Dillos headed in right direction
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Capital Metro¹s downtown Dillos are a bit unusual, but they are a good fit for this city¹s nonconformist image. The Dillos that ply the central business district look like streetcars but are actually buses, and riders travel on them for free.

Despite their unique look and free fare, few people use the Dillos. Dillo ridership has fallen to about 3,500 a day from 4,400 a day five years ago, according to Capital Metro. So the company wants to radically alter the Dillo routes to improve those numbers and cut costs.

That¹s a good idea. The five color-coded Dillo routes now go hither and yon, often with few people aboard. Only regular riders know the meandering routes of the silver, blue, orange, red and gold Dillos.

Capital Metro officials are proposing a simpler system of only two routes.

One would be along Congress Avenue from Riverside Drive to the Capitol complex and around it on 17th Street. The other would be along Fifth and

Sixth streets from Bowie Street, just east of Lamar Boulevard, to Red River

Street. The most attractive selling point of the change is that on the new routes, the Dillos would run at five-minute intervals.

Anyone who has waited 20 or 30 minutes for a Dillo on an August afternoon will appreciate a system that operates with greater frequency. Capital Metro officials believe the shorter routes and more frequent buses will boost ridership.

It will also be cheaper. Capital Metro now spends about $3.75 million a year to operate the Dillos. After the change, the cost is expected to drop to $2.75 million. Transit agency officials said the system will remain free for now.

Capital Metro will hold public forums on the proposal Tuesday at 11:30 a.m. and 5 p.m. at its office at 323 Congress Ave. A public hearing is schedule for April 28 at the board of directors meeting.

Public transportation is an important aspect of urban living, and it must adjust to meet the needs of riders and demands of the budget. Some riders won¹t like the proposed change in Dillo routes, but the proposal looks like it will benefit many more riders than it will inconvenience.

Home Prices Drop Most in Areas with Long Commute
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Economists say home prices are nowhere near hitting bottom. But even in regions that have taken a beating, some neighborhoods remain practically unscathed. And a pattern is emerging as to which neighborhoods those are.

The ones with short commutes are faring better than places with long drives into the city. Some analysts see a pause in what has long been inexorable — urban sprawl.

The Washington, D.C., metropolitan area has been hit hard. Prices tumbled an average of 11 percent in the past year. That's the big picture. But a look at Ashburn, Va., about 40 miles from the center of town, finds a steeper fall.

In parts of the county, housing prices have dropped 18 percent over that same period. New construction has ground to a halt.

Realtor Danilo Bogdanovic surveyed two rows of neat, new, brick townhouses on Falkner's Lane. "These were selling for about $550,000 at the peak, which was about August '05, and they're selling right now for about $350,000," Bogdanovic said. "Fifty percent of this community has been ether foreclosed on or is facing foreclosure."

For residents who work in the city, their commute is around an hour on trouble-free days. But that can extend upward toward two hours.

At a recent auction of foreclosed homes north of Washington, in the Maryland suburbs, there weren't many takers. All of the addresses are far from downtown, and average commute times are among the highest in the nation.

It's a different story for properties that are closer to the city's center — in areas of Montgomery County that are on the edge of Washington.

"When I have a listing in this neighborhood, there are often 40 to 60 people coming through the open houses," said Pam Ryan-Brye, an agent with Long and Foster Real Estate.

Inside the city, median home prices are actually up 3.5 percent from a year ago.

Jonathan Hill, vice president of Metropolitan Regional Information Systems, which tracks home sales, sat in his office recently, clicking through page after page of price data sorted by ZIP code. There were a lot of negative numbers, but not in places that are close in or near public transit.

The 20912 ZIP code, for example, showed almost a 10 percent increase in average sales price, Hill said.

David Stiff, chief economist for the company that produces the Case-Shiller Home Price Index, saw the trend in other cities, as well — including Los Angeles, San Francisco, New York, San Diego, Miami and Boston.

Stiff recently matched home resale values against commute times and found that in most of these major metropolitan areas, the trend is the same. The longer the commute, the steeper the drop in prices.

