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Round Rock looks to 2060 at summit

Leaders begin charting a path for where they want city to go.

Austin AMERICAN-STATESMAN

Thursday, October 09, 2008

By David C. Doolittle

ROUND ROCK — About 150 business leaders, community leaders and city staff members gathered last week to help the city start planning for the year 2060.

At the Round Rock Economic Development Summit, the focus was on putting together a strategic plan looking forward about 50 years. Mayor Alan McGraw said the main questions were: Where does the city want to be at that point, and how does it get there?

"It's real easy to complain," McGraw said. "But it's a lot more productive to offer ideas and to provide expertise."

Common themes at the summit included the city's need to broaden its base of retailers and to focus on walkability and mixed-use developments. Others pushed for expanded cultural and arts programs and increasing mobility through roads and public transportation.

"What I'm excited about is that the leaders of these sectors, the intellectual capital of the community, has come out to give ideas in support of this effort," City Manager Jim Nuse said. "I think it's developing that Round Rock is becoming a regional player."

The past few years have been a time of rapid growth for Round Rock. The population has gone from 71,000 in 2002 to about 94,000 today, and sales tax revenue, excluding that from Dell Inc., increased from about $20 million to $29 million in the same period. Retail has expanded, including an outlet mall and IKEA furniture store, and office space and new businesses have increased.

In addition, higher education with a focus on medical training is expanding, with Texas State University and Austin Community College planning to expand campuses and the planned addition of a campus of the Texas A&M Health Sciences Center.

But future success depends on continuing to look forward, said Charley Ayres, vice president of business retention and expansion for the Chamber of Commerce's Economic Development Partnership.

"In Round Rock's case, things are so successful. I think, more than anything, it's not sharpening the pencil and thinking 'We've arrived,' " Ayres said. "We want to make sure that when we look at what the strengths are in the target industries we focus on, are we providing the amenities and infrastructure that would attract the most talented workers?"

Economic development was one of the top priorities the council members identified during their summer retreat, Nuse said, and the summit was a step in studying that.

"We're trying to enlist the thoughts of industry sector leaders to focus on how we best attain long-term economic diversity, stability and quality jobs into the future," Nuse said.

Summit participants were divided into eight groups, including retail, corporate office, tourism, defense/homeland security and clean energy. Those groups discussed a variety of topics, including attracting workers, ways the city can support growth and development within those sectors, and how to lure and support entrepreneurs and capital investments.

"This is data gathering," Nuse said. "What's discussed here will be combined and reviewed, then brought to the council to become a policy of the city. It gives the council an opportunity to prioritize goals."

Pike Powers, an Austin lawyer who has played key roles in attracting high-tech employers to the Austin area, including Sematech and Samsung, was at the summit and said clean and renewable energy can help Round Rock become a stronger regional player.

"It's not just better for the environment; it's a huge economic development opportunity," Powers said. "There is not a Silicon Valley of clean energy — yet. Texas and Central Texas could be that."

New Leadership on Board of Directors

ASG E-Newsletter

October 9, 2008

Travis County Commissioner Margaret Gomez is the new chairperson of the Capital Metro Board of Directors. Gomez has served on the Board since 1997.

Manor City Council Member Jamie Jatzlau was elected vice chairperson and new Board Member Mike Manor was selected as secretary. The Board selected officers on Monday, Sept. 29.

Board Member Manor took his Oath of Office on Wednesday, Sept. 22. Manor was appointed to the Board by the Capital Area Metropolitan Planning Organization (CAMPO).

Manor is a native of East Austin with three decades of experience in both the public and private sector. Currently Manor is a social services program administrator for Travis County Health & Human Services and is a certified social worker and mediator as well as a licensed minister.

Manor took the seat of former chair Lee Walker who retired from the Capital Metro Board in May.

Transit officials looking for new revenue streams

Fort Worth Business Press

October 13, 2008

BY LESLIE WIMMER

Area leaders have come up with a list of suggested new revenue sources for North Texas transit projects. 

Among the types of funding suggested are a vehicle registration fee, a motor fuels tax, a mileage fee, a property tax, a drivers license fee and a new resident impact fee.

The revenue would go toward area roadway improvements, transit, freight rail and the 251 miles of regional commuter rail in the Rail North Texas project.

These possible funding sources are part of an inititive from area leaders to create a 12-county transportation district in North Texas.

The current North Texas transportation district is made up of nine counties. Legislation planned to go to Austin next year would expand that district to 12 counties, which includes Wise, Hood and Hunt counties.

The bill, if passed, would give each county’s voters the opportunity to choose what type of tax or fee to pick up in order to fund roadways and rail projects.

The reason voters are being asked to take up new fees and taxes is because the state’s gas tax, the main fund for transit projects, is losing money. The fund is losing money because fewer people are driving and vehicles now get better gas mileage than when the tax was created, said Fort Worth City Council member Jungus Jordan.

Also, funds from the gas tax are intended for highway projects, not public transportation projects, Jordan said.

“The gas tax is really not keeping pace with the need to maintain the interstate highways that we built, but it’s also going in the reverse, the infrastructure funds in the U.S. are broke,” Jordan said. “We’re not getting enough money. If you stop and think, the gas tax is based on miles per gallon, and we’re creating cars that go farther on a gallon of gasoline so you have fewer returns and fewer people driving. In a sense we have a greater demand for mobility, but we have less income to build roads.”

High gas prices also have created a demand for more public transportation, Jordan said.

For Rail North Texas specifically, the operation costs and debt expenses associated with building the 251 rail miles in the project comes up to about $450 million per year, said Vic Suhm, executive director of the Tarrant Regional Transportation Coalition.

Most of the funding options are transportation-related in order to put the fee or tax on those who use area highways, said Michael Morris, the director of transportation for the North Central Texas Council of Governments. The only fee that is not directly related is a property tax that would come up to no more than 5 cents per $100 of appraised value.

“There’s a lot of interest in having a fee that’s closely aligned to the transportation purpose,” Morris said. “A good example of one that isn’t would be a property tax, that doesn’t rhyme with transportation. A vehicle registration or drivers license fee does. Cars driven result in air quality problems, and the more cars you own, the more air quality problems we have. The rail is supposed to help us with air quality and increased reliability, so there’s a connection between a transportation user fee and the rail effort.”

The vehicle registration fee would come up to no more than $150 per vehicle per year and a driver’s license fee would be capped at a $50 fee when a resident renews their license.

Another possibility is a new resident impact fee on vehicle registration for anyone who moves to the area from out of state. The fee would be no more than $100 per year.

