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Promote public transportation that improves our regional quality of life, economic development, affordability, and the environment.
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Cap Metro urged to change course on labor talks

By Ben Wear

AMERICAN-STATESMAN STAFF

Thursday, January 24, 2008

Capital Metro should give up on an overhaul of how it negotiates with its union, agency board member Mike Martinez said Wednesday, and instead get serious about long-stalled contract talks under its current setup.

"We have had an expired contract since June 30, 2007," said Martinez, also an Austin City Council member. "We have minimal negotiations take place with no substantive discussions. ... I would suggest we put sincere proposals on the table and move forward."

Capital Metro's 850 or so bus drivers, mechanics and maintenance workers have been working under the terms of that expired contract since July and have not received raises in more than a year. Although there have been talks on a new contract, the two sides have avoided discussing key financial issues while waiting for the "meet-and-confer" issue to be resolved.

The Capital Metro board last spring voted to pursue that meet-and-confer approach to negotiations, similar to what Austin police officers do with the city. Under that approach, the police association hammers out a contract with city officials, as in collective bargaining, but the City Council retains the ability to reject any or all provisions and impose different ones.

It's the potential of that last element that has hung up a switch to meet and confer at Capital Metro. Local 1091 of the Amalgamated Transit Union, which represents the drivers and other union workers at Capital Metro, currently has collective bargaining rights and is unwilling to cede that key leverage.

Former board member Lee Leffingwell, also an Austin City Council member, had initiated the meet-and-confer talks in an effort to end a bureaucratic fiction at Capital Metro — and perhaps end what has been a years-long war between Local 1091 and management. Federal law requires sustaining collective bargaining rights when they exist, as was the case when Capital Metro was formed in 1985 and took over local bus operations. But state law does not allow public employees to have collective bargaining rights.

To finesse that conflict, Capital Metro long ago formed StarTran, which is housed within the agency, to manage and negotiate with its union workers. The agency clearly controls StarTran, but when talks have gotten acrimonious, as they did in 2005, the seeming separation has also allowed agency leaders to profess to be powerless to intervene.

That pose only heightened emotions in 2005, so Leffingwell sought to bring all agency workers under one umbrella.

Martinez, formerly president of the Austin Firefighters Association, participated in talks Jan. 15 in Washington between the union, Capital Metro management and the federal Department of Labor. The result, according to Martinez and Local 1091 President Jay Wyatt, was a realization that the legal obstacles are too formidable to overcome.

The agency could ask the Legislature in 2009 to make an exception for Capital Metro on the collective bargaining ban, but Martinez said there is scant chance that lawmakers would help. In the meantime, he said, the agency faces a tightening financial future with no clear picture of what its labor costs will be.

"My sense is that the board is not willing to engage in what would appear to be a long, very difficult battle with our work force," Martinez said. "The bottom line is, we need to deal with it."


Cap Metro to study rail for Cedar Park

City, which pulled out of Capital Metro in 1998, has no sales tax left for Cap Metro and hopes to buy its way into rail service.

By Ben Wear

AMERICAN-STATESMAN STAFF

Thursday, January 24, 2008

The Capital Metro board Wednesday unanimously approved spending $170,400 for Cedar Park to study doing something the agency currently opposes: providing a train stop to a town that spurned the agency in 1998 and has no intention to once again pay a 1 percent sales tax for transit.

"We've been interested in getting a rail stop in Cedar Park," Mayor Bob Lemon said. "They say, 'Give us the penny and get back in.' But it still doesn't make sense for us to pay for bus service in Austin."

What the city would like to do instead, Lemon said, is pay to build a train station alongside the Capital Metro railroad passing through the city on its way from Leander to Austin. Then, presumably, the city would pay Capital Metro a to-be-determined amount annually to get that service.

The study, among other elements, would examine what sort of compensation might be appropriate.

A 1 percent sales tax raises $5.7 million annually in Cedar Park, more than 20 percent of the city's annual general fund budget. Asked after Wednesday's board vote whether the city might be willing to pay Capital Metro that much annually for a train station, Assistant City Manager Jose Madrigal grimaced and shook his head no.

Cedar Park, in fact, is paying just 20 percent of the study's overall $213,000 cost. Madrigal said the study should take about six months.

Passenger service from Leander to downtown Austin will begin late this year.

