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Capital Metro, union at impasse after latest talks

Transit agency tells workers it will impose health care plan.

AMERICAN-STATESMAN STAFF

Saturday, October 18, 2008

By Ben Wear

Capital Metro management said Friday that it will impose its latest health care offer on the 850 workers covered by an expired union contract, a move that could spark the transit agency's second strike in three years.

"We are at impasse," said Terry Garcia Crews, general manager of StarTran Inc., the contractor that manages Capital Metro's union workers.

Jay Wyatt, president of Amalgamated Transit Union Local 1091, which negotiates for the 850 or so Capital Metro drivers, mechanics and maintenance workers covered by collective bargaining agreements, said members can vote Wednesday through Friday on the latest contract offer from management.

"If the membership accepts it, they accept it," Wyatt said, adding that he would make no recommendation one way or the other. "If they reject it, we go on strike. Simple as that."

In September, Wyatt said he would give the public several days' warning if a strike was coming. On Friday, he reiterated that some notice of a strike would be given.

Garcia Crews said the two sides are about $4.5 million apart in contract negotiations, $4 million of that over salary and less than $400,000 on health care benefits. She said the agency, which has made at least two "last and best" offers since this summer, had no choice but to put the health care provisions in place so employees could sign up for 2009 benefits.

If a government agency declares an impasse during collective bargaining negotiations, federal law allows it to unilaterally impose all or part of its most recent contract offer.

Under the health care plan, union workers would have to pay annual deductibles for the first time: as much as $300 per worker by 2010. Also for the first time, all Capital Metro employees — including top executives and others not covered by the union contract — would have the same health care coverage.

The last contract expired June 30, 2007, and most workers have not received a raise since July 1, 2006. The top salary for bus drivers is about $20 a hour.

In August, Capital Metro union workers overwhelmingly turned down a contract proposal and authorized a strike, though no decision was made on when and whether such a strike might take place. That proposal would have given workers a one-time $1,000 bonus and raised pay by about 10 percent over the next three years.

Union leaders opposed higher out-of-pocket health care costs and a provision that would have allowed Capital Metro to reduce health benefits in the future without union approval. Management's current offer no longer would allow that unilateral change to health care.

The current offer would give the union workers $1,000 to cover the 2007-08 contract year, then a 3 percent raise effective — retroactively — July 1 of this year, 3 percent next year and 3.25 percent in 2010. The union, which has said in the past few months that it did not like the $1,000 bonus because future raises would be diminished, instead wants 3 percent raises for each of the four years, Wyatt said.

Aside from that overall wage difference, Wyatt said the union objects to management's intention to impose a lower wage scale — $6 an hour lower, he said — for newly hired drivers of special transit vehicles, which provide door-to-door rides for people with severe disabilities.

The two sides last met Wednesday. The union late in the day made an offer, including accepting management's proposal to phase in $300-a-year deductibles ($600 for families) on health coverage.

"They took about five seconds and said, 'Your offer is rejected, we're at impasse,' " Wyatt said, adding that the union has filed a complaint with the National Labor Relations Board.

The agency and Capital Metro had similar problems in 2005, and the union staged a one-day strike in September of that year. A settlement was reached in January 2006 on a 17-month stopgap contract.

These latest troubles come as the agency is implementing several major changes. Higher bus fares went into effect Monday — more than 50 percent higher — just as gas prices have plunged more than a dollar since summer highs near $4 a gallon. And the agency will begin its passenger rail service March 30.

Commentary: Cap Metro plans to deliver on its promises for MetroRail

Austin American Statesman

Friday, October 17, 2008

By Fred Gilliam, PRESIDENT & CEO, CAPITAL METRO

Capital Metro and all of Central Texas can see light at the end of track. Capital MetroRail, our 32-mile passenger line from Downtown Austin to Leander will begin service on March 30, 2009. Of course, there are still many moving parts, but we are confident in our ability to meet that date.

Our goal has always been to build and operate a safe, reliable and high value rail system for Central Texas; we believe we are taking the necessary steps to deliver on that promise.

Capital Metro committed to provide the community with updates on the rail project, the issues we are facing and any adjustments to our timeline and budget. With that in mind, I wanted to take this opportunity to share with the citizens of Central Texas where we are in the process and the remaining path to a successful passenger rail operation.

Several factors have played a role in setting the opening date, including construction issues associated with a couple of stations, the installation of an enhanced safety control system, and our ongoing work with the Federal Railroad Administration (FRA), which has oversight of rail operations, as well as some of the most rigorous operating and safety requirements of just about any regulating authority in the country.

We are beginning construction of the stations at Howard Lane and Kramer Lane; completion of these stops is anticipated by early March. Capital Metro could operate MetroRail without these two stations, but we cannot operate without the completed installation of the safety control system and proper training. The Centralized Traffic Control (CTC) system allows dispatchers to see where every train is on the line at all times and manage all signals and switches. Installation of the CTC is dependent upon completion of track work. Over the summer we determined that track work was not progressing as quickly as we planned. We replaced the contractor but lost time in the process.

CTC installation is expected to be completed in mid-December. Then we can begin an intensive 45-day training period. This "pre-revenue" testing is critically important to a successful opening as it allows us to identify and resolve any problem areas before we have passengers on board.

With regard to the FRA, we have worked with the agency over the last several months and have reached consensus on how to address each of its stringent requirements. One area in which we have worked closely with the FRA is the safety of the railcar fuel tank.

This very same fuel tank is in use in San Diego as well is in Europe and has an impeccable safety record. However, Capital Metro and the FRA agreed that minor modifications could further enhance safety. Our engineers developed a plan to surround each fuel tank with an aluminum cage that will provide an additional layer of protection on any additional rail cars we purchase. When the cages are manufactured, we also will install them on our existing fleet.