One funding source on the list is a mileage fee of no more than 1 cent per mile driven per car, which is an idea for the future, Suhm said.

The mileage fee is intended to tax road usage on cars developed in the future that are fueled on alternative energy.

The miles driven would be calculated when a driver stopped to refuel or when a driver had their vehicle inspected, Morris said.

A device car manufacturers put into the vehicle would transmit information on how many miles the car has driven in the taxable area, he said.

 “We’re advancing this concept a hair early,” Morris said. “Within 20 years cars will be so fuel efficient that the notion of a gasoline tax, which is charged on cents per gallon, will be antiquated. Maybe we need to develop a distance-paced user fee where you hook up to a pump that reads a device on your car, or we take the odometer reading from your car when you get it inspected. You’d have a whole bunch of issues arise that would have to be reconciled, the notion that some people would be driving on private property or have mileage from other states. We’re just planting a seed that eventually the gas tax will have to be moved to a distance-based method.”

HNTB survey: More Americans are using public transit

Kansas City Business Journal

Wednesday, October 8, 2008

More than 24 million Americans, or 11 percent of the nation’s adults, use buses, light rail, commuter rail and other public transit options more than they did last year, according to a survey by HNTB Cos.

Sixteen percent of users expect to increase use of public transit next year, Kansas City-based HNTB said in a release Tuesday.

Thirty-two percent of those surveyed said the biggest motivator for using public transit was the high price of fuel. Fourteen percent cited the convenience of public transit as the reason for using it.

The survey also found that 20 percent of adults 18-34 have increased their public transit use. Americans who have public transit available to them use it once a week, the survey said.

Northeasterners use public transit more than any other region, at almost 40 percent. Nearly 6 percent of Midwesterners said they don’t have public transit where they live or work, the survey found.

The survey, conducted Sept. 24 to Sept. 29, sampled 1,000 Americans older than 18 about their views and use of public transportation. The margin of error for the survey is plus or minus 3.1 percent.

Video: Tranist Ridership Highest in 50 years.

Study summarizes affordable housing near transit developments

Denver Business Journal

Monday, October 13, 2008

by Paula Moore

A new study on transit-oriented development by the National Housing Trust shows that some affordable housing around bus and rail stations in metro Denver is in danger of disappearing because of expiring federal contracts.

Michael Bodaken, president of the National Housing Trust of Washington, D.C., will discuss the study’s results in Colorado this week, at affordable housing advocate Housing Colorado’s 20th annual conference. The 2008 conference — called “Celebrating the Past, Envisioning the Future” — runs Oct. 14-17 in Breckenridge.

“There’s a close connection between high transportation costs and high housing costs,” Bodaken told the Denver Business Journal on Monday. “This is a study that shows that connection.”

The National Housing Trust study, called Reconnecting America, looked at transportation and low-income housing in eight U.S. cities — Boston, Chicago, Cleveland, Denver, New York, Portland, St. Louis and Seattle.

Denver ranked seventh of the eight markets for the percentage of housing units near rail stations.

Seventy-five percent of subsidized Section 8 apartments, for people on fixed incomes, in the metro area is located near bus or light rail service routes, according to the study. But nearly 60 percent of those units have federal housing subsidy contracts that will expire in the next five years.

While most of the units are owned by nonprofits, 38 percent are owned by for-profit companies that are more likely not to renew their subsidy contracts. Low-income housing that doesn’t renew likely will be replaced with higher-end housing workers currently in Section 8 units can’t afford.

“Our study shows 4,000 homes in Denver alone near rapid transit,” Bodaken said. “So our suggestion, our strong policy recommendation, is to save that housing. It’s a unique resource that once lost you can never get back.”

Senior Housing Options Inc. of Denver thinks the progression of the city’s FasTracks transit development program “underscores the need to preserve these units.”

Nationwide there are more than 100,000 low-income housing units near transit, and 63 percent of its contracts are set to expire in the next five years.

Housing Colorado of Denver was created in 2005 by the merger of Colorado Low-Income Housing Campaign, Colorado Rural Housing NOW! and Colorado Affordable Housing Partnership.

The National Housing Trust has helped save 20,000 affordable apartments nationwide in the last decade, according to the group.

Does closing roads cut delays?

Christian Science Monitor

10.06.08

By Eoin O'Carroll

File this one under “intensely counterintuitive.” A recent study has found that closing off certain streets can actually relieve traffic congestion.

Using Google Maps, a trio of scientists – Hyejin Youn and Hawoong Jeong, of the Korea Advanced Institute of Science and Technology, and Michael Gastner, of the Santa Fe Institute – looked at traffic routes in Boston, New York, and London. Their paper, titled “The Price of Anarchy in Transportation Networks: Efficiency and Optimality Control” [PDF] and published in the jounral Physical Letters, found that, when individual drivers seek the quickest route, they sometimes end up slowing things down for everybody.

It all hinges on something called Braess’s Paradox (and yes, I appreciate the irony of a Wikipedia entry that challenges the wisdom of crowds), which states that adding capacity to a network in which all the moving entities rationally seek the most efficient route can sometimes reduce the network’s overall efficiency.

The authors give a simple example of how this could play out: Imagine two routes to a destination, a short but narrow bridge and a longer but wider highway. Let’s also imagine that the combined travel times of all the drivers is shortest if half take the bridge and half take the highway. But because each driver is selfishly trying to seek the shortest route for himself, this doesn’t happen. At first, everyone will go for the bridge because it’s shorter. But then, as the bridge becomes backed up, more drivers  start taking the highway, until the congestion on the bridge starts to clear up. At that point more drivers go back to the bridge, which then becomes backed up again. Eventually, the traffic flow settles into what’s called the Nash equilibrium (named for the beautifully minded mathematician), in which each route takes the same amount of time. But in this equilibrium the travel time is actually longer than the average time it would take if half of the drivers took each route.

Note that this still happens even if – indeed, especially if – all the drivers have perfect information about what all the other drivers are doing, such as with a GPS that gives real-time traffic updates.

The authors compared the Nash equilibrium time to the socially optimal travel time, and dubbed the ratio between the two “the price of anarchy.” In their study of the Boston area, which looked at travel times from Harvard Square to Boston Common, the price of anarchy at peak traffic times made for a journey that is 30 percent longer.

But the price of anarchy drops if you close a few roads, because individual drivers are less able to selfishly optimize their routes. In their analysis, the authors identified six streets in Boston and Cambridge: By closing those streets, they say, the optimal collective travel time would decrease between the two points.

