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Capital Metro union rejects latest contract offer

Monday, October 27, 2008

Austin Business Journal

Union workers at the Capital Metropolitan Transportation Authority rejected the transit agency’s latest contract offer, paving the way for a possible strike.

Terry Garcia Crews, the general manager at Capital Metro unit who supervises union workers, says although workers with Amalgamated Transit Union Local 1091 have rejected the contract, the agency expects that negotiations will resume. She says it’s unclear what the immediate timetable for negotiations will be.

If a strike occurs, Crews says the agency will initially use contractors to operate 45 percent of key bus routes. Bus routes that will continue to operate will be those that serve major destinations such as hospitals, schools, the central business district and areas with a high number of riders. During a strike no fares will be charged.

Negotiations between the union and Cap Metro began in May 2007. The last time Cap Metro union workers went on strike was in September 2005. The strike lasted one day.

Cap Metro union: Strike will be Wednesday

Local leaders intervene, but warring parties show little interest in proposed solution.

AMERICAN-STATESMAN STAFF

Saturday, November 01, 2008

By Ben Wear

Most Capital Metro buses will stay in the barn Wednesday morning, unless an unlikely breakthrough on contract talks emerges.

Those buses that do run during the planned labor strike that union officials announced Friday will rely on replacement drivers or those who choose to cross the picket line, and will be free. Fares will be suspended for the duration of the work stoppage.

A platoon of community leaders who proposed a stopgap compromise Friday said a bus strike would be devastating to the tens of thousands of Central Texans who depend on public transportation to get to work, school, grocery stores and medical appointments. They urged Amalgamated Transit Union Local 1091, which represents about 850 Capital Metro bus drivers, mechanics and maintenance workers, to reconsider.

"It could cripple this community for days," Austin City Council Member Mike Martinez, who also serves on the Capital Metro board, said at a news conference in East Austin. "We need our transit system to be fully up and running."

If the strike does occur Wednesday, "we are prepared to provide service to the public," said Capital Metro CEO and president Fred Gilliam.

But it will be well short of the regular grid of routes and will run only from 6 a.m. to 7:30 p.m. Capital Metro's day one plan has 10 major routes (about 60 routes, including all but one suburban express route, would be shelved) and assumes that the agency could run and maintain 70 buses. Capital Metro uses about 250 buses most days.

Gone, at least temporarily, would be other major feeder routes such as the No. 2 on Rosewood Avenue in East Austin.

"That would be a real bad move," said Robert Moore, a longtime resident of the neighborhood served by the No. 2 route. "You have roughly 150 people who catch that bus in the morning to go to work. You're putting a lot of people's jobs in jeopardy. That's not even mentioning the kids who take it to school."

University of Texas shuttle buses and service to two Austin magnet schools would run as normally scheduled.

Martinez proposed a compromise two-year contract retroactive to the expiration of the current accord in July 2007, with raises of 3 percent for the 2007-08 contract year and 2.5 percent this year. It would include the medical benefits in management's current offer, which union officials have grudgingly accepted, as well as a promise of an independent audit so future negotiations would occur with both sides trusting the financial numbers.

It would also expire just eight months from now, potentially prolonging the labor strife that has gripped Capital Metro for almost four years.

Jay Wyatt, president of Local 1091, was noncommittal about the proposed compromise but remained aggressive in his comments about Capital Metro management, which he has long contended is trying to eliminate his union. Wyatt said he would run Martinez's proposal by his governing committee.

"I don't think Capital Metro wants to accept it, because they don't want anyone to tell them what to do," Wyatt said. "A strike is not something we want to do. It hurts the public, the employees and the company."

Capital Metro officials, asked for reaction to Martinez's ideas, did not address the two-year salary proposal.

"Capital Metro operates in a transparent manner and is open to any audit or review at the direction of our board of directors," said spokesman Adam Shaivitz.

The agency has a yearly budget of $185 million, funded largely by a 1 percent sales tax, from which revenue fell about 3 percent in August compared with the previous August.

The negotiations between Capital Metro and Local 1091 have been going on for about 18 months \— and a number of issues have been resolved. The main sticking points now appear to be a $1,000 bonus offered as back pay for the 2007-08 contract year in which workers got no raise \— the union instead wants a 3 percent raise for that year \— and lower pay for newly hired drivers who provide door-to-door rides for some people with disabilities.

Currently, Capital Metro bus drivers at the top of scale (after four years) make $19.69 an hour \— about $41,000 a year, assuming no overtime or holiday pay \— and master mechanics make $23.97 an hour, a base of slightly less than $50,000 a year. Sedan drivers make $14.13 an hour beginning in their third year, and service workers by their sixth year make $15.96 an hour.

This week, after union members voted 390-57 to reject management's latest offer, Wyatt said the union was willing to return to the negotiating table. Tuesday, Capital Metro labor manager Terry Garcia Crews replied in a letter to Local 1091 that management, along with a federal mediator, could meet next Friday, Nov. 7.

But that would be after the strike begins.

No further talks are scheduled between the union and Capital Metro, though Garcia Crews said it was possible another meeting could happen Monday.

Asked Friday afternoon what the chances are that there will be a strike, Wyatt replied, "Right at this point, probably about 100 percent," he said.

Wyatt said the workers would stand idle beginning with the 3:15 a.m. "pull-out" Wednesday of that day's first buses.

Asked how many drivers and mechanics the agency might be able to count on during a strike, Garcia Crews estimated she could have more than 300 workers available, including some of the 200 who are covered by the collective bargaining agreement but are not members of the union.

The agency also plans to use drivers from First Transit and Veolia Transportation, the outside contractors who handle University of Texas shuttle routes and some regular Capital Metro routes.

Door-to-door services for people with severe disabilities would be reduced. But people with severe medical needs, such as regular dialysis appointments, would get priority for rides.

Wyatt said he had spoken with Austin managers at First Transit and Veolia, and that both said they intend to continue furnishing drivers only for their current routes. A First Transit manager referred questions to Capital Metro, and Veolia did not return a call for comment.

Shaivitz, the agency spokesman, said Capital Metro's contracts with the two companies allow it to redirect their resources to routes of the transit agency's choosing.

Cap Met ridership rises across the board

Austin American Statesman

Tuesday, October 28, 2008

By Ben Wear |

There was a time in 2007 when Capital Metro ridership seemed to be running against the tide, falling even as gas prices reached new heights above $2 a gallon.

No more.

Figures for the 2007-08 fiscal year, which ended Sept. 30, show ridership increasing across the board. In fact, at 35. 4 million boardings, Capital Metro had its largest ridership year ever, slightly surpassing the 35.2 million in 2005-06.

Ridership in 2007-08 was 5.9 percent above 2006-07, a slumping year that raised alarms about how the agency could be losing ridership in a period when people in theory should have been turning to public transportation to save money. At the time, agency officials blamed much of the loss on a January 2007 freeze that shutdown buses for three days, and a change in fare cards.

And they were predicting about a year ago that 2007-08 would be even worse, in part because of a 100 percent fare increase to go into effect this past January. In the end, that fare increase was cut in half and didn’t begin until this month. So the 2007-08 fiscal year was spared any effects of that.

The weather was better this past winter as well. But the main change, most would likely agree, is that gasoline prices spiraled into the clouds this last spring and fall to $4 a gallon (much more for diesel). Ridership took off.

Some of the numbers:

· Boardings on “fixed-route” services, the regular buses and Dillos, was up 5.8 percent versus the previous fiscal year.

· Special transit rides, door-to-door service for people with disabilities that render them unable to use regular buses, increased 5.7 percent.

· UT shuttle boardings increased 7.1 percent, after falling 23.2 percent the previous year.

· Rides on express buses from the suburbs increased 25.2 percent.

· Average weekday ridership on the whole system is now 118,378 (boardings, not individual people). Weekday fixed route ridership on average was 92,981. Weekday UT shuttle boardings averaged 27,684.

Capital Metro expands Wi-Fi service

KXAN Austin News

Mon., Oct. 27, 2008

AUSTIN, Texas (KXAN) -- Monday afternoon the Capital Metro board is expected to vote on increasing Wi-Fi service on its express routes.