The MetroRail project budget stands at approximately $105 million. The increase in cost compared to what we projected in 2004 is due to a number of issues, including the change in locations of the Howard and Kramer Stations, rising steel, concrete and fuel costs, and enhancements we have made to improve safety and quality of service.

Capital Metro believes spending money on these improvements is in the absolute best interest of Central Texans. Some good examples of these enhancements are the CTC system I discussed earlier, the bridge we built over the Union Pacific line and additional track to allow more places for trains to pass.

Even with this increase in cost, Capital Metro is still developing one of the most fiscally-responsible rail projects at approximately $3 million per mile – compared with the two other similar rail projects in this country, New Jersey's River Line at about $30 million per mile and San Diego's Sprinter at $22 million per mile.

The MetroRail project is a critical piece in how Central Texas will grow as a region. As a result, we want to deliver the best product possible in terms of safety, efficiency and value. We are not willing to sacrifice any of these by rushing the project. For this reason, we are confident in a successful rail opening on March 30, 2009. In the next few months, we will be scheduling some special events in the community to give future MetroRail passengers a chance to see the train. We know this will be a service of which all Central Texans can be proud.

COMMENTARY: Central Texas must take a regional view of transit

Austin American Statesman

Sunday, October 19, 2008

By John D. Cowman, MAYOR OF LEANDER

Everyone seems to talk about Central Texas' transportation issues. In downtown Austin, many solutions have been offered: trolley cars, parking garages, rubber tires and/or steel wheels and the like. We treat traffic congestion like the weather; we act as if we have no control over it. I offer the following approach to solve our regional transportation issues.

I do not know if it's best to dedicate lanes, time traffic lights, go with steel wheels or rubber-tires or implement some combination of the aforementioned. But I do know for sure that the traffic problem downtown is not solely Austin's problem. Downtown Austin's traffic problem is the region's traffic problem.

Many Central Texans come into downtown Austin to work and play. You can see this daily migration on the southbound lanes of MoPac Boulevard (Loop 1) and the northbound lanes of Interstate 35. Downtown is where we all seem to end up; Austin is the hub for the region.

Capital Metro's MetroRail is set to begin operation from Leander to downtown Austin on March 30, 2009. This will be a great day for Leander and Austin as well as the region, as I am sure the system will be enjoyed by eager commuters finally getting an alternative to their daily grind of driving and fighting traffic. When commuters disembark in Austin, they will reach their final destinations on foot, by bike, by Dillo or other local bus, or by a specially-designated circulator bus that will be ready and waiting for train passengers. It's a great interim solution and will work on a temporary basis, but these commuters will be hungry for better access, for a system that connects them to all places they need and want to go — for a system that links our region.

What we need is a regional transit system, one that connects all areas of our region; one that uses the right system for the connections, whether commuter rail, light rail, ultra light rail, streetcars, trolleys, express buses, bus rapid transit or local bus.

We need to come together as regional partners and fix the regional problem that affects all of us. The University of Texas, Austin Community College and cities in Williamson, Hays, Travis, Bastrop and Caldwell counties should come together to call a "regional referendum" for our 25-year transportation needs. We need leaders who are willing to make the best decisions for the whole region. I am challenging all entities in the five-county area to help develop a long-term transportation plan. We need leaders and professionals to step up. Now.

First, we need a regional bond program to create and maintain a downtown Austin transit system. Second, we could use existing rail lines to add commuter rail from Elgin/Manor to Austin. Third, we could use the Mokan right-of way to build a commuter link between Georgetown/Round Rock and Austin. Finally, we need a link from downtown to Austin-Bergstrom International Airport. We also need to be planning the Buda/Kyle corridor as well as Oak Hill and beyond, connecting ultimately with San Marcos, New Braunfels and San Antonio.

As mayor of Leander, I recognize that a regional problem that affects us all. No matter where the problem is, I am willing to invest my share in helping Georgetown, Oak Hill or Elgin just as long as long as I know that we are working together as a region to solve our problems. I am willing to step up. I am challenging all city councils, boards of regents, commissions, neighborhood groups and the like to push in the same direction.

Remember, a region divided cannot stand.

Pouring billions into aging U.S. infrastructure urged to help avoid recession

The Dallas Morning News

Tuesday, October 14, 2008

By MICHAEL A. LINDENBERGER

Would spending billions putting engineers and construction crews to work rebuilding the nation’s aging infrastructure keep America out of a recession?

A group of leading governors, transportation experts and House Democrats say it’s worth trying, with Gov. Ed Rendell of Pennsylvania and others arguing Tuesday that the federal government should immediately spend billions on America’s highways, bridges and rail systems.

“We can’t wait for this to be discussed next summer,” Mr. Rendell said Tuesday. “Congress and the president-elect must undertake major investments in our infrastructure.”

Mr. Rendell and others on Tuesday called for a two-pronged approach to transportation: More spending now, with an eye toward adding jobs for construction workers, engineers and others, and a much more expensive plan that would involve completely rethinking the way America views transportation.

Tuesday’s announcement by the governors comes just a day after House Speaker Nancy Pelosi took similar steps. On Monday she ordered House committee leaders to begin hearings on a so-called second bailout plan, and promised a renewed push for tens of billions of dollars in new spending on infrastructure.

The House passed a $61 billion stimulus package earlier this year, but it did not pass the Senate. With the nation either already in or fast headed toward a recession, Ms. Pelosi said Monday said she will try again, and this time include even more transportation spending.

“The benefit of the thinking that we’ve had in the week since we passed that [$700 billion] recovery package is that another recovery package is needed,” Ms. Pelosi said Monday. “It may have to be larger than the one we passed in the House in light of the events that have transpired since [then].”

