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Promote public transportation that improves our regional quality of life, economic development, affordability, and the environment.
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A case for light and order 

Union workers approve Capital Metro contract

Austin Business Journal

Thursday, November 13, 2008 

Workers with the Capital Metropolitan Transportation Authority approved a four-year contract on Wednesday night with the transit agency’s main contractor, Star Tran, ending an 18-month dispute that culminated in a three-day strike last week.

The contract offer was reached on Nov. 7 and presented to the union membership for approval Wednesday, where an overwhelming majority voted in favor of the contract. Capital Metro resumed full service earlier this week, ending a strike that began on Nov. 5.

“Now that StarTran and the union have a contract, it’s time for all of us to move forward and renew our efforts to provide high quality and critically important transportation services to the citizens of Central Texas,” says Capital Metro spokesman Adam Shaivitz.

Under the contract, workers with the Amalgamated Transit Union Local 1091 will receive a $1,200 initial payment in addition to raises that increase salaries by over 9 percent by 2011.

Capital Metro workers should OK contract

Deal on the table is the best that union members could get.

Austin American Statesman

Wednesday, November 12, 2008

EDITORIAL

When Capital Metro transit workers meet today, they would be wise to approve a contract that offers higher bonus payments but lower pay raises.

It is clear that the deal is less than what they had hoped for from management. But given economic and political realities — including a feeble strike that ended after three days — it is the best deal they could get. If union members fail to grab this contract, management is likely to withdraw the deal, which would further weaken the union's clout. A future contract likely would be something even less appealing to transit workers than the one on the table.

To be honest, the union was not in the strongest bargaining position because of several outside factors that worked in management's favor, including a slumping economy and an unsympathetic public distracted by presidential politics and falling gas prices.

People who parked their cars and rode the bus when gas prices were hovering near $4 a gallon a few months ago had little incentive to deal with bus shortages and irregular schedules (caused by a strike) after gas prices plunged to near $2 a gallon.

Questions about whether Capital Metro could truly afford key demands by the transit union, including larger pay raises and a Cadillac health care plan, were thrown into doubt after recent reports that Austin's sales tax revenue had declined nearly 9 percent compared with the same period last year. October was the second straight month Austin's sales tax income went down.

While it is not yet clear whether Capital Metro's income is down, much of it comes from a portion of sales taxes levied by Austin, Leander, Manor and several other cities and unincorporated areas served by the transit agency.

Under the proposal up for a vote today, employees would get a one-time bonus of $1,200 that is meant to substitute for a percentage wage increase in the contract's first year — July 1, 2007, to June 30 of this year. Workers will get 3 percent raises for each of the remaining three years of the contract. But those will be doled out every six months in 1.5 percent increments. The effect is that workers get less pay than they would if the full 3 percent raises were awarded at the start of the year.

Under the new contract, workers would have co-payments of $25 for doctor visits and, for the first time, pay annual deductible costs. But those expenses would count toward employees’ annual out-of-pocket limits of $1,500 for a single worker or $3,000 for a family.

The two sides have been without a contract since the middle of last year. Then, pay raises were the main sticking point, though Capital Metro management wanted union members to pay somewhat higher out-of-pocket expenses for health insurance. When negotiations failed to break a standoff between the two sides, the Amalgamated Transit Union Local 1091 called a strike last week.

At least 200 workers crossed the picket line, a sign that this was not the right moment or climate for a prolonged strike. Union leaders served their membership well by making the best of the situation. Now workers must do their part and approve the contract.

Catellus releases status report on Mueller

Austin Business Journal

Thursday, November 13, 2008

Catellus Development Group has released the first community report for its Mueller development, a status overview of the project that reports the number of green homes, the number of affordable homes as well as businesses and employees currently in Mueller.

As phase I of Mueller comes close to completion, Catellus reports that approximately 200 families, or 600 individuals, have moved into Mueller. As of August 2008, 26 of the 232 homes built in the community had earned higher than the required three-star rating for energy efficiency from Austin Energy Green Building. Also, 49 affordable homes have been completed and sold. Affordable in the first phase means the homes range in price from the $120,000s to the $160,000s.

Total employment in Mueller to date is 3,176: 1,400 are currently employed at the Seton Family of Hospitals’ Dell Children’s Medical Center; The University of Texas Dell Pediatric Research Institute projects it will have 350 employees in 2009 and the Seton Family of Hospitals estimates it will employ 650 in its new administrative headquarters by 2009.

Rathberger Village, a complex of community non profits building new facilites near the east edge of Mueller, saw the Austin Children’s Shelter break ground in 2008. Other organizations that may also build in that complex could include Family Eldercare, People’s Community Clinic and the Austin Boys and Girls Club.

Growth slows in suburbs

City governments have more time to plan but less new revenue

Austin American-Statesman

Sunday, November 16, 2008

By Kate Miller Morton

For more than a decade, the amenities that accompanied Kyle's rapid population growth seemed to come for free.

The city, which has quadrupled in size since 1998, lowered its tax rate 11 consecutive years while it simultaneously went on a $64 million building spree that included miles of new highways, a railroad overpass, a City Hall, fire station and municipal swimming pool.

This year, the free ride came to an end with the halt of the development boom that had made it all possible.

"We were averaging right at about 1,000 single-family homes a year every year for about a five- to six-year stretch," said Kyle City Manager Tom Mattis. "Last year we were under 600, and this year we're not even sure we'll make 500. By most standards everywhere, that's still significant growth for a town of our size, but it has impacted us certainly financially."

In September, Kyle officials approved a 10-cent tax increase, amounting to a $137 jump on a house valued at $133,960.

Kyle is hardly alone.

Home construction has slowed all around Central Texas and with it, so has the flow of new money that has allowed small cities to rapidly expand services to their constituents without making the hard choices their leaders now face.

"We provide services at a level now that were never even remotely thought about by people living in Kyle 10 years ago, and likewise we have a budget the size people couldn't have fathomed," Mattis said. "Those traditional issues of how much can we afford and how much can we increase taxes just weren't decisions that we had to make before because revenue flow was so strong or at least exceeded service demand. Now those have caught up to each other."

Annual home starts at the end of September were down from the previous year by more than 30 percent in the Hutto area, nearly 50 percent in the Manor area, nearly 55 percent in the Bastrop area and more than 60 percent around Elgin, according to the latest report available from market research firm Residential Strategies.

The number of permits issued by some cities for housing inside their limits has fallen even more, which could indicate a further drop in home construction in the coming months.

Commercial construction has proven more resilient, in part because large projects take longer to plan and are harder to stop.

But few doubt that those projects too will slow, and the downturn in home construction will make it harder to get those projects back on track once the economy recovers.

"We won't see new retail growth in Austin and the suburban markets until there is a significant amount of new homes being built again," said Chris Ellis, a principal with commercial developer Endeavor Real Estate Group.

Working on development codes

Few Texas towns grew faster than Hutto in the past decade.

A small farming community of 1,250 in 2000, the population has swelled to more than 17,000 as young families moved there in droves in search of affordable housing.

Nearly 950 new houses were built in the flat, treeless fields from mid-2005 to mid-2006.

Home builders started construction on just under 500 new houses in the 12 months ending in September, and city leaders expect that number to fall further in the coming year.

Today, the narrow country lanes once clogged with heavy construction trucks and obscured with clouds of dust are largely clear.

Few new houses were halted in progress, but a few subdivisions were abruptly abandoned, leaving paved cul-de-sacs lined with streetlights but no houses.