The vote will also pave the way for the service to be offered on the Metrorail system.

For the past year, Capitol Metro has been testing Wi-Fi service on 10 of its Express buses, and because of the positive response, the service will become permanent and be expanded.

Story continues below ↓advertisement

"What this contract will do is expand this service from 10 buses to 38," said Eric McKewen, a Capital Metro spokeswoman.

Installation will cost $125,000. That money will also be used to put Wi-Fi on the Metrorail cars when it rolls out in March. Wi-Fi on the Express buses will be ready in January.

In the meantime, the 10 Express buses that were used for the pilot program will continue to offer Wi-Fi service during the upgrade.

State plans massive new office complex along Texas 130 corridor 

Austin American Statesman

Monday, October 27, 2008

By Kate Alexander 

State of Texas officials are scouting land along the Texas 130 corridor in eastern Travis County for a new office complex for thousands of state workers. 

The master-planned campus could save the state money, improve working conditions for 9,000 state employees and put valuable downtown Austin properties on the tax rolls for the city, county and school district, said Edward Johnson, executive director of the Texas Facilities Commission.

No specifics are yet available as to where the campus could be, Johnson said. But the state is looking at buying 250 to 300 acres along Texas 130 that is easily accessible by car and public transportation and has the needed utility infrastructure.

"We have an opportunity to build state of the art facilities, taking advantage of the latest energy efficient technologies," Johnson said. 

The state is running out of office space in Travis County, Johnson told a Senate Government Organization Committee on Monday.

He said the state had not built or bought a new agency building in almost two decades, while the workforce had grown considerably in that time. 

He said the state owns about 6 million square feet of office space in Travis County and faces a 10-year, $400 million tab for needed maintenance for those buildings, based on 2007 figures.

The state also leases another 3 million square feet of office space and could save about $30 million a year by owning its own buildings, Johnson said.

Shifting state workers who do not have a practical need to be near the Capitol out of downtown would clear the state to sell some prime real estate. The state's portfolio includes several buildings that are coveted by developers because they are not subject to the height restrictions that protect the Capitol view corridors.

Johnson said the plan has been in the works for more than a year and a half and is not yet complete. He did not give a time frame for when that would happen.

State Sen. Kirk Watson, D-Austin, said the plan could be "the great campus for the 21st century," but said he wants to assure that state workers are included in the process.

He said one criterion for a location would be convenience to where the predominance of state employees live. 

"This is going to create great concern about the disruption of people's lives," Watson said."Be sure that you put together a process that includes these people."

Transit ridership is up in Texas, nation

Fort Worth Star-Telegram

October 25, 2008

By GORDON DICKSON

DALLAS — Americans are still driving less despite falling gas prices, Transportation Secretary Mary Peters said Friday. And the number of commuters switching to trains and other public transportation continues to rise.

Rising gas prices were blamed for a driving decline that began early this year. Prices peaked at more than $4 a gallon in many areas during the summer, prompting many drivers to experiment with public transit.

With gas now back below $2.50 a gallon in North Texas, many people have decided to stick with public transportation, Peters said. Drivers logged 15 billion fewer miles during August, a 5.6 percent decrease from the same month last year, Peters said during a tour of a Dallas Area Rapid Transit station under construction in Deep Ellum.

But transit ridership is up 6.2 percent nationwide and 15 percent in Texas, she said. Ridership on the Trinity Railway Express, a commuter train connecting downtown Fort Worth and Dallas, increased 11 percent in fiscal 2008, officials said.

Peters touted her agency’s plan for funding flexibility, which would make it easier for metro areas including those in North Texas to use more federal transportation dollars not just for highways, but also for public transportation. Metro areas would also be eligible for more loans, bonds and other financing alternatives, she said.

"As Cowboys fans know, the key to any game plan is establishing a good ground game," Peters said. "That’s exactly why we need projects like this DART expansion."

DART is doubling its light rail system to 90 miles, using a $700 million federal grant.

Peters said that relaxing restrictions on funding is important because as Americans drive less, the funding available for transportation decreases. The federal government collects a gas tax of 18.4 cents a gallon, and Texas collects a state tax of 20 cents a gallon, and those are the primary funding sources for roads and transit. As driving declined this year, Congress had to step in with an $8 billion rescue package to keep the highway trust fund afloat.

"If Americans continue to drive less, and we believe they will, it’s likely we’ll experience another highway trust fund shortfall by the end of next year," Peters said.

The Transportation Department has been criticized for making it tough for metro areas to win transit funding.

Peters’ promise of flexibility could be good news for a proposed commuter rail line from southwest Fort Worth to Grapevine and Dallas/Fort Worth Airport. The $500 million-plus project is in line for funding behind several dozen projects nationwide.

Support for increased transit funding crosses party lines, said Melissa Cubria, spokeswoman for the Austin-based Texas Public Interest Research Group, which advocates against public health threats such as congestion.

"Public transit investment will stimulate the economy. It will create jobs," she said in a phone interview this week.

During Peters’ tour, DART executives laid out their plans to extend DART’s green line to Fair Park by September, and its orange line to D/FW Airport by 2013. The planned lines would also connect Baylor Medical Center, Love Field and other major employers.

DART and the Fort Worth Transportation Authority are working on plans to connect their rail systems on the airport’s north end.

"Once people get a taste of how transit works around here, they’ll really like it," DART Chairman Randall Chrisman told Peters.

Drivers still opting for public transit over highways

MarketWatch

Oct. 24, 2008

By Shawn Langlois

Gas prices may be falling fast from record highs, but travelers are avoiding the highways and jumping on buses and trains at a record pace, according to a report from the U.S. Department of Transportation on Friday.

"Relying on the gas tax is like relying on cardboard to keep the rain out - the longer you use it the less it works." — Mary Peters, U.S. Secretary of Transportation

In fact, Americans drove 15 billion fewer miles in August than they did in the same month a year ago, according to federal data, which puts the streak of declining driving habits at 10 months.

That represents a 5.6% decline from August 2007, marking the biggest year-over-year drop ever recorded, U.S. Secretary of Transportation Mary Peters said in a statement.

At the same time, public transit ridership jumped 6.2% across the country this summer compared with a year ago.

Peters pointed out that Texas, where she spoke during a visit to a light-rail station under construction in Dallas, saw an increase of 15% in its DART rail system.

Gas began its swift descent from record highs in mid-July and currently costs a national average $2.78 for a gallon of regular unleaded, according to recent numbers from AAA. That's down almost a dollar from a month ago and is more or less the same as it cost in October 2007.

The trend, likely exacerbated by the dismal state of the economy, is making it difficult for the government to pick up the tab. Peters warned that the lower income from gas taxes will make it difficult for the federal agency to continue to fund future projects.

"We pay for transit the same way we pay for road and bridge projects -- with federal gas taxes," she said. "Relying on the gas tax is like relying on cardboard to keep the rain out -- the longer you use it the less it works."

Democrats Plea for Help in Stemming Battle Between Banks, Transit Agencies

Wall Street Journal

OCTOBER 24, 2008

By CHRISTOPHER CONKEY

WASHINGTON -- Senate Democrats Friday urged Treasury Secretary Henry Paulson and Federal Reserve Chairman Ben Bernanke to solve a financial dispute that could cost mass transit agencies billions of dollars and lead to significant service cuts.

The battle between banks and 31 of the nation's largest transit agencies, including systems in Chicago, Los Angeles, New York and Washington, is an unusual byproduct of the federal government's rescue of insurer American International Group Inc. The Federal Reserve has provided lines of credit topping $122 billion to AIG and has taken control of the giant insurer in an effort to prevent its collapse.

The financial battle stems from leasing agreements that transit agencies have struck with banks. The arrangements, which produced up-front cash for transit operators and tax benefits for financial institutions, were insured by AIG. But once AIG's credit rating fell, provisions in the agreements allowed banks to demand more collateral from transit agencies, or require a new insurer to replace AIG. Banks have been seeking to unwind the agreements since the Internal Revenue Service in 2003 moved to eliminate much of the tax breaks banks can claim.