A panel of leading economists, including former Treasury Secretary Lawrence Summer and Nobel Prize winner Joseph Stiglitz, met with Ms. Pelosi on Monday and endorsed her plan to pump transportation money into the economy. Mr. Stiglitz said the stimulus bill would have to be “be a comprehensive recovery program, not just based on trickle-down economics, not just giving money to the financial markets but going directly -- at least some of the money going directly to households, to meet infrastructure needs, to meet the variety of -- of challenges facing our society today.”

Some experts, however, say increased government spending on infrastructure is unlikely to improve the U.S. economy or prevent a recession.

“The short answer is no,” said Professor Mike Davis of the Cox School of Business at SMU in Dallas, when asked if billions in new spending on highways would shore up the economy. “The most obvious reason is that these projects take a long time to get up to speed, to identify the needs, to get the contracts in place, and to have the actual money spent. If you are looking to improve things between now and Christmas, I just don’t see that working. I have a hard time imagining that there is sort of a construction site with a big pad lock on it, and as soon as Congress votes to approve these things then we’ll see 1,000 new people at work and the heavy equipment moving.”

Will it work?

Both presidential candidates have also called for billion-dollar rescue plans for the economy, though they disagree over the role transportation spending should play.

Sen. Barack Obama, the Democratic nominee, has called for immediately spending $25 billion on improving the nation’s infrastructure, money that would be targeted to new highways, rail lines and meeting the system’s growing maintenance needs. Madhuri Kommareddi, a member of the Obama policy team, said the campaign calculates 1 million jobs would be saved or added by spending the $25 billion. “We’ve been certain to focus the plan on projects that are already in the pipeline, that are immediately ready to go.”

Pete K. Rahn, president of the American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials, said states desperately need money to build more roads and highways, and said $25 billion would put a lot of people to work. Mr. Rahn, who is also Missouri’s transportation secretary, said a survey of state agencies earlier this year found that there were 3,000 such projects — costing $18 billion — ready for an immediate start, should funding be available. With winter coming on, he said that number would likely be smaller now. “But there is still a very large number of projects that would benefit from this spending immediately.”

Sen. John McCain, the Republican nominee, also supports a stimulus package, but his focus is on reducing Americans’ taxes, rather than spending more money on highway projects. His campaign declined an interview request Tuesday but issued a position paper that reiterates his opposition to funding earmarked transportation projects and demands that inter-city rail service be put off until federal rail initiatives can be made more efficient.

His $52.5 billion stimulus proposal would cut capital gains taxes in half for two years and temporarily remove taxes on unemployment benefits.

Mr. Davis said neither candidate’s stimulus approach is likely to have a real impact on the economy. Tax cuts — especially those like the rebate checks sent earlier this year — hardly ever bring about long-term economic improvements, he said, in part because just like new spending they take too long to work.

Instead, he said systemic fixes, like the $700 billion effort already approved by Congress that is aimed at restoring confidence on Wall Street and heating up a frozen credit market, are more likely to succeed.

In Austin, Texas Gov. Rick Perry applauded the idea of reducing taxes, but said trying to stave off a recession by spending more tax money is exactly the wrong idea.

“The government bail-out is a very slippery slope, and we will look back on this in a few years and say, ‘What were they thinking?' ” Mr. Perry said. “The government giving money back to us is just another way of raising taxes. That’s the reason that this whole government bailout was so ill-conceived. They have this idea that if we just shovel more of our own money back to the states, gosh they will be happy. Government spending is going to very little if anything to help our economy.”

Looking at long-term solutions

The long-term solutions offered this week by Mr. Rendell and Ms. Pelosi each call for increasing America’s transportation spending by tens of billions of dollars — and maybe much more — each year. Both presidential candidates have been quiet about making commitments to long-term spending goals, though Ms. Kommareddi said Tuesday that Sen. Obama backs more federal spending on both rail and highways.

But to Mr. Perry, those ideas are dead wrong. About the only thing he said he agrees with the Democratic proposal is their conclusion that the current system is broken.

“If they said that, and stopped there, I’d agree with them,” he said. “But one shoe doesn’t fit all. This is the classic problem with D.C. … : The idea that they ought to be sitting up there collecting our gas tax, and then peal whatever it is out for their bureaucratic largesse, and then send some of it to other states, and then give us the rest.”

He’d rather see the federal government send Texas back every penny its drivers pay in gas taxes and give it the flexibility to build roads as it sees fit.

But in calling for more spending, Mr. Rendell said states can’t fix the system alone.

“America’s highways, bridges, tunnels, and mass transit have fallen behind because the federal government is contributing only 25 percent of infrastructure funding and the rest is coming from financially strapped state and local governments,” he said.

By the time President Dwight Eisenhower left office in 1961, he said, the federal government was spending 12.5 percent of its nonmilitary spending on infrastructure, but it's spending just 2.5 percent now. “Washington needs to step up its commitment of resources.”

He said Mr. Perry’s approach — luring private investors to build toll roads — is one solution, and he agrees with the Texas governor that federal restrictions on tolling existing highways ought to be lifted. But he said even with those steps, Congress must spend more money or the states will never maintain the roads they have much less invest in rail and other projects they will need in the 21st Century.

Mr. Perry said he agrees to a point. He said the next Legislature will see him supporting a variety of measures aimed at increasing funding for highways and bridges, a departure from years past when he has pushed relentlessly for tolls.

“I am not one of these guys who says, ‘I did it right the first time and there is nothing to change,’ ” Mr. Perry said. “I wish I had the benefit of perfect hindsight, but I don’t.”

Come January, he said, he’ll support spending cuts to find as much as $600 million a year in new money for transportation. He’s not going to champion any tax increases, he said, though he also said he won’t veto legislation to index the state motor fuels tax to inflation.