City officials originally projected that Hutto would collect more than $1.5 million in development and permitting fees in the 2007-08 budget year. Instead, the city collected $782,409 , and city leaders expect that amount to drop to just below $767,000 this year.

Hutto officials have tightened the budget.

Recent city budgets had added five to 10 positions a year, but no positions were added this year.

The city's Police Department will continue to rely on the Williamson County sheriff's office for dispatch services after the city scratched plans to create its own dispatch division next year.

Hutto leaders now say they can delay and possibly scale back the size of a planned $16 million wastewater treatment plant they originally thought would have to open by 2011 or 2012.

"We see this as a grand opportunity to push some of these projects back, not to the point where we can't accommodate growth, but the further we can push it back the more of a customer base is there to absorb the impact (cost) of new construction," said Hutto City Manager Edward Broussard.

The slowdown is also challenging the Hutto school district. Some new schools are operating at half capacity, creating a cash crunch because the school system relies on per-student payments from the state to help pay for operations, and it had budgeted for more students than it now has.

The slowdown has presented opportunities.

Hutto's small city planning staff is now rewriting the city's development codes for the first time since 1983, a task Matthew Lewis, the director of community development, said was impossible during the boom years.

"We have been constantly reviewing subdivisions, and that took up 100 percent of our time," Lewis said.

The new regulations are expected to direct development away from wide streets and cul-de-sacs and toward walkable, mixed-use communities. They also will encourage developers to expand the variety of housing built in Hutto to include multifamily and higher-end houses.

Elgin also is reconsidering its development guidelines during the building lull.

Once considered an up-and-coming market by a few national home builders in search of cheap land, Elgin was all but abandoned by them after gas prices jumped and potential homebuyers were no longer willing to commit to such a long commute.

Elgin issued 262 building permits in 2005. By 2006 it had dwindled to 112, and by last year it had dropped to eight, about the same number issued so far this year.

Revenue collected from building permit fees dropped from $132,313 in 2006-07 to an estimated $25,000 last year.

Earlier this year, Elgin's leaders voted to increase property taxes by about $50 on the average $96,936 home.

The city has stopped buying tools, vehicles and books for the library. It has delayed planned street repairs and canceled plans to add a patrol officer to its Police Department.

Elgin residents could feel more financial pain if building doesn't pick up in the next couple of years.

The city has spent $5 million in the past three years on the expansion of its water system, and expects to spend an additional $2.2 million in the next year.

Impact fees from the new houses built during the boom have defrayed the cost, but those funds are dwindling.

"The more folks we have, the more folks are here to pay for our capital improvements and to cover our debt service," City Manager Jeff Coffee said.

City leaders in Elgin say they think development will return and want to be better prepared than they were for the initial wave.

New regulations being considered would require developers to build better streets, dedicate parkland and encourage mixed-use and higher density projects.

"We're in a really good place because we have yet to be overrun with growth," Coffee said. "We will wait patiently so that we can make the very best of that opportunity when it comes."

Commercial projects under way

As residential development in the more established suburban cities of Kyle and Hutto has slowed, commercial development is still on the uptick.

Kyle issued 66 commercial building permits through August of this year, nearly as many as it issued in the previous three years combined.

Seton Family of Hospitals is building a 210-bed hospital at Interstate 35 and Kyle Parkway, bringing a major employer to town, and SCC Development is building a 900,000-square-foot retail center next door.

Lowe's and Kohl's are expected to open in Kyle next year.

Lowe's, Walgreens and Holiday Inn Express opened sites in Hutto this year along with many smaller retail and service businesses along U.S. 79.

Plans for additional major retail projects in or near Hutto, Manor and Bastrop have been announced with great fanfare in the past two years, but the future and timing of those projects are now uncertain.

"Even though you might see some retail being built right now, that's just carry over from when the market was going strong and deals were approved a year or two ago," said Ellis. "Trying to get any new deals approved for new projects, new construction, it has virtually ground to a halt."

Financial troubles among national retailers are compounding the problem, and many are likely to postpone entering these markets as they weigh their own economic health and the fact that residential populations aren't growing as quickly as once projected.

Blaming the economy and scarce financing, Atlantic Coast Developers said it will almost certainly postpone beginning construction on its 466-acre Crossings of Carmel Creek project at Texas 130 and U.S. 79, which it had announced would start next year.

When fully built, the Crossings of Carmel Creek would include 6 million square feet of retail and office space, 2,100 residential units and 900 hotel rooms.

And earlier this year, Endeavor pulled out of a major planned retail development in Bastrop near the southeast corner of Texas 71 and County Road 304. The group has also delayed a major retail project near Manor on 607 acres at the northeast corner of Texas 130 and U.S. 290. Retail follows rooftops, Ellis said, and many retailers won't open stores in these cities until they have more residents to support them.

Meanwhile, city leaders can only wait and see how quickly the economy turns around and the home building industry regains its momentum.

Although the demand for some services such as water and wastewater line extensions may have abated, other demands have not.

"In spite of everything we've done, we still have people who want to talk about a new rec center, a new library, and a new police station," Mattis said. "That's always the case in our business. If we don't add any new debt, we should be OK, but those needs don't stop."

Transportation choices in North Texas

Fort Worth Star-Telegram

11/16/08

By GLEN WHITLEY

We are at a transportation crossroads in North Texas.

One road is stop-and-go, congested with traffic and heading for gridlock. Many of us travel on that road daily: going to work, to the doctor’s office, to a child’s soccer game or even when we jump in the car to see relatives or friends on a weekend.

The other road leads to 21st-century solutions for transportation. Many of us would like to travel on that new road: increased passenger rail service, streetcar lines, rapid bus service, more highway lanes for cars and improved air quality.

It’s not going to be easy to get from here to there, because we have to find a way to pay for these transportation improvements. Rail and new roads are expensive, but neither Texas nor the federal government has been willing to pay the tab.

In an effort to improve our transportation possibilities, North Texas elected officials, business executives and transportation agency leaders have spent the past year crafting a plan to raise the needed revenue.

Our state lawmakers, when briefed on the plan, asked us for a variety of funding mechanisms — fees and taxes — for them to use in drafting a bill to authorize the local collection of revenue for a metropolitan area’s transportation improvements. The plan would require voter approval of any new or increased fees or taxes.

The North Texas proposal uses our existing metropolitan planning organization, known as the Regional Transportation Council.

Under the plan, the Regional Transportation Council could create a transportation district. With voter approval in a county, any new or increased fees or taxes could be levied to pay for projects in that county. The district would contract with other entities to provide transportation services and implement projects. It could also fund the operations, maintenance, capital and expenses for passenger rail, transit, roads and freight rail.

Here are a few important provisions of the North Texas transportation plan that have been recommended to our lawmakers:

The transportation district would use revenue generated from fees and taxes in a county to fund transportation needs in that county.

Any new or increased fees and taxes are subject to voter approval. The voters always make the call.

And this is really important: A new transportation district would not impose another layer of bureaucracy in North Texas.

Agencies such as The Fort Worth Transportation Authority (The T), the Texas Department of Transportation, the North Texas Tollway Authority, the Denton County Transit Authority or Dallas Area Rapid Transit (DART) would maintain their authority over roads and rail and bus lines, under the North Texas plan.

Each county would submit projects to the metropolitan planning organization. Projects would be ranked and prioritized, as they are now. Then, after reviewing available state and federal funds, each county would cover its own projects’ funding shortfall with revenue raised in the county.

