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The Texas Transportation Institute's 2007 Urban Mobility Report estimated that a typical North Texas driver during peak traffic times spent 58 hours in traffic jams in 2005, the most recent year for which figures are available.

That's more than a standard workweek, and it's up sharply from the 43 hours estimated for 2000. Instinct and observation tell you that the number is, if anything, understated.

In 1985 -- two decades ago -- it was 17 hours. Want to bet what it will be two decades from now as population and congestion continue to grow?

North Texas must expand mass transit.

Some will argue that people simply don't or won't use buses and trains. The experience of Dallas Area Rapid Transit shows otherwise.

DART's Red Line carries the equivalent of nearly four lanes of traffic on Central Expressway through the heart of the city. DART in total carries the equivalent of all the cars on Stemmons Freeway in Dallas every day.

DART calculates that without public transportation, that nearly 60 hours a year spent in gridlock would swell by 27 percent -- to around 76 hours, or nearly two full workweeks per traveler.

Check out these numbers
72 -- percentage of current air pollution that comes from vehicles, both on and off-road.

4.1 billion -- dollar cost of all forms of congestion across North Texas.

6.9 billion -- dollar cost by 2025 if left unchecked.

60 -- percentage of the region's population that will live outside the service areas of DART, the Denton County Transportation Authority and the Fort Worth Transportation Authority by 2025.

Opponents of mass transit argue that it does not pay for itself, and that's true if the question is whether the fares meet the cost of delivering service. But that's not the right way to measure the payoff.

There's the lost time issue, for one thing. How much is a week of lost time worth to you? That's time when you could be home with your family, out with friends or just relaxing.

Beyond that, Dallas has shown that developing rail stations can be a significant trigger for economic development.

So far, city investment in mass transit across the DART system is about $2.7 billion. But increased sales tax and property tax around rail stations total $85 million each year for the participating cities, and the state gets another $42 million in annual sales tax alone.

Pushing for change
Four years ago, the editorial boards of the Star-Telegram and The Dallas Morning News reached consensus on this issue and challenged the region to develop a strategy for increasing mass transit. As a result, legislation introduced in the Texas Legislature called for a local option sales tax to fund passenger rail.

Surveys indicated that voters would approve such an option. The transit agencies signed on. So did chambers of commerce, city councils, county commissioners courts and a variety of other public entities that deal with this issue.

But the Legislature didn't in two consecutive sessions. In the most recent, last-minute challenges by some businesses contributed greatly to the failure to give North Central Texas cities the power to tax themselves -- if they wish -- to pay for mass transit.

A challenge to reluctant business leaders
Transit officials have invited a limited number of company executives to a Jan. 29 meeting in Irving -- including those who strongly opposed the regionally supported plan and others that simply reserved their support.

The companies that fought against the proposal in the most recent session said that they support rail but not funding by sales tax. They also complained that they hadn't been at the table -- although chambers of which some are members had supported the effort.

Had they been included, they said, they would have proposed an alternative way to fund rail.

So now's their chance. Several task forces and working groups made up of elected and appointed officials and transportation professionals haven't devised a better plan -- but that doesn't mean that someone can't.

The major requirement is that any alternative must meet the proposed transit objectives of the region, which is 239 miles of rail by 2025.

It's popular in Austin these days to talk about "using all the tools in the toolbox" to get something done. That's fine, but lots of people spend more time looking for tools than they do working.

It's time to find the right tools and get this project under way.

COUNTING HEADS

The population in the region covered by the North Central Texas Council of Governments on Jan. 1, 2007, was an estimated 6,406,500 people. It grew by 135,350 people during 2006. Tarrant County alone saw a population increase of 38,750 people.

The council reports that "Fort Worth (686,850) led the region by adding 22,750 new residents. McKinney followed, adding 7,850 new residents, bringing the city's total population to 112,000 persons. Dallas pushed its total population to 1,280,500 by adding 7,650 residents. Frisco (92,100) and Allen (76,600) rounded out the top five."

*******

Leader's death may not change TxDOT much 

Gov. Perry, who picks commission members, says he still backs tollways
Jan. 22, 2008, 1:36AM 

Houston Chronicle

By PEGGY FIKAC Copyright 2008 Houston Chronicle Austin Bureau

AUSTIN — The death of Transportation Commission Chairman Ric Williamson, the feather-ruffling toll-road champion who left the agency with a sweeping vision and fences to mend with politicians and the public, may change the style of debate over Texas' transportation future.

But not its substance.

The five-member commission is appointed, and its new chairman will be named, by GOP Gov. Rick Perry, who has made clear his support for toll roads and state-private partnerships hasn't changed.

"In the days since his passing, there have been calls from some quarters to abandon the forward-thinking initiatives we championed to meet our state's current and future transportation needs. That would be a big mistake," Perry said in an opinion piece responding to a national commission's call for higher gas taxes and restrictions on states' toll contracts with private firms.

Commission member Ted Houghton of El Paso was blunt about Perry's effect.

"This is the governor's program. If we go in and try to scrap some piece of his program, I think we're going to have hell to pay with our boss, and that's the governor," Houghton said. "He was elected by the citizens, not us. We are an extension of what he believes."