“I think it is an appropriate debate to have,” he said about whether Texas should allow the gas tax rate grow each year to keep pace with inflation. “I am not going to block the debate, or if it is the will of the people, and of the legislature, I suspect I would go along with it.”

Presidential Candidates Called on to Invest in Transit

Epoch Times

Oct 15, 2008

By Katy Mantyk

NEW YORK—Hours before the final presidential debate, several key government officials and groups in New York called on the next President and Congress to strengthen our local and national economies by building a 21st century transportation system.

At Grand Central Terminal, the heavyweights of NYC transportation and their national partners in the Transportation for America Campaign (T4), released “Build for America: A Five Point Plan to Get Our Economy Moving.” Their plan has the potential to create 100,000 green jobs in New York and millions more nationally. The rebuilding of New York City’s century –old subways, the completion of major projects like the Second Avenue Subway, Access to the Region’s Core (ARC) and East Side Access, along with the development of initiatives like Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) will diversify the commuting choices for hundreds of thousands of New Yorkers, cut congestion, and drastically reduce America’s dependence on oil.

On Wednesday the case for investment in this bold economic agenda was put forward. Regional Plan Association will release a comprehensive transportation investment blueprint for New York City and Northern New Jersey on Thursday.  The in-depth report, entitled “Tomorrow’s Transit: New Mobility for the Region’s Urban Core,” announces new and upgraded subway, bus, commuter rail, ferry and light rail projects.  The nearly forty recommendations focus on providing service to underserved areas of the city, and work to improve connections in the existing network.

Elliot Sander, Executive Director and CEO of the Metropolitan Transportation Authority (MTA) said it’s impossible for New York to compete with big cities around the world without the support of Congress to maintain and improve the public transit system in New York.

“Our ridership has grown 40% over the past decade, and this year is up another 6%,” said Sander. “The MTA’s robust mass transit network keeps New York economically competitive with the world cities like London and Shanghai that are investing in their transit systems.”

“Nationwide, we have the rare opportunity to simultaneously invest in major projects, to create thousands of new jobs and, crucially, to revive a very shaky economy,” explained Rep. Jerrold Nadler. “If we do not focus our resources on transportation and infrastructure, we will not only suffer the economic consequences but will also suffer the continued deterioration of our aging and unsafe infrastructure, particularly in the northeast.”

The U.S. currently spends $70 billion a year on transportation infrastructure and many believe that Congress should now do what has been done in every recent recession, and invest still more to stimulate economic recovery. However, simply using that money to build highway projects conceived in the last century is unlikely to help, warns the T4 coalition.

“Investing in the infrastructure of the 21st century is one of the most important things the federal government can do right now,” said Janette Sadik-Khan, NYC Transportation Commissioner and President of NACTO, an organization of city transportation officials. “We’re calling on the next president to support the vital transportation networks of our nation’s metropolitan areas, where investment can make a real difference for millions of people.”

T4’s plan ‘Build for America’ calls for investment in public transit, high-speed and intercity rail, neighborhoods that are less car dependent and that are more walkable and more affordable, and restoring the thousands of roads and bridges in failing condition across the United States. Specifically, New York City’s T4 partners are asking the next President and Congress to work together on their plan. 

The Five Point Plan

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

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

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

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

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

 “There has never been a more important time to invest in our infrastructure. In the aftermath of the economic crisis, sustaining and maintaining New York’s vast transit system will provide a foundation for the economic transformation that lies ahead,” said Robert Yaro, President, regional Plan Association and co-chair, Empire State Transportation Alliance.

Events similar to this one are being held across the country, including Atlanta GA, Columbus, OH, Chicago, Milwaukee, Phoenix, Seattle, and San Francisco.

A Win-Win Plan

As well as the economic benefits of this infrastructure revitalization to Americans, the environment will receive vital stress relief, and by reducing carbon emissions many scientists believe will have the direct effect or reversing of global warming.

“New Yorkers have one third the impact on the environment than your average American. The smartest thing to do if you want to save the planet is move to New York,” said Sadik-Khan.

T4 states that transportation makes up a third of greenhouse gas emissions nationally and an even higher percentage in many states. Giving Americans more option apart from driving is critical to a climate crisis solution.

In T4’s analysis on the national transport situation, they see many Americans are stranded without transportation choices that are affordable, efficient, and convenient. Americans are looking to cut back on driving, but that proves difficult when only half have access to public transportation and most live in places built for car dependence. Meanwhile, metro areas are absorbing millions of new residents as the population grows toward 400 million, and struggle to accommodate them while remaining livable.

Giving people options other than driving also helps reduce spending at the gas pump. According to T4, families living in neighborhoods adjacent to rail transit spend an average of 9 percent of their household budget on transport as opposed to 25 percent for those in automobile dependent areas.

Public transportation already saves the U.S. as much as 4.2 billion gallons of gasoline each year. By building a transit, walking, and biking infrastructure that helps more people live in closer proximity to their daily needs, T4 foresees saving America billions more gallons.

 In 2005 alone, public transportation saved Americans 340 million gallons of gas—resulting in a total savings of $10.2 billion.

The Cost

Today, 78 metro areas around the country are working to raise funds for much needed rail and rapid bus lines. A total of $240 billion in transit investments to expand or create service is needed.  Meanwhile, the Federal Highway Administration has identified the need for $512 billion in investments over the next several years to restore our existing roads, bridges, and transit systems.

Transit services across U.S. threatened by deals with AIG

Los Angeles Times

10/19/08

By Steve Hymon and Martin Zimmerman

The next potential victims of the nation’s credit crunch: nearly 1.5 million people who ride buses and trains each weekday in Los Angeles County. Transit officials say riders could soon be facing serious service cuts.

