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Promote public transportation that improves our regional quality of life, economic development, affordability, and the environment.
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Jan. 30, 2008

It's no secret that the Southeast and Western United States are booming. The costs of living and doing business there are often cheaper there than in big coastal cities. But where and how much those cities are thriving might surprise you.

Take Alabama. The state has some of the fastest growing metro areas in the country, including Mobile, which is projected to have the greatest change in "gross metropolitan product (GMP)," 34% between 2007-2012, according to research forecasts done for us by Moody's Economy.com.

One boon to Alabama is ThyssenKrupp's announcement last year to build a $3.7 billion steel plant in Mobile. And Huntsville--expected GMP growth 15% by 2012--has long been a hub for defense and space research. Since the mid-1990s, Alabama has also become a manufacturing center for automakers like DaimlerChrysler (nyse: DCX - news - people ), Toyota (nyse: TM - news - people ) and Hyundai.

"The automotive industry has been Alabama's real growth industry in the last 15 years," says Brian Hilson, president and CEO of Huntsville's chamber of commerce.

Other metro areas, like Port St. Lucie and Palm Bay, are part of a growing biotech cluster in central Florida. Straddling Texas and Arkansas, Texarkana is seeing war-related development: Its Red River Army Depot is a major maintenance and storage facility for military equipment. And St. George, Utah, located about 120 miles from Las Vegas, has boomed in recent years as a destination for retirees.

All of them sit at or near the top of Forbes' list of America's fastest-growing metropolitan areas, places large and small that offer at least the promise of booming economies for years to come.

To compile our list, we looked at all of the country's 363 metropolitan areas, defined by the U.S. Census Bureau has a geographic region with a "core urban area" of at least 50,000 people. Because many small metro areas are high growth--and because we wanted to show growth in large cities as well--we split the group into two classes: the largest 100 metro areas (with at least 528,000 people) and everyone else. We use projections run for us by Moody's Economy.com to show growth in GMP between 2007-2012.

Of course, if one looks at economic growth in the country's largest 100 metros, the usual suspects jump to the top of the list. With an estimated 32% GMP growth from 2007-2012, Austin, Texas, is the winner for big metros. Atlanta, Seattle, Orlando, Houston and San Jose, Calif., also appear high on the list. What do they all have in common? They're tech hubs with proximity to universities and a healthy increase in population. Austin's population, for example, is expected to increase by nearly 15% by 2012, according to Moody's Economy.com forecasts.

Bruce Katz, director of the Metropolitan Policy Program at the Brookings Institution, says there are several factors to take into consideration when measuring the pulse of a metro area: innovation, human capital, infrastructure and the actual quality of a place.

"These assets drive everything," says Katz. Some ways to measure them: the number of patents a metro area produces (innovation), the number of college graduates that live there (human capital), the amount of passenger miles its residents travel (infrastructure) and the vibrancy of its downtown area (quality of place).

A glance at the country's most economically healthy large metro areas underscores his point. Computer manufacturer Dell (nasdaq: DELL - news - people ) and the University of Texas anchor Austin's tech community. San Jose receives an influx of grads from places like Stanford and UC-Berkeley who want to work in Silicon Valley. Atlanta, home to Emory University and the Georgia Institute of Technology, is also the headquarters of UPS (nyse: UPS - news - people ), CNN and AT&T Mobility (nyse: T - news - people ), the largest cellular carrier in the United States.

To be sure, GMP is not the only method of measuring a metro area's economic vibrancy. Population growth, job growth, housing starts and personal income growth are all other factors to consider. However, we felt that an examination of the output of goods and services in a metro area was perhaps the purest method of determining how vibrant an economy will be several years down the road.

Statistics on the other factors, compiled for us by research firm Global Insight, supported the forecasts for GMP growth. Mobile, Austin, Port St. Lucie, Cape Coral, St. George and other regions with high GMP growth projections all appeared near the top of their lists.

In the current economic climate, predictions for housing starts are open to the most uncertainty. Moody's forecasts take the current slowdown into consideration but do not account for a potential recession. A study compiled by Global Insight and released by the U.S. Conference of Mayors in November found that the most significant losses in real GMP were concentrated in California, though every state has taken a hit.

Several burgeoning metro areas barely missed our list, including Raleigh, N.C., San Antonio, and Atlantic City, N.J. But what about those near the bottom? Most are smaller metro areas in historical manufacturing centers in the Northeast and Midwest. Of the bigger metros Rochester, N.Y., Youngstown, Ohio, and Springfield, Mass., top the list.

They're also low for expected population growth. Why stay there when so many other urban centers are thriving?

The self-proclaimed "Live Music Capital of the World" is booming, thanks in large part to Austin's high-tech industry (key employers include Dell, IBM and Apple) and the University of Texas, which provides the area with a steady stream of engineering talent. In addition to music, the city also has a thriving film industry. Its projected gross domestic product growth by 2012 is second only to Mobile, Ala., and first among the largest 100 metro areas in the country. Metro area Austin's population is expected to grow nearly 15% by 2012.