Houghton and commissioners Hope Andrade of San Antonio and Ned Holmes of Houston said they support tollways and private investment as a key part of the state's transportation funding mix. Fred Underwood of Lubbock didn't respond to an interview request.

Economic realities

Despite some lawmakers' support for raising the gas tax, some commissioners suggested the needed increase would be so large as to be unduly difficult.

While praising Williamson's intellect and drive, commissioners said they want to communicate better with lawmakers after tempers flared last year and the Legislature sought to rein in privately funded toll roads with a moratorium. Williamson died Dec. 30 at age 55 of an apparent heart attack.

As officials work to pave over lingering hard feelings, the Texas Department of Transportation faces the scrutiny of a "sunset" review. Some lawmakers want the appointed commission to be replaced with an elected transportation commissioner.

Holmes said he wants a "working-together kind of atmosphere" with the Sunset Advisory Commission and lawmakers. Still, he said, "We really don't have many choices in how we fund our system, and if we think we can depend totally on the gas tax and the current format, it is woefully inadequate."

Holmes offered a long-term idea that could prove as controversial as privately funded toll roads: eventually taxing Texas motorists per mile driven as opposed to per gallon of gasoline.

Houghton said politics must be balanced against the economic reality, "and the reality of economics is ... we have hit a wall in the state of Texas" on funding growth.

Lawmakers, while giving Williamson respect, agree that transportation officials need to make changes.

"It is difficult, at least for this senator, to imagine TxDOT's credibility being any lower," said Sen. Kirk Watson, D-Austin, Senate Transportation and Homeland Security Committee vice chairman.

'I give him credit for that'

Sen. John Carona, R-Dallas, Senate committee chairman, said TxDOT needs to listen. Most saw Williamson as focused "on one approach only, and that was the construction of toll roads through public-private partnerships."

Sen. Tommy Williams, R-The Woodlands, a Senate committee member, said, "I think he (Williamson) stepped way over the line on that (private-equity financing of toll roads). But having said that, I think he saw a problem. He was trying to find the best way to solve that. He came up with a solution. I give him credit for that. I give the governor credit for that."

The search for Williamson's replacement "is ongoing," said Black.

pfikac@express-news.net
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The state of the Union — crumbling

WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 16, 2008

Stateline.Org

By Eric Kelderman, Stateline.org Staff Writer


A congressionally chartered panel Tuesday (Jan. 15) released its recommendations for an overhaul of the nation’s transportation funding systems, including a hike of up to 40 cents of the federal gasoline tax of 18.4 cents per gallon.

The nation is spending less than 40 percent of the $225 billion needed annually for the next 50 years to maintain the current system of roads, rails and bridges and build enough transportation capacity for a growing population, according to the 12-member commission, created under the 2005 federal transportation law.

The report suggested a federal tax on passenger rail services and increased use of tolling and rush hour fees, even on federal Interstates where it is now prohibited without a waiver. States also should pursue innovative public-private partnerships to build and maintain their road, bridges and rails, the commission said.

The group also called for a streamlined U.S. Department of Transportation, condensing 108 federal programs into 10, and a long-term study of ways to replace the gasoline tax, such as taxing mileage.

Business and transportation groups generally praised the commission’s report. But three commission members, including U.S. Transportation Secretary Mary Peters, disagreed with some of the panel’s conclusions, especially the need to raise gasoline taxes.

“Raising gas taxes won’t improve traffic congestion, it will only perpetuate our ineffective reliance on fossil-based fuels to fund infrastructure and send more of Americans’ hard-earned money to Washington to be squandered on earmarks and special interest programs,” Peters said in a written statement.

The numbers are staggering. More than one in four of America’s nearly 600,000 bridges need significant repairs or are burdened with more traffic than they were designed to carry, according to the U.S. Department of Transportation.

A third of the country’s major roadways are in substandard condition — a significant factor in a third of the more than 43,000 traffic fatalities each year, according to the Federal Highway Administration. Traffic jams waste 4 billion hours of commuters’ time and nearly 3 billion gallons of gasoline a year, the Texas Transportation Institute calculates.

Dams, too, are at risk. The number of dams that could fail has grown 134 percent since 1999 to 3,346, and more than 1,300 of those are “high-hazard,” meaning their collapse would threaten lives, the Association of State Dam Safety Officials (ASDSO) found. More than a third of dam failures or near failures since 1874 have happened in the last decade.

Underground, aging and inadequate sewer systems spill an estimated 1.26 trillion gallons of untreated sewage every year, resulting in an estimated $50.6 billion in cleanup costs, according to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency.

“Much of America is held together by Scotch tape, bailing wire and prayers,” said Donald F. Kettle, director of the Fels Institute of Government at the University of Pennsylvania.

Fixing these problems and others threatening the nation’s critical infrastructure would cost $1.6 trillion — more than half of the annual federal budget, the American Society of Civil Engineers (ASCE) estimates. And that doesn’t include what it will cost for new capacity to serve a growing population.

Recognizing the importance of structures so integral to U.S. commerce and Americans’ well-being and safety, local, state and federal governments already are budgeting nearly two-thirds of the $1.6 trillion needed for infrastructure work. The problem is they raid many of those funds for other purposes, ASCE says.