That’s because the Los Angeles County Metropolitan Transportation Authority might have to quickly come up with hundreds of millions of dollars to pay investors, under terms of deals it made involving American International Group, the troubled financial and insurance giant.

“I’ve lost a lot of sleep over this,” said Terry Matsumoto, the chief financial service officer and treasurer for the MTA. He said it was “absolutely” certain the agency would have to cut service if the deals sour.

The problem, Matsumoto said, could extend beyond the MTA to other large transit agencies that entered into similar deals between the late 1980s and 2003, when tax laws were changed to discourage such transactions. Among those is Metrolink.

The news comes at a tough time for the MTA. The agency recently lost $133 million in state funds, and declining sales tax revenues mean it will have less money to help keep its buses and trains rolling.

An AIG spokesman declined to comment, citing the confidentiality of deals with its customers.

Between the late 1980s and 2003, the MTA sold its rail equipment, more than 1,000 buses, a parking garage and maintenance facilities to investors that included Wells Fargo, Comerica and Phillip Morris in separate deals.

Sale-Lease-back deals are a common way to raise money in the corporate world. A manufacturer, for example, could sell its factory to investors and then lease it back. The manufacturer gets a large chunk of cash and the investors get a steady stream of lease payments, as well as a tax break for their depreciating property.

“It’s a great way to get a shot in the arm in terms of cash without actually divesting yourself of your property,” said Bill Holder, an accounting professor at USC.

Many of the nation’s largest transit agencies participated in such deals. Among them are the San Francisco Muni system, the BART rail system in the Bay Area, the Chicago Transit Authority and the Washington, D.C., Metro system.

Metrolink, the Southland’s commuter rail agency, also sold most of its train cars and locomotives in four lease-back deals — three of which involved AIG — and made a $35.5-million profit as a result, said spokesman Francisco Oaxaca. Metrolink, like MTA, must now find another firm to replace AIG.

“The potential is pretty horrendous across the industry,” said James LaRusch, the chief counsel for the American Public Transportation Assn., a trade group for transit agencies. “It’s typically going to impact the largest transit agencies, because they were the ones that had the kind of assets necessary to get into these kind of deals.”

LaRusch said about 30 of the largest transit agencies in the nation have some involvement in such deals. “Any time you take money from the agency, you are going to cause a cutback in service,” he said.  In the case of the MTA deals, AIG provided $1 billion in loans to finance the transactions. The company, in return for fees paid by the transit agency, also guaranteed that the lease payments to investors would be made on time.

Things started to go downhill when AIG ran short of cash after running up billions in losses tied to the housing slump. Its credit ratings were slashed and the firm was on the verge of collapse last month when it was bailed out by the federal government.

The lower credit ratings triggered a clause in the lease-back agreements that require the MTA to either find a new firm to guarantee the deals, or reimburse investors for their down payments and lost tax benefits, — a scenario that could cost the transit agency between $100 million and $300 million.

As a frame of reference, Matsumoto said that $100 million equals about 10% of the MTA’s bus service. However, the MTA board has not yet discussed what cuts might be made.

The MTA has not yet found a replacement for AIG, Matsumoto said. “With the current state of the markets, there are no people who are willing to provide a replacement for AIG at any price,” Matsumoto said.

The agency has started talking to some investors in hopes of getting them to accept terms more favorable to the MTA, but Matsumoto said he doesn’t know if investors are willing to renegotiate.

Under a worst-case scenario, Matsumoto said, the bill could rise to $1.8 billion — more than half the MTA’s annual budget for this year.

“There is no practical way we could ever pay that back,” he said.

The agency has met with congressional staffers and asked the U.S. Treasury Department for help, hoping to get a piece of the $700-billion bailout package recently approved by Congress. Some of that money is to be used to buy troubled assets.

“They didn’t tell us to go fly a kite; that’s hopeful,” Matsumoto said. “But I don’t know how practical it is. We weren’t talking to decision-makers.”

MTA Board member Richard Katz  said: “The feds need to be concerned. If they bailed out the companies, they also need to bail out the public agencies impacted by the companies’ actions.”

The credit crunch has eased a bit in recent days as interest rates for inter-bank loans have inched downward and short-term lending to corporations has picked up. But it’s unlikely that conditions will improve fast enough to provide significant relief to the MTA.

Both Matsumoto and LaRusch said the Federal Transit Administration encouraged transit agencies to make lease-back deals as a way to make extra money. The MTA said it made about $65 million on the deals.

But an FTA spokesman disagreed. “FTA was not a cheerleader for these transit lease-back agreements,” agency spokesman Dave Longo wrote in an e-mail. “We reviewed lease-back agreements submitted to us by transit agencies in terms of their compliance with federal transit law requirements. When we determined those agreements met the requirements, we approved them from that perspective.”

Tackling community revitalization in the midst of a mortgage crisis

Governing Magazine

October 6, 2008 

By STEPHEN GOLDSMITH

The recent federal takeover of Freddie Mac and Fannie Mae, along with the impending federal absorption of the most toxic loans on Wall Street's books, signal that the housing crisis is far from over. There is no quick fix, no easy solution to the conundrum created by hundreds of billions in bad debt. However, one thing is clear — the path to economic stability and growth depends upon a recovery in the real estate market. And, that recovery will only happen if the strength of local communities is leveraged as much as the power of global capital markets.

At the local level, the crisis demands that cities urgently rethink housing policies and frame proactive, comprehensive strategies for neighborhood recovery. Elected officials are often drawn to goals that can be realized within a single election cycle. Committing to a long-term agenda is always challenging, but it is especially critical in the current environment. Last year, Saint Paul Mayor Chris Coleman exhibited his leadership and commitment to long-term solutions when he launched Invest Saint Paul. This comprehensive initiative targets public and private investment in housing and community development in four key neighborhoods. Already, Mayor Coleman's plan has begun to transform his city. Below are some of the critical factors that have given Invest Saint Paul is strength and viability:

Build local support by creating community ownership.