This broad conceptual framework created in North Texas is being looked at as a model for other urban areas in the state that must pay for transportation improvements.

The details will be worked out by the Legislature in Austin. Once our North Texas transportation plan gets to Austin, there will be input from across the state and most certainly there will be some changes made.

There is no guarantee that lawmakers will approve the legislation needed to get us moving, or that voters will support it when given the chance.

But it is certain that every month we delay building rail and roads, the cost of construction skyrockets by millions, and sometimes tens of millions of dollars. Every delay increases congestion and makes air quality worse.

This is all about getting rail and roads built now and not having to wait 10 or 20 years for the state or federal government to get the job done.

Even if we are successful at developing new and creative ways to pay for our transportation needs, we still must preserve the traditional means of using state and federal funding for transportation projects.

Voters who agree to impose additional fees or taxes on themselves must not be penalized. It is so very important that the Transportation Department be prohibited from reducing any allocation of funding to a region because its voters choose to impose any additional fees or taxes.

In North Texas we are fortunate to have folks at the tollway authority, The T, DART, the Denton County transportation authority, the Regional Transportation Council and Transportation Department who work hard to make this a better place to live and raise our families.

Now it is time to really work together and make the most of our opportunities to collaborate. It is time for Austin to join the team and to give metropolitan areas across Texas the tools they need for transportation.

Folks, it is so important to talk about the present and future and not the past.

To paraphrase the great American poet Robert Frost, we need to take the road "less traveled" because it could make "all the difference."

If we don’t find a way to raise the revenue, we won’t get the rail and roads we need.

Glen Whitley is Tarrant County judge and vice-chairman of the Regional Transportation Council.

Texas company launches pay-by-the-mile car insurance

Austin AMERICAN-STATESMAN

Wednesday, November 12, 2008

By Helen Anders

A Dallas-based company has begun offering Texans auto insurance by the mile.

MileMeter, which is targeting people who drive fewer than 12,000 miles a year, is the only company offering mileage-based insurance in the state despite a law passed in 2001 that encourages such plans.

MileMeter charges from 3 to 20 cents per mile, depending on coverage options chosen, and it takes the driver's word on the odometer reading. The policies are for six months, whether or not the driver has reached the mileage limit.

The company can offer low rates for low-mileage drivers because "it's very difficult to get into an accident when your car is parked," MileMeter chief executive Chris Gay said Tuesday. "The less you drive, the less risk you're exposed to."

Gay, who has bachelor's and master's degrees from the University of Texas and has worked as a software writer and financial analyst, said 12,000 miles is an average year's driving for "roughly half the population." Federal statistics put the average number of miles driven in 2006 at 14,768 , but many Americans have driven less this year because of higher gas prices.

Some insurance companies offer discounts to customers who drive less than 7,500 miles a year. Beyond that, premiums are not adjusted for how much customers drive.

Within the coming year, insurance provider Progressive plans to roll out a mileage-based plan in Texas. Progressive tested a miles-based program that uses GPS technology in 1998 but stopped offering it in 2000.

Progressive offers mileage-based insurance in eight other states. Its program is monitored by a wireless device (consumer cost: $30) that is plugged into the car. A spokeswoman said that plan will probably be available in Texas sometime in 2009.

MileMeter's product favors those who don't need physical damage coverage — it significantly increases the cost of a MileMeter policy — and who want minimal coverage for liability, which the state requires. The highest limits of liability offered are $50,000 per person, $100,000 per accident and $25,000 bodily injury, though Gay said higher limits might be offered in the future.

MileMeter's proof-of-insurance card, which can be printed from the Web site (www.milemeter.com ) carries the odometer reading that the driver reported and notes that the insurance cancels when the odometer has registered the number of miles purchased or six months elapse, whichever comes sooner. Drivers sign up and buy miles (between 1,000 and 6,000 at a time) on the Web site, and claims are made by phone. (No claims have yet been filed with MileMeter, but 24 adjusters are standing by to answer calls in East Texas, Gay said.) No agents are involved.

MileMeter sold its first policy Oct. 15 and has already had mentions on bicycling blogs and Twitter accounts .

While traditional auto insurance companies' rate structures favor older drivers who are also homeowners and who have high credit ratings, clean driving records and several cars to insure, MileMeter doesn't care about any of those things. Its application asks only for the driver's name, age, make of car and odometer reading. Those three factors, along with the driver's coverage choice, determine the rate.

For rented cars, the policy covers liability only.

Gay said he started MileMeter because he was tired of an "ossified, bureaucratic" insurance industry that sells insurance that customers don't need. "The industry has had every opportunity to offer by-the-mile insurance and has chosen not to do so," Gay said.

He said relying on odometer readings is simple and inexpensive and noted that federal law guards against odometer tampering. He plans to offer MileMeter in other states starting next year.

Compute the commute to save

Benefit plans allow riders to pay with pre-tax dollars

Chicago Tribune

November 12, 2008

By Richard Wronski 

Stung by roller-coaster gas prices, commuters in record numbers are hopping aboard buses and trains in the Chicago area, but they can shave even more off the cost of getting to work—as much as $500 a year.

By setting aside part of their pre-tax earnings, commuters can help cover transit or van-pooling costs.

The wrinkle is that fewer than 2,000 Chicago-area companies provide such benefits to workers, according to the Regional Transportation Authority.

If San Francisco is any kind of trendsetter, that could change.

Worried about air quality and traffic congestion, the city recently became the nation's first to require businesses with more than 20 employees to offer transit benefit programs.

Experts say Chicago could follow.

Q How much do I save?

A Transit benefit plans work just like such popular employee programs as medical or child-care savings accounts.

Under federal tax law, a commuter can shelter up to $115 a month, or $1,380 a year, in pre-tax dollars to help pay commuting expenses.

By putting aside this money before it's taxed, commuters can save from $300 to more than $500, depending on their tax bracket.

For example, a worker making about $30,000 a year in the 25 percent tax bracket who sets aside $1,380 a year would save $492 in state and federal taxes.

Companies benefit because they don't have to pay taxes on the amount employees earmark for the program.

They could save about $116 a year per employee in payroll taxes.

Companies can also choose to give workers up to $115 a month in tax-free benefits for transit costs. The employer still gets the payroll-tax deduction.

Or employers and employees can share the cost of the benefit. Employers benefit from the payroll-tax deduction, and employees can set aside pre-tax earnings.

Q How does it work?

A The program enables companies and employees to buy CTA Transit Cards, Chicago Cards or RTA FareChecks, vouchers that pay for transportation anywhere on the RTA system, including Metra, the South Shore line and certain Amtrak routes.

Monthly passes and 10-ride tickets for Metra also are available.

The program is administered by a company's human resources department or by a third-party benefits provider.

Q Why doesn't everyone get it?

A Only 53 percent of employers are aware of tax-free commuter benefits, and of those, only 46 percent offer the benefit to employees, according to one survey.

Another national survey found that only 17 percent of companies with standard benefits programs provided the transit option.

Many companies believe they are too small to offer the program or don't feel they have the resources or expertise to deal with the paperwork, experts say.

The RTA says the transit benefit program has grown steadily, and the agency anticipates a surge in interest, said Phillip Shayne, the RTA's director of regional services.

Fall is the traditional time for benefit program open enrollments, and fear of another round of gas price increases probably will prompt more employees to take advantage of the transit option, Shayne said.