Coming up with new money to fill the funding gap has become a political nightmare, with politicians and the public trying to avoid anything that looks like a higher tax.

“We have convinced ourselves that infrastructure is free, that someone else should be paying or that we have paid our share,” said Mike Pagano, an urban planning expert at the University of Illinois at Chicago.

Infrastructure is the four-syllable jawbreaker that governments use to describe the concrete, stone, steel, wires and wood that Americans rely on every day but barely notice until something goes awry. Broadly speaking, it includes airports, the electrical energy grid, hazardous and solidwaste storage sites, navigable inland waterways, public parks, schools and even the security to protect all of those structures.

While the federal government bears the broadest responsibility to keep America’s gears turning, state and local governments are accountable for supplying more than half of the money and all of the manpower to build and maintain the country’s vast ground transportation network. States also have regulatory oversight of 85 percent of dams and help fund drinking- water and wastewater systems. Federal and state officials share the blame for shortfalls in America’s maintenance budget. Congress hasn’t raised the federal gasoline tax of 18.4 cents per gallon — which pays for about 45 percent of all road construction — since 1993, nor have many state leaders been willing to charge drivers more at the pump to pay for local road repairs.

The association of state dam officials contends that most state dam safety programs are underfunded, understaffed and often don’t have adequate authority to regulate safety standards or emergency plans. Likewise, the federal dam safety program, which helps pay for the upkeep of structures, never has been fully funded by Congress.

The EPA estimates that the nation is falling short on water infrastructure by $22 billion annually. The federal Clean Water State Revolving Fund, which makes low-interest loans to clean up or protect water supplies, has shrunk from more than $3 billion in 1990 to roughly $1 billion in 2007.

The consequences of skimping can be dire:

• On Aug. 1, 2007, the Interstate 35 bridge in downtown Minneapolis collapsed into the Mississippi River, killing 13 people and injuring at least 80. Losing the state’s most heavily traveled bridge is costing an estimated $400,000 daily in extra commuting time and gasoline, said Brian McClung, a spokesman for Minnesota Gov. Tim Pawlenty (R).

(A report issued Jan. 15 by the National Transportation Safety Board blamed the bridge collapse on inadequate steel "gussett" plates that hold the structures angled beams together.)

• Steam pipe explosions in Midtown Manhattan last summer killed one person, injured dozens and disrupted businesses.

• In March 2006, the 116-year-old Kaloko Reservoir Dam in Hawaii collapsed after heavy rains, killing seven people and causing nearly $15 million in damage.

• In August 2005, after Hurricane Katrina, levees holding back Lake Pontchartrain gave way, flooding major parts of New Orleans. The storm and flooding are blamed for more than a thousand deaths and more than $100 billion in damage.

• In May 2002, the Interstate 40 bridge near Webbers Falls, Okla., collapsed into the Arkansas River, killing 14 people.

Despite urgent calls to prevent more tragedy from failed infrastructure, politicians and voters have signaled they are gun-shy of new taxes. After the collapse of the Minneapolis bridge, Minnesota politicians failed to agree to a statewide transportation package, putting off to the 2008 legislative session more debate over a proposed 5-cent hike in the state’s gasoline tax. Gov. Tim Pawlenty (R) twice vetoed gas-tax hikes before the bridge fell.

Washington state voters in 2006 did pass a 9.5-cent increase in the state’s gas tax, but last year passed a followup measure to require a two-thirds vote in the Legislature or voter approval for any tax increases.

To begin to address their transportation problems, state governments are borrowing more money, adding user fees such as tolls, and striking deals with private companies, including leasing state assets.

Proposals to pay for bridge and road repairs with tolling are on the upsurge with politicians — though not with the public, especially in Pennsylvania. There, Democratic Gov. Ed Rendell last year pushed through a plan to add tolls to a section of Interstate 80 to collect $950 million a year for transportation projects. But a slew of civic groups fear tolls will discourage tourism and trucking along the I-80 corridor and have asked state and federal lawmakers to reconsider.

Rendell has said that if tolls are junked, he will fall back on a plan to lease the Pennsylvania Turnpike to a private company, similar to Republican Gov. Mitch Daniels’ 2006 lease of the Indiana Toll Road to a foreign firm for a whopping $3.8 billion. Political backlash over that deal became a factor in the 2006 elections, when Democrats recaptured a majority in the Indiana House. Daniels subsequently shelved two smaller proposals for privately built and managed toll roads in the Hoosier State.

But many other states continue to barrel down the path of privatization as more allow for-profit firms to lease, design, build and operate public infrastructure — options that are more widespread in other developed countries. In the United Kingdom, for example, 10 percent to 13 percent of all infrastructure projects involve some public-private partnership, according to Deloitte Services, LP, part of a worldwide consulting firm.

In the United States, more than $21 billion in public-private transportation deals have been signed in the past dozen years, with projects in California, Florida, Texas and Virginia accounting for half of that amount. Also, more than 25,000 water and wastewater systems are managed privately, according to a 2006 Deloitte report.