These goals cannot be achieved simply by generating public dollars and projects. Saint Paul is increasing the livability of the city by providing citizens and families of its most troubled neighborhoods with a comprehensive battery of services. Furthermore, determining which services to provide to an area is based largely on the input of residents. In turn, this inspires a sense of ownership and commitment to the long-term stability among the residents of these neighborhoods. Invest Saint Paul helps people find a reason to invest in themselves and their neighbors, moving their community further along the pathway to urban revitalization.

Make meaningful investments.

Despite having to resolve a significant operating budget deficit in 2008, Mayor Coleman and the city council supported a $25 million bond sale to allow for an immediate infusion of capital into community-based efforts to rehab the housing stock, redevelop key city blocks and construct long-awaited public facilities. The demonstration of public commitment and evidence of urban renewal leveraged significant private capital to support projects. Projects include new mortgage products to generate a market for housing stocks and resources to help protect owners from foreclosure.

Take on the tough issues with a focused and comprehensive approach.

Invest Saint Paul resists a singular focus on affordable housing or other urban infrastructure. However, it did choose to focus on four neighborhoods that represent about 25 percent of the city's population and where a series of indicators revealed disinvestment to be the most severe. The decision to focus on only four of the city's seven wards was not uncontested, but Mayor Coleman's strong leadership convinced constituents that focusing on the most underserved areas first makes good sense in the long term for all neighborhoods. A city is only as strong as its most fragile neighborhoods, and as the most troubled areas are revived, more jobs, investment, and residents will be attracted to the city as a whole.

Stephen Goldsmith This is the ninth in a series of periodic articles on American leaders who are setting the standard for innovative governance. Author Stephen Goldsmith, a former mayor of Indianapolis, is Daniel Paul Professor of Government and director of the Innovations in American Government Program at the Harvard Kennedy School's Ash Institute. A recipient of a Governing Public Official of the Year Award in 1995, Goldsmith moderates Management Insights, a weekly column published on Governing.com. He is also the co-author, with William D. Eggers, of Governing by Network.

Invest Saint Paul's comprehensive approach to help struggling neighborhoods emphasizes that a traditional bricks–and–mortar strategy is a necessary, but insufficient, response. Saint Paul saw the need to enlist a broad range of partners, and to ensure that their partners' investments were aligned with the city's in target neighborhoods. These partners, large and small, include schools, health-care clinics, arts- and faith-based organizations, and housing and nationwide neighborhood-development foundations.

One example of the city's comprehensive approach to tackling the challenges facing its constituents is the 3,000 children who received dental services in school-based clinics in Invest Saint Paul neighborhoods during its first year. In addition, with a small city grant, a local theater engaged young people known to loiter outside a branch library — keeping these kids busy learning new skills and helping to reduce the number of gang-related incidents in its recreation centers and libraries to zero that summer.

However, it can be argued that the forces with the greatest — and most disproportionate — impact on Saint Paul's distressed neighborhoods are beyond the reach of even the most wide-ranging efforts. The mortgage-foreclosure crisis represents a serious challenge that no local initiative can be expected to resolve. Mayor Coleman, fully cognizant of this reality, has emphasized the imperative for mayors across the country to explore legal strategies in order to hold predatory and neglectful lenders accountable, as well as to advocate for long-term national policy changes to protect communities from future foreclosure crises.

Balance listening and leadership to gain the support of community leaders.

The strength of Mayor Coleman's leadership is clearly shown by his recognition of how critical it is to identify the leaders in the Invest Saint Paul communities, to build relationships with them based on mutual respect, and to ask them to help craft appropriate investment strategies. This focus on neighborhood-level engagement and leadership development in designing solutions may at times slow the rollout of new programs; however, it is essential to achieve long-term stability. New neighborhood markets already dot the landscape of aging commercial districts, thanks to the partnership of the Latino Economic Development Center. Other partners, based in the African-American community, offer culturally based homeownership training and mutual support program to promote homeownership as a means of expanding generational wealth.

With $4 billion in Community Development Block Grants on the way, local-government officials across the country would do well to keep their focus on the fundamental livability issues that make families and neighborhoods safe, stable and strong. When dealing with struggling communities, mayors must find the right place to inject public capital and do it in a way that leverages local participation.

"Our goal," reflects Coleman, "Is not to import a middle class into our struggling neighborhoods, but to grow a middle class among the people who live there today. It is not easy. But, we, in Minnesota, take to heart what the late Senator Paul Wellstone was fond of saying, 'We all do better when we all do better.' That is the essence of Invest Saint Paul."

‘Shared-space’ streets cross the Atlantic
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Cities in the western and eastern US are starting to let motorists and pedestrians deal with one another more intuitively.

Up and down the West Coast and in parts of the East Coast, a select group of streets is going through a radical makeover. The street surfaces are being raised to the same level as the sidewalks. Curbs are being eliminated. Trees and vegetation are extending into what had been the domain of the automobile.

Motorists and pedestrians are being expected to use — imagine this! — their intelligence and their powers of observation to operate safely in multipurpose environments. A fundamental premise of modern traffic engineering — that safety can be assured only by strictly separating pedestrians from moving vehicles and by explicitly telling drivers what to do — is under challenge.

The new approach, called “shared space,” is showing up in Seattle, Portland (Oregon), San Francisco, Santa Monica, and other cities on the West Coast; in Cambridge, Massachusetts, New York City, and other places in the East; and in scattered places in between, such as New Town at St. Charles, Missouri, and the South Main development in Buena Vista, Colorado.