California's Top Housing, Transportation and Urban Planning Experts Meet to Chart Course for Enacting New Landmark Smart Growth Legislation

Wall Street Journal-MarketWatch

Nov. 12, 2008

SAN FRANCISCO, Nov 12, 2008 (BUSINESS WIRE) -- California's leading housing, transportation and urban planning policy makers met today at a conference sponsored by the Home Builders Association of Northern California to begin charting a course for enacting landmark smart growth legislation authored by state Sen. Darrell Steinberg that will serve as one of the key weapons in the state's battle against global warming.

SB 375, which Gov. Schwarzenegger signed into law in September, is the first legislation in the nation to connect regional housing and transportation planning in a way that promotes greater use of higher-density, urban infill development and public transit to reduce long suburban commutes and the greenhouse gas emissions they generate.

"Better managing our growth and closing the distance between where people live and work can help California reduce the almost 30 percent of greenhouse gas emissions that come from cars and light trucks and achieve the state's broader goals under AB 32 of pushing back carbon emissions to 1990 levels," said Joseph Perkins, president and CEO of the Home Builders Association of Northern California. "Home builders are looking forward to working with local, regional and state planners to create more sustainable communities that balance our long-term need for more housing with the imperative for fighting global warming."

The day-long conference, which is co-hosted by San Francisco Urban Research and Planning (SPUR) and the Bay Area Council, is being held at the PG&E auditorium on Beale Street in San Francisco.

Perkins said many questions and much work remain in figuring out exactly how SB 375 is going to be put into practice, what its implications are for local communities, home builders and the public and what it means for billions of dollars in state and federal transportation money that will serve as a hard incentive to encourage stronger local smart growth policies.

"The Home Builders Association of Northern California is proud to play a leading role in bringing together the policy and decision makers who will be responsible for putting SB 375 into practice," Perkins said. "With Northern California expected to add more than 3 million new residents over the next decade, we face considerable challenges in accommodating that growth, reducing greenhouse gas emissions and ensuring a healthy economy. This conference offers a first glimpse into how we're going get there."

Among the prominent speakers at the Building Forward conference are Peter Calthorpe, an internationally renowned proponent of smart growth; Steve Heminger, executive director of the Metropolitan Transportation Commission; state Sen.-elect Mark Leno; Ignacio de la Fuente, President of the Oakland City Council; Ken Kirkey, planning director for the Association of Bay Area Governments; and Tom Adams, board president of the California League of Conservation Voters; among many others. For a complete agenda and list of speakers, visit www.BuildingForwardCalifornia.com.

"With SB 375, the Legislature and the governor have thrown the weight of the state behind some of the cutting-edge development concepts we've been testing here in the Bay Area," MTC's Steve Heminger said. "We've been working hard regionally to rein in car-centered growth, to focus development along an expanded and more robust public transit network, and to protect valuable farmland and open space. Now, with SB 375, that approach is statewide policy."

Public transit Catch-22

More turn to trains and buses even as officials struggle with funding

Wall Street Journal Market Watch

Nov. 10, 2008

By Stephanie I. Cohen

PRINCETON, N.J. (MarketWatch) -- Higher fuel prices over the past two years combined with household fiscal concerns are leading record numbers of Americans to ditch their cars and hop on trains, subways and buses each day, a pattern that if sustained would help the U.S. to reduce fuel consumption and cut tailpipe emissions.

But transit agencies are facing a classic Catch-22: Just as public transit is seeing record-breaking levels of users and more cars sitting in the suburbs, state and local governments are struggling to find dollars for transit improvements and expansions needed to bring more riders onboard.

"Throughout the state of Georgia and across the nation, transit providers are stretching every available dollar to meet rapidly increasing demand," Beverly Scott, general manager of the Metropolitan Atlanta Rapid Transit Authority told congressional lawmakers last week.

"Numerous projects on the drawing boards throughout my state are unfunded, simply because of a lack of available funds at the state and local levels for transit investment," she added.

Public transit in the Atlanta metropolitan area served over 14 million customers in September, a 13.3% increase in total ridership over September 2007, according to officials.

The pattern is similar in many regions of the U.S. In the second quarter of 2008 commuter rail ridership showed a double-digit jump in cities throughout California, Maine, Florida, Pennsylvania and Florida, compared with the same quarter a year ago. Commuter rail service moves commuters between urban and surrounding suburban areas.

Amtrak reported an 11% jump in users last year.

In 2007, 10.3 billion trips were taken on public transportation, the highest ridership number in 50 years, according to the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee. Total figures at the end of 2008 are expected to set a new record.

The switch for most drivers is being prompted by a desire to cut transportation costs. On average, a transit user saves more than $9,500 a year by taking public transportation instead of driving, according to a 2008 report by the American Public Transportation Association.

"Rising gasoline costs have contributed significantly to our ridership growth," William Crosbie, chief operating officer of Amtrak, told Washington lawmakers last week.

More riders, more costs

Yet as oil prices surged over the past year, the number of miles drivers logging on U.S. roadways steadily dropped while public transportation trips simultaneously rose, according to analysts.

Waves of new riders can create a tailwind when systems that are already functioning at full capacity become strained and revenue that comes from riders doesn't actually cover operating and fuel costs, as is the case in many areas of the country today. Over one-third of the urban rail stations in the country are considered "substandard" by the Department of Transportation.

Cities all over the country are in need of transit dollars. The Muncie, Ind., transit system needs $2.1 million to buy four replacement hybrid buses. The Denver, Colorado Regional Transportation District, which witnessed a 13 % jump in riders last year, is looking for $235 million to finance transit station improvements and expand service, while New York City needs $680 million to revitalize stations and improve rail lines.

But instead of expanding service, a recent survey showed that 35% of public transportation providers have been forced to cut or plan to cut the level of passenger service they provide in spite of the growing demand, according to the American Public Transportation Association.

The culprits? Local governments are grappling with budget deficits, shrinking contributions form Washington for transportation projects, and increased operating costs for transit services.

Add to this the fact that public transit operators run into the same fuel costs problems that drive commuters to rails and buses in the first place.

Clarence Marsella, the general manager of the Denver Regional Transportation District, noted in a recent presentation that more riders equal more costs and that small increases in the price of diesel fuel can lead to a $100,000 jump in annual operating costs for the Denver transit system.

Fuel costs for the Denver system for 2009 are expected to be roughly double what they were in 2007, while overall ridership increased by 10% over the past year, according to Marsella.

Going private

At the same time, expanding public transportation -- adding more service to more locations -- requires money that is becoming increasingly hard to find. This has led some local officials from San Francisco to Philadelphia to seek out private dollars -- from private equity firms and investment banks -- to cover the cost of capital investments.

Current government estimates indicate the U.S. will need to pump as much as $60 billion into public transportation and infrastructure projects in the coming decades. According to the Department of Transportation, $21.8 billion is needed to maintain and improve the country's transit systems annually.

The National Council for Public Private Partnerships has been holding presentations across the country to educate officials on how to tap private sector capital to fund public transportation projects, and shift the construction costs and operational risks to the private sector.

Private funding for public projects isn't new and the number of projects using private funds seems to be growing. In late September, John Hancock Life Insurance Co. and two other partners announced they had won a $2.5 billion, 99-year lease to operate and develop Chicago Midway Airport. If completed, the airport would be the first privatized major airport in the U.S. In April, Los Angeles Mayor Antonio Villaraigosa announced he would pursue private partnerships to fund transit projects.