If the transit agencies can't come up with more cash, or find another guarantor to step in, they face the prospect of losing assets such as rail cars and buses. The financial hit, in turn, could lead transit systems to curtail service, even as more riders have started using public transit to save money on gas. Transit agencies say they have met with the Treasury Department, Federal Reserve and members of Congress in an effort to find a solution, but none has been forthcoming.

Now, some Senate Democrats representing California, New Jersey and Chicago are urging Messrs. Paulson and Bernanke to act.

"If the Treasury and Federal Reserve do not act quickly, public transit agencies around the nation could become financially crippled and several banks could enjoy unjustified windfalls," read the letter, which was signed by Sens. Robert Menendez and Frank Lautenberg of New Jersey, Sen. Richard Durbin of Illinois and Sen. Barbara Boxer of California.

A Treasury Department spokeswoman did not immediately respond to requests for comment. A Federal Reserve spokesman declined to comment

Carol Kissal, chief financial officer of the Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority, which operates rail and bus service in the nation's capital, said the agency is facing a $25 million lease-termination charge from one Belgian Bank, which she declined to identify due to a non-disclosure provision in the contract. Ms. Kissal said WMATA has proposed replacing AIG with a bond-insuring unit of Berkshire Hathaway Inc., but has thus far received no response.

"That's one" leasing agreement, Ms. Kissal said. "I have 15 to go."

If no solution emerges, WMATA could face around $400 million of termination charges.

"My 15 is similar to what other agencies have in their portfolios," Ms. Kissal said. "Our solution is to go to Treasury" and say, "if you stand behind or in the shoes of AIG, this will cure" the problem.

Financial Crisis Hits Public Transit

US News and World Report

October 24, 2008

Maura Judkis

If you rely on public transportation in Chicago, Atlanta, San Francisco, Los Angeles, or Washington, it may be time to consider a bike. The public-transit authorities of these cities have just found out that money they have borrowed from financial agencies will have to be paid back in a hurry. Says the Washington Post:

AIG had guaranteed deals between transit agencies and banks under which the banks made upfront payments that the agencies agreed to repay over time. But AIG's financial problems have invalidated the company's guarantees, putting the deals in technical default and allowing the banks to ask for all their money at once.

In Metro's case, the regional transit agency could face up to $400 million in payments, the system's chief financial officer, Carol Kissal, said in an interview yesterday. One bank, KBC Group of Belgium, has told Metro that it needs to pay $43 million by next week. Metro officials confirmed the details but declined to name the bank.

What does this mean for riders? Potential service interruptions, said the Post , or worse.

In Los Angeles, "the worst-case scenario is that we could end up having to come up with $100 million to $300 million overnight," said Marc Littman, spokesman for the Los Angeles County Metropolitan Transportation Authority. "That would be a tough nut to swallow." Cutting service would be an option, he said, but a last resort. "Our board is looking at different options right now."

The transit agencies are seeking relief from the treasury.

Passenger trains gain favor with public, Congress

ASSOCIATED PRESS

Saturday, November 01, 2008

By Joan Lowy

WASHINGTON — After half a century as more of a curiosity than a convenience, passenger trains are getting back on track in some parts of the country.

The high cost of energy, coupled with congestion on highways and at airports, is drawing travelers back to trains not only for commuting but also for travel between cities as many as 500 miles apart.

Californians are considering selling billions of dollars worth of bonds to get going on an 800-mile system of bullet trains that could zip along at 200 miles per hour, linking San Francisco and San Diego and the cities in between.

In the Midwest, transportation officials are pushing a plan to connect cities in nine states in a hub-and-spoke system centered in Chicago.

The public is way ahead of policymakers in recognizing trains as an attractive alternative to cars and planes, said Rep. James Oberstar, chairman of the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee.

"I think we're at a transformational point in intercity passenger rail service," said Oberstar, D-Minn.

Amtrak, the passenger rail service that struggled for years to attract riders, drew a record 28.7 million in the year ending Sept. 30. That is 11 percent more than the year before and the sixth straight year that ridership has increased. Ticket revenue hit a record $1.7 billion, a $200 million increase from a year earlier.

Rail travel is gaining greater favor in Congress, which provides the subsidies needed to keep Amtrak rolling. Lawmakers are trying to find ways to deal with high energy prices, congested and aging roads and bridges, and an air traffic control system that relies largely on World War II-era technology.

Congress passed legislation last month that sets a goal of providing $13 billion over five years to Amtrak, a major vote of confidence for the railroad. The measure also encourages development of high-speed rail corridors and contains $2 billion in grants to states to enhance or introduce new service between cities. The money still must be appropriated.

President Bush, an Amtrak critic who has opposed anything more than minimal money for the rail service over the past eight years, signed the bill Oct. 16.

With the economy in crisis and credit tightening, rail supporters say there is uncertainty in securing all the money, especially when competing with highway and aviation lobbies for any additional transportation dollars.

Congress has "a lot of mouths to feed on the transportation side," said Joe McHugh, Amtrak's vice president for government affairs.

Unlike Europeans, whose cities are connected by passenger rail networks, relatively few Americans travel by rail except in the popular corridor from Washington to Boston, in parts of California, and routes extending from Chicago. Outside the Northeast, ticket fares usually do not cover direct operating costs.

Critics say it is unfair to require people in areas where there is no Amtrak service or infrequent service to subsidize the train travel of people in the few corridors where there is frequent, fast service.

"I do not think you can justify many, perhaps most, of the routes Amtrak is running," Sen. Jeff Sessions, R-Ala., said during Senate debate last month. "Fundamentally, the romantic view that we are going to have some sort of major international rail system does not seem to be realistic."

Still, some states are pushing for more and better passenger train service. In California, voters will decide Tuesday whether to launch the most ambitious rail project undertaken by any state. The ballot measure would authorize nearly $10 billion in bonds to pay for planning and construction.

Proponents say a high-speed rail system could help reduce congestion at California airports, lessen dependence on foreign oil and decrease greenhouse gases. Critics say the state could be forced to raise taxes to pay off the bonds, and the money would be better invested in urban transit systems and highway construction.

In the Midwest, expansion of the passenger rail network is supported by Democratic presidential nominee Sen. Barack Obama.

Some cities that would be in the network have passenger train service to Chicago — Obama's hometown — but it is often slow and infrequent. The regional plan calls for using 3,000 miles of existing rail rights of way and introducing cars and engines operating at speeds up to 110 mph.

Obama's transportation plan pledges support for Amtrak and calls for development of high-speed rail networks across the country as a means to conserve energy and boost the economy.

His Republican opponent, Sen. John McCain, has been a persistent critic of Amtrak's reliance on subsidies. Obama co-sponsored the recent Amtrak bill; McCain voted against it.

Gov. Ed Rendell, D-Pa., said higher gas prices and concern about dependence on foreign oil have made people more willing to invest in passenger rail.

"There is an appetite for city-to-city rail," Rendell told reporters recently. "Why should we be different than any other country in the world? You go to Europe, and you can't get an airplane to a city less than 200 miles away."

iPhone 2.2 map add-ons: Public transit, location sharing and street views  

Mobility

Monday, October 27, 2008

By Christian Zibreg   

Cupertino (CA) - TG Daily previously reported about new end-user features spotted in the iPhone 2.2 firmware beta 1 like the new Street View in Maps application, in addition to the modified address/search bars in Safari, and the option to turn the auto-correction feature off. The second beta, seeded to the developers last Friday, brings a bunch of additional map enhancements, including location sharing and a new transit mode with real-time car, bus and walking directions.