After Cedar Park voters decided to pull out of Capital Metro's service area in 1998, the city allocated a half penny of sales tax to economic development and the other half penny to community development. Lemon said that money has built roads, parks and, now, a 6,800-seat arena that he said will be home to the area's minor league hockey and arena football teams.

State law does not allow local sales taxes beyond 2 cents, so Cedar Park, which allocates another 1 percent to the city for general costs, currently has no tax room left for Capital Metro.


The price is right for commuter rail stop
By Ben Wear 

Thursday, January 24, 2008, 08:51 AM

Zero.

That’s what Capital Metro will pay the Texas Department of Transportation for the use of 7.3 acres on the corner of a major highway and a major city street. Not bad. Who says TxDOT doesn’t have a heart?

The Capital Metro board, not one to look a gift agency in the mouth, voted Wednesday to approve a “multiple use agreement” with TxDOT for the parcel on the southwest corner of the Loop 1 tollway and Howard Lane. Capital Metro needed the land so it can put a station there for commuter rail, which will open late in the year from Leander to downtown Austin.

Two earlier station locations nearby hadn’t worked out, the most recent one because residents living nearby were up in arms about it. They like this new location however. The parking lot that Capital Metro will build, with more than 200 spaces, will have an entrance from Howard Lane just west of the tollway.

Capital Metro, meanwhile, is trying to acquire an adjacent 6.5 acres or so that belongs to the Robinson Ranch, an acquisition that will allow them to slightly reroute the existing tracks there and perhaps sell off the land later for so-called “transit-oriented development.” The Robinsons, we’re led to believe, don’t intend to give their land away.

To be complete about this, the TxDOT land will remain free only as long as Capital Metro is using it just for the train station and parking lot, officials said. Should Capital Metro decide to have “vertical development” there — meaning leasing it for commercial or residential uses alongside the station, then it would have to negotiate again with TxDOT, which will still own the land.

Capital Metro board chairman Lee Walker, a former Dell Inc. president who taught in the University of Texas business school at one time, suggested to staff members Wednesday that perhaps now would be the time to work out some sort of option price for TxDOT’s land. The price will only get higher over time, he said.

Capital Metro capital projects director John Hodges told Walker that sounded like a good idea and that he’ll look into that possibility.


Building Costs Deal Blow to Local Budgets

The New York Times

By WILLIAM YARDLEY

Published: January 26, 2008

SEATTLE — State and local governments in many parts of the country are struggling to pay for roads, bridges and other building projects because of rising construction costs, adding another burden to budgets already stressed by the troubled housing market.

Stacy White at the Newcastle work site. The low bid for a mile’s worth of road and bridge improvements was $44 million.

The problems have come as many governments pursue ambitious projects to improve roads and airports, build schools and upgrade long-neglected water and sewer systems. Many of the projects were conceived when money from property, sales and income taxes was steady and interest rates low, but officials say the ground has shifted beneath their feet.

“Everybody’s scared,” said Uche Udemezue, director of engineering and transportation for San Leandro, Calif., which will soon put out a request for construction bids on a retiree center and a parking garage. “You don’t know what you’re going to find when you go out to bid.”

Costs have jumped for projects as varied as levee construction in New Orleans, Everglades restoration in Florida and huge sewer system upgrades in Atlanta. The reconstruction of the Interstate 35W bridge in Minneapolis, a $234 million project, has been fast-tracked for completion by December, and state officials say it is too soon to know whether it will come in on budget.

The impact has been felt in different regions at different times, and not every project has been high-profile. In Oregon, high costs have forced the State Department of Transportation to slow the rate at which it upgrades roads and bridges. In Seattle, school building projects were put on a fast track this fall because of fears of cost overruns.

“We escalated our project schedule to get ahead,” said Fred Stephens, director of facilities and construction for Seattle Public Schools.

Nationwide, increasing costs first became a problem for some projects more than two years ago, and in some regions the rate of increase has dropped in the past year. But some regions are tighter than ever, and the pressure from the high costs can be more acute in the context of general revenue declines.

The list of culprits for the increases often depends on the rate of growth and construction in a particular region, with labor costs playing a role along with the rising prices of materials like steel and concrete, and asphalt, fuel and other petroleum-based products.

Experts say high costs are linked to competition from a global development boom, particularly in China and India; the housing boom in the United States; and the rush to rebuild after Hurricane Katrina in 2005 and other recent hurricanes that struck Florida and the Southeast. In the Northwest, public projects have competed with downtown construction surges in Seattle and Portland. Just across the Canadian border, hotels and highways are being built to prepare for the 2010 Winter Olympics in Vancouver.