At first blush, this study seems dissonant with findings that traffic flows can be improved by increasing vehicular anarchy. As I noted a few months back, there is considerable evidence that removing all traffic controls – lights, signs, road markings, and even the distinction between streets and sidewalks – can actually make traffic move more smoothly, as well as cut down on the number of accidents and increase the area’s economic vitality. The idea behind these “shared streets,” which have been successfully deployed in many European cities, is that the lack of traffic signs makes you take personal responsibility for directly negotiating with the pedestrians, cyclists, and other cars around you, instead of, say, gunning it through an intersection just because you know you have the light.

But maybe these two traffic models have more in common than it first seems. Both encourage individuals to drive more slowly so that everyone gets to his destinations faster. Both favor a holistic approach to traffic, one that designs from the perspective of the overall flow rather than that of an individual driver. And both open up more space for pedestrians.

It’s not too difficult to imagine a city designed with these principles in mind. Fewer roads with slower but smoother traffic. Spaces that can  easily be converted to car-free zones to suit the needs of the network. And fewer opportunities for people to drive like jerks. Sounds like a nice place to take a walk, actually.

CTA, car-sharing group announce plans for new transit card

Chicago Tribune

October 11, 2008

By Jon Hilkevitch

The CTA board Friday approved an unusual partnership to create a new transit fare card that can also be used to rent cars.

The joint Chicago Card Plus and I-GO car-sharing smart card might seem at odds with fostering mass transit in the congested Chicago region. But the deal with the non-profit I-GO will promote the "complementary nature of car-sharing and public transit," said Jim Fowler, CTA chief information officer.

The 10 I-GO rental car facilities are located near CTA rail stations and bus terminals in the city, Evanston and Oak Park, Fowler said. I-GO provides 200 fuel-efficient cars for short-term rental for people who don't own cars but occasionally need one for grocery shopping, medical appointments or other reasons.

The new card will be available later this year, officials said.

The I-GO membership fee is $75 for the first year. Rental fees range from $6 to $10 an hour, which include gas and insurance.

Meanwhile, Gov. Rod Blagojevich's new appointee to the agency's board said Friday that transit officials haven't made a convincing case for a CTA fare increase.

Just a day after the CTA announced $42 million in proposed CTA fare hikes for next year, Sheila Nix recommended the transit agency hold off to see whether financial conditions improve.

Nix is a former deputy governor who was a key adviser behind Blagojevich's move earlier this year to provide free transit rides to senior citizens, among the factors cited by CTA officials for the hike.

Montreal's many benches make people welcome

The Montreal Star

Oct 03, 2008 04:30 AM

Christopher Hume

It would be easy to write off this city that separatism almost destroyed, but make no mistake about it, it's alive and well.

For visitors, Montreal is an especially comfortable place to spend time. In addition to all the regular attractions – museums, restaurants, shops, bars, etc. – it feels like one extended park. It's not that the city is so much greener than others; the difference lies in the ease with which it can be inhabited.

What does that mean? Well, to begin with, benches – and lots of them.

Compared with Toronto, where finding a place to sit out on the streets is next to impossible, Montreal positively invites visitors to sit down and watch the passing parade. Benches are everywhere you turn.

In the new Quartier international, for example, the streets and squares are filled with literally dozens of benches.

In their own way, they are even more important than the fountains, the sculptures and the exquisite Art Nouveau Metro entrance designed at the end of the 19th century by Hector Guimard and given to Montreal as a present by the French government.

Simply put, benches allow us to inhabit a city. They help transform a place into a destination. They tell us we're welcome and give us a chance to be spectators as well as participants.

Here in Toronto, it seems benches are regarded with suspicion; perhaps our attitudes are vestiges of a time when this was a city that associated sitting and relaxing with slothfulness and indolence. To sit is to loiter. Even now, there are plenty of signs reminding us that loitering is forbidden. The devil makes work for idle hands, and, in Toronto, idle feet.

Of course, this is nonsense. And as Toronto grows more sophisticated and urban, more people than ever are enjoying the virtues of the city. Perhaps the best example is Yonge-Dundas Square, where there are not just benches but also tables and chairs. As long as it's not raining, snowing or freezing, they are in constant use. There's no more enjoyable place to sit and watch the world go by.

As far as one can tell, the constant presence of people has not led to a decline in public morality or an increase in crime. If anything, all these eyes on the street – as the late Jane Jacobs put it – have made the once notorious corner of Yonge and Dundas Sts. safer than ever.

Montreal goes even further and attaches benches to utility poles throughout the downtown core. Again, the message is clear: The street isn't just a way to get from A to B, but a place to be.

And you'd think Toronto, which likes to make a big deal of its commitment to pedestrianism, would latch on to the bench. In the grand scheme of things, benches offer a cheap and easy way to demonstrate its seriousness about getting people to walk.

But the culture of official Toronto is one of fear and loathing. From the bureaucratic point of view, benches are risky business. They attract the homeless, drunks, drug addicts, and worst of all, skateboarders. They are dirty, dangerous and, well, to be avoided.

Too bad.

At a time when the move to the city is gaining momentum, even in Canada, it's time to rethink basic attitudes to urbanity. This doesn't necessarily mean hugely expensive programs and grand projects; it can also include humble measures such as the lowly bench.

It's important to remember, as a modern-day Milton might have said, they also serve who sit and wait.

A Big Sum of Small Differences

Individual Americans Cause -- and Could Cure -- Most of U.S. Emissions Problem

Wall Street Journal

OCTOBER 2, 2008

By JEFFREY BALL

It's easy to mock little efforts to save the environment: reusing grocery bags, buying a Prius, putting an energy-efficient refrigerator in an energy-eating mansion. The big gains to curb greenhouse emissions, the argument goes, will come from controlling big industrial companies that spew millions of tons of heat-trapping gases every year.

But consumers -- especially American consumers -- have more influence over climate change than they might think.

U.S. consumers have direct or indirect control over 65% of the country's greenhouse-gas emissions, according to new statistics tallied by consultant McKinsey & Co. The figure for consumers in the rest of the world is just 43%. Americans, largely because of how they drive and how they build and use their homes and offices, lead some of the most energy-intensive lives in the world.

"We in the U.S. have a much greater ability to influence this issue than perhaps people recognize," says Jon Creyts, a McKinsey principal who assembled the numbers.

But harnessing people power won't be easy. There are big practical constraints, notably costs.