It is no secret that the iPhone 2.1 firmware accidentally opened up many stability issues that resulted in unexpected crashes in third-party applications, decreased overall reliability and brought security problems that exposed users to spam and phishing as well as accelerometer glitches, jerky animations and virtual keyboard delays. According to reports from users who had a chance to play with the 2.2 firmware, most these issues appear to be fixed. But there are new features that could enhance the overall iPhone user experience. The company seems to be focused on the Maps application these days, which not only received a Street View feature, but also a new Transit mode and location sharing features as revealed by iPhoneYap, a new iPhone community site.

iPhone gets G1 Android's Google Street View magic

Android's Google Street View magic is probably its biggest show-stopper. The feature combines input from an accelerometer to move the street view in real-time as you move the handset around. The iPhone firmware 2.2 Beta 2 implements this feature as well. There is no dedicated button to access the feature. Instead, you first set a location by dropping a pin on the map or choosing a location from past searches or bookmarks. If there is Street View data on Google's server for a chosen location, an orange symbol will appear next to location tooltip on the map. Tap it and the screen animates sideways to transform into a Street View of the set location.

It shows street-level photographs in the same fashion as Street View on Google Maps. You can rotate the view in 360 degrees with your finger, zoom in and out or click on arrows to advance in any direction. There are "Report" and "Done" buttons on the top of the interface, in addition to a handy navigation circle that sits in the lower right corner of the screen and shows your position on the mini-map in real-time.

Transit mode

Unlike G1 Android, the iPhone's mapping application also has Transit mode that pulls up-to-date info off the Google Transit service, like arrivals and departures, schedule times, etc. The new Directions mode features car, bus and walking icons, in addition to "Edit" and "Start" buttons to enter your start and end location. When you set a destination, the iPhone calculates the route with the public transportation types of your choice and offers step-by-step instructions broken down into several phases. Public transit options include bus and subway

Location sharing

Maps also features a new location sharing option to send your location to other iPhone users. You could also have the iPhone's GPS module locate you, then drop a pin and send your current location to a nearby friend to use as the Transit mode's destination for step-by-step instructions how to get to you. The Share Location button is found on the bottom of the screen that is revealed when you click the right arrow next to a drop pin on the map.

The feature automatically brings up a new email message with the location info in the body of a message. Assuming that the recipient has an iPhone as well, he can tap on the hyperlink in the message body, which will automatically launch Maps application and display your location.

America's prettiest towns

USA TODAY

Posted 10/14/2008 

By Rob Baedeker, ForbesTraveler.com

Identifying America's prettiest towns is by definition a subjective undertaking—prettiness, to adapt an old saying, is in the eye of the beholder. So when we asked five experts for their lists of the country's prettiest towns, we left the definition of "pretty" up to the judges themselves.

"I felt that for a town to be considered 'pretty,' it must have something more going for it than simply enjoying a 'pretty' location," says travel writer Greg Ward, co-author of The Rough Guide to the USA. "The town itself has to have some aesthetic appeal on a human scale."

Ward's picks include Flagstaff, Arizona, which combines those natural and manmade elements into what he describes as a "definitive little Western town, where fine brick buildings on every block hold lively hotels, bars, stores and restaurants, and the majestic San Francisco Peaks soar to the north."

Krist adds that his picks share a photogenic richness that results from the "integrity of the traditional architecture. You can look down a street in Cape May (New Jersey) and see seven or eight beautiful Victorians all in a row. It's an architectural integrity that existed before strip malls and before things got homogenized with aluminum siding."

Danno Glanz, an urban designer with the Berkeley, Calif.-based urban design, community planning and architecture firm Calthorpe Associates, says he gravitates toward "places that have an exceptional, unique urban form." Glanz says that in lieu of a traditionally pretty town like Carmel, Calif., "which has a lot of flower boxes on windows," he'd opt instead to visit someplace like the southern Arizona enclave of Bisbee, whose cottages and bungalows form "eclectic hillside residential neighborhoods that terrace down the hillside in an organic way."

Glanz also selected the smallest town on our list, Bodie, Calif., with a population of zero. The once thriving gold-mining outpost is now a well-preserved ghost town (and state park). Glanz says the abandoned homes, churches, and saloons have a "haunting beauty."

While the 20 towns here comprise a diverse array of locations, sizes and architectural styles, our expert's selections lean heavily toward the East, and New England picks figure prominently in their selections. Three of our five panelists chose New Hampshire towns (Portsmouth and Hanover) as among the nation's prettiest, and destinations in Maine, Vermont and Rhode Island are also sprinkled among the experts' choices.

The Rough Guide to the USA co-author Greg Ward is the sole panelist whose choices drifted wholly away from the eastern seaboard. Among the traveler writer's pretty-town favorites are Springdale, Utah, situated near Zion National Park, and Galena, Illinois, which Ward describes as a "peaceful, verdant" town that "seems barely changed since local boy Ulysses S. Grant was elected president in 1868."

There was only one overlap choice among our expert panel: In independent selections, Greg Melville and Sarah Tuff Dunn, co-authors of 101 Best Outdoor Towns, both singled out Lake Placid, New York for its natural grandeur and small-town charm. "It's got the jagged mountain backdrop surrounding a quaint, unpretentious ski village bordered by two crystal lakes," says Melville.

Melville explained the criteria he used in making his choices: "Each of these places is among the most picturesque (in the country)—whether it's the natural surroundings, the architecture, or more likely a combination of the two."

Beyond the outward aesthetic appeal of the destinations chosen by our panel, and regardless of whether the towns are situated on colonial waterfronts, amidst awesome, snow-capped peaks or in stark western deserts, there seems to be a deeper quality that unites our experts' choices—namely, how the towns "feel."

When urban designer Glanz talks about the ghost town Bodie, he says, "It's best to visit on a grey day in early winter with snow flurries whistling through the air. The rugged and sublime high mountain context will make any visitor feel like an extra in the movie Unforgiven.

Sarah Tuff Dunn, describing her first visit to Park City, Utah, says, "I was struck by just how blue the sky was, and how dry the air, during a ski trip one March. I was used to soggy or icy conditions back East. After I skied seemingly bottomless powder at nearby Deer Valley, the whole town of Park City (which looked like a candy village, thanks to all the different colors of the Victorian buildings) seemed like it was on some crazy high from the sun, the snow and the altitude."

Photographer Krist sums up the intangible quality shared by the pretty towns on his list: "They haven't been homogenized, they still have their local character—and the charm is real."

SLIDESHOW: America's prettiest towns
Housing projects benefit more than just tenants

San Francisco Chronicle

Sunday, October 19, 2008

By John King

Three new projects in San Francisco show how narrow that view can be. Not only does each serve a different segment of the population, they connect with the larger city in ways that will benefit many more people than the residents inside.

Two buildings are in the Tenderloin, bringing a recreational center and architectural flair to that long-beleaguered neighborhood. The third is in the Mission District, where housing and work spaces overlap with an ease that offers a model for the city's changing industrial landscape.

The literal standout is a 14-story tower that rises one block west of Hallidie Plaza and premieres Oct. 26 with a block party hosted by Glide Memorial Church, one of the developers.

The housing is straightforward, with 81 apartments ranging from one to four bedrooms, but the design is playful and rich. Along Mason the eight-story base is deep red with a woodsy grain, while irregularly stacked bays are accented by panels of blue, yellow and orange. A comparatively demure tower then pulls back and climbs six stories, making room for a ninth-floor outdoor lounge and tenant garden.

Poetic tiles

The bold look is unusual for the Tenderloin, where many blocks are lined with weary residential hotels that saw their best days decades ago (though, in a heartening trend, several have been restored by nonprofit developers in recent years). Also unusual are such materials as the resin panels that form the red wall, or the silver porcelain tiles at ground level that are cast with poetry conceived by artist Mildred Howard and poet Janice Mirikitani.

Designer Rod Henmi of Michael Willis Architects says he drew on two sources for inspiration: Glide's jubilant worship services and the textured patterns of the Gee's Bend Quilters Collective, whose work was exhibited in 2006 at the M.H. de Young Memorial Museum.

Uplift in daily life

It's a welcome splash and a symbolic one. In a neighborhood where many residents struggle to climb the economic ladder and others are down on their luck, the new housing affirms that uplift can be part of daily life.

There's also a spark to another new Tenderloin project, a unique combination of supportive housing and recreational space on Turk Street.