The costs have added to what has become an increasingly bleak economic forecast for many states and local governments. At least 25 states expect to have budget deficits in 2009, according to the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, which estimates the combined budget shortfall for 17 of the states at $31 billion or more. Many cities, too, see difficult times ahead as revenues wane and costs increase for wages, pensions and health care.

“We’re talking about all levels of government being in some revenue constraints at a time when the service costs aren’t going down,” said Chris Hoene, the director of policy and research for the National League of Cities.

In some places, the news is not all bad. Recent declines in residential construction are beginning to force contractors to be more competitive when they bid for government work. Yet some government officials see that as a dubious silver lining.

In Oregon, low bids for recent bridge projects came in at $18 million, about 10 percent below what the state had projected. That was unimaginable a year ago, but the relief is relative, said Tom Lauer, the major projects manager for the Transportation Department.

“We’ve been getting hit so hard that we’ve been pumping them up the last couple of years,” Mr. Lauer said of the state’s internal cost projections.

“I didn’t get a price break,” he said of the recent bid. “I may just have more predictable pricing. I still can’t afford to do other stuff.”

In Newcastle, a growing Seattle suburb, the situation is emblematic of the struggles confronting towns and school districts across the country. Two main goals prompted the improvements now under way on a main thoroughfare, Coal Creek Parkway. Widening a bottleneck on the road would help relieve congestion on nearby Interstate 405. And doing it with style — using steel on a bridge to evoke an old train trestle and installing landscaped medians between lanes — would send the signal that Newcastle is ready to do business.

Then the bids came back. “Slack-jawed,” said John Starbard, the city manager, when asked his reaction to the bids.

Mr. Starbard said even the project’s engineering consultant, CH2M Hill, was stunned when what they believed was a very conservative $38 million estimate in March 2007 was met with a low bid of more than $44 million for a mile’s worth of road and bridge improvements.

But waiting to build was not an option. The city had already received help from Senator Patty Murray, Democrat of Washington, and state lawmakers, as well as the State Transportation Improvement Board. It went back to the board and received $2 million more.

“It was a shared sticker shock, but they had seen this with other projects so they were not as surprised,” Mr. Starbard said of the board.

In Newton, Mass., a Boston suburb with a population of more than 80,000, the estimate for the new Newton North High School was $104 million in 2004. Four years later, the foundation is about to be poured and the estimate is now at least $186 million, said Jeremy Solomon, a city spokesman. Mr. Solomon said about $25 million of the increase involved changes to the original plan, for asbestos abatement, adjustments to the heating and air-conditioning system and other factors. Otherwise, he said, the increase resulted from rising building costs.

“We kind of got caught in a period where construction costs grew rapidly,” said Mr. Solomon, citing steel and fuel costs, among others.

The need for public improvements only grows greater. Costs are rising even as engineers across the country say infrastructure is rapidly decaying.

In San Leandro, a city of 78,000 in the San Francisco Bay Area, Mr. Udemezue said the city could not afford to delay work on the parking garage and retiree center.

“We can’t wait,” he said, “because we don’t know if the prices are going to come down or go up.”

In the grading guide known as the Pavement Condition Index, zero is not far from a dirt strip and 100 is a fresh new roadway. When Mr. Udemezue began working for San Leandro 16 years ago, the average road ranking in the city was nearly 70. Now it is closer to 60, despite what Mr. Udemezue said were the city’s efforts to keep up maintenance.

Years ago, there was more money in the city’s general revenue stream that could be diverted to help with basic maintenance, which Mr. Udemezue said required about $5 million a year.

That general revenue now goes to other needs, like public safety, and the roads go wanting, with flat revenue from gas taxes and other declines leaving about $1.2 million to maintain roads each year. The $13 million retiree center and the $8 million parking garage have been affected, too, with the city dropping plans to build commercial space beneath the garage and reducing the space for social programs in the center.

Mr. Udemezue and others say they have heard that things may be stabilizing, but they cannot be sure.

Even in places where the rise of costs has slowed, said Ken Simonson, chief economist with the Associated General Contractors of America, “it’s dormant at best.”