It's hardly surprising that Americans burn more energy than their counterparts elsewhere in the world. With just 5% of the world's population, the U.S. burns 23% of the world's oil. What's striking about the McKinsey numbers is less the size of America's "carbon footprint" than its makeup.

Industry -- including oil, steel, chemicals and cement -- produces 23% of U.S. greenhouse-gas emissions, according to the McKinsey study. But a handful of other emission sources more directly controlled by consumers far outweigh industry when those sources are pooled together.

Passenger cars account for 17% of U.S. emissions -- something consumers could affect by driving more-efficient cars or by driving less. Residential buildings and appliances contribute another 17% of emissions, underscoring the impact consumers could have if they lived in smaller buildings, or added more insulation, or bought a more energy-efficient model next time they replaced their washing machine.

Consumer behavior affects virtually all man-made greenhouse-gas emissions because consumers drive the economy. So assessing which pollution sources can be most easily controlled by consumers is "subjective," McKinsey's Mr. Creyts notes.

For example, saying auto emissions are under the direct control of consumers may put too much onus on individuals, letting industry off too easily. People can choose only products that are available to them.

"The landscape is already laid out in the U.S. Most people live in suburban areas," notes Pankaj Bhatia, a director at the World Resources Institute, a Washington environmental group. Slashing automotive and residential emissions, he says, will require prodding manufacturers to build more-efficient cars and houses. "I would just hope that technologies will come to help us through some of these choices."

Those technologies will have to be affordable to make a difference. Even with gasoline near $4 a gallon, buying a hybrid gasoline-and-electric car still doesn't make economic sense for the average American driver. Statistics suggest he'll sell the hybrid long before he saves enough at the pump to recoup the premium he'll have to pay to buy the car.

That calculus applies to buildings and appliances too. A more energy-efficient refrigerator, studies show, often does pay for itself within a few years in reduced electricity costs. But bigger purchases -- say, replacing windows in an old house with more-efficient models -- are harder to financially justify because they take longer to pay for themselves.

One way to overcome this cost barrier would be to tax energy consumption more heavily, making energy inefficiency more expensive. Europe has done this for decades, notably by levying heavy taxes on gasoline. High gas taxes give consumers a strong reason to buy more-fuel-efficient vehicles -- and, in turn, give auto makers a strong reason to build them.

That largely explains why cars are more miserly in Europe than in the U.S. The average household car or truck on the road in Europe gets about 29 miles per gallon. In the U.S., it's about 21 mpg, according to Lee Schipper, a researcher at the University of California at Berkeley, who has long studied fuel-economy trends.

One of the biggest boosters of the idea that consumers can help the planet by changing their behavior is industry. Why? It doesn't want to shoulder the full environmental burden.

Over the past three years, European governments have imposed limits on greenhouse-gas emissions for much of industry. Those limits amount to additional taxes on fossil-fuel use, because they force companies that emit more than their quotas to buy extra government-sanctioned pollution "permits" from companies that emit less. With European governments pledging to tighten those limits, industry worries it will get stuck with an increasing bill for the climate cleanup. So it wants others -- particularly consumers -- to help pick up the tab.

Last November, the Confederation of British Industry, a business group, issued a report concluding that 60% of U.K. greenhouse-gas emissions are "under direct consumer control" or are "influenced" by consumers -- findings in line with McKinsey's new analysis of emissions in the U.S.

Consumers aren't likely to behave in a more environmentally friendly way unless doing so saves them money, says Rhian Kelly, head of climate change for the British group. "We haven't got to the point where consumers are willing to go out of their way to make low-carbon choices," she says. "In order to effect this sea change, we need to be talking to government about incentivizing solutions."

The U.S. has long resisted European-style intervention to curb energy use. That may be changing.

Both Barack Obama and John McCain say they'll support a mandatory limit on U.S. greenhouse-gas emissions from industry if elected president. That explains why some of America's biggest companies are pushing the government for tax breaks to defray the cost of developing new energy-saving technologies. Americans will pay -- either at the store or by shouldering the tax breaks.

The current economic difficulties crystallize the challenge of finding environmental solutions that don't break the bank. Some believe Americans need relief from high energy prices. This summer, some presidential contenders proposed a temporary "holiday" from the federal gasoline tax, which would have likely increased consumption. That idea died in part because polls showed voters didn't think it would do much to mitigate their pain at the pump.

Others argue now is the time to tighten, not loosen, pressure on Americans to change their consuming ways. High gasoline prices already have begun curbing U.S. demand. Americans are buying smaller, more-efficient cars, and they're driving less. Some suggest raising the gasoline tax -- particularly given signs the price of oil is trending back down below $100 a barrel. To that stick they would add carrots such as more-generous federal tax breaks for personal use of wind and solar energy.

The great dream is to come up with affordable technologies that will minimize Americans' environmental damage and the need to alter their behavior. The dilemma is "whether to change our personality or whether to change our choices" of products, says the World Resources Institute's Mr. Bhatia. "My personal view is that we need both."

King County considers changes to urban boundaries

Seattle Times

Oct0ber 5, 2008

By Keith Ervin

When tiny Snoqualmie Valley Hospital was looking for a larger and more accessible location, it settled on a premier spot: the Interstate 90-Highway 18 interchange, right at the entrance to the Snoqualmie Ridge planned community.

Snoqualmie city officials were delighted.

There was just one problem.

The 73-acre property, just outside the city, was on the wrong side of King County's nearly sacred urban-growth boundary, and zoned for rural uses only.

After some neighbors and environmentalists objected, County Executive Ron Sims' planners suggested a solution the council has used before: The hospital could build there if it permanently protected 4 acres of open space for every acre it built on.

For the past year, debate has raged over the hospital's request to move the growth-boundary line that separates urban from rural in fast-growing King County.

The Metropolitan King County Council will vote Monday on the hospital proposal, one of a number of requests from property owners that the urban-growth-boundary line be moved to allow denser development.

Those requests are being considered as part of a once-in-every-four-years update of the county's blueprint for growth, the comprehensive plan. The urban-boundary line is at the heart of the plan.

Some of the proposed boundary adjustments have stirred deep controversy.

But compared to the rural revolt four years ago against changes in the county's critical-areas ordinance and two companion laws, this year's review of the comprehensive plan has largely been a polite process.

County Councilmember Larry Phillips calls this year's update "basically cleanup — there's nothing that's earthshaking in terms of new policy direction." But even without groundbreaking policies, people have found plenty to argue about.