But some Washington lawmakers remain uneasy with private control over public assets. This week, Rep. James Oberstar, D-Minn., and Rep. John Mica, R-Fla., sent a letter to Transportation Secretary Mary Peters noting that the current financial crisis on Wall Street is leading to more and more so-called public-private partnerships that lack "adequate transparency" to protect the public's interest.

"We are particularly concerned about efforts by private investors to exploit the financial crisis to place a number of the nation's transit agencies at risk of default and financial collapse," the letter said.

Mass-Transit Projects Fared Well at Polls

Wall Street Journal

NOVEMBER 12, 2008

By CHRISTOPHER CONKEY and PAUL GLADER
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U.S. voters approved billions of dollars for mass-transit projects, highlighting a growing desire to overhaul the nation's aging transportation systems.

The increasing political support for transportation investment comes as Democratic leaders in Congress are pushing for a second economic-stimulus bill that could include tens of billions of dollars in additional spending on infrastructure projects. It also signals a potential boon for companies that provide everything from locomotives to collision-avoidance technology.

Some 23 initiatives were approved nationwide last week that will inject $75 billion into transportation systems, according to the Center for Transportation Excellence, a nonpartisan research group that promotes mass-transit service. Among the winners: Nearly $10 billion in bonds to start building a high-speed rail network in California, and $18 billion to expand mass-transit service in the Seattle area. The vote on another measure, which would raise the sales tax in Santa Clara County, Calif., to fund an extension of Bay Area Rapid Transit service, remains too close to call.

Voters backed nearly $10 billion in bonds to start building the California High Speed Rail System. The outcome of another measure, to raise sales taxes to fund an extension of Bay Area Rapid Transit, remains too close to call.

Overall, more than 70% of the major transportation-funding measures on ballots this year were approved, about double the rate at which initiatives are usually passed, the CFTE said. This rate of success came as a surprise to many transportation advocates, who were expecting a less enthusiastic response to tax increases and public debt at a time of economic and fiscal turmoil. Of the measures approved, the CFTE noted, 14 will increase sales taxes, four siphon funds from property taxes and three authorize bonds.

"Before the election, we wondered what was going to weigh most on voters...the recent memory of $4 per gallon gas or concerns about the economy," said William Millar, president of the American Public Transportation Association. "It was pretty clear people voted for the future. The page has turned on transportation in America."

The election results are good news for companies that are big players in the mass-transit business, such as Siemens AG, Bombardier Inc. and Alstom SA, and for hundreds of small suppliers to bus and railcar makers.

[image: image4.png]ALLIANCE
FOR PUBLIC
TRANSPORTATION




Siemens, which makes train equipment for both light rail and high-speed rail, plans to bid on many of the recently approved projects, and expects its annual revenue from light-rail projects in the U.S. to grow 50% to $300 million in coming years. It has a three-year backlog for railcar orders and is hiring 200 additional workers in coming months.

"When you go through an election cycle like we just went through, it confirms the strategy we put together," said Robin Stimson, vice president of business development for Siemens Transportation Systems Inc. "It's related to the outlook that the rail renaissance will continue to grow."

Executives at niche locomotive builder Brookville Equipment Corp., say it has expanded employment 25% to 200 workers in the past year, and has added 24,000 square feet to its production facility in Brookville, Pa. The company expects sales to double this year to $50 million and has order backlogs until 2011.

[Mass-Transit Projects Fared Well ]

To be sure, last week's votes won't guarantee a prolonged boom for rail and transit systems -- or for companies supplying the equipment. Gas prices could stabilize at lower levels, diminishing growth prospects for bus and rail service. The impact of the economic slowdown on budgets may constrain funding for transportation. And big undertakings like California's prospective high-speed rail system will depend on equal participation from the federal government and private sector.

"The clear risk is...can California go out and raise $10 billion to do this at a cost that makes sense?" said Art Hatfield, an analyst at Morgan Keegan in Memphis, Tenn. "Is the appetite there to invest in these projects from private money?"

Mr. Hatfield noted that companies such as Bombardier and Siemens need to show they can step up production as they bid on projects. "That is a huge risk these companies run," he said. "They build up expectations on infrastructure spending, and then either these things move forward or don't move forward."

Bidding on enormous projects like the high-speed rail network in California is also complicated by uncertainty over the multidecade time frame, and which technologies the state will want. "In California, they aren't clear themselves on which packages they would like," said Roelof van Ark, president of Alstom Transportation Inc., a subsidiary of France-based Alstom. "At the moment, we are only in the courting phase."

Mr. van Ark said that the many uncertainties attending this growing market will spark consolidation. "There's got to be a shake-out in this industry," he said. "We're in the market to be able to acquire."

Rail and transit services are experiencing a renaissance thanks to the spike in gas prices earlier this year, and continuing concerns about the environment and highway congestion. Congress passed legislation earlier this year that would authorize record funding for Amtrak, the nation's quasi-private intercity rail network, and establish grant programs that would provide more than $3 billion to states to expand rail service in the next five years. There has also been a push to boost federal spending on mass-transit service, and some lobbyists are hoping to snare additional funding for rail service if a stimulus package moves forward this month.

How Obama can be strategic about investments in transportation infrastructure

The New Republic

Friday, November 13, 2008

By Robert Puentes,  

The list of infrastructure crises over the last three years reads like an almost biblical catalog of calamity: The I-35W bridge falling into the Mississippi River during rush-hour traffic in Minneapolis; a steam pipe explosion in mid-town Manhattan; and, of course, the drowning of New Orleans. These disasters have inspired a national what I call "infrastructure epiphany" about the need to reinvest. The economic stimulus package being cobbled together on Capitol Hill, which includes a whopping $19 billion for highways and transit, provides the perfect opportunity to do so. 

But the stimulus package lacks a vision for how to use the money, bereft of any strategy for dealing with gas price volatility, transportation's impact on energy security and climate change, persistent metropolitan bottlenecks and congestion, or the explosion in freight and truck traffic. Nor does it provide for a reliable source of funds to make these transportation projects sustainable: Undoing the effects of decades of physical neglect and congestion in the system will cost, by conservative estimates, hundreds of billions of dollars--but federal transportation trust fund will run out of money by the end of 2009. President Obama must put forth an entirely new concept for how and where infrastructure dollars are spent, and install institutions that will implement that concept.

The first way to reform infrastructure spending is by changing the way money is distributed. Right now, one of the primary methods is through the thousands and thousands of earmarks, which became a ubiquitous target in this campaign season. In 2008, about 10 percent of the earmarks in the appropriations bills for fiscal year 2008 went to the Department of Transportation, with 8 percent of the federal highway funds disbursed through earmarks. The 1981 transportation bill contained only 10 earmarks; the current law has over 6,300. This politicized method of distribution makes it difficult to streamline projects on the national level. 

Though earmarks are a fat political target, wiping them out is only part of the solution. To replace the current haphazard system, Obama needs to invest in coordination and information. Right now, federal policies are highly compartmentalized, often work at cross-purposes, and even the modes within the transportation program are hampered by lack of connections and cohesiveness. The U.S is the only industrialized country that fails to link aviation, rail, transit, and passenger rail networks. This is a recipe for duplication and waste. His first step should be naming an infrastructure czar to coordinate the projects of the myriad federal agencies that construct, operate, maintain, and use infrastructure.