A few examples:

• In September the City Council of Santa Monica, California, authorized Nelson\Nygaard Consulting Associates to help implement the shared-space concept on three blocks of Longfellow Street — a residential street near heavily traveled Lincoln Boulevard — and on three streets that connect with Longfellow.

For a long time, the entire 40-foot right-of-way of Longfellow Street was paved with asphalt for cars to drive on and park on, although occasionally pedestrians walked in its center, since there were no sidewalks. This year and last, Jessica ter Schure and Michael King of Nelson\Nygaard worked with a design team including Blackbird Architects, Van Atta Associates, and Sherwood Design Engineers and with neighbors and the city to determine how to convert Longfellow into what Santa Monica planners call a “living street” — a pleasing, landscaped corridor where pedestrians can comfortably coexist with motorists.

Vehicular movement will occupy a single 14-foot-wide lane in the street’s center; when vehicles approach each other, one of them will have to yield. To the sides of the asphalt-paved central travel lane will be on-street parallel parking, most likely surfaced with decorative, permeable concrete pavers to let rainwater seep into the ground. Beyond those will be 5-foot-wide gardens with trees and native, drought-tolerant grasses and shrubs.

Integrally colored concrete with a decorative pattern will probably extend across intersections, to make the pedestrian character of the street readily apparent. The expectation is that motorists will sense that they’re in a mixed environment, and will drive slowly, watching for people in the street. It’s hoped that Longfellow redesign will lead Santa Monica to install more shared streets in the future.

• In San Francisco, Winslow Architecture designed alterations for Linden Street, a narrow passage in the Hayes Valley neighborhood. Architect David Winslow, with financial support from developer Loring Sagan and agreement from the city, proposed repaving the narrow roadbed in patterned, colored concrete, level with the sidewalks. Planters and recycled curb stones, set vertically, will differentiate the travel surface from areas where people can gather and relax.

The objective, says Winslow, is “a landscaped community gathering space where pedestrians and bicyclists will be on equal footing with motorists.” Planted areas, including five trees, will anchor seating areas. “It will be a living room in the street,” Winslow predicts.

• Winthrop Street in Cambridge’s Harvard Square was converted into a shared-space street offering improved access for the disabled as well as a more sociable atmosphere. The walking and driving surfaces of Winthrop Street have become curb-free, covered in a combination of concrete pavers, asphalt, and brick. Previously the sidewalks were too narrow, so people frequently walked in the street anyway — encouraged by relatively slow traffic speeds. Now they can do so more comfortably, by design. Winthrop has several restaurants with outdoor seating, whose activity will naturally overflow into the street.

• Peter Swift at Swift and Associates has designed a woonerf — a paved area shared by people and vehicles — for the South Main development in Colorado. When the woonerf is constructed, possibly next year, buildings will extend over the street at either end. This recalls the Fulton Grove Townhouses in San Francisco, built in 1993 to a design by architect Dan Solomon. In that project, openings in new buildings at the ends of a private street allow vehicles to enter — and create the sense that the motorists are entering a passage where pedestrians have priority. One of the keys to shared-street design is providing visible and sensory cues so that motorists will slow down and pay close attention to how people are using the space.

The European contribution

The father of today’s shared-space movement was the Dutch traffic engineer Hans Monderman, who succumbed to cancer last January at 62. Monderman devoted much of his career to removing traffic signs, signals, markings, bollards, and barriers from small communities in Holland; he accentuated the physical cues that cause motorists to proceed carefully through streets that serve purposes broader than vehicular movement.

Monderman recognized that at an appropriate speed, drivers and pedestrians are able to establish eye contact and anticipate each other’s behavior. They use their intuition. In many locales, the Monderman strategy has been shown to reduce accidents and injuries.

Initially, it was believed that the shared-space approach was appropriate only in small communities and those with low traffic volumes. But as the British traffic and urban design consultant Ben Hamilton-Baillie points out in an impressively comprehensive article — “Shared Space: Reconciling People, Places and Traffic,” in Vol. 34, No. 2, of the journal Built Environment — more recent experience has shown that shared-space principles can work in places traversed by 20,000 or more vehicles per day. In West London, shared-space ideas have been successfully applied to Kensington High Street in the Borough of Kensington despite its stream of more than 40,000 vehicles a day.

Hamilton-Baillie, whose firm Hamilton-Baillie Associates is based in Bristol, England, says the shared-space concept is now well established in Scandinavia and some other places in Europe. Among the communities in England that employ it is Poundbury, the development that Leon Krier designed for Prince Charles. 

In the US, much of the experimentation with shared-space design is occurring on alleys and in other streets with very light vehicular traffic. “Intimate streets are a good place to start,” says Winslow in San Francisco. “It’s an easy sell. They’re a natural refuge.”

To make a shared-space street function effectively, designers often use a variety of paving materials and textures, with differing tones or colors — making the place register on the consciousness of motorists. The distinctiveness of the street and the surroundings causes drivers to proceed more cautiously.

Elimination of curbs works to the advantage of disabled people; an obstacle is gone. The blind and visually impaired, on the other hand, sometimes resist the removal of curbs and other demarcations between the vehicular and the pedestrian way. These warn the blind that they may be entering dangerous territory. Textured paving can help to alert the blind to the vehicular portion of a street. Planters or bollards may also act as something of a guide, but if placed too far apart their effectiveness diminishes.

Patrick Siegman of Nelson\Nygaard argues that in the US, mixing of pedestrians and vehicles is less novel than many take it to be. “Most large parking lots — for example, those at shopping centers and grocery stores — effectively function in ways that are very similar to shared spaces on European shopping streets,” he observes. Siegman suggests that Americans have been operating in shared spaces — if drab ones — for decades, without being aware of it.

Perhaps, then, the shift to shared-space streets will be less of a shock than the skeptics think.