One new cutting-edge program will let Missouri repair or replace 800 of its small and medium-sized bridges within five years. The state will choose a team of private contractors to finance construction costs up front and maintain the structures for 25 years. The Show Me State will pay back the builders annually for a quarter century, costing the state at least double the initial construction costs but providing a quick fix for ailing bridges. The plan spares lawmakers from seeking higher gasoline taxes or new tolls.

California Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger (R) is calling for legislation to encourage more public-private partnerships to handle $500 billion in public projects that he says are needed over the next 20 years. That plan follows his success in 2006 in convincing voters to approve more than $40 billion in bonds for transportation, water and school-building projects.

In 2007, Texans approved more than $6 billion in bonds for roads, flood control and clean-water projects.

Overall, states’ debts nearly doubled between 2000 and 2005, from $1 billion to $1.9 billion, according to Federal Reserve Board data.

Using bonds to pay for capital projects can be a worthwhile reason for debt because the results provide longterm public and economic benefits, said Sujit CanagaRetna, a fiscal analyst for the Council of State Governments. However, Chris Edwards, who studies budget issues at the libertarian Cato Institute, argues that debt, even to finance infrastructure, just defers the tax bill. Instead, he favors the privatization approach.

One of the chief challenges facing infrastructure is simply age. Much of the nation’s transportation infrastructure was erected in the boom days after World War II and is reaching the end of its life cycle.

Half of the nation’s bridges were built before 1964, when the ill-fated Minneapolis bridge was constructed. More than half of the bridges in Rhode Island and Massachusetts also are rated deficient or obsolete, according to the U.S. Transportation Department.

More than a third of the nation’s nearly 83,000 dams already are 50 years old, and within a decade, 60 percent will reach the half-century mark.

Cast-iron pipes from the 19th century still carry water to sinks in some of the nation’s oldest cities and are overdue to be replaced, according to the American Water Works Association. Although it has not done a state-by-state survey, the association estimates that replacing worn-out water pipes will cost $250 billion over 30 years. In November, Congress overrode President Bush’s veto to authorize up to $23 billion over 15 years for water projects.

Another worry is that the nation’s growing population is creating a need for more capacity. Today, 246 million cars — 278 percent more than 50 years ago — are forced to squeeze onto 47,000 miles of interstate that have increased only 15 percent during the last half-century.

New Jersey has the most snarled traffic in the country with congestion choking 58 percent of its urban roads and 52 percent of rural roads, according to an analysis of federal data by The Road Information Project.

To handle growing transportation needs, the federal highway system will have to double during the next 50 years and public transportation ridership should double within 20 years, according to recommendations from the American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials (AASHTO). Railways should be prepared to handle a 63 percent increase in freight by 2035, the association estimated.

Besides stretching the country’s infrastructure to its limits, the growing population puts more people in harm’s way when something goes wrong. Development in floodplains and below dams has contributed to the fast-rising costs of flood damage, now an annual $6 billion, according to the Association of State Floodplain Managers.

Dams are a major concern for states, which have regulatory oversight of 85 percent of those structures even though nearly two-thirds are privately owned. The federal government monitors the other 15 percent, mostly major hydro-power generators such as the massive Hoover Dam on the Colorado River.

Ohio has the highest percentage of dams listed as deficient, with 48 percent, according to data compiled by ASDSO. Indiana is second, with nearly 45 percent of its dams rated in need of repair. States set their own standards for rating dam safety.

Another challenge is that infrastructure repairs simply aren’t as sexy as ribbon-cuttings. The public and politicians are more likely to support new construction, leaving existing structures wanting, said Pagano, the urban planning expert in Chicago. It’s like buying a car and budgeting only for the purchase price, ignoring the costs of insurance, fuel, oil changes and new tires, he said.

The Government Performance Project (GPP), which measures how effectively states are managed, called unfunded and deferred maintenance “unquestionably the biggest problem for states in their management of infrastructure.” (The GPP, like Stateline.org, is funded by The Pew Charitable Trusts.)

Overall, rehabilitating a dilapidated structure can cost six to 20 times more than routine maintenance would have cost, Deloitte’s analysts found.

For example, the Minnesota bridge that collapsed last August had been tagged “structurally deficient” in 1990. But the state deferred a $1.5 million steel-reinforcement project scheduled for 2006 and ordered more frequent inspections. The cost to build a new bridge is slated at $250 million.

States also are skimping on staff to check up on existing structures. Minnesota had 77 bridge inspectors for 14,000 bridges. “There aren’t enough hours in the workday for 77 inspectors to check 14,000 bridges the way we should” with an inspection every two years, Minnesota bridge inspector Bart Andersen testified on Capitol Hill.

One problem of paying for repairs is that the pot of money for improvements is steadily shrinking in value, if not in size.

Matthew L. Garrett, director of the Oregon Department of Transportation, said that even with a growing number of taxpayers, revenues aren’t keeping pace with the bills. Spending on bricks-and-mortar projects equaled about 2 percent of per-capita personal income in the 1950s and 1960s but has shrunk to less than 1 percent, Garrett said.

Compounding the problem, prices for steel, concrete and land have grown rapidly in recent years. Road-building costs are projected to increase more than 70 percent between 1993, when federal gas taxes were last increased, and 2015, according to an AASHTO report. The association estimates that federal gasoline taxes would have to rise 10 cents to 28.4 cents per gallon by 2015 just to keep up with maintenance.