In order to make funding decisions based on fact rather than political horse-trading, the government also needs a major overhaul in how it collects, assembles, and provides data and information on transportation. Currently, our infrastructure programs are largely funded by the federal gas tax, with each state receiving an amount of funding roughly equaling the amount of money it collects from the gas tax. Other data that might help decide how to spend the money, such as economic benefits, environmental impacts, or social inclusion, is ignored or not even collected. This system of disbursement turns the program into one of revenue distribution instead of one designed to meet national needs--an inefficient approach that is also remarkably inconsistent when compared to other recently federal reforms in welfare and education. To give just one example of how we might use information to drive spending differently, the government should analyze the potential costs savings associated with linking transportation and housing programs in ways that promote more environmentally sensitive, energy-efficient, and health-enhancing growth patterns.

Obama then has to be strategic regarding where exactly the money is being spent. Right now, because political considerations dictate the disbursement process, transportation funding is spread like peanut butter on a piece of bread: We treat every part of the country as if it is exactly the same. Obama must make sure that infrastructure investment is targeted at the largest 100 metropolitan areas. These places house 65 percent of our population, and produce 75 percent of our nation's GDP. They are also where 75 percent of the seaport tonnage arrives and departs; where 78 percent of our interstate miles are traveled; where 92 percent of air passengers and transit miles are ridden; and where 93 percent of rail passengers board. Metropolitan areas are the engines of our economy, and the places where the need, and the potential return on investment, is greatest.

However, the current stimulus plan makes no attempt to target funds based on the need for investments. Instead, the billions in stimulus funds for highways and transit are slated to be distributed to states based on existing federal formulas that are tied to consumption: The more you drive and the more you pave, the more money you get. Funds are not allocated according to other measures of need, such as number of deficient bridges, roadway fatalities, or population in bad air-quality areas.

Before he starts building anything, Obama also needs to implement a tangible set of performance measures for federal programs before the first check is cut. Once funds are appropriated, states distribute them among projects as they see fit--with the current statute mandating that the federal government "shall in no way infringe on the sovereign rights of the states to determine which projects shall be federally financed." States rarely use formal benefit/cost analysis in deciding among alternative projects, and regular evaluations of outcomes are typically not conducted. The federal information system only tracks costs--not performance. In other words, the federal government requires states to build and maintain the nation's roadway network, but it does not require them to provide the public with accessible, detailed information about state investment decisions using those funds. It is far easier for citizens to discern where private banks and thrifts lend (thanks to the federal Home Mortgage Disclosure Act) than to determine where public transportation agencies spend. 

When new money starts to flow, President Obama should concentrate on three critical areas: preserving and maintaining the interstate system; developing a plan to move freight across the nation using rails, roads, and ports; and developing a comprehensive plan for getting people between our major metropolitan areas. These are areas that require national engagement because they are just too big for states and metros to handle on their own. Our competitor nations get this--see, for example, Australia's National Transportation Council, the UK's Eddington Transportation Study, and Canada's Straight Ahead transportation plan. So far, the U.S. doesn't.

Transportation is the nation's largest discretionary domestic spending program. The existing approach to infrastructure reform is essentially revenue distribution and superficial state aid, rather than a serious and purposeful approach designed to meet national economic needs. If done properly, the federal stimulus dollars can accelerate the right kind of projects in the right places, creating jobs and waking up related areas of the economy. In an era of environmental anxiety, declining revenues, continued transportation problems, and a fiercely competitive global economic environment, Obama has to make American transportation policy about more than just dividing the spoils.

The Obama Administration: An Opportunity to Rebuild and Renew America

Planetizen.com

17 November 2008 - 5:00am

By Congressman Earl Blumenauer (D-OR)

Congressman Earl Blumenauer of Oregon thinks that an Obama administration, working with Congress, could effect change and create a new vision to Rebuild and Renew America.

The list of challenges is daunting; our economic crisis, security threats, energy instability, water stress and global warming all threaten our way of life as we have known it. Our decaying infrastructure continues to undermine the health and economies of our communities, making each challenge worse. Yet this urgent need to upgrade and expand our aging transportation, water, sewer, and energy transmission systems also presents us with key opportunities. Sustainability is both the measure and the cure. With the right approach and investments, we can rebuild the American economy as well as our political and social fabric.

Whether the new administration and Congress will be equal to the challenge will be determined by the willingness to revitalize government itself. The Farm Bill showed how powerful special interests and inertial forces in government can overcome do-gooders, editorial writers, and even a Presidential veto. The new administration should work with Congress to avoid the same fate by making strategic investments in infrastructure the centerpiece of its economic and environmental policy.

We need a new vision to Rebuild and Renew America, just as Presidents Thomas Jefferson and Teddy Roosevelt had in centuries past. No more “Bridges to Nowhere” as we align our policies and resources to meet our priorities rather than our politics.

We should focus on getting more value out of the dollars we invest, not just more money to spend. Our problems are not because we don’t spend enough on healthcare, education, energy, or defense. No other country invests as much as we do in these areas. The issue is when, how, and on what we spend.

· One way to get more value is to consume less time in unnecessary processes. By creating performance-based, rather than regulation-driven, environmental and citizen protections, we can secure enthusiastic support from a broad range of interests, including environmentalists, local governments and business interests. If we make it abundantly clear that our performance will be measured by reducing our carbon footprint and oil dependence, we can create jobs and save money while we protect the planet.

· Government itself must lead by example. For instance, the federal government has created and still owns more superfund sites than any entity in the United States. If the federal government assumes, rather than avoids, the responsibility for cleaning up these toxic sites, we can return millions of polluted and contaminated acres to productive use. The federal government should also be the national leader in energy efficiency. By definition, federal departments and agencies will be in business for centuries to come. By putting state-of-the art conservation programs in place in federal agencies now, we’ll stimulate the marketplace for more efficient products, buildings, and services. The federal government will save money, and taxpayers will benefit.

· It’s past time to modernize the federal budget process. The lack of a capital budget and the failure to account for present value and life-cycle costs discourages investments that will actually pay for themselves. Reformed budget rules will not just make our accounting more accurate, it will save money, reduce energy demands and fight global warming.

The good news is that there is an emerging consensus about what this grand vision should look like and the elements it should contain. The “experts” and the public are largely in agreement about budget priorities, social equity, and community outcomes.

The best news is that we can revitalize the economy and protect the planet while ushering in a new political era. These solutions are not inherently partisan or ideological. Red-state, small-town America can benefit from these investments every bit as much as Blue mega-regions. By bringing us together to Rebuild and Renew America, the Obama Administration can help make all of our communities stronger and all of our families safer, healthier, and more economically secure.

A case for light and order

Courthouse sets a new standard for public buildings

The Boston Globe

November 9, 2008

By Robert Campbell

SPRINGFIELD - Should a courthouse be as delightful as a garden pavilion? As white, as bright, as sun-filled?  Isn't a courthouse supposed to celebrate the dignity and discipline of the law by means of architecture that is sober and, well, maybe even a little grim, a little frowning?


The new federal courthouse in Springfield curves around two old trees. Architect Moshe Safdie was determined to save the trees. The new federal courthouse in Springfield curves around two old trees. Architect Moshe Safdie was determined to save the trees. (photos by timothy hursley)

A new federal courthouse here breaks all those rules. Designed by the well-known architect Moshe Safdie, who operates out of Somerville and Cambridge, it's one of the most inviting public buildings I've ever seen.