The name is almost as substantial as the building: The Ray & Joan Kroc Corps Community Center and Railton Place. The latter refers to 110 units of housing for a population that includes youth leaving foster care, adults recovering from substance abuse and formerly homeless veterans; the former is a Salvation Army facility complete with a full-court gymnasium, an indoor pool, computer labs and a dance studio.

Staccato shots of color

The nine-story building designed by Herman & Coliver: Architecture fills the middle of a block, and from the east it matches the monochromatic older buildings in the district. Up close? It shimmers with staccato notes of color - window frames in foam green, sky blue and pure yellow snap out from the shallow bays that zigzag above the street.

"The fact the sun comes blazing down the street in the afternoon is marvelous - I wanted to take advantage of it," said Bob Herman. The social function is equally important: "The colors re-emphasize the individuality of each resident."

Regardless of what's inside, Railton Place would be a case study in contextual modernism. But the recreational extras are like nothing else in the neighborhood - especially for Tenderloin youth who gain a fun, safe haven.

The most experimental newcomer is 2 miles to the south in a transitional corner of the Mission District.

It fills the block bounded by Alabama, Florida, 18th and 19th streets. And though residents won't move in until January, it's already clear the four-story structure designed by WRT/Solomon E.T.C. is ambitious urbanism as well as architecture with a streamlined yet monumental air.

The residential mix at what will be called Mosaica is complex enough: 93 family apartments, 24 studios for formerly homeless elders and 34 condominiums - 21 for first-time buyers, 13 priced at what the market will bear.

The extra twist involves 12 ground-floor spaces reserved for light industry or design production - most along a cobblestone alleyway that slices through the block and passes beneath portals that are 18 feet wide and 25 feet high, with two floors of apartments above.

Upstairs, downstairs

"It's a big, simple building, but it puts together an extremely interesting mix of uses," said architect Daniel Solomon. "They'll thrive off each other and reflect what this neighborhood is about."

Indeed, the work spaces with their glass garage doors are an outgrowth of the city's slow-moving Eastern Neighborhoods planning effort.

For much of the seven-year saga, planners proposed that new housing on former industrial land include blue-collar space at street level. That stipulation isn't as absolute now that the plan is before the Board of Supervisors, but Solomon and developer Citizens Housing Corp. crafted Mosaica with that duality in mind.

Whatever the back story, Mosaica's languid flow of different people doing different things has the potential to become a neighborhood centerpiece.

So does each Tenderloin project: Glide's housing for its vibrant presence, the Salvation Army complex for its array of offerings.

As different as these projects might be, they send the same message: Affordable housing needn't offer shelter alone. It can make everything around it better.

Emerging Trends in Real Estate 2009

Urban Land Institute

October 23, 2008

Real estate markets in the United States could hit to bottom in 2009 and then flounder for much of 2010, according to the Emerging Trends in Real Estate® 2009 report by the ULI and New York-based PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP. During this period, ongoing drops in property values, foreclosures, delinquencies, and a limping economy will continue to crimp property cash flows

"Commercial real estate faces its worst year since the wrenching 1991–1992 industry depression," conclude industry experts interviewed for the report, which projects losses of 15 percent to 20 percent in real estate values from the mid-2007 peak. "Only when property financing gets restructured will pricing recorrect so we can find the floor, and this transition could wipe out companies and people," says one respondent interviewed for the report. 

"The industry is facing multiple disconnects," said ULI Senior Resident Fellow for Real Estate Finance Stephen Blank. “Many property owners are drowning in debt, lenders are not lending, and for many (industry professionals), property income flows are declining. There is an unprecedented avoidance of risk. Only when financing gets restructured will pricing reconcile, giving the industry a point from which to start digging out of this hole.”

Distress in the housing market is benefiting the apartment market, which the report lists as the number-one "buy." Moderate-income apartments in core urban markets near mass transit offer the best buy, a trend that carried over from the previous year.

Before a rebound, Emerging Trends says the following needs to happen:

· Private real estate markets need to correct-–lenders must force distressed owners to become motivated sellers.

· Debt capital needs to flow-–lenders will need to learn to deal in a more stringent regulatory landscape. The commercial mortgage-backed securities (CMBS) market must "reformulate."

· Regulators need to restore confidence in the securities market. The government will insert itself into overseeing mortgage securitization markets. Systemic overhaul promises more measured debt flow.

· The economy needs to improve. Falling demand for space won’t affect real estate markets severely until 2009.

The housing condition is no better and shows no signs of recovering quickly. For lenders, the "subprime mess is the tip of the iceberg." Stricter lending standards and the weak economy will continue to drain the homebuyer market.  "Forget the quick fix!"

The report acknowledges that commercial markets will recover more quickly than most housing markets, and homebuilders may have to sell land tracts for "cents on the dollar" or face foreclosure on their holdings, adding to the already high rate of mortgage defaults and foreclosures.

The main beneficiaries of the real estate downturn in the U.S. are cash-rich offshore buyers, whom the report predicted will continue to take advantage of the weak dollar, and will buy trophy properties in major 24-hour cities. But Emerging Trends cautions, "The industry shouldn’t blindly count on a restored well-spring to jump-start transactions and development. The dynamics of capital markets have changed dramatically."

Best Advice for 2009:

· Investors should sit tight. Opportunities will surface at significant discounts.

· Buy discounted loans.

· Recap distressed borrowers: invest in maturity defaults, construction loans/bridge loans, or take mezzanine positions and equity stakes in properties.

· Invest in publicly-held real estate investment trusts (REITs). They will lead the market’s recovery.

· Focus on global pathway markets: 24-hour coastal cities.

· Staff up asset managers, leasing pros, and workout specialists. Separate good assets from bad.

· Retrench on development and reorient to mixed-use and infill. Higher-density residential with retail will gain favor in next round of building.

· Go green. Cutting energy expenses is likely to be a priority.

· Buy or hold multifamily, hold office, hold hotels, and/or buy residential building lots, but be prepared to hold.

· Purchase distressed condos in urban areas near transit.

· Focus on neighborhood retail centers with strong grocery anchors and chain drugstores

Now in its 30th year, Emerging Trends is the oldest, most highly regarded annual industry outlook for the real estate and land use industry and includes interviews and survey responses from more than 600 leading real estate experts, including investors, developers, property company representatives, lenders, brokers and consultants.

Turns Out There's Good News on Main St.

Washington Post

10/19/2008

By Joel Kotkin

As the financial crisis takes down Wall Street, the regular folks on Main Street are biting their nails, watching the toxic tsunami head their way. But for all our nightmares of drowning in a sea of bad mortgages, foreclosed homes and shrunken retirement plans, the truth is that the effects of this meltdown won't be all bad in the long run. In one regard, it could offer our society a net positive: Forced into belt-tightening, Americans are likely to strengthen our family and community ties and to center our lives more closely on the places where we live.

This trend toward what I call "the new localism" has been underway for some years, driven by changing demographics, new technologies and rising energy prices. But the economic downturn will probably accelerate it as individuals and corporations look not to the global stage but closer to home, concentrating and congregating on the Main Streets where we choose to live – in the suburbs, in urban neighborhoods or in small towns.

In his 1972 bestseller, "A Nation of Strangers," social critic Vance Packard depicted the United States as "a society coming apart at the seams." He was only one in a long cavalcade of futurists who have envisioned an America of ever-increasing "spatial mobility" that would give rise to weaker families, childlessness and anonymous communities.

Packard and others may not have been far off for their time: In 1970, nearly 20 percent of Americans changed their place of residence every year. But by 2004, that figure had dropped to 14 percent, the lowest level since 1950. Americans born today are actually more likely to reside near their place of birth than those who lived in the 19th century. Part of this is due to our aging population, because older people are far less likely to move than those under 30. But more limited economic options may intensify this phenomenon while bringing a host of social, economic and environmental benefits in their wake.

For one thing, they may strengthen those long-weakening family ties. We're already seeing signs of that. American family life today may not look like "Ozzie and Harriet," with its two-parent nuclear family, but it reflects a pattern of earlier generations, when extended networks helped families withstand the dislocations of the westward expansion or of immigration.