With Free Bikes, Challenging Car Culture on Campus
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BIDDEFORD, Me. — When Kylie Galliani started at the University of New England in August, she was given a key to her dorm, a class schedule and something more unusual: a $480 bicycle.

The University of New England bikes are personalized. Free or subsidized bike programs at colleges have had mixed success.

“I was like, ‘A free bike, no catch?’ ” Ms. Galliani, 17, a freshman from Fort Bragg, Calif., asked. “It’s really an ideal way to get around the campus.”

University administrators and students nationwide are increasingly feeling that way too.

The University of New England and Ripon College in Wisconsin are giving free bikes to freshmen who promise to leave their cars at home. Other colleges are setting up free bike sharing or rental programs, and some universities are partnering with bike shops to offer discounts on purchases.

The goal, college and university officials said, is to ease critical shortages of parking and to change the car culture that clogs campus roadways and erodes the community feel that comes with walking or biking around campus.

“We’re seeing an explosion in bike activity,” said Julian Dautremont-Smith, associate director of the Association for the Advancement of Sustainability in Higher Education, a nonprofit association of colleges and universities. “It seems like every week we hear about a new bike sharing or bike rental program.”

While many new bike programs are starting up, some are shutting down because of problems with theft and vandalism. The program at St. Mary’s College in Maryland was suspended because bikes were being vandalized.

“Ours was one that was totally based on voluntary taking care of the bike,” said Chip Jackson, a spokesman for St. Mary’s, “and I guess that was maybe a tad unwise. So the next generation of this idea will have a few more checks and balances.”

At Ripon, and the University of New England, officials say that giving students a bike of their own might encourage them to be more responsible. Ripon’s president, David C. Joyce, a competitive mountain biker, said the free bike idea came in a meeting about how to reduce cars on campus.

The college committed $50,000 to the program and plans to continue it with next year’s freshmen. Some 200 Trek mountain bikes, helmets and locks were bought, and about 180 freshmen signed up for the program. “We did it as a means of reducing the need for parking,” Dr. Joyce said, “but as we looked at it from the standpoint of fitness, health and sustainability, we realized we have the opportunity to create a change.”

The University of New England here in Biddeford had a similar problem — too many cars, not enough space and a desire to make the campus greener. So it copied the Ripon program, handing out 105 bikes in the first week of school. Because of the program, only 25 percent of freshmen brought cars with them this year, officials said, compared with 75 percent last year.

“We felt the campus could devolve to asphalt parking lots, and a lot of people didn’t want that to happen,” said Michael Daley, head of the university’s environmental council and a professor of economics.

The bikes are marked with each student’s name.

“I don’t have to fill it with gas, and it doesn’t hurt the environment,” said Kaitlyn Birwell, 18. “With a car, you need a parking permit, gas, and it breaks down. I’m a college student and don’t have the money for that.”

Michelle Provencal, 18, said she hopes her bike will help her avoid a dreaded side effect of being a college freshman. “Maybe instead of gaining the freshman 15 I’ll lose it,” Ms. Provencal said.

When Mercer University in Macon, Ga., asked for donations of old bikes, it received 60, which are being fixed up and painted orange and black, the university colors. Forty are available for weeklong rentals, and Mercer has organized mass rides to downtown Macon, about three miles away, to promote the program.

“A lot of students haven’t ridden a bike since middle school or even younger, but when they get back on it their faces light up,” said Allan J. Rene de Cotret, director of the program. “So why not leave your car parked where you live or back home with your parents and ride your bike around campus?”

Emory University has partnered with Fuji Bikes and Bicycle South, a local bike shop, to provide 50 bikes that can be rented at no charge at six spots on campus. Students can also buy Fuji bikes at a discount and receive a free helmet, lock and lights from Emory.

Students, faculty and staff can go to a rental station, show their Emory ID and check out bikes. The program plans to add 70 more bikes and four checkout points in the next year. In addition, about 150 bikes have been sold through the partnership in the past year, said Jamie Smith, who runs the program, called Bike Emory.

“We like the idea of bolstering the cycling culture here,” Mr. Smith said, “and ultimately it supports alternative transportation.”

Bikes at some campuses were treated as toys rather than transportation. Others were difficult to maintain or were not used.

“The kids weren’t taking care of the bikes, leaving them wherever instead of parking them in the bike racks,” said John Wall, a spokesman for Juniata College in Huntingdon, Pa., which eliminated its two-year-old bike-sharing program this year. “The other problem was that the bikes weren’t the greatest to begin with. They were donated by Wal-Mart, and others were rehabbed. They had also been out in the weather. It just didn’t work out.”

The elements are a concern at other universities as well. More than 150 students at the University at Buffalo signed up for a city bike-sharing program that has drop-off points on campus, but it suspends service from November to April.

“It’s hard to maintain all the bikes during winter, and usage drops dramatically,” said Jim Simon, an associate environmental educator at Buffalo.

Here at the University of New England, officials wonder what will happen when snow starts falling, but they are looking toward bike-sharing programs in cities like Copenhagen and Montreal as proof that they can work in the cold.

St. Xavier University in Chicago this month is unveiling the first computer-driven bike sharing system on a college campus.

Students can wave their ID card over a docking port. The port is attached to a rubber tube, which can be used as a lock and opened by entering an access code. Students must enter the bike’s condition before it can be unlocked. The system is used in Europe, but with credit cards.

The first 15 minutes are free, and users pay 60 cents for each additional 15 minutes, or $2.40 per hour. All 925 resident students automatically become members through their ID cards. The system was intended to be environmentally friendly, with solar panels powering the ports.

A tracking system similar to G.P.S. will keep tabs on the bikes.

“You can’t throw it in Lake Michigan,” said Paul Matthews, the university’s vice president for facilities management, “because we’ll know if you throw it in Lake Michigan.”
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