The courthouse stands on a major street, State Street. It's pretty much in the middle of an informal civic center, surrounded by handsome older buildings - a cathedral, an armory, a library, a museum, all of which are surfaced in dark stone or red brick. In the middle of this sober architectural party, the new courthouse seems to spiral out like a ballerina. It's white, it's delicate, and it sweeps across the site in a long curve, very much a star attraction on a civic stage.

I liked just about everything in this remarkable building. Daylight is everywhere. If you're a judge, for example, your private chambers are housed in a diamond-shaped annex at the rear of the main courthouse. To get to your courtroom in the main building, you walk across a glass bridge, perhaps an ironic play on the Bridge of Sighs in Venice on which, long ago, condemned prisoners walked from court to prison. At Springfield the walk is delightful and psychologically renewing, as you experience a view of sky and treetops before you move on to your courtroom.

The courtrooms are gems, too. Every one is lit by enough natural daylight, through windows or skylights, so that it doesn't feel, as so many of today's courtrooms do, as if it were buried in the dark belly of some architectural whale. Safdie has only four courtrooms to worry about, so he can site them all on the top floor, which makes things easier. But he then makes another delightful move. The courtroom ceilings, like the building as a whole, are white curves. Low over the judge's bench, they sweep upward over the visitors' gallery at the back of the room. There's an architect's pleasure in sculpting form here, but there are practical virtues too. The rising ceiling doubles the height of the space with no loss of human scale. And it also pulls away from walls to let daylight enter.

Circulation is impeccable, a tough job in a courthouse where lawyers, judges, prisoners, and the public often need separate routes. All the main corridors are windowed, and on the inner side of one is a 300-foot black-and-white mural, "Loopy Doopy," by the late Sol LeWitt. The response to the threat of terrorism, which has turned many government buildings into fortresses, is here almost invisible. You have to look to notice that the handsome garden walls are car-bomb barriers, and the glass of the façade is made blast-proof by columns.

If there's a weakness, it's maybe a tendency to celebrate the whiteness and brightness a little too much in the entry area, where there's a big all-glass pavilion with a glass roof that slopes and droops like a fabric. The pavilion is certainly handsome, but it doesn't seem to have much to do with the rest of the building. It is intended as a space for public meetings and celebrations.

Safdie, now 70, has been famous among architects ever since his late twenties, when he designed a remarkable experimental building for the 1967 Montreal World's Fair. It looked like a child's tall, loose pile of blocks, but each block contained one or more rooms of a dwelling in the sky. It was called Habitat, and it's nice to report that 41 years later, Habitat is still there and still in good shape. Many of the owners have enlarged their homes by breaking through a wall and absorbing the unit next door. Safdie himself still owns a condo at Habitat.

While based in the Boston area, Safdie works all over the world. I've found his work uneven over the years, sometimes wonderful but sometimes the result of great ideas that remain half-baked. Bostonians know him for one of his best works, the Peabody Essex Museum in Salem, where he created a central organizing atrium and a row of some of the best gallery spaces of our time. Safdie also designed a fine glassy chapel for the Harvard Business School.

Good clients make good architects, as Robert Frost somehow failed to say. Bostonians remember judges Douglas Woodlock and Stephen Breyer, who appointed themselves the clients for what became the Moakley Courthouse on the South Boston waterfront (where they both expected to work, before Breyer moved on to the Supreme Court) and, by insisting on high standards, greatly improved that building. Similarly in Springfield, federal judge Michael Ponsor - who was the one who suggested a new courthouse in the first place - is credited with holding the line on quality.

The courthouse was built in a time when construction costs were rising faster than anyone I know can remember, and it was subjected to severe cost-cutting. Safdie complains about many things that were lost. But if you don't know about them, you don't miss them. The building remains a winner.

The Springfield courthouse had another client, of course, which was the General Services Administration, the agency that builds and maintains federal government buildings. Springfield was a late example of a program called Design Excellence, in which the GSA, over a period of some dozen years starting in 1990, succeeded in radically improving the quality of architecture of its new buildings. Instead of playing politics, the GSA hired the best architects and gave them the support they needed to do their work. Design Excellence still exists in name, but is no longer proactive. Springfield couldn't have happened without it.

The building wasn't always a sculpture of sweeping curves. As originally designed, it was a more conventional structure of mostly right angles. But a problem arose. Everyone, including the architect, wanted to save two huge old trees on the site, a beech and a linden. But when a horticulturalist was consulted, he said that trees wouldn't survive if the building came closer to them than 30 feet at any point.

It was by pulling his building back from the trees, and reshaping it to curl around them, that Safdie arrived at the final design. Looking at the building and the trees today, you sense a deferential dance of architecture with nature.

Retail, residential and office coming together for a Main Street renaissance

The State

Saturday, Oct. 25, 2008

By JEFF WILKINSON

When New Yorker Dorothy Garone was looking for a place to open a Manhattan-style bagel shop and deli, the choice was easy.

“Who wouldn’t want the Kress building?” Garone said of the art deco storefront across from the Columbia Museum of Art on Main Street. “Location is everything and this was a match made in heaven.”

Garone plans to open Gotham Bagel Cafe in December when a Main Street streetscaping project is completed. She will be the first new retailer to locate on Main Street after the city finishes the $4.7 million beautification project in the 1500 and 1600 blocks.

Many hope it will mark a resurgence of retail on the venerable street — something experts say is needed to complete Columbia’s growing downtown.

“For any city to be a success, its downtown has to be vibrant and that includes retail,” said Amy Stone, vice president for retail recruitment for the City Center Partnership, which promotes investment in the business district.

“We want downtown to be active and enticing,” she said. “Main Street is a big part of that.”

Over the past decade, downtown has been reinvented to position the city for a 21st century, knowledge-based economy.

The Vista, the Three Rivers Greenway, downtown residential development and USC’s infant research campus, Innovista, all are intended to attract high-tech businesses and their workers, as well as high-income residents and free-spending tourists.

But retail has been the missing link, Stone said.

A recent study of downtown showed Main Street between Gervais Street and Laurel Street — particularly the rows of storefronts in the 1500 and 1600 blocks — as a prime location for new retail stores.

But there are many problems on the street:

• Many storefronts are threadbare and need upgrading.

• Parking is scarce.

• Panhandlers scare some shoppers off.

• Main is separated from the Vista by busy Assembly street.

• Traffic counts, meaning the number of cars traveling down the street, are low because Main dead ends at the State House.

• And the razing of scores of storefronts over the past 30 years for high rises has left few places for new stores to incubate.

Mayor Bob Coble said he hopes the completion of the streetscaping project will be a trigger for renewal of Main Street,

“It’s a great opportunity for renovation and restoration,” he said. “I would encourage people to invest and be part of Columbia’s renaissance.”

But David Lockwood, senior vice president for leasing services for the Colliers Keenan commercial real estate brokerage, said it could take some time for new retail to take hold.

“It will be a slow transition,” he said. “But the health of the entire market depends on the health of Main Street.”

RETAIL FOCUS

Main Street has been the city’s commercial core as long as there has been a Columbia.

But horse and buggy gave way to the automobile. Desegregation caused many whites to flee to the suburbs. And suburban malls killed downtown department stores.

Then, in the past three decades, whole blocks of storefronts were razed for high-rise office buildings — many built with little or no street-level retail.

All this conspired to effectively remove Main Street as a destination for shoppers.

Today, only the 1500 and 1600 blocks bear a resemblance to the retail district of old. They are a hodgepodge of wig shops, jewelers, clothiers and sundry other retailers, many of whom have been operating there for decades.

But even that base has been eroding.