Critics of Snoqualmie Valley Hospital's plans worried about the scale of development because the hospital's vision for the land includes classroom space for Bellevue Community College, a hotel, assisted-living center and small shops on its campus.

advertising

Others were eager to see those kinds of uses come to Snoqualmie. A wide, tree-covered buffer would hide the development from I-90, winning support from the Mountains to Sound Greenway Trust.

When the hospital balked at the idea of having to go out on the market and buy development rights from neighboring landowners, it negotiated a deal with county planners. The hospital could pay the county nearly $1 million, and the county would then buy the development rights.

Some environmentalists have blasted the negotiated payment as too small, while hospital administrator Rodger McCollum fretted the deal might be too costly.

"The developable portion of the land got whittled down to such a small amount that it doesn't look like it's going to make financial sense for the taxpayers that support the [hospital] district," McCollum said Thursday.

He said the hospital still hopes to make the deal work. But that has left some County Council members worrying that the hospital might walk away from the land, possibly passing it on to strip-mall developers or other commercial users.

On the eve of the council's vote, the hospital's prospects look iffy. "Without something concrete," Gossett said of the hospital proposal, "that's not going to fly, I don't think. ... We are supposed to have reasons for changing the urban-growth boundary" — in this case, a hospital.

Among the other requests before the County Council, Duvall residents Ray and Tove Burhen want 40 acres of their land designated urban so they can donate it to their hometown for a "heritage park" and a smaller commercial development that would generate income to maintain the park and agricultural-history exhibits.

The Sims administration initially opposed the park proposal as an unnecessary incursion into the rural area, but under prodding from County Councilmember Kathy Lambert and others, negotiated with Duvall and the Burhens. Mayor Will Ibershof said Thursday a deal seems near.

"The Burhens are being extremely generous to the city of Duvall, because park space is a huge premium to us. We can't buy park space for active and passive park space in Duvall without spending millions of dollars" — money Ibershof said the city doesn't have.

And in Maple Valley, King County and city officials agreed last week to jointly plan future development on a 156-acre site — the so-called "Donut Hole" the county owns in the center of the city. YarrowBay Group is buying the property from the county for $51 million.

With that planning agreement in hand, the County Council is now expected to change the site designation from rural to urban, to be developed for housing and possibly other uses.

Restless Americans: Migration and Population Change, 2000-2007

NewGeography

10/09/2008

by Richard Morrill

Americans may be less mobile than in the past, but millions since 2000 have continued to be on the move, reshaping the landscape and economy of the nation. Three maps will be briefly discussed: one of population change by county, 2000-2007, one of net internal migration by county, and one of net immigration from abroad. We will then focus on the “extremes”, unusually large levels or intensities of net internal migration and of immigration.

Overall population growth

As was true in the 1990s, big growth has concentrated overwhelmingly in selected metropolitan regions --- and within them, primarily in their suburbs and exurbs. The big growth areas are concentrated in Texas (Houston, Dallas-Fort Worth, San Antonio, Austin), greater Atlanta, North Carolina (Charlotte-Raleigh), most of Florida, the Virginia and Maryland suburbs of Washington-Baltimore, the desert Southwest (Riverside-San Bernardino, Las Vegas, Phoenix, Tucson). Substantial exurban or spillover growth was common, with the Bay Area extending into California Central Valley, in far exurban New York and Pennsylvania as well as in largely once rural counties around such places as Salt Lake City, Denver, Portland, Seattle, Minneapolis, Chicago, Kansas City, Nashville, Indianapolis and Columbus.

Many smaller metropolitan areas grew, especially in the south and west. Many counties with universities appear to have also grown, notably in the South. Many rural or small-town counties with substantial growth boasted environmental amenities and a strong ‘quality of life’ appeal.

The only big population losses were New Orleans and vicinity, but there were also vast rural small town areas with small losses, characterized by continuing out-migration, but often also by natural decrease, more deaths than births (870 counties), and covering the Great Plains, but also much of the Midwest, Appalachia and the Northeast.

Overall the population grew by 20 million, 12 million from natural increase, and 8 million from immigration. Around 80 million Americans “migrated” (moved across a county line), 28 percent of the population, resulting in net gains of over 10 million in gaining areas, and net losses of the same 10 million to losing areas.

Immigration

Net immigration into the US was almost 8 million in seven years, raising the legal/known share of the foreign born to almost 12 percent of the population. There were hundreds of counties --- rural, small town and small metropolitan --- where immigrants landed to take agricultural and industrial jobs or to work in service jobs or in construction. This trend is exemplified by a set of counties in far southwestern Kansas (which also had high internal out-migration—mostly Hispanics moving to meat-packing jobs) and to environmental amenity ski-resort counties in Colorado (construction, service).

The largest immigration flows continued to flow to metropolitan areas, including many large core central counties, many of which were losing heavily among domestic migrants to their suburban and exurban fringe counties. The 21 largest losing counties lost a net of 4.7 million, but gained 3.5 million immigrants. Some 40 percent of the 8 million immigrants were destined for just 8 metropolitan cores, most notably Los Angeles-San Diego, New York City, Miami-Fort Lauderdale, San Francisco-Oakland-San Jose, Chicago, Dallas-Fort Worth and Houston.

Internal Migration

The story of gains and losses from internal migration is a little more complex. Gaining counties attracted around 45 million migrants and sent out around 35 million, for a net gain of over 10 million. One obvious feature from the maps is the “donut” phenomenon, the prevalence of large central county net out-migration, surrounded by a ring of substantial suburban and exurban net in-migration (about two-thirds of which is from the central core counties).

This pattern is particularly marked in Houston, Dallas, Miami, Minneapolis, Washington, DC., Atlanta, Denver, Portland, Kansas City, Memphis, Nashville, and Indianapolis. In the cases of Los Angeles, San Francisco, Seattle, New York and Philadelphia, the ring of growth has pushed beyond the suburban counties to adjacent areas – as to the Central Valley of California or to NE Pennsylvania and Delaware.

Some core areas did gain, mostly and Southern communities such as Phoenix, Las Vegas, San Antonio, Charlotte and Raleigh, NC, and Knoxville, TN --- southern and of more recent importance. In many of these areas the “core” county also includes many areas which might be considered suburban. In this sense, the fastest “urban growth” took place in relatively low-density, auto-dominated regions as opposed to traditional urban cores. Finally, and most obvious on the map, is the continuing high growth of central Florida across most counties.

In contrast there are places so hurt by de-industrialization that the entire (or most) of the metropolitan areas have substantial out-migration. These include places like Detroit, Cleveland, Pittsburgh, Buffalo, Rochester, and Boston. In some places, notably Pittsburgh, even suburban areas are losing population.