Source: Moody's Economy.com
In Pictures: America's Fastest-Growing Large And Small Metros

http://www.forbes.com/business/2008/01/30/economy-cities-alabama-biz-cx_bw_0130econcities.html
Rank
Metro
Projected total GMP growth, 2007-2012

1
Austin, Texas
32.05%
2
Cape Coral-Ft. Myers, Fla.
23.34%

3
Atlanta, Ga.
22.81%

4
Seattle, Wash.
22.7%

5
San Francisco, Calif.
22.32%

6
Dallas-Ft. Worth, Texas
20.51%

7
San Jose, Calif.
20.06%

8
Houston, Texas
19.96%

9
Orlando, Fla.
19.74%

10
Palm Bay-Melbourne-Titusville, Fla.
19.65%


Walking Again?
Governing Magazine

1 February 2008 - 8:00am

"Is it possible that, in the current century, significant numbers of people who can afford suburban privacy will be attracted to the noise and bustle of the urban street?"

"Well, not in the old-fashioned way, no. Memphis is not going to morph into Old Istanbul anytime soon. People in this country will never go back to spending large portions of their leisure time rambling aimlessly outdoors."

"But if you ask the question a slightly different way — Will many more of us be drawn toward a style of life that involves some form of walkable daily routine? — then I think you get a different answer. You begin to suspect that demographics and personal preferences are reshaping the American city toward street life and sociability in ways nobody would have expected even a short time ago."

"Admittedly, there is room for skepticism. New Urbanist planners and theorists have spent the past decade preaching the virtues of pedestrian friendliness, neo-traditional development, and higher levels of urban density overall. In spite of their preaching, cul-de-sac suburbia has spread further into the countryside in every metropolitan area of the country. In most of them, it continues to do so."

"But in the past year or two, it seems to me, something has changed. It's not just the New Urbanists who are talking the language of walkability now. It's developers, Realtors, chambers of commerce, transportation agencies. Market forces are sending signals that none of them can afford to ignore."

Source: Governing, Feb 01, 2008

http://www.governing.com/articles/0802assess.htm

The Suburban Home: an Asset or a Liability?
The Atlantic
3 February 2008 - 7:00am

"As the collapse of the subprime mortgage market roils the economy, it is in places like Three Lakes—the fast-growth fringes of America’s metro areas—where much of the trouble is originating. Most of Miami-Dade County’s 29,923 foreclosures in the first three quarters of 2007 occurred on its outer fringes. In Clark County, Nevada, where nearly one in 20 homes is in foreclosure, the worst damage has likewise been done in a ring around central Las Vegas."

"Nationally, the variety of communities facing a wave of foreclosures is striking. Many areas of go-go growth—the Southwest, California’s Central Valley, much of Florida, eastern Colorado, Greater Atlanta—have been hard-hit. So too have portions of the Rust Belt, and a narrow east-west strip running from Tennessee into Arkansas. The places encompass run-down neighborhoods as well as areas with at least a veneer of affluence. (On the street pictured below, many of the houses sold for $400,000 or more.) If nothing else, the meltdown forces us to consider how much uncertainty may lurk beneath the surface of apparent prosperity; an ample suburban house could be an asset or a liability, depending on the terms of the mortgage and the direction of the local market."

Source: The Atlantic, Feb 01, 2008

http://www.theatlantic.com/doc/200801/home-foreclosure

Explaining 10 myths of urban design

By Paul Berton

The London Free Press



In a recent presentation to city council, Sean Galloway, London's new urban designer, eloquently outlined what he called the "10 myths of urban design."

Given that council received his report enthusiastically and seems committed to creating "places" and growing the city in a different way, it's worthwhile for all of us to take a lesson.

Here then, are Galloway's 10 myths, explained:

10. It's all about front porches. Indeed, building more houses with front porches is important, but it's really about making friendly buildings and attractive street-scapes.

9. It wants to eliminate the back yard. Back yards are important for privacy, but urban design reminds us not to forget the front yard as a place of activity and usefulness.

8. It's all about density, density, density. It's about providing variety and diversity, allowing people to grow up in a single-family home, move to an apartment, then a townhouse, then back into a single- family home, then back into an apartment as their life progresses -- all in the same neighbourhood.

7. It expects everyone to walk everywhere. It's about providing friendly streets and sidewalks and public transit and other infrastructure to entice people to walk more. Nobody expects the car to be eliminated.

6. It is just about the rear laneway. London is fearful of the rear laneway (for reasons nobody is sure of, considering they are all over Old North and Old South, for example). Some can be unpleasant, but there are examples of attractive back alleys in new urbanist developments across North America. Not everyone wants a big house with a big back yard.