Stiff says home buyers' attitudes have changed. The old rule was, "Drive 'til you qualify" — meaning they should go out from the city until they could get what they wanted at a price they could afford.

Stiff says buyers are now asking different questions: "What is the cost of gasoline? What is the cost of my time?"

Recent studies suggest that buyers underestimated the costs of their long commutes. Those expenses can add up to more than the buyers saved on the home. Developers also miscalculated, lured by cheap land and rising home prices. They overreached, "partly because the bubble collapsed, but partly because these developments were just bad ideas to begin with," Stiff said.

Many of the projects were simply too far away from places that people need to go.

Builders have already shifted gears. David Goldberg of Smart Growth America, a national coalition of planners and environmentalists, points to what his hometown, Atlanta, was like in the 1990s.

"Atlanta was recognized as the fastest-spreading human settlement, probably in the history of the world," Goldberg said.

But while the suburbs spread, the city was losing population. Now the tables have turned. In the past two years, new construction in what had been forests and farmland has slowed by more than 70 percent, but construction in town has held steady.

Goldberg sees other cities rebounding, too, including Baltimore and Philadelphia.

"Philadelphia was losing downtown housing and in-town housing until very recently," Goldberg said. "And now that's the hottest part of their market."

Goldberg expects the trend to continue, even after the current housing crisis ends. Throughout the country, the percentage of families with children is shrinking. The share of empty-nesters, seniors and young people living alone keeps heading up. Those groups don't typically seek big green lawns.

"We don't live in the Ozzie and Harriet era anymore," Goldberg said. "We live more in the Seinfeld, Sex in the City era, in which young people find cities to be compelling."

So for now, at least, it seems that sprawl may have stalled — but not everywhere, and probably not forever. Experts are waiting to see what the next housing broom brings.

2007 Growth and Transportation Survey
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Three-fourths of Americans believe that being smarter about development and improving public transportation are better long-term solutions for reducing traffic congestion than building new roads, according to a survey sponsored by the National Association of Realtors® and Smart Growth America. The 2007 Growth and Transportation Survey details what Americans think about how development affects their immediate community.

Nearly three-quarters of Americans are concerned about the role growth and development play in climate change, as well as remaining concerned about traffic congestion.

Half of those surveyed think improving public transit would be the best way to reduce congestion, and 26 percent believe developing communities that reduce the need to drive would be the better alternative.

Only one in five said building new roads was the answer.

U.S. House: Hearing on Transportation Challenges of Metropolitan Areas  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STATEMENT OF THE HONORABLE JAMES L. OBERSTAR  

 

I want to welcome the witnesses and thank you all for being here today. We look forward to hearing from The Brookings Institution and from state and local officials of transportation agencies and planning organization regarding the transportation challenges of our metropolitan areas.   This hearing is the first in a series of hearings exploring emerging themes in transportation policy and practice, the needs of our national surface transportation system, and the reauthorization of our surface transportation laws.   The Committee will continue this series by holding hearings in the near future on the issues surrounding freight access and goods movement, infrastructure preservation and modernization, highway safety, mobility and connectivity of rural areas, and other issues.   I believe that we are now on the cusp of a truly transformational moment in the evolution of our surface transportation program. We face challenges in determining what the shape of our system should be and how best to finance it. 

While the U.S. transportation network remains the envy of the world, we are losing ground. Without a renewed commitment to providing the vision and leadership needed to rebuild and expand this network:

· congestion will worsen,

· goods will move more slowly,

· air quality will continue to deteriorate,

· the number of roadway fatalities and injuries will continue to stagnate, and

· our quality of life will be diminished. 

 It is necessary to create a surface transportation system that will serve as an engine of sustainable growth, underpinning and enhancing the greatest economy in the world – an economy which is driven in large part by the cities, suburbs and towns in our metropolitan areas.   According to the National Surface Transportation Policy and Revenue Study Commission (“Commission”) which Congress created to analyze and provide recommendations regarding the transformation of the surface transportation system, roughly 60 percent of the population of the U.S. lives in metropolitan areas over 1 million and another 20 percent live in smaller metro areas.   The Commission’s report states that the majority of our nation’s economic activity is occurring within metro areas, with 60 percent of the value of all U.S. goods and services being generated in urban areas.   Further, over 85 percent of our nation’s market share of critical transportation infrastructure exists in metro areas. The report makes clear that our economic and social well being depends on the investments we have made in our metropolitan area transportation infrastructure and services.