Although stalwart Sylvan’s and Kimbrell’s Furniture are still in business, the iconic Lourie’s and Main & Taylor Shoe Salon shuttered earlier this year.

Andrew Zalkin, owner of the Army Navy Store in the 1600 block, accuses the city and the City Center Partnership of turning its back on retail through the years in favor of office towers and residential development.

“There was a lack of promotion and publicity,” he said. “And there was a lack of unity among merchants,”

Matt Kennell, president and chief executive of the City Center Partnership, agrees.

But “it was a deliberate strategy,” he said. “You have to start somewhere. And until there was residential and office to support retail, it wasn’t worth the time. But I understand the criticism, and it is warranted.”

Kennell said that because of the success of residential and office, “we can now focus on retail.”

Last year, Stone was hired to pump up recruitment of businesses, he said. Already, she has helped locate four new businesses on Main Street — Uptown Gifts, Dunkin’ Donuts, Wilder Realty and Gotham Bagel.

“It’s working a little better than we hoped,” Kennell said. “We were expecting maybe two a year, and we already have four. And, maybe, we’ll have a couple more before the end of the year.”

Coble is also pushing for a city program to help building owners, particularly in the 1500 and 1600 blocks, replace the dated facades many installed in the 1970s.

“While it hasn’t been presented to council, staff is looking for ways to do it,” Coble said.

RESIDENTIAL

Unlike retail, Main Street has seen stunning successes in two other areas: office and residential.

Main has two new high-rise office towers and there is another in the works as high-powered banks and law firms elbow to be nearest the State House in the most impressive office suites.

And residential is thriving.

There are now 110 units on Main Street, both apartments and condominiums, with an occupancy rate of 98 percent. That is a development many people would have thought was preposterous a decade ago.

The father-son team of Tom and Jeff Prioreschi own all of those units.

Columbia’s pre-eminent urban pioneers, the Prioreschis, through their Capitol Places firm, own five buildings on Main, including Tapp’s, Kress and Barringer.

Jeff Prioreschi said that while the condo market is slow, apartments are doing very well. He noted 73 of the 75 apartments that he and his father have in the 12-story Barringer building are leased at rents of $700 to $1,600 a month.

“Gas prices are helping our business model,” he said. “These days, some people just don’t want to commute.”

There might be more opportunities for residential in the 1500 and 1600 blocks, Prioreschi said. “But you really have to pick and choose what your do. We don’t have any project planned at the moment.”

Kennell said that nonhistoric buildings in those blocks could be razed and modern, mixed-use buildings built in their places.

The projects could be similar to the Prioreschis’ 1530 Main building — which includes storefronts, residential and live-and-work units — but still matches the street’s historic architecture.

“There might be opportunity for selective demolition,” Kennell said. “And it would be hard to see someone putting a bank or a law office there.”

PARKING PROBLEMS

While new office space and residences on Main are a boost to retail, there are still challenges.

“Parking,” said Steve Rowland, owner of Drake’s Duck-In restaurant, a Main Street stalwart since 1959.

Parking already was sparse on Main Street before the streetscaping project eliminated four on-street spaces in front of his restaurant at 1544 Main St. to provide a loading zone.

To tackle the limited parking on Main, the city has a parking garage in the works, Coble said.

But many people, particularly females, are not comfortable with parking garages, said Bill Pruette, manager of Sylvan’s, Main Street’s oldest retail store, at 111 years.

“Our customers don’t like parking in garages, and they don’t like walking a long way.”

And the garage’s location is problematic.

The city is planning to build a 600- to 800-space garage, Coble said. It already owns two sites that could be used — one at Taylor and Sumter streets and one at Blanding and Sumter streets. But Kennell and downtown merchants say neither is a good spot.

“It needs to be as close to Main and Hampton as possible,” Kennell said. That intersection is the center of the six blocks of Main Street’s commercial corridor.

Kennell promotes a site at the corner of Assembly and Hampton streets, across from the Richland County Library. But the site is owned by multiple parties and the city has not been able to negotiate a price that is within its budget, Coble said.

Also, a potential buyer for the Palmetto Center wants parking, too, and that has to be figured in the mix, the mayor said.

PANHANDLING

As the city of Columbia has struggled with the issue of homelessness, Main Street also has carried the brunt of problems stemming from it, mainly panhandling.

There are two shelters in the Main Street area: The Salvation Army on Main at Elmwood and the Oliver Gospel Mission at Taylor and Assembly streets.

The Midlands Housing Alliance, a group of business and church leaders, also plans an expansion of the Salvation Army site.

Another shelter has long been planned by Christ Central Ministries for a site across the street from the Bank of America building at Main and Richland streets.

That shelter has been discussed for years, but no firm plans have been made public.

Panhandlers in the area have led to a perception among many that crime is problem on Main Street.

Heightening those concerns were an armed robbery in the parking lot of the Main Street Methodist Church earlier this year and a rape last month behind the Tapp’s building.

Since those incidents, the city has beefed up patrols around the church and the street, and the City Center Partnership has increased the visibility and the patrol hours of its “yellow shirt” safety and security teams.

Those teams, paid for by partnership dues and a $100,000 city grant, clean graffiti, provide directions and even give people rides to their cars in a golf cart or an SUV.

But most importantly, they are eyes and ears for the police, Kennell said.

Jocelyn Sanders, manager of the House of Fabrics on the 1300 block, has noticed a difference.

“We used to have lots of panhandling,” she said. “But we don’t get that many anymore.”

GET PEOPLE WALKING

The best hope to overcome many of the challenges facing Main is to get people on the street, walking, said Ryan Hyler, director of marketing and research for Colliers Keenan. That creates a built-in customer base, a feeling of security and the image of a vibrant city.

“Without significant pedestrian traffic, it will be difficult” for new retail to take root, he said.

Main Street boosters are excited about Nickelodeon Theater moving from south Main to the old Fox Theater in the 1500 block.

The art house theater hopes to open in early 2010, executive director Larry Hembree said.

It would attract people to the street at night — a rarity now except for diners at Hennessy’s or Mac’s on Main and the occasional evening event at the art museum.

Connecting the Vista to Main Street also would improve foot traffic, Coble said.

“Connectivity” always has been an issue downtown, with its disparate districts divided by wide boulevards.

The main problem is Assembly Street. It divides the Vista from Main Street and Innovista from USC’s main campus. In places, it has six lanes of traffic and two lanes of on-street parking. That creates an intimidating gulf through the center of downtown.

“I know some people who will get in their car in my building (the Capitol Center) and drive three blocks to the Blue Marlin,” Kennell said.

However, a complete, $100-million-plus streetscaping and railroad relocation project for Assembly is years away.

In the meantime, Fred Delk, executive director of the Columbia Development Corp., which guides investment in the Vista, is advocating creating “pedestrian islands” at key intersections that would make the trip across Assembly less daunting.

“It would be a place where a woman with a stroller would feel comfortable if she got caught between lights,” he said. “And you could do it with paint, a little landscaping and with only losing a couple of parking spaces.”

Garone, who is opening Gotham Bagel, said drive-up and foot traffic, and delivery and wholesale operations all are important aspects of her business.

“We parked at the front of the building at 8 a.m. one morning and there were more people walking on Assembly than Main,” she said. “We hope with some good advertising we can pull them in.”

Garone is optimistic the north end of Main Street will spring back to life when the streetscaping project wraps up in December.

“I’m just grateful,” she said, “that we are opening after it’s finished.”
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