PRIMING THE PUMP: Downtown parks can drive redevelopment

Eugene Weekly

February 24, 2008

BY MARK L. GILLEM

EDITOR'S NOTE: Mark L. Gillem is a professor of architecture and landscape architecture at UO and wrote the following based on tours he and his students took of downtown parks in Oregon and Washington.

Great cities have great downtown parks. Boston Common is a 50-acre park in the heart of the city. New York's 843-acre Central Park covers 6 percent of Manhattan. Chicago's 319-acre Grant Park is the centerpiece of a downtown residential boom. Closer to home, Portland developers tore down a parking garage so they could build a new park block above new underground parking. These cities know that density and open space go together. Urban parks attract economic development, increase the desirability of living downtown, and enhance environmental sustainability.

But downtown parks are not just for big cities. They are important to smaller cities interested in attracting residents, visitors, and businesses downtown. Portland, Maine; Huntsville, Ala.,and Louisville, Ky., are all capitalizing on their impressive downtown parks. Savannah, Ga., is even replacing a parking garage with a new urban park in its historic downtown.

In our region, Olympia, Wash., has been improving its downtown parks. Beaverton built a new library and city park in its downtown. Corvallis recently spent $13.7 million on a new downtown riverfront park. Plans are now in the works to build a new $8.9 million park on a 14-acre site in downtown Cottage Grove.

Vancouver, Wash., has invested nearly $6 million to renovate Esther Short Park in the heart of its downtown. Apart from the commitment to downtown parks, Vancouver has many similarities to Eugene. Its population and per capita income are comparable. Like Eugene, Vancouver struggles with growth pressures at the edge of town and, before it committed to rebuilding Esther Short Park, Vancouver's downtown was languishing. Homeless youth roamed throughout downtown. Pawn shops, liquor stores, and for rent signs were the norm. The public investment in the park, however, brought the kind of change to Vancouver that many in Eugene dream about.

Given that Eugene has been trying without success to reinvigorate its downtown, it would be wise to learn from other cities. Eugene's focus has been on buildings. not parks. That is the first mistake. Buildings and their tenants come and go. In Eugene's case, after spending countless staff hours and thousands of taxpayer dollars on elaborate plans and complicated financial projections, the buildings did not even come. In the past two years alone, proposals for the Oregon Research Institute, West Broadway and a downtown Whole Foods all failed miserably.

Eugene's approach to economic development has been to prime the pump of the private sector with parking garages, tax abatements and other forms of public subsidy. This is Eugene's second mistake.

The redevelopment focus in Eugene should change from buildings to parks. Public funds should go to public infrastructure — and the highest return on investment is with downtown parks. What has been proposed before, subsidies to one or two large investors, can skew the market for years. The lucky beneficiaries will have the upper hand when it comes to leasing and sales. Future developers will be clamoring for the same types of subsidies to stay competitive — or they will not come at all.

Vancouver's $6 million investment in Esther Short Park has attracted nearly $250 million in capital investment since 2002 in an area less than the width of three blocks in downtown Eugene. This includes Vancouver Center, a mixed-use development with 194 apartments and condominiums; a 226-room hotel and convention center; a 160-unit public housing project with ground floor retail; an upscale condo project with 137 units and ground floor retail, and a six-story office building for the city's newspaper. Without the investment in the park, this scale of development would have never occurred. According to Nawzad Othman, the developer of Vancouver Center, "Esther Short Park is the center of the redevelopment; it's a catalyst for development on all four sides."

This focus on the financial bottom line, which is what many city staff and elected officials in Eugene prioritize, should not overshadow other benefits of downtown parks. They are essential attributes of sustainable urbanism. If we hope to improve the environmental condition of our cities, then we need to add as much green space as possible. Plazas and paved urban squares can be quite nice, but they do not have many of the ecological benefits of real parks.

With their trees and landscaped open spaces, urban parks improve air quality, reduce stormwater runoff, collect carbon dioxide and provide much-needed habitat. Because urban parks make urban living attractive to a broader cross-section of people, these parks have additional environmental value associated with greater residential densities and reduced driving that results when people live downtown. In the three residential projects adjacent to Esther Short Park, residents will drive up to 5.8 million fewer miles annually than they would if they lived at the edge of town. This translates into a carbon dioxide emission reduction of up to 6.4 million pounds per year.

The sociocultural value of urban parks is well known. Parks are free spaces where people of all races, ages, and income levels can gather for all kinds of events — from farmers markets to political rallies. Beaverton's City Park hosts a summer film series that has attracted 1,500 people for one event. And the park is big enough for a farmers market that draws 15,000 people on busy summer weekends.