Rural and small towns also show their own dynamics. There is also continued net-out-migration for almost half of rural small –town counties in all parts of the country, but especially in the Great Plains and Midwest and in the Mississippi delta. But on the other hand, we can see continuing f net in-migration to environmentally attractive areas, often for retirement or recreation, notably in parts of the west, but also in the Ozarks and other areas in the south, upper Midwest and Northeast.

Conclusion

The constants here are (1) the restless mobility of the population, (2) the dominance of suburban growth; and (3) the continuing decline of more than half of rural small-town counties. Prominent in recent years, but uncertain in the longer run are (4) our strong dependence on immigration (40 percent of net national growth), (5) the locus of fastest growth in exurbia, (6) the decline of northeastern and Midwestern industrial regions; (7) the rapid growth or rural environmental amenity counties and (8) the specific set of fast-growing metropolitan areas.

Given the severity of economic conditions, immigration could begin to slow as a result of declining employment opportunities or political opposition. Similarly exurban expansion could slow because of the housing credit collapse. It is not impossible that older industrial areas could partially recover (ample plant and housing stock) while environmental amenity areas could be hurt by recession and the housing collapse. This could also apply to some of the fastest gaining areas 2000-2005 --- notably Florida and southern California --- that have been the hardest hit in the 2007 on housing debacle.

But I believe American society is resilient, and even with needed constraints on excessive housing finance abuses, and even if we are indeed approaching the era of “peak oil,” the geographic settlement pattern of recent decades most likely will persist. People will continue to migrate for the same reasons they have for decades --- in search of cheaper, larger houses, for jobs, warmer weather or scenic beauty. So we can expect, as the financial crisis gradually recedes, continued growth in suburban, exurban and satellite zones of metropolitan areas, and a net flow southward and to amenity areas.

Richard Morrill is Professor Emeritus of Geography and Environmental Studies, University of Washington. His research interests include: political geography (voting behavior, redistricting, local governance), population/demography/settlement/migration, urban geography and planning, urban transportation (i.e., old fashioned generalist).

U.S. Rep. Jim Oberstar and future transit funding

Kansas City Star

October 9, 2008

U.S. Rep. Jim Oberstar chairs the House transportation committee and will have some sway in transit funding for light rail in Kansas City and elsewhere in the future.

The Minnesota Democrat recently responded in writing to questions from The Star about what transit funding might look like after the current transportation bill runs out next year.

Part of comments ran in Monday's edition. Here is the complete response to The Star's inquiry.

“Transit will play a large part in America’s response to the dual challenges of high energy prices and global climate change.  In fact, that is already happening.

" Transit ridership is up in cities all across the country, and demand for transit services has been the highest we have seen in a half-century.

" The energy bill passed by the House earlier this year noted this by making aid to transit systems for fare abatement and new equipment a major component of our energy strategy.

"Congress also acknowledged this fact...when we required the Federal Transit Administration to stop judging new starts primarily on cost-effectiveness and give comparable weight to other factors such as economic development, and environmental benefits.

"Transit currently receives about 20 percent of federal surface transportation funding.  Next year’s surface transportation authorization will give us the opportunity to draft transformative legislation and completely restructure our transit program to reflect the new realities of America’s transportation needs.

But Oberstar adds this very important caveat.

"Generating the revenues to develop the surface transportation network necessary to support the nation’s mobility and accessibility needs will be a major challenge for us to face in the authorization process next year.

"The crisis in the financial markets and the demand for government help to resolve it will have an enormous effect on Congress’ ability to appropriate funds for a wide number of programs next year and beyond.

" Although our surface transportation program is funded with its own revenue stream, primarily the federal fuel taxes drivers pay at the pump, that funding stream brings with it its own challenges in these times. 

"First, the rate has not been adjusted since 1993, and the purchasing power of the motor fuel excise tax revenue has been eroded by over 30 percent over this time.  In addition, as people react to the high cost of fuel through conservation, fewer gallons of gasoline and diesel are purchased, and less revenue is collected.

"These challenges will likely have an impact on the amount of money the federal government will be able to invest in highways, bridges, and transit in the coming years. Addressing this challenge will require Congress and the next administration to demonstrate the vision, leadership and the political will to identify financing and revenue options to generate the investments necessary to create the multimodal surface transportation system that will serve us best.”

Reinventing American Transportation

NOW on PBS

Week of 10.10.08

By Mariia Zimmerman

It is a challenging time for most Americans. The stock market is down, way down. Energy costs are up, housing values are down. General anxiety levels are high.

Hanging over it all is a sense that we have come to the end of the road with our over-dependence on oil, which is threatening our national security and the family pocketbook. Somehow we must turn the page to a new era as we revive our economy and improve the quality of life for American households.

This realization is particularly acute in our suburbs. For decades part of their allure for homeowners and businesses was the combined attraction of lower land costs and lower energy costs. That equation is being tested, and increasingly America's suburbs are looking for ways to provide more transit options, develop urban mixed-use centers, and build sidewalks and trails. The reinvention of America's suburbs may be one of the most stunning evolutions of the 21st Century.

"The reinvention of America's suburbs may be one of the most stunning evolutions of the 21st Century."

As a critical first step, we need to make a commitment to building an infrastructure for the future on a scale similar to the one we made to the Interstate Highway system 50 years ago. But this time, we need to focus on completing our transportation system with inter-city trains, world-class public transportation and streets that are safe for walking and biking, as we restore our existing roads and bridges to good repair.

These investments will help stabilize our economy in the short-term as they lay the groundwork for the future, while helping millions of Americans in our daily lives, reducing our national dependence on oil and making for a cleaner, greener and less energy-intensive future.

Today, transportation is the second highest household expense after housing. America has invested in a stunning national highway system, but lags far behind other nations in building transit and high speed rail corridors that could complete our national transportation system.

For some families, long commutes and a lack of affordable or convenient transit mean that they are actually spending more on transportation than housing, particularly in exurban areas where people have relied upon the "drive until you qualify" approach to homeownership. And yet for those who do have transit available, they are saving almost $9,500 per year. Public transportation already saves the U.S. 4.2 billion gallons of gasoline each year.

Providing the transit, walking and biking infrastructure so that more people in our growing nation can live in closer proximity to daily needs and use their cars less could save billions more gallons of oil. It can also restore value to many of our urban neighborhoods: In most regions, homes near jobs and/or transit stations are holding their value, while those with the longest commutes are seeing steep declines and little buyer interest.