With a majority of married women now working, parents are frequently sharing child-rearing duties, and other family members are getting into the act. Grandparents and other relatives help provide care for roughly half of all preschoolers in the country. As the cost of living rises, this trend could accelerate.

At the same time, difficulty in getting reasonable mortgages and the realities of diminished IRAs will force baby boomers and Generation Xers both to prolong their parental responsibilities and to delay their retirements. This, too, is already happening: According to one study, one-fourth of Gen-Xers still receive help from their parents. And as many as 40 percent of Americans between 20 and 34, according to another survey, live at least part-time with their parents.

This clustering of families, after decades of dispersion, will spur more localism, which has a simple premise: The longer people stay in their homes and communities, the more they identify with and care for those places.

This is evident in everything from the mushrooming of farmers markets in communities nationwide to burgeoning suburban cultural institutions. Since the 1980s, suburbs outside such cities as Chicago, Atlanta, Washington and Los Angeles have been building or contemplating new town centers – their own Main Streets, if you will, village squares intended to foster a unique local identity and community focus. Scores of suburban towns have established local orchestras and built playhouses and symphony halls – Strathmore Hall in Bethesda is one example. All this activity has dispelled some of the view of suburbs as strongholds of middle-class torpor.

"This used to be a place where people went to sleep," says Patricia Jones, president of the Arts Alliance, a group that helps raise funds for the sprawling, $63 million Civic Arts Plaza in the Los Angeles suburb of Thousand Oaks. "Now it's a place where people live, work and find their entertainment. It's a totally different environment. It's not boring anymore."

Not only that, it's probably more interconnected than ever before. In suburbs and cities from Los Angeles to New York, Web-based community newsletters have sprung up to keep residents informed of goings-on in their neighborhoods and to provide a sense of connectedness. "There's an attempt in this neighborhood to break down the city feel and to see this more as a kind of a small town," says Ellen Moncure, who edits the Flatbush Family Network Web site in New York. "It may be in the city, but it's a community unto itself, a place where you can stay and raise your children."

Bolstering the trend are today's higher energy prices, which make Americans' old nomadic patterns less economically viable in more ways than one. Take recreation. More and more, says Tim Schneider, publisher of a magazine specializing in sports travel, people are sticking close to home instead of trekking far and wide in search of fun things to do. "Stay cations," or vacations near home, are taking the place of trips to exotic distant locales. This means tougher times for such traditional tourist hot spots as Las Vegas and Hawaii, both of which have seen a drop-off in flight arrivals due to airline cutbacks. But there's a moral for cities, says Schneider: Instead of counting on convention centers and arts and cultural facilities to attract outside tourists, most would do better to promote local "place-branding" events such as festivals, rodeos, sports tournaments and the like.

Higher energy prices may also refocus local economies in unexpected ways. For generations, most Americans have been buying their food from distant corporate providers. But with shipping costs – and food-safety concerns – on the rise, the trend to buy local is moving into the mainstream. In Maryland, the number of farmers markets has grown from 20 in 1991 to 84 today. In 1977, California had four such markets; today it has more than 500. Higher energy costs could also benefit local manufacturers, bringing, say, clothing manufacture back to the Los Angeles garment district from China.

The final factor driving the localist trend is technology, which has led to a rapid expansion of home-based work and to companies' setting up work locations closer to where their employees live. The number of home-based workers has doubled twice as quickly in this decade as in the last and is now about 9 million. Nationwide, 13 million people telecommuted at least one day a week in 2007, a 16 percent leap from 2004. And more than 22 million people run home-based businesses.

A recent study suggests that more than one-quarter of the U.S. workforce could eventually participate full- or part-time in this new work pattern. And over time, it will accelerate localism. Commuting – which became common only over the past century – has cut workers off from the places where they live. Home-based work, by contrast, gives people more choice about where they work and more time to spend with their families and communities.

Telecommunication allows people who want privacy, low-density neighborhoods and good schools to live in small towns in a way never before possible. It also allows a firm such as Renaissance Learning, a leading educational software company, to set up headquarters in Wisconsin Rapids, Wis., a city of 17,500 whose small-town feeling, broad river and wooded countryside appeal to many workers. "We don't have any trouble recruiting people here," says Mark Swanson, the firm's technical director.

Yet the desire to stay in the local community isn't limited to small towns or suburbs. I see it where I live, in California's San Fernando Valley, or in parts of my mother's native Brooklyn, where lots of people employed in fields such as the arts, consulting and design work at home or nearby and crowd the coffee shops, restaurants and stores of streets such as Ventura Boulevard in Studio City or once-decayed but now bustling Cortelyou Road in Flatbush.

In the end, localism is neither urban nor anti-urban. At its heart, it represents something larger: a historic American tradition that sees society's smaller units as vital and the proper focus of most people's lives. This made the United States different from Europe, which, as Alexis de Tocqueville noted, has long tended toward centralization of power and decision-making.

The expansion of the European welfare state has further fostered this trend. But it's also true that Europeans tend to move less than Americans. And the powerful resistance to the most intrusive forms of European Union integration, such as a continent-wide constitution, suggest that strong localist elements remain imbedded in European communities.

But if Europe is joining the trend, the United States is likely to be the leader in pushing decentralization. What most impressed Tocqueville wasn't our large cities but the vitality of our many smaller towns and communities. "The intelligence and the power are dispersed abroad," he wrote, "and instead of radiating from a point, they cross each other in every direction."

Today's localist revival reflects this tradition, but with the benefit of the great access to the larger world that technology provides. It offers the prospect of an America that, rather than being "a nation of strangers," can aspire again to be a nation of neighbors . . . in places that we choose for ourselves.

A brave new (sprawl-free) world

Chicago Tribune

October 20, 2008

By John McCarron

When things get back to normal, do we have to finish building Yorkville? And Plainfield? And Huntley?

When the mortgage spigot flows again—as it inevitably will—must we get on with the subdividing of Kane, Kendall and McHenry Counties? Must we keep paving over the rich corn and bean fields there for row after row of split-level houses with 21/2 baths and three-car garages?

The answer is: Not necessarily. Not if we're smart.

Then again, we have not been smart. For a half-century we've watched the suburban sprawl machine ooze its ticky tacky across northeastern Illinois with little regard for aesthetics, for the rising cost of energy or, for that matter, the cost of leaving the region's have-nots behind in older, have-not communities.

We convinced ourselves that nothing could be done about this process because, after all, it's a free country. It's what people want. And the business model—buying up land by the quarter section and selling it by the square foot—was surefire. Everybody made money—the farmers who sold, the developers who bought and built, the mortgage and real estate brokers.

Let the academics and eggheads scold about "externalized negatives" and "deferred costs." What do they know? Most never met a payroll.

But wait. Now that the sprawl machine has slowed to a dead stop; now that its life's blood of easy mortgage money flows no more; and now that our trust in the unfailing wisdom of "free men and free markets" has cost us half of our retirement savings, maybe, just maybe, it's time to revisit the inevitability of suburban sprawl.

"We have a chance during this pause to do things differently," said Nancy Firfer, former village president of Glenview and now a senior adviser to Chicago Metropolis 2020, a civic leadership group.

Firfer is no wild-eyed dreamer on the subject. In her two terms as mayor, she played the metropolitan growth game to a fare-thee-well, making sure Glenview grabbed more than its share of tax producers—corporate headquarters, discount appliance stores, etc.—while dodging revenue losers. Critics complain, for instance, that The Glen, the town-within-a-town redevelopment of a surplus naval air station—contains no affordable-housing set-asides or subsidies.

But The Glen does have a Metra station. It has assisted-living units for retirees, energy-efficient condo buildings, schools and stores you can walk to, hiking and biking trails, a fishing pond and a golf course. It's the "smart growth" approach, as opposed to so many tract developments along the suburban fringe, where the stranded need to fire up their sport-utility vehicle to get a loaf of bread at the 7-Eleven.