This article was excerpted from “State of the States 2008,” Stateline.org’s annual report on significant state policy developments and trends released Jan. 16. In parentheses are any news updates since the report was sent to the printer. Download a PDF version of the entire report here.

Comment on this story in the space below by registering with Stateline.org, or e-mail your feedback to our Letters to the editor section at letters@stateline.org.

Contact Eric Kelderman at: ekelderman@stateline.org.
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Orton Family Foundation Annual E-Journal

Speaking of Place The Wisdom of Communities 

By James Surowiecki

 

“A person is smart. People are dumb,” Tommy Lee Jones says in the comedy classic Men in Black. Jones’ take is a short and sweet expression of a familiar idea: when people get together in a group, they become more stupid than they were apart. As a result, although we often pay lip service to the idea of collaborative decision-making and the importance of listening to different voices, organizations and communities often assume that the best decisions will emerge from the judgment of a single leader or a small collection of decision-makers. But while this assumption may seem sensible to anyone who’s had to suffer through a mind-numbing office meeting, it’s actually a mistake. If you want to solve a complicated problem, or make a good decision, the best thing you can do is to cast a wide net and to incorporate the judgments of many people, rather than just a few. Crowds of people, it turns out, are not dumb. Much of the time, in fact, they turn out to be brilliant.

The simplest illustration of this idea, which I call “the wisdom of crowds,” is an experiment that was first done by a business professor named Jack Treynor, in which he asked a group of 56 people to guess how many jellybeans were in a jar. There were 850 beans in Treynor’s jar. The group’s average guess was 871. That was remarkably close to the right answer, and only one of the 56 people made a more accurate guess. Or take the show Who Wants to Be a Millionaire. When a contestant on the show is stumped by a question, he can ask the audience for help or consult someone he’s designated as an expert. The experts do a reasonable job: they get the answer right 65 percent of the time. But the audience is much closer to perfect: it gets the answer right 91 percent of the time.

Now, counting jellybeans and answering trivia questions are admittedly not the most difficult of tasks. But even when it comes to far more challenging tasks – forecasting the outcomes of horse races and elections, predicting business events, and organizing the vast flow of information on the Internet – the wisdom of crowds is often exceptionally good. And collective intelligence is especially valuable when it comes to subjects like town and city planning and managing development, subjects where important information is not concentrated in the hands of a few people, but is diffused among myriad members of the community. If the job is to come up with a smart judgment about how a particular development might affect a town, or to produce a far-sighted plan for balancing environmental, aesthetic, economic, and social concerns, you’re far more likely to end up with a good answer if you solicit and aggregate the judgments of those who live in the community, rather than rely on a more traditional, top-down planning process.  
Is there a catch to the wisdom of crowds? Only in the sense that it does take some work to make sure the crowd is wise, rather than foolish. In particular, it’s essential to make sure that the crowd is a diverse one, made up of people with different perspectives and different problem-solving tools. Groups tend to go wrong when they’re homogeneous, because it becomes difficult for people to recognize their own blind spots and the potential flaws in their thinking. Diverse groups, though, are less likely to succumb to hubris, and more likely to consider the full range of alternatives and to identify potential problems. Similarly, for a crowd to be smart, people need to be able to be independent thinkers, and to feel free not to mimic what those around them are doing. Paradoxically, the best group decisions emerge when people are thinking as much like individuals as possible.

At the same time, though, smart crowds – particularly when faced with a challenge like thinking about the future of a community – work best when people trust each other. Trust allows you to reap the benefits of disagreement and diverse thinking without having the group fracture, and trust also ensures that people feel like they’re working toward the same goal – even if they have different ideas of how to get there. When that kind of trust exists, opening up the decision-making and planning process is likely to produce exceptional results. So ask the crowd – it usually knows best.

James Surowiecki, autbor of the national bestseller, The Wisdom of Crowds, knows the importance of a collaborative process, both in academia and the business world. A Morehouse Scholar at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, he pursued doctoral studies in American history before turning to business journalism. His work has appeared in The New York Times Magazine, Wired, and The Wall Street Journal, Slate, Foreign Affairs and other major publica­tions. He wrote “The Bottom Line” column for New York magazine, and was a contributing editor at Fortune. Currently a staff writer at The New Yorker, he writes the popular business column, “The Financial Page.”
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Why Baby Boomers May Bust the Housing Market

January 16, 2008, 1:00 pm

Wall Street Journal

By Lauren Baier Kim
Think the current housing downturn and the subprime mortgage mess is the worst of the housing market’s problems? Not so, according to a report published this month in the Journal of the American Planning Association.

About to wreak havoc on the housing market are the 78 million American baby boomers who will “retire, relocate, and eventually withdraw from the housing market,” according to report authors Dowell Myers, a professor of urban planning and demography in the School of Policy, Planning and Development at the University of Southern California, and SungHo Ryu, an associate planner with the Southern California Association of Governments.

