Association

http://www.railrelo.org
Capital Metro

Contact Tina Bui, Tina.Bui@capmetro.org
The CAMPO Peer Review of Cap Metro informs the legislative agenda, see Recommendations.

Organizations Working on Federal Reauthorization
Transportation for America 

A coalition of national, state and local partners campaigning for the following agenda.

Build for America calls for investment in public transit, high-speed and intercity rail, neighborhoods that are less car-dependent, more walkable and more affordable, and restoring the thousands of roads and bridges in failing condition across the United States. Specifically, Transportation for America and its supporters are asking the next President and Congress to work together to:

1. BUILD TO COMPETE with China and Europe, by modernizing and expanding our rail and transit networks to reduce oil dependence, connect the metro regions that are the engines of the modern economy.

2. INVEST FOR A CLEAN, GREEN RECOVERY through cleaner vehicles and new fuels as well as the cleanest forms of transportation – modern public transit, walking and biking – and for energy-efficient, sustainable development.

3. FIX WHAT’S BROKEN before building new roads and restore our crumbling highways, bridges and transit systems.

4. STOP WASTEFUL SPENDING and re-evaluate projects currently in the pipeline to eliminate those with little economic return that could deepen our oil dependence.

5. SAVE AMERICANS MONEY. Provide more travel and housing options that are affordable and efficient, while helping people to avoid high gas costs and traffic congestion. Save taxpayer dollars by asking the private developers who reap real estate rewards from new rail stations and transit lines to contribute toward that service.

Metropolitan Mobility Caucus
Congresswoman Ellen Tauscher (D-CA) & Congressman Tom Petri (R-WI) are forming the Metropolitan Mobility Caucus. This caucus will  focus on federal transportation policy. As Congress continues to examine the structure of the next highway bill, this caucus will advocate for stronger partnerships between federal, state, and local transportation officials; greater use of public transportation, including intercity passenger rail; regional mobility goals; and performance standards. As of today, the following members have joined the caucus: Rep. Ellen Tauscher (D-CA), Rep. Earl Blumenauer (D-OR), Rep. Brad Carson (D-IN), Rep. Bob Filner (D-CA), Rep.Eleanor Holmes Norton (D-DC), Rep. Robert Wexler (D-FL), Rep. Doris Matsui (D-CA), Castle (R-DE), Rep. Howard Coble (R-NC), Rep. Virgil Goode (R-VA), Rep. Thomas Petri (R-WI).

National Alliance of Public Transportation Advocates 
Thanks for all your past support for public transportation. Now, with a new administration and a new Congress about to take office, it is urgent that you make your voice heard. As you have been seeing in the news, there’s much anticipation about an economic recovery package that will occur early in 2009.

The American Public Transportation Association has been calling on President-elect Obama’s Transition Team and Congress to include public transportation projects in the legislation that is expected to be introduced when Congress returns from the holiday recess in January. As you know, public transportation plays a significant role in finding smart solutions to the numerous challenges facing America today. Investing in public transportation not only stimulates economic growth and development, it creates jobs, and benefits individuals, households and businesses.

We ask you to go to President-elect Obama’s transition web site and urge the incoming administration to include public transportation in the legislation.

Here are several points you can include:

· Public transit systems have identified 736 ready-to-go projects worth $12.2 billion that can be advanced within 90 days with federal funding. These include the purchase of new clean fuel buses and rail cars, the expansion of rail infrastructure, and the construction and rehabilitation of stations and maintenance facilities.

· Over a two-year period, studies of public transit needs show that $47.8 billion in much-needed projects could be invested, creating more than 1.3 million green jobs.

· There has never been a stronger demand for public transit than now. Even as gas prices have gone down, public transit ridership had the largest ridership increase in 25 years in the third quarter of 2008.

Share your story about the need for local public transportation and what it means for people in your community. Please write this email in the next few days. Significant public transit investment is critical to moving our economy and country forward. Thank you.

If you have any questions, please contact Kylah Hynes at 202-496-4807 or info@napta.net

Contact Obama's Transition Team Now!

Association of Metropolitan Planning Organizations
AMPO believes that the federal surface transportation authorization should continue a strong federal role in transportation, and that the federal role should be refocused on four key performance priorities that together ensure that the United States can compete effectively and thrive in the global economy.  These four federal priorities are: 

1. Improving International and Interstate Commerce; 

2. Improving mobility and reducing congestion in the nation’s metropolitan areas with a stronger and more significant role for the nation’s metropolitan regions in delivering stronger and more significant role for the nation’s metropolitan regions in delivering transportation programs; 

3. Achieving energy independence by 2050; and, Achieving energy independence by 2050; and, 

4. Rebuilding America’s transportation infrastructure.

American Association of State Transportation Officials
State transportation officials this week called for major reforms, accountability, and increased federal funding for the nation's transportation programs as Congress considers authorization legislation in the coming year.

"This is not business as usual," said AASHTO President Allen Biehler, Secretary of the Pennsylvania Department of Transportation. "The American public has every right to see what they will get for increased transportation investment. We have to be accountable and we have to move to a performance-based program focused on national goals. That's where state transportation leaders want to go."

The comprehensive multi-modal package of recommendations urges that the federal program go "back to basics" by focusing on areas of national interest – preservation and renewal, interstate commerce, safety, congestion, system reliability, and enhanced environment and quality of life.

Increased federal funding would be coupled with national performance standards established to achieve the national goals. States would self-define targets that would deliver accountability for the investment of federal funds.

Among the goals called for in AASHTO's new transportation agenda are:

· Increasing funding for congestion relief projects and metro areas;

· Improving highway connections and transit access for rural America;

· Doubling transit ridership to 20 billion by 2030, and 50 billion by 2050;

· Trimming 6-12 months from project delivery time by expanding state environmental responsibilities and integrating planning;

· Dedicating federal funding for a fast and reliable intercity passenger rail network;

· Reducing highway traffic fatalities by half in two decades; and

· Moving as swiftly as practical from current funding methods to a distance-based user fee. 

$545 Billion Six-Year Multi-modal Program Needed

Emphasizing the need to employ every kind of transportation to meet future demands, AASHTO calls for an overall $545 billion investment from 2010 through 2015 for highways, transit, freight movement, and intercity passenger rail. Included are the following:

· $375 billion for highways,

· $93 billion for transit,

· $42 billion for freight improvements (from sources outside the Highway Trust Fund), and

· $35 billion dedicated funding for intercity passenger rail. 

The proposal identifies a number of possible funding options for consideration by Congress and calls for maximum flexibility for state and local governments in the way the funds are used.

The policy positions approved by the AASHTO Board of Directors are available online at http://www.transportation.org/?siteid=98.ORG
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