"In most regions, homes near jobs and/or transit stations are holding their value, while those with the longest commutes are seeing steep declines and little buyer interest."

America has a long history of visionary transportation investment that has left a sizable imprint on our landscape and world standing. Our canals, railroads, bridges, and highways have shaped settlement patterns and served as the backbone of our economy. While these investments shaped the past, it is time now to ask what kind of investments America needs today when gasoline prices are high, oil dependence is a national threat, climate change is threatening the globe, and families are looking for more affordable and reliable options.

The next president and Congress should endorse a bold program to build modern, world-class train and bus systems in our cities and towns, high-speed rail that connects urban and rural areas, complete streets safe for biking and walking, and to get our highways, bridges and existing transit in tip-top shape.

We can do this by following this five-point plan:

   1. BUILD TO COMPETE. We must catch and pass competitors in China and Europe, by modernizing and expanding our rail and transit networks to connect the metro regions that are the engines of the modern economy and improve freight connections.

   2. INVEST FOR A CLEAN, GREEN RECOVERY. Our nation's clean energy future will require cleaner vehicles and new fuels, but it also must include support for the cleanest forms of transportation - modern public transit, walking and biking - and for energy-efficient, sustainable development.

   3. FIX IT FIRST. Before building new roads that will themselves have to be maintained, we should restore our crumbling highways, bridges and transit systems and protect the investments we have made in existing communities.

   4. DO NO HARM. Although there are many transportation projects in the "pipeline," we must reevaluate them to eliminate wasteful spending on projects with little economic return, especially any that could deepen, rather than relieve, Americans' dependence on oil and gasoline.

   5. SAVE AMERICANS MONEY. We must provide more travel options that will help people to avoid high gas costs and traffic congestion, so that Americans can spend their money and time in economically productive ways. We also can 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.

"Public ridership on transit is at a fifty-year high."

Already, Americans are voting with their feet. Public ridership on transit is at a fifty-year high, and local ballot measures to invest in new transit service are passing overwhelmingly in communities large and small across the country. A growing list of states is trying to fund faster train service between cities as an alternative to air travel. Yet federal support for these kinds of initiatives is lacking, and stuck in 20th century funding silos and bureaucracy.

Only half of Americans have access to any public transportation and most live in places where driving is a must. Even if options do exist, six in 10 public transportation systems are overburdened as people flock to them to avoid high gas prices. Meanwhile, our metro areas are absorbing millions of new residents as our population grows toward 400 million, and they must be prepared to accommodate them while remaining livable.

This time, we can't afford to invest precious transportation dollars as though we are expecting a return to cheap gasoline. We need to invest in a way that reduces our vulnerability to oil shocks and price increases while making our economy stronger, our households wealthier and our climate safer.

Despite Big Rally, Grim Outlook on Profits and Jobs

New York Times

October 14, 2008

By VIKAS BAJAJ

The euphoria that swept Wall Street on Monday gave way to a sober reality on Tuesday: a recession, perhaps the deepest one in decades, may be unavoidable.

A day after the stock market staged one of its biggest rallies in history, buoyed by the government’s plan to rescue banks, investors retreated once again. Worries about the economy came to the fore. Many people fear that corporations — and by extension their workers and shareholders — will face harder times in the months ahead.

“Everything the government has done is not going to prevent further deterioration in the economy,” said Stuart Hoffman, chief economist at PNC Bank. “At the end of all this, what matters is what the economy does.”

The flow of credit, which has been choked for weeks, began to trickle through the financial system on Tuesday. But the credit markets remained shut to many companies and municipalities. Home mortgage rates, which some had hoped might decline once the government’s plans became clear, rose instead. The fear is that the financial rescue will add to an already-swelling federal budget deficit and force the Treasury to borrow heavily in the capital markets.

Beaten-down financial shares soared, but shares of many big blue-chip corporations sank as the outlook for profits and employment darkened. PepsiCo, the soft drink maker, said it would cut 3,300 jobs and close six plants.

The Dow Jones industrial average fell 76.62 points, or 0.8 percent, to 9,310.99 points. Earlier in the day, the Dow surged 4.3 percent after the Bush administration confirmed that it would invest $250 billion in banks, with about half going to nine large national companies.

In addition, the government said it would insure more bank deposits and debt issued by big financial firms. But worries about profits at technology companies sent the Nasdaq composite index down 3.5 percent, to 1,779.01. The decline, however, came before the Intel Corporation, the world’s largest semiconductor maker, issued a strong earnings report after the market closed, easing some of the concern that an economic slowdown had hurt its sales. The broader Standard & Poor’s 500 stock index fell 0.5 percent, to 998.01.

Asian stocks were down in trading on Wednesday morning. The Nikkei 225 index fell 1.5 percent, while the Hang Seng index in Hong Kong was off 2.3 percent.

Investors said the United States government intervention should help avert a crisis in the financial system by preventing cataclysmic bank failures like the recent bankruptcy of Lehman Brothers. But they added that even if the effort were successful at getting banks to lend more freely than they had in recent months, the initiative would not avert a recession.

“Everybody expects the government to do something and have the economy pick up in a quarter or two,” said Ira Jersey, an interest rate strategist at Credit Suisse. “All of this will stabilize the markets, but the real economic issues remain.”

The questions now are how weak the economy will get and how far corporate profits will fall. Economists estimate that the gross domestic product — the broadest measure of the nation’s economic output — barely grew in the third quarter. The Commerce Department will release that number on Oct. 30, just before the election.

Companies are just starting to report about their performance in the third quarter, and so far, many blue-chip names have delivered bad news.

PepsiCo said on Tuesday that its North American beverage sales fell during the quarter, hurting its profit. Shares of the company fell nearly 12 percent, to $54.40. Shares of other companies that cater to consumers also fell.

Concerns about technology spending hurt stocks like Microsoft, Intel and Dell, the computer maker. On Monday, Bill Gates, the chairman of Microsoft, warned of a “fairly significant recession” that might drive the unemployment rate to 9 percent, from its current 6.1 percent.

But on Tuesday after the market closed, Intel reported quarterly earnings that were higher than analysts had expected. Still, the company said demand was weakening in some places. Shares of Intel recouped much of its 6 percent loss for the day in after-market trading.

Analysts see a long, tough slog for the economy, because credit will remain harder to get and more expensive for businesses and consumers, relative to the recent years of easy money.

Conditions have improved in some parts of the credit market with interbank lending rates and yields on corporate bonds falling from near-record levels.