Firfer was one of several experts who spoke last week at an annual Metropolis 2020 press briefing. The experts talked about marking the centennial of Daniel Burnham's 1909 Plan of Chicago by, among other things, closing the gaps in our region's disjointed system of biking and hiking trails. Example: Closing a 1-mile gap in downtown Aurora would complete a 60-mile trail along the Fox River. They talked about badly needed road and rail improvements and about depoliticizing decisions about which public works get funded. Think of it, a world without earmarks.

Obviously there will be less money for such things, what with state and local governments being squeezed as the economy sinks into recession. But as the housing industry grinds to a halt, and as the "masters of the universe" on Wall Street are revealed to be no smarter than you or I, there is a growing sense that tomorrow's economy need not be modeled on the one that just failed us.

If the federal government can use our tax dollars to bolster private banks, why can't states, counties and towns require private developers to include some energy efficiency, transit access, walkways and just plain common sense?

Over the last half-century our metropolitan region has roughly doubled in size—as measured by the amount of land we sprawl across—while our population has grown barely 20 percent. Where's the sense in that?

Firfer cites a recent Metropolis report, "Homes for a Changing Region," that predicts our metro area will add population at a faster pace over the next two decades. But the main growth sectors will be: 1) senior citizens and 2) immigrants of limited means. Seniors will want to live closer to shops and services. Immigrants will want to live affordably and near their jobs. Neither will have much use for drywall palaces along the suburban fringe.

"It's time," Firfer said, "to start planning what the future should be."

A Step in the Right Direction

The Globe and Mail

October 18, 2008

By CHRIS TURNER

Last summer Montreal transformed 12 blocks of Ste. Catherine Street, one of its busier thoroughfares, into a vibrant public square. Outdoor cafés spilled out on the cracked concrete, and buskers and sculptures filled the curbside parking spaces. The catalyst for all this was simple: The city closed the stretch that serves as the main drag for Ville-Marie, also known as its gay village, to motor vehicles.

In the process, Montreal began to look like - for 10 weeks, at least - what famed Danish architect Jan Gehl calls a "reconquered" city.

Mr. Gehl is the chief proponent and visionary for a burgeoning global movement known as "pedestrianization." He feels people are healthier and happier when their feet are on the ground, and his ideas have helped to turn his native Copenhagen into a haven for walkers and cyclists - and inspired similar changes in cities as diverse as Oslo, Barcelona, London and Melbourne.

Now he is facing his greatest challenge: bringing this vision to the car-obsessed cities of North America. His company, Gehl Architects, is working with municipal governments in Seattle and New York, and San Francisco may sign on soon.

In Canada, a special case because of our extreme weather and sprawling urban centres, Mr. Gehl has given a series of high-profile lectures. But so far no major city has committed fully to implementing his ideas - which revolve around his core message: "Cultures and climates differ all over the world, but people are the same. They will gather in public if you give them a good place to do it."

COPENHAGEN

If the pedestrian revival has a birthplace, it is Mr. Gehl's hometown. Considered a dull provincial burg in the 1950s, the cozy Danish capital now routinely tops international quality-of-life rankings - the ultra-hip current affairs journal Monocle recently declared it the world's most livable city. This newfound prominence rests largely on Copenhagen's inviting city centre, which is latticed with a half-dozen pedestrian-only promenades and a dozen car-free squares, stitched to the rest of the city by one of the world's more extensive networks of bicycle paths.

At the height of summer, a quarter-million people stroll Copenhagen's downtown streets each day, and 36 per cent of residents cycle to work, with the help of more than 300 kilometres of dedicated bike lanes and guided in congested areas by bike-only traffic lights.

Most days the Strøget - the city's high street and Europe's longest pedestrian thoroughfare - is a forest of marching feet. Café seats encircle every downtown square, many of them draped on cool days in blankets for public use, with more sidewalk cafes crowding the narrowest back lanes. The whole scene looks as entrenched and timeless as the façades of the city's 500-year-old Lutheran churches.

Copenhagen's lively inner city started with a bold experiment similar to Montreal's summer test run. Traditionally, the Strøget had been closed to vehicles for two days each Christmas, but by the 1950s, it was choked with cars, trucks and buses every other day of the year - as was every other downtown street. Stately old squares served mainly as parking lots.

In November, 1962, half-disguised as an extended holiday closure, the Strøget went car-free for good. The initiative immediately ran into opposition, particularly from merchants, who assumed that a car-free Strøget would be their ruin. Other critics argued that the move was simply un-Danish - "We are not Italians," they argued. "It's too cold here. It rains too much. We like cozy meals at home, not outdoor cafés."

The fears proved unfounded - the Strøget soon boasted more shoppers (plus an explosion in café seating) and eventually a new kind of urban culture, one focused on outdoor public spaces. Building on this success, the system expanded piecemeal - another street and a few more squares emptied of cars in 1968, and again in 1973, 1980 and 1992. From those first 15,800 square metres of the Strøget, Copenhagen's pedestrian network has expanded to about 100,000 square metres.

The city also developed a unique set of empirical data to chart the impact of banishing the auto. In the early 1970s, Mr. Gehl, then a professor of urban design at the Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts, began to measure foot and bicycle traffic and the use of public space in Copenhagen. He soon was joined by colleague Lars Gemzøe, and they started to publish their findings every 10 years.

One statistic measured the steep growth in "stationary activities" in downtown Copenhagen - people seated at outdoor cafés or around the rims of fountains, people window-shopping or watching buskers. From 1968 to 1995, the average number of people so engaged on a summer afternoon shot up 330 per cent, an increase in magnitude almost identical to the growth in the pedestrian network's size.

The two men also assembled evidence of qualitative success. For example, their 1996 study, Public Spaces Public Life, features before and after photos that depict a radical transition: on the left, in black and white, a desultory 1950s-era parking lot; on the right, a colourful scene of shoppers strolling among market stalls and commuters hustling by.

The result, says Jeff Risom, an urban designer at Gehl Architects, was a "powerful empirical tool for shifting the mindset," and soon Mr. Gehl's techniques were widely adopted. Traffic engineers around the world were tracking how many cars zoom through major intersections, the impact of adding a lane of traffic or the demand for parking spaces.

But they're still missing something crucial, says Mr. Gemzøe. "We need to make pedestrians visible in planning. All the problems of vehicle traffic are well known and you'd never dream of changing anything in the public space without knowing how it conflicts with that. But you have no information about people."

MELBOURNE

One of the first cities to call on Mr. Gehl came quite a distance to do so. Once an elegant port city and Australia's premier metropolis, Melbourne had all but strangled itself trying to accommodate the automobile. By the late 1970s, it was a textbook "doughnut city" - a wide ring of sprawling suburbia surrounding a soulless ring of high rises that hollowed out almost entirely at the end of each workday. A newspaper headline had dismissed downtown Melbourne as "empty, useless."

In 1983, with new governments at the local and state levels, a fresh strategic plan recommended that the city take several measures - wider sidewalks, an expansion of its historic streetcar network, a dramatic increase in downtown housing - but the most dramatic, enacted in 1991, was the partial "reconquest" of Swanston Street, Melbourne's most important north-south thoroughfare. Only streetcars and service vehicles were permitted during the day.

Here, too, merchants feared the apocalypse. "The retailers were up in arms - we were going to kill them," says Rob Adams, a consultant at the time and now director of Melbourne's urban design department. "Well, we've doubled the number of pedestrians walking past their doors. You know, you don't shop from a motorcar - not at 60 kilometres an hour, you don't."

Soon, Mr. Adams brought in his old friend, Mr. Gehl - who had taught at the University of Melbourne in the late 1970s - to sell the city on the plan's next phase. Mr. Gehl's 1994 report, Places for People, employed the data-gathering techniques he'd developed in Copenhagen and recommended many of the same measures - expanded pedestrian and transit network, wider sidewalks and more "active façades" (such as street-level storefronts in office towers) plus a radical makeover for Melbourne's moribund riverfront.

In the decade that followed, the residential population downtown jumped 830 per cent. Pedestrian traffic shot up 39 per cent overall and 98 per cent in the formerly quiet evenings. More than 250 new outdoor cafes appeared, almost triple the original number.