Using demographic data to show that individuals in their mid-60s tend to sell more often than buy, the authors contend that when boomers — a “dominant force in the housing market” — start reaching the age of 65 in the year 2011, a market shift will occur. Some retirees will be looking to downsize, others will relocate to warmer climes, while others will move to nursing homes, says Mr. Myers. As they transition out of the housing market or look to sell their homes, in some states there will be “more homes available for sale than there are buyers for them.” Home prices will soften.

The “sell-off” will create a sizeable hurdle for the housing market, because as Mr. Myers puts it, “It isn’t money that buys property, it’s warm bodies. If you don’t have enough warm bodies to fill up the space, the space stays empty.”

The report points out that the ratio of those aged 65 and older to working age (25 to 64) adults will increase by 67% between 2010 and 2030, and that when these older adults try to sell their “high-priced homes” to a “relatively smaller and less-advantaged generation” — a cohort whose buying power was diminished through the housing boom’s price increases — there will be more homes for sale.

In some states – namely Connecticut, Hawaii, New York, North Dakota, Pennsylvania and West Virginia – the process has already begun, with sellers starting to outnumber buyers, Mr. Myers says. He contends that the East Coast, particular Maryland and states north, face a double hurdle because there aren’t enough young people to pick up the slack as boomers sell off and because prices are so high that many will not be able to afford these homes.

“In some states like New Jersey, it could be 20 years before prices recover,” he says, explaining that the generational trend is one that could stretch for decades.

On the other hand, he says that in Sunbelt states like Florida and Arizona – where there is a healthy supply of young people as well as a steady influx of retirees, prices could jump back in a period of two years or so, depending on each state’s particular demographics, Mr. Myers says.

The authors suggest that to combat the boomer generational trend, local communities need to limit overbuilding of new housing, put measures into place to retain the elderly in the community and attract young households and immigrant households to local neighborhoods.

Readers: Obviously, any further fall in home prices is going to cause pain for home sellers and homeowners. But ultimately would this price softening be a good thing for young first-time buyers? — Lauren Baier Kim

*******

Artspace in Salt Lake City: How do you quantify a cultural investment? 

January 11th, 2007

Planetizen

A story with the final chapter still unwriten: How one blighted neighborhood was transformed over a 25-year-period into a community and cultural hub, which has an very uncertain future today.

Many consider Artspace, located on Pierpont Avenue in downtown Salt Lake City, to be the initial spark that ignited the downtown Salt Lake City real estate market. To many others Artspace is much more than that. "Its about people, its not about buildings it never has been about buildings," says Stephan Goldsmith. Now some fear that the bohemian Pierpont art studios could have the artists tenants replaced by wealthy professionals who are now buying up downtown Salt Lake City at a rapid pace. Local residents, who have witnessed the downtown rebound cringe at this prospect. Area residents wish to maintain the buildings that compose Artspace for artists, because it was artists who rescued the dilapidated buildings when they were blighted nearly 30 years ago.

Artspace History

Artspace was established in 1979. It was a time when city leaders where eager for any projects that might help revitalize downtown Salt Lake City. Pierpont Avenue, (between 300 and 400 West), was one of the most dangerous places in Downtown Salt Lake City. One of the buildings that would become Artspace was where the infamous Bradshaw Auto Parts murder took place. It was a time when downtown had suffered great declines in both retail and property values during midst of the suburban sprawl exodus that afflicted many downtown districts across the country. However, not everyone was afraid to live in downtown.

Local sculptor Stephan Goldsmith, (who would later become Salt Lake City Planning Director),along with two other artists, came up with an innovative idea: form a non-profit organization, obtain a grant from the city to refurbish the buildings, then lease the dilapidated buildings from the owners, and sublet the space they weren't using as artist studios. It was a bold idea coming from a 24-year-old who "didn't know what a financial statement was...Many people thought we were off our rocker, and we would never get the money," says Goldsmith. It took an entire year of back-and-forth negotiations between attorneys, city leaders and the building owners and eventually they struck a deal and Goldsmith realized his plan. However, with one major drawback: they would not own their improvements.

"A lot of people told us at the time that 25 years would go by in the blink of an eye. For us 25 years was an eternity. We looked at each other knowing that all the improvements we would make to the buildings we go back to the owners...We were desperate for finding a space we could maintain a long term agreement on. So they signed the papers and began work.

The idea took years to come to complete fruition. "The roofs where leaking in every building...We had to put new electrical in every building, seismic upgrades were needed to keep the buildings standing. There are only a few people who really know the tremendous effort that was involved," says Goldsmith.

By 1998, however, the buildings and surrounding neighborhood had realized a tremendous improvement. Several spaces above the studios have been converted to upscale loft-style apartments. Today, the Pierpont studios are home to many successful local artists and the street and neighborhood are recognized as a cultural art hub for Salt Lake City.

How cities use artists to revive blighted Urban districts

The model of using artists to revive blighted downtown districts has become a well respected practice for renovation of urban centers all across the United States. The gentrification of these reclaimed blighted areas has also become a common side-effect, that nobody has a great solution to prevent. Government intervention mandating protection for the artist properties forcing low rent, often produces landlords who become negligent and sometimes even arsonists. Other viable protection alternatives have yet to been found.

The tricky balance is to somehow quantify both artist non-tangible cultural investment with property owners property appreciation.