But the mere presence of open space is not enough to attract substantial investment. Eugene's undersized and overpaved Park Blocks are a case in point. Even Vancouver's Esther Short Park, established in 1862, failed to attract development until its remake in 2002. So, what makes for a successful downtown park? To answer this question, students at the UO last fall studied urban parks in Vancouver, Corvallis, Beaverton, Portland and Albany. They conducted more than 100 interviews and spent more than 200 hours observing, measuring and mapping. Then, they helped develop the following set of principles for the design of downtown parks.

GREAT PARKS ARE:

1. Located in the Heart of Downtown

Great cities have parks at the edges and in the centers of their downtowns. Portland has the Park Blocks and Washington Park. Corvallis has Central Park and Willamette Park. Vancouver has Esther Short Park and Fort Vancouver Park. Edge parks cannot replace parks in the center of town. In Eugene, we frequently hear that Alton Baker and Skinner Butte Park suffice for downtown. But the former is across the river and cannot be considered a downtown park, and the latter is hidden behind a hill. They are also about a mile by foot from the heart of downtown. A central location is critically important because it translates into easy accessibility throughout the day. When parks are at the heart of town, with a strong visual and physical connection to neighboring uses, they become destinations to enjoy and places to pass through. The natural surveillance that results when people walk by the park enhances safety and encourages greater use.

2. Open to Many Uses

Successful parks are not just the physical heart of the city but the cultural heart as well. They accommodate all ages and abilities. They are at least an acre in size, which is large enough to have playgrounds, bandshells, open fields and fountains. They have ample places to sit and enough open lawn area to throw a Frisbee. Parks with these features attract people from all over — not just from the immediate area. They come to read, play, exercise, walk their dogs, socialize, people-watch and enjoy a bit of close-in nature. Great parks are also big enough and flexible enough to host a dizzying array of events — from concerts to movies, from wine tasting parties to farmers markets.

3. Surrounded by Homes and Shops

Housing and shops must surround downtown parks. The public benefits from the "eyes on the park," and residents benefit from what one young mother who lives next to a downtown park calls "a backyard I don't have to maintain." People pay for this amenity. At Esther Short Park, condominiums facing the park command a $30,000 premium. After all, it is more desirable to face a park than a street. Businesses are also attracted to great parks, and people are attracted to the businesses around the park. At Esther Short, the owner of a children's art supply store knows that the park has brought more business. "Families come in from the playground," she said. "The parents will take turns coming in while their kids are playing." Ideally, these surrounding businesses have active ground floor uses — they can be retail shops, coffeehouses, cafes and restaurants. Their entries should face the park, and their walls should be glazed so that people inside can still see the park.

4. Shaded by Tremendous Trees

Downtown parks do not need complicated landscaping. Rather, they need big trees located to provide ample shade in the summer. Portland's Park Blocks are the best example; they are like "a cathedral of trees with a simple floor of grass." In addition to their aesthetic value, trees have tremendous ecological value. One mature tree can absorb up to 70 pounds of carbon dioxide every year and 10 pounds of other air pollutants. It can intercept up to 760 gallons of rainfall in its crown, which can significantly reduce stormwater runoff. Trees also can pay for themselves. According to the USDA, their shade can extend the life of paved surfaces by 10 to 15 years. In addition, they can increase the value of adjacent properties by 6 to 18 percent.

5. Bordered by Streets with Parking

City streets border the best downtown parks. While this may seem counterintuitive, the streets provide a degree of separation from the adjacent properties. Without this, parks feel more a part of the adjoining buildings and less a part of the public realm. Of course, safe crosswalks with user-controlled signals should be conveniently located at intervals no more than 200 feet apart. Since many people must drive in our society, nearby parking is needed. At Esther Short Park, nearly 70 percent of the users traveled seven or more blocks; 62 percent drove, and 42 percent walked to the park. Parks must support both types of access. The streets provide a place for on-street parking, which is the most efficient way to park in the city. If placed on the park side, on-street parking enhances safety; cars provide a buffer between pedestrians and moving traffic.