5. It will not fit into a "normal" person's lifestyle. What is normal? People may want to drive to the supermarket for the big shop, but do they want to get in the car and face traffic just to pick up a loaf of bread or litre of milk? People want options. They want variety in the kinds of buildings they interact with, variety that makes the experience of living in a community richer.

4. It is just about creating pre-war housing architecture. It's not about replicating Victorian architecture; it's about eliminating repetitive architecture that saps identity from a neighbourhood.

3. It is all about new urbanism or placemaking. New urbanism a catchphrase, but it's about old-fashioned, grid-style developments with a diversity of home types and architecture. Placemaking involves integrating all industrial, commercial, residential and retail areas.

2. It is just about what the buildings look like. No, it's about how we deliver our walking spaces, our driving spaces, our open spaces. It's more than just architecture and landscaping.

1. It is not economically viable. New urbanist communities are thriving across North America. New ones are being built every day. They're sought after by home buyers.


Transit Agencies Tout Health Benefits of Public Transportation Use

USA Today 

Feb 1, 2008

ATLANTA — Want to lose weight and look better? Improve your heart rate, circulation and overall health? Then get out of your car and hop on the bus or train.

That's the message from some transit agencies that are appealing to drivers' health concerns.

"All the new research over the last five years indicates pretty clearly the health benefits of public transportation," says Jason Jordan, director of the Center for Transportation Excellence, a non-profit research and policy clearinghouse. "A lot of people are walking more if they have access to transit."

They're walking from home to the bus stop or train station, inside the station and from the bus stop or train station to their jobs. Among the efforts to spread the word:

•Los Angeles has "Metro Fit," which encourages health-conscious Angelenos to exercise more by walking to and from transit, using the subway steps, exploring local attractions on transit and on foot, and riding bikes to the stations.

•Arlington, Va.'s "Car-Free Diet" urges residents to live "car-free" or "car-lite" — giving up their vehicles to ride Arlington Transit or the Washington, D.C., bus and subway system, bike or walk. Residents can use an online calculator to determine how many calories they'll burn and how much money they'll save by not having to gas up the car.

•The "Walk SMART" program from the South Metro Area Regional Transit system in Wilsonville, Ore., near Portland, offers participants a pedometer, a log book to track daily step counts and information on the benefits of walking.

There are limits to how much mass transit can help, says Wendell Cox, a senior fellow at the Heartland Institute, a Chicago-based think tank that advocates free-market principles.

"Transit does an incredible job of getting people to big employment centers downtown," he says. "But 80%-90% of jobs, on average, are not downtown and cannot be accessed by transit that is remotely competitive with the car."

Also, the health benefits of transit must be weighed against time lost; the average commute by car takes 24 minutes compared with 48 minutes on transit, Cox says.

The American Heart Association's 2007 exercise guidelines recommend 30 minutes of moderately intense exercise, such as brisk walking, five days a week. An earlier study in the American Journal of Preventive Medicine found that every additional 30 minutes a person spends in a car translates into a 3% greater chance of obesity; each kilometer walked per day brings a 4.8% reduction.

Lois Fletcher, 53, of Atlanta is a believer. She says she lost more than 30 pounds last year when she quit driving to work and started taking MARTA, the Atlanta transit system.

Fletcher tracked her progress through an Atlanta Clean Air Campaign program. She wore a pedometer and walked 4-5 miles a day, including to and from transit stops and up and down steps in MARTA stations.

"In my old office, the parking garage was right there," she says. "I could park 30 feet from my desk. I have diabetes and high blood pressure, and my doctor would say if you would just walk for 30 minutes, that would really help. But I could never find the time to do it. With three boys, when I got off work, the last thing I thought about was exercise."


New economic development plan on tap for Kyle

Austin Business Journal

Thursday, February 7, 2008 - 2:28 PM CST

The city of Kyle will launch its new economic development plan on Feb. 7, kicking it off with a celebration at the Kyle city hall.

The city started working with TIP Strategies Inc. in April to develop the plan, which will focus on managing the city's growth by balancing employment, retail and residential development. Kyle's city council approved the plan in June.

TIP's plan, done in three phases, recommends a series of steps, starting from the ground up. Getting infrastructure, such as roads and sewer lines, in place will be key, TIP says. The city has already implemented transportation and utility expansion plans and is also undertaking a downtown revitalization project. Those projects are starting to pay off. RSI Inc., brought about 75 employees to Kyle when it relocated there at the end of 2007. And a 205-acre project planned by Seton Family of Hospitals will bring a hospital and retail center to the city -- and a total of 4,600 new jobs -- by 2010.

"Kyle could be the next Round Rock if they really position themselves in a wise sort of way," Alan Cox, a project manager with TIP Strategies, said in April of the plan. "The southern tier of the Austin metro area still doesn't have a defined employment center. There is demand for a new employment center for the Austin area overall, and it's going to be increasingly difficult to do that. Given Kyle's location and the fact that they can do a commuter rail station, that leverages them in a good way."