The tricky balance is to quantify both artist non-tangible cultural investment with property owners tangible property appreciation. The property appreciation would never be possible without the artists and the buildings usually aren't available for sale within artist's budgets. So both parties need each other. Both, however, are rarely satisfied by the end result. Its usually its the property owners who cash in, by turning around and selling their artist meccas to wealthy yuppie professionals who want to live in cool urban districts where the artists and culture are. This was the case for Haight-Ashberry in San Francisco and many argue the same has happened in the Sugar House district of Salt Lake City. (see gentrification on wikipedia for more)

Artspace Today

Since Goldsmith's initial inception, the Artspace organization has become composed of much more than just a few sublet buildings. Goldsmith gave up his duties with Artspace to become Salt Lake City Planning Director. Today, Artspace is a corporate entity with 14 members on its Board of Trustees and they have excellent relations with local banks in financing big projects. Under their umbrella they have completed renovation and construction on two large new buildings in downtown Salt Lake City, with one more currently under construction.

Despite their success the Artspace organization has realized with Pierpont studios, they are no longer interested in leasing properties they don't own. According to Jessica Norie, Executive Director for Artspace, they are not interested in subleasing from the owners, "due to the uncertainty of the arrangement," Norie says. This uncertainty has the Pierpont artists and tenants worried. "We have nothing concrete about our future at all, except that Artspace will no longer be our landlord." says Kate Bullen, owner of Elemente. Bullen and others on Pierpont realize their property has become very hot and they could be told to pay significantly more in rent or be evicted under their new lease with as little as one month of notice. According to the artists we spoke to moving out to one of Artspace's other properties is not at all equivalent to what is found at Pierpont.

The Pierpont Studios have in recent years become the home of a bi-monthly community art show known as Gallery Stroll. The stroll event operates by connecting artists and their studios directly with buyers. Hundreds of potential art buyers walk through the studios and peruse local art, which defies the reputation of Downtown Salt Lake City for never offering much of a night life or local art scene. Today, hundreds of residents consider Gallery Stroll and the Pierpont studios to be the center for authentic street life in Downtown Salt Lake City. Consequently, local residents, like Luann Lakis, do not want to see the Pierpont studios be redeveloped in any way.

Lakis, her husband and two small children, in the mid-ninetys, made the very unusual move from the Orem suburbs to the downtown Salt Lake City Warehouse loft apartments."Living here has been such a great move for us. It's made our children into very interesting people ...Artspace has been the center of everything since we moved here. It's just so sad, nobody has any idea what is going to happen..." Lakis was very upset to learn that longtime resident AIA (American Institute of Architects) would be vacating their space at the end of February.

Is Gateway shopping center to blame for Salt Lake City's recent increases in drug traffic?

Besides being home to two architectural firms, Artspace is also home to a newspaper known as SLUG. Salt Lake Underground newspaper editor, Angela Brown, has witnessed the revival of the area. Brown says, however, that she is not pleased with the some of the recent changes. According to Brown, before the Olympics came to Utah, the Boyer Company (one of Utah 's largest property development companies) struck a deal with the city to take the old train yard and dirt fields, West of Artspace, and develop a massive outdoor mall known as Gateway.

"There were always drug dealers and homeless people around, but they were harmless...It wasn't until after the completion of Gateway that the drug pushers really started becoming aggressive," said Brown. In July of 2007 one man was stabbed several times in the park. Brown links Gateway with the increased drug trade in the park, "Gateway brings the people with money here to buy drugs, which has brought more [drug] dealers to the park."

Fortunes being made downtown

Brown believes that Gateway used the prior success of Artspace and redeveloped warehouse lofts to become the trendy retail center it is today. Besides the Pierpont studios and Gateway speculators who bought properties when much of downtown was blighted, have realized incredible fortunes form the downtown comeback.

Babs De Lay recognized the potential of downtown Salt Lake City when she became a realtor in the early eighties. "In the mid-eighties most properties surrounding [Pioneer Park] were dirt cheap. Parks always have a big influence in property values in other cities." Such rare extreme blight found around Pioneer Park in Salt Lake City convinced De Lay the area had potential. De Lay made her big investment in urban Salt Lake City real estate when she purchased two units of the DaKota Lofts in 1998. Her initial investment has since tripled in value.

"Because of who I am and what I do, I couldn't help but calculate what Artspace might be worth. Let's see... 15 units over 1000 square feet worth about a million bucks a piece...That place is worth, like a billion dollars!" De Lay said jokingly. However, the owners of the buildings could realize a huge pay day. De Lay believes that maybe the only hope for saving the property is by classifying the buildings as historically protected.

Will Artspace be put on the chopping block and suffer the same fate of gentrification as many argue Sugar House has? Elizabeth Mitchell believes this could very well happen. "They can do what ever they want, tare it down, build something new. We just don't know, that's the problem."

Norie says she has spoken the "the very private owners" of the buildings on Pierpont and she says they have not told her of any plans to renovate the buildings or evict the tenants. "They haven't told me what they plan on doing. I think they don't really know what to do...The original owners were brothers and they both died and left the buildings to a son and daughter, who according to City Weekly, "don't speak to each other." Norie will be meeting with the owners next week at which time she is hopeful they will reveal their plans. Despite the skepticism of many, some are still optimistic about the future.