6. Maintained and Secured by the City

A well-maintained park is a well-used park. The best parks are clean and well-tended and have ample places to dispose of trash. They are also well-lit, which allows for use in the early mornings and at night. In many downtown parks, people walking their dogs come at all hours and in all types of weather. Their presence adds to the safety of the park without the expense of additional police patrols. However, the value of a regular police presence cannot be ignored. Many in Eugene have said that downtown parks will only attract the homeless. While some homeless people certainly enjoy the attributes of downtown parks, other communities in our region have found ways to make their downtown parks thrive. In Vancouver, which had a homeless problem many times worse than Eugene's, the vast majority of park users surveyed felt safe during the day (100 percent) and during the evening (77 percent).

Parks designed with these principles in mind bring people downtown. They come to live across from the park, work near the park and play in the park. Enlightened cities know that urban renewal is best achieved through public investment in downtown parks. They build parks across from libraries to draw children and families into the heart of cities. They extend park blocks from the center of town to help connect the urban fabric. And they surround downtown parks with homes, shops and workplaces to make them safe and attractive settings for more sustainable lifestyles.    


State of the nation's train system and plans for a high-speed rail network.

Treehugger interviews New Urbanist Andy Kunz about the 

Treehugger.com, Jan 24, 2008
"We are at an important fork in the road: either we continue spending on roads and runways, and see our mobility decrease and get more expensive, or we can refocus our priorities on sustainability, mobility, prosperity and national security."

TreeHugger: "What is wrong with America’s transport systems as they exist today?"

Andy Kunz: "There are a number of major issues that have reached crisis level:

• Our national road system and aviation operations are both overloaded past capacity and must be vastly expanded to meet projected demand.

• All systems (rail, roads, bridges, waterways) are in need of huge investment for maintenance upgrades and replacements.

• There is no possible way to double the capacity of our road system or our aviation network to accommodate the projected doubling in travel demand on both systems.

• Our road/car system and aviation operations are the main cause of global warming.

• The entire system is totally dependent on oil – a finite resource that is running out."

For the rest of the article: http://www.treehugger.com/files/2008/01/thint_andy_kunz.php


States Look to Update Tax Systems

24 January 2008 - 1:00pm

By KATHERINE BARRETT AND RICHARD GREENE

Governing 

"The new economy is more than a swing from manufacturing to services. Thanks to new technology and telecommunications, products can be purchased as easily from an outlet 3,000 miles away as from one down the block. Small businesses are increasingly vital — they now account for about a third of the value of U.S. exports. Moreover, the service economy is moving toward a further evolution: It's becoming increasingly knowledge-based. Where managerial and professional jobs accounted for roughly one-fifth of total employment in 1979, such jobs are now moving past the one-third mark."

"And yet, state tax structures, developed at a time when computers — 'thinking machines' — were the stuff of science fiction, and the American economy flourished with the automobile industry, have failed to evolve. They are 'completely inefficient,' says Ray Scheppach, executive director of the National Governors Association. They stifle economic vitality by creating an environment that's inhospitable to businesses."

"Since 2000, virtually every state has commissioned at least one major tax reform panel to study the issue and develop proposals for modernization. Seventeen states now have in place at least an informal mechanism for continuous review of their structures. Much of this action has been propelled by fiscal shortfalls or the realization that various revenue streams are declining relative to spending pressures. In more than a handful of states, the property tax — which has tended to rise inexorably to make up for some of these gaps — has led to citizen rebellions. Both Florida and New Jersey, for example, have been responding to public fury about the property tax by considering major tax restructurings."

"The tax questions the states will need to grapple with in coming decades are ones that lie at the heart of the new economy. How can states reshape and modify their tax systems to encourage greater interstate, federal-state and state-local cooperation — and still retain the autonomy of each level of government? In an age of globalization, how do states compete with other countries, yet minimize tax competition among the various levels of government? How do states generate revenues from the intangible products of knowledge-based firms? How do they capture business activity within state borders when borders are increasingly irrelevant in conducting business?"

For the full article: http://www.governing.com/articles/1taxmain.htm

After 25 years, DART shows its stretch marks

12:00 AM CST on Sunday, January 27, 2008

By MICHAEL A. LINDENBERGER 

The Dallas Morning News 

As they grapple with rising construction costs and political pressure to make good on promised rail projects, DART board members are confronting problems that are as old as the agency itself.

For a quarter century, the agency has been balancing demands of cities impatient for progress on pet rail projects and its own ability to build and pay for them. It's been a bumpy ride, though one that DART supporters say has been paved with more successes than mistakes.