But in other areas of the market, new concerns surfaced. As investors focused on the prospect of more borrowing by the federal government, they drove down the price of Treasuries and mortgage-backed securities, the biggest source of financing for home loans. On Tuesday, the Treasury said the federal government ran a budget deficit of $454.8 billion in the 2008 fiscal year, up from $161.5 billion in 2007.

The yield on the 10-year Treasury note, which moves in the opposite direction from the price, jumped to 4.08 percent, from 3.87 on Friday. Yields on Fannie Mae mortgage securities increased to 6.09 percent, from 5.92 on Friday. (Bond markets were closed on Monday.) If sustained, that rise in yields could significantly increase the interest rates on home loans.

The average rate 30-year fixed-rate mortgages on Tuesday was 6.6 percent, up from 6.06 percent a week ago, according to HSH Associates, a publisher of data.

Those rates might come down once some new policies kick in. Regulators have said Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, the mortgage finance giants that the government took over in September, will buy more mortgages and lower fees on loans. And the government investment in banks should prompt them to lend more.

Another corner of the market, municipal finance, was also struggling on Tuesday. Several borrowers like the Metropolitan Transportation Authority in New York and the states of Ohio and Hawaii put off debt sales because they could not lure enough investors. Municipal bonds have struggled since Lehman’s bankruptcy caused a panic among investors and led to forced selling.

California has had difficulty raising the short-term debt that it needs to tide the state government over until tax receipts come in this spring. The state is raising $4 billion and is offering interest rates as high as 4.5 percent. The state’s big offering, which the state plans for Thursday, has made it difficult for other states and cities to raise money.

“Other than that special situation the market is closed,” said John Miller, chief investment officer at Nuveen Asset Management, an investment firm that specializes in municipal debt.

Yields on municipal bonds jumped to 6.74 percent on Tuesday, up from 5.44 percent a month earlier, according to the Bond Buyer. Because interest payments on most municipal debt is tax free, Mr. Miller and others are hoping retail investors will jump into the market to buy state and local debt for the higher returns they can now earn.

On Tuesday afternoon, California officials said they had secured commitments from retail investors for $1.84 billion.

Feds, States, Cities: In One Fiscal Boat

Citiwire.com

Sunday, October 12, 2008

By Neal Peirce

For many years, official Washington — its own “echo chamber,” as some say — has been ignoring the financial needs and prospects of state and local governments.

That era is now coming to a crashing end.

The headline event is Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger’s appeal to the federal Treasury for an emergency $7 billion loan to cover California’s immediate operating expenses. Massachusetts has submitted a request too.

The Wall Street fiscal crisis effectively shut the state-local government sector out of borrowing — either for long-term bonds, or of more immediate gravity, bridge loans to keep them afloat awaiting sales tax and April income tax receipts.

But the stage for a “perfect fiscal storm” was already set by the seriously weakened fiscal condition of so many state and local governments. On top of the stunning $43 billion in prospective deficits that 29 states had to cover with spending cuts or tax hikes, taxes for the fiscal year starting July 1, at least 15 of these states have already seen serious new budget gaps emerge, reports the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities.

Indeed, versions of California’s budget crisis are being registered from Georgia to Arizona, Florida to New Jersey to Ohio. In New York State, epicenter of the financial earthquake triggered by Wall Street’s complicity in the mortgage foreclosure mess, fears of massive layoffs by financial houses are expected to add $1 billion or more to the $5.4 billion deficit the state already faced.

State-local taxes will surely have to rise: by global standards, we’re in fact a relatively low-tax nation. And the financial wizardry that helped trim bond sale costs in recent years is likely toast — we’ll see a return to plain-vanilla bonds with fixed rates of interest.

Then there’s the impact of the stock market plunge on state and local pension systems with their estimated $3 trillion in long-term liabilities. The funds’ expected investment returns of roughly 8 percent are now wildly unrealistic. Unfunded liabilities, notes John Petersen of George Mason University, a senior analyst of state-local fiscal systems, “will probably grow exponentially.”

The often-ignored reality, says Petersen, is that state and local budgets are 12 to 13 percent of the entire national economy. “In the last (2000-2001) recession, they held up because property taxes were doing well. But now it’s the fatal storm — everything is going down. It’s a 9/11 for government finance.”

Yet there may be something of a silver lining, Petersen suggests: “This financial — and now fiscal — crisis means we’re all in this together. We will need strong government — federal and state-local — to lead us.”

Nationally, that’s already clear. The federal bailout of major banks, insurance companies and mortgage lenders, proves free market fundamentalism doesn’t work, that careful and thorough government regulation and oversight is imperative.

But to fashion a full recovery policy, official Washington will be obliged to work more closely with state and local governments, devising major fiscal recovery plans, shared agendas and reasonable regulation.

An immediate example: we’re seeing 10,000 foreclosures a day. In the next year, some 1 million to 2 million adjustable rate mortgages are due to adjust upward. The local impacts may be devastating, requiring fast federal action (perhaps fast revisions of the bankruptcy code).

An active debate is already necessary: Should Congress approve of billions of dollars in revenue sharing for states and localities hard hit by the decline in tax revenues caused by the foreclosures federal inattention triggered, and falling property values?

The shaken national economy and depression of state and local tax bases may indeed last several years. How could we not plan a serious federal-state dialogue — starting in weeks, as soon as a new president is elected — on remedial steps?

The opportunity for frank and realistic discussions, a new intergovernmental compact, is strengthened by the emergence in recent years of “a really strong generation of governors, bottom-line managers, who watch their agencies week by week and hold their managers accountable.” Making that case, Neal Johnson of the Pew Center for States points to such reform-minded governors as Martin O’Malley (Md.), Christine Gregoire (Wash.), Tim Kaine (Va.), Jon Huntsman (Utah), Jennifer Granholm (Mich.), Mitch Daniels (Ind.) and Ted Strickland (Ohio).

In every field from road and transit funding to Medicaid, says Johnson, “we need to open a frank dialogue on who’s responsible for what, recognizing we are all in the same boat together.”

Actually, before Ronald Reagan killed it, we had a national Advisory Committee on Intergovernmental Relations, focused on just such issues. Its top fiscal analyst, John Shannon, often told me: “It’s an ill wind that doesn’t bring some good.”

Maybe — just maybe — today’s fiscal hurricane could restore a breeze of dialogue and rationality. It’s high time to get America’s governments — and the metro regions so critical to our economy — onto the same page, thinking through, planning survival strategies for perilous times.
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