"I am very happy about what is happening around here...Free concerts in the park, the Farmers Market, Gallery Stroll... This is really the center of the reemergence of downtown Salt Lake City...Gateway gets the shoppers, but this is the real thing," Castro appreciates all of the business he gets from the lofts and the surrounding area and Gateway. "I just hope that they don't over develop this area." Diego is optimistic that Artspace will be saved.

******

Where Workers Go, Do Jobs Follow?

Harry J. Holzer, Nonresident Senior Fellow, Metropolitan Policy Program 

Michael Stoll, Nonresident Senior Fellow, Metropolitan Policy Program

The Brookings Institution

DECEMBER 31, 2007 —

Findings 

Using data from the 1990 and 2000 Census of Population, an analysis of workers and jobs in the 

central cities and lower- and higher-income suburbs of the largest 150 metropolitan areas indicates that:

Roughly 65 percent of all residents and nearly 60 percent of all jobs are now located in the suburbs, with over a third of each in the higher-income suburbs. More individuals now live in the higher-income suburbs than in the central cities, and nearly as many jobs are in the higher-income suburbs as well.

Population grew strongly during the 1990s in the lower-income suburbs, while job growth was particularly strong in the higher-income suburbs. Residential populations grew by 36 percent in lower-income suburbs, compared to just 24 percent in the central cities and 16 percent in the higher-income suburbs; while employment growth was more rapid (at 26 percent) in the higher-income suburbs, than in the central cities and lower-income suburbs (18 percent each).

Population growth in the lower-income suburbs for blacks and Latinos has been especially dramatic, while their employment growth in these areas lags behind. Population growth in the lower-income suburbs is also especially pronounced for less-educated groups. But job growth lags behind population growth in the lower-income suburbs and exceeds it in the higher-income suburbs for all educational groups.

Most groups of residents in the lower-income suburbs must now commute out for work, especially to the higher-income suburbs. Major changes in commute patterns over the 1990s were observed among Latinos (and, to a lesser extent, high school dropouts), with the sharpest increases in commutes towards the higher-income suburbs occurring among members of these groups who live in the central cities and lower-income suburbs.

The accessibility of residents of lower-income suburbs to jobs in higher-income areas appears to vary greatly across metropolitan areas. Lower-income suburbs are largely contiguous to higher-income suburbs in some metropolitan areas (such as Baltimore and Boston) while they are mostly concentrated on different sides of the central cities in other areas (such as Atlanta, Chicago, and Denver).

These findings suggest that local labor market policy should better maximize access to good jobs and skill-building opportunities for all workers throughout the metropolitan area. Employer access to potential workers should be enhanced as well, regardless of where the workers and the jobs are located.

For full report: http://www.brookings.edu/reports/2007/1231_cities_holzer.aspx?emc=lm&m=211669&l=17&v=41486
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BIKES ON THE TRAINS
January 03, 2008

Off the Cuff

Electrified rail and bicycles are the two most efficient and least-polluting modes for moving people on land. Bicycles get you quickly to and from the local rail station; rail takes you miles without personal effort. Combining bikes and light rail would therefore seem like a "no brainer" as a way to induce Houstonians to give up their addiction to private internal combustion transport.

But did you know that regular bicycles are currently banned from Houston's light rail trains during the all-important weekday commuter rush hour?* Furthermore, only two bikes are allowed on per train car, which are as many as are allowed on the bus bike racks... and each rail car holds many more people than the bus.

These timing and capacity limitations exist because Harris County METRO chose not to install vertical bike hangers on its first fleet of light rail cars. It is vitally important to change this mindset now before the coming massive build-out of Houston's light rail fleet, which will take place during 2008 - 2012. If this once-in-a-generation opportunity is lost, we will not be able to have the same bicycle access to light rail enjoyed by other cities throughout the USA.

[...]

If the train draws people riding bikes from one mile away to each station, it will be far more successful than if it were only able to draw pedestrians from a quarter-mile away. A one-mile radius circle has sixteen times more area than a quarter-mile radius circle, after all. It is extremely important that citizens make their preferences known to METRO. I am urging all cyclists, transit fans, and environmentalists to write to Mr. Frank Wilson, the CEO of METRO, to let him know that:

1. The new fleet of light rail cars needs vertical bike hangers, to hold as many as eight bikes per light rail car

2. The rush-hour bike prohibition needs to be lifted for suitably equipped train cars

3. Ample safe and secure bike parking needs to be provided at all transit stops (a mix of regular bike racks and totally enclosed, highly secure lockers)

4. The folding-bikes policy (unlimited times, unlimited numbers, must be covered) needs to be maintained

Please write a polite letter in your own words to Mr. Frank Wilson CEO, METRO, 1900 Main St., P.O. Box 61429 Houston, TX 77208-1429.

Sounds logical and reasonable to me. County Judge Ed Emmett is supposedly on board with this, so there is political support as well. If you're a bike rider, or you just think this is a good idea, click over to learn more, and send a letter to Metro.

Posted by Charles Kuffner on January 03, 2008 to Planes, Trains, and Automobiles