"The secret to our strategy has been incrementalism," says Mr. Adams. "We've got about 200 things running at once. You know, improving the footpaths, planting trees, signage, furniture, widening the footpaths, bringing pedestrians back in - it's a sort of broad strategy of slow improvement."

In Canada's many doughnut cities, the converging climate and energy crises have dramatically increased the need for this kind of pedestrian reconquest. "The good news," says Mr. Adams, "is if you convert to a sustainable model for a city, it's actually going to become a better place to live in. Because increased densities, mixed use, connectivity, local character - all the things that we did to improve the livability of the city - are exactly the same things you need to do to improve the sustainability."

He and his staff are now pushing for higher densities and downtown-style "walkability" in communities along tram and commuter-rail lines outside the core area.

As for the inevitable resistance, he says, "the way you get round that fear is you say, 'The amount of city we are asking you to change is around 5 to 10 per cent. We're not asking you to change 95 per cent of the city.' "

Along one formerly "grotty" commuter artery just outside Melbourne's city centre, for example, a stretch of low-rise buildings housing car-rental outlets and auto-body shops has been replaced with multi-use residential developments six to eight storeys tall - a height common in Europe.

CANADA'S HURDLES

The challenge may seem even greater for Canadian municipalities - which are even more sprawling and car-dependent than Melbourne, with much harsher climates. Then again, a generation back no one thought Melburnians would want to sit out under patio umbrellas in the frequent rain. And Copenhagen has become a global leader in bicycle commuting despite a winter nearly as cold as that in most Canadian cities and much drearier.

"The natural resistance to change exists, I think, everywhere," says Mr. Risom, the only American designer at Gehl Architects. "But luckily, what we've found is that when you begin to plan for people, invite them to spend time in the city, they do. And it's just that simple."

STUDY: New Yorkers Are More Likely to Drive Because of City Parking Requirement.

Transportation Alternatives

October 15, 2008

Leading transportation, planning and environmental groups issued a study today which concludes that the kind of off-street parking required at new residential buildings by the Department of City Planning leads to more driving, contrary to the City's plans to reduce congestion.

The study, Guaranteed Parking, Guaranteed Driving, compares parking and commuting habits in Park Slope, Brooklyn and Jackson Heights, Queens. The study finds that despite having the same car ownership and very similar access to public transit to the Central Business District, Jackson Heights residents are 45% more likely to drive to work in the Central Business District and 28% more likely to drive to work in general. The study concludes that Jackson Heights car owners are more likely to drive to work because of guaranteed, off-street parking spots to return to at the end of the day. The findings further substantiate the groups' earlier study Suburbanizing the City, which found that current city parking requirements will result in one billion more miles of annual traffic by the year 2030. Even though predictors of driving (income, access to transit, car and home ownership, government employment) suggests that Park Slope commuters should drive more than Jackson Heights commuters, the report finds:

· Jackson Heights residents are 45% more likely to drive to work in the CBD than Park Slope residents.

· Jackson Heights car owners are six times more likely to have their own off-street parking spot at their home than Park Slope car owners (31% to 5%.)

· More housing in Jackson Heights has been built since 1961 and complies with City Planning's parking rules: 16% of housing in Jackson Heights compared to 8% of housing in Park Slope.

"City Planning's parking requirements do more than encourage car ownership. They ensure that new New Yorkers will be much more likely to drive to work than today's New Yorkers. Bad planning is gradually transforming us from a transit and walking city into a driving city." says Paul Steely White, Executive Director of Transportation Alternatives.

In their August letter to Mayor Bloomberg, the groups recommended an environmentally sustainable parking policy which would:

· Significantly reduce or eliminate required parking.

· Fully assess the amount of existing and planned off-street parking.

· Revise environmental laws so that parking impacts are fully accounted for.

Wealth gap creating a social time bomb

The Guardian,

Thursday October 23 2008

By John Vidal

Growing inequality in US cities could lead to widespread social unrest and increased mortality, says a new United Nations report on the urban environment.

In a survey of 120 major cities, New York was found to be the ninth most unequal in the world and Atlanta, New Orleans, Washington, and Miami had similar inequality levels to those of Nairobi, Kenya Abidjan and Ivory Coast. Many were above an internationally recognized acceptable "alert" line used to warn governments.

"High levels of inequality can lead to negative social, economic and political consequences that have a destabilising effect on societies," said the report. "[They] create social and political fractures that can develop into social unrest and insecurity."

According to the annual State of the World's cities report from UN-Habitat, race is one of the most important factors determining levels of inequality in the US and Canada.

"In western New York state nearly 40% of the black, Hispanic and mixed-race households earned less than $15,000 compared with 15% of white households. The life expectancy of African-Americans in the US is about the same as that of people living in China and some states of India, despite the fact that the US is far richer than the other two countries," it said.

Disparities of wealth were measured on the "Gini co-efficient", an internationally recognised measure usually only applied to the wealth of countries. The higher the level, the more wealth is concentrated in the hands of fewer people.

"It is clear that social tension comes from inequality. The trickle down theory [that wealth starts with the rich] has not delivered. Inequality is not good for anybody," said Anna Tibaijuka, head of UN-Habitat, in London yesterday.

The report found that India was becoming more unequal as a direct result of economic liberalisation and globalisation, and that the most unequal cities were in South Africa and Namibia and Latin America. "The cumulative effect of unequal distribution [of wealth] has been a deep and lasting division between rich and poor. Trade liberalisation did not bring about the expected benefits."

The report suggested that Beijing was now the most egalitarian city in the world, just ahead of cities such as Jakarta in Indonesia and Dire Dawa in Ethiopia.

In Europe, which was generally more egalitarian than other continents, Denmark, Finland, the Netherlands and Slovenia were classed as the most equal countries with Greece, the UK and Spain among the least. "Disparities are particularly significant in the cities of eastern Europe, larger Spanish cities and in the north of England," it said.

It documents the seemingly unstoppable move of people away from rural to urban areas. This year it is believed that the number of people living in urban areas exceeded those in the countryside for the first time ever, but the report says there is no sign of the trend slowing.

"The dramatic transition between rural and urban communities is not over. Urbanisation levels will rise dramatically in the next 40 years to reach 70% by 2050," it predicts.

The most dramatic urbanisation has been taking place in China, with many millions of people moving from the countryside to cities. The report says 49 new cities have been built in the past 18 years. The rapid transition to an urban society has brought great wealth but also many negative results.

"China has attained some of the deepest disparities in the world with urban incomes three times those in rural areas. Inequalities are growing, with disproportionate rewards for the most skilled workers ... and serious problems for the unemployed and informal workers."

Urban growth rates are highest in the developing world, which absorbs an average 5 million new urban residents a month and is responsible for 95% of world urban growth. The report predicts that Asian cities will grow the most in the next 40 years and could have 63% of the world urban population by 2050.

Tokyo is expected to remain the world's largest mega city, with 36.4m people by 2025. But Mexico City, New York, and Sao Paulo could give way in the league table to Mumbai, Delhi and Dhaka. Kinshasa and Lagos are the two African cities expected to grow the most, with each adding more than 6 million people by 2025.

Rather than countryside to city movement, which has marked rapid population growth in the last 40 years, the UN expects more people to move from city to city.

Capital cities in particular are attracting much more of countries' investments and are growing fast. Some are becoming home to nearly half a country's population.

But the report also identified what it believes is the emergence of a new urban trend, with many cities now shrinking in size. The populations of 46 countries, including Germany, Italy, Japan and most former soviet states, are expected to be smaller in 2050 than they are now, and in the past 30 years, says the report, more cities in the developed world have shrunk than grown.

It found that 49 cities in the UK, including Liverpool and other old industrial centres in the north of England, and 100 in Russia reduced in size between 1990 and 2000, mainly because of unemployment. In the US 39 cities are smaller now than they were 10 years ago.

The reasons for the decline of cities was mostly economic, but the report says that the environment is now an important factor.

Air quality and pollution from mines, power plants and oil exploration have been responsible for population losses in India, Mexico and Africa, it says. "Cities tend to struggle most with health-threatening environmental issues, such as the lack of safe water, sanitation and waste."
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