It took years of planning, and a few false starts, for Dallas Area Rapid Transit to get out of the starting gate 25 years ago. But it was hardly any time at all before voters began second-guessing both the agency and their 1983 vote to create it.

"We won that vote, and we all felt elated," said Walter Humann, who led the drive for DART then and has championed expanded mass transit in North Texas ever since. "But then a couple things happened: DART built a million-dollar board room, and the board went and took a trip to Europe to see what was happening in transit over there.

"It really created a negative impression for an agency just getting started," Mr. Humann said.

By 1985, the agency's finance staff was reporting to the board that the projects DART had promised before the 1983 vote were going to cost a whole lot more than they thought – as much as a billion dollars more. The news roiled a voting public that had backed the creation of the agency two years before with 58 percent of the vote.

Some of the biggest concerns were in the suburbs, where many knew from the beginning that they would be among the last to see the new train stations included in the long-range vision for the transit system.

But in vote after vote throughout the 1980s and 1990s, those same suburbs remained loyal to DART, beating back recall elections in Plano, Rowlett, Carrollton, Farmers Branch and elsewhere. Only Coppell and Flower Mound voted to withdraw.

"The suburbs are the real heroes of DART," Mr. Humann said Friday.

Today's DART board members are facing similar challenges, and are being offered similar choices, as soaring cost estimates for projects in Irving and Rowlett have sent DART officials scrambling for ways to keep the agency's promises to two of those suburban "heroes."

Over the next few weeks, DART board members are likely to learn that keeping those commitments and others made to the rest of DART's member cities won't be easy.

The same cost problems that sparked worries in Irving and Rowlett are sending prices up for each of the other projects DART committed to in 2006, when it unveiled its 2030 transit system plan.

Last week, DART announced that it was upping its inflation estimates by 25 percent, a budgeting move that immediately added about $200 million to projects for downtown Dallas and south Oak Cliff.

And just like 20 years ago, DART's board members are being asked to consider plans to borrow more money to pay for the rising cost of delivering rail projects to the suburbs and to Dallas.

In addition, the recommendations have included ideas to spend down reserves, find savings in the proposed projects and to partner with private firms that could build or even operate – and perhaps finance – future rail lines.

Together, the steps could put DART in a more aggressive financial posture, something that has prompted some on the board to sound alarms given growing concerns about the economy.

Still, in an interview last week, vice chairman Randall D. Chrisman said the board will likely take bold steps to keep its commitments, even as it keeps its eyes open about the risk of an economic downturn.

"We are going to attempt to build every project we have out there on time," Mr. Chrisman said. "If the time comes and the economy changes, and there is no way we can meet our obligations, then we will address it at that time. But we believe for now that we will be able to meet those other obligations. ... And believe me, we know that we can't spend ourselves into bankruptcy."

The additional borrowing under consideration could be controversial, though DART president Gary Thomas said there is no question about the agency's ability to repay it. Mr. Thomas and other DART executives said last week that state law places an artificial cap on its borrowing that crimps its ability to grow.

For that reason, DART is likely to ask state lawmakers in 2009 to change the law that requires it to seek voter approval each time it wants to issue debt secured by its sales tax revenues. "We have done a lot of building, and for most people as your assets go up, your capacity to borrow goes up," said board member John Carter Danish of Irving. "But we get no credit for what we built. That ought to change."

But 2009 is a long time away for those seeking reassurance that the money for near-term projects will be there.

That's why DART leaders suggested last week that the board could authorize long-term debt against other revenues streams and bypass lawmaker and voter approval.

Bonds could be issued, for instance, against fare revenues or against annual federal funding.

Mr. Humann said he understands the appeal of such a course – he said having to ask voters for permission to borrow money each time can impose constraints on management's ability to react quickly to changing business conditions.

But he said he'd urge the board to take a longer view and do what it takes to keep the public fully engaged in DART's success. After all, he said, the agency is just 25 years old, and it will need public support for the next quarter century and beyond.

"You don't want to give anybody the impression that you are carving the public out of the equation," Mr. Humann said. "At this time, especially, what I think you really need to do is shore up the credibility."

In the long run, he said, voters will be forgiving as long as DART maintains the trust it has built over the past 25 years.

"Admittedly there has been a blip in the road here for DART lately, but there are going to be those missteps over time," he said.

He said the best indication of that is the support voters have continually provided for DART, even when their patience has been tried.