Metropolitan areas face enormous transportation challenges, such as:

· increasing infrastructure maintenance and investment needs,

· increasing traffic congestion,

· meeting environmental compliance goals,

· planning transportation projects in a coordinated manner,

· land use questions and growth issues,

· and diverse traveler needs.

Today’s hearing will explore the transportation challenges of metropolitan areas and the federal role in partnering with metro area to address these challenges.

SFpark would micromanage city's scarce spaces
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Rachel Gordon

Finding a legal parking space in San Francisco can be about as easy as tracking the Olympic torch during its recent stopover in the city: not very.

But city officials hope to change that with the pending start of SFpark, a pilot project intended to dramatically change the way people park in San Francisco's commercial districts by linking technology and customer demand to better manage parking at street meters and in city-owned lots.

The demonstration project will cover 6,425 curbside spaces regulated by parking meters - about 25 percent of the city's total stock - and the 11,677 spaces in lots and garages managed by the San Francisco Municipal Transportation Agency.

City officials hope to start the test program in September and operate it for at least a year. The agency's governing board is expected to give the go-ahead at its meeting Tuesday.

The federal government will pick up the majority of the tab - $18 million of the $23 million budgeted - as one of a handful of demonstration projects around the country to combat congestion.

Officials hope that if they micromanage the parking supply, motorists will be less likely to drive around (and around and around) in search of a legal space.

If successful, backers say, SFpark will reduce greenhouse gas emissions and help unclog the streets.

Officials also want to see whether they can generate more revenue from the city's parking assets through smarter regulations and pricing policies.

The program does nothing to expand the parking supply. San Francisco's long-entrenched policy calls for reducing reliance on the private automobile.

As SFpark is envisioned, parking rates would be adjusted based on time of day, day of week and duration of stay. People would be able to pay not just with coins, but with credit cards, prepaid debit cards and even by cell phone. If a meter is set to expire, a text message could be sent to the driver. More time could be purchased remotely.

People also would be able to check parking availability before arriving at their destination via the Internet, handheld devices such as BlackBerrys, or cell phone. Sensors would be embedded in the asphalt to keep track of when a parking spot is empty.

The technology isn't new, but San Francisco would be the first American city to apply it on such a broad scale. That's one reason federal transportation authorities took an interest and decided to help pay for the experiment.

"The idea is to give people more choice, more convenience and to reduce congestion," said Mayor Gavin Newsom.

Under the program, which will focus on 10 neighborhoods, the city will adjust hourly parking rates based on demand - the price will go up when spaces are scarce and go down when plenty are available.

People may be less inclined to drive during peak times if they know it will cost them more.

It's the same congestion-relief concept the Golden Gate Bridge district is preparing to impose on southbound drivers during peak commute times. San Francisco also is studying the idea of charging motorists a fee for driving on certain city streets during rush hour.

SFpark won't stop at tweaking parking rates. It also will adjust time limits. Drivers, for instance, may be allowed to park for no more than an hour in a particular neighborhood commercial district during the day, when shopkeepers benefit from high turnover, but may be able to park longer at night, so they can linger at a restaurant or catch a show. Hours of meter operation might be expanded.

"The adjustments can be made based on demand," said Nathaniel Ford, head of the Municipal Transportation Agency.

How the added convenience promised by the mayor will affect the pocketbooks of motorists remains to be seen. While drivers may pay more for parking, they may save money on gas, which is nearing $4 a gallon, if their hunt for a parking space is shortened.

The neighborhoods targeted in the study will be closely tracked to see which technologies and policies make sense for drivers and in terms of the city's goals of reducing congestion and turning a bigger profit on its meters and garages. A few areas will be designated as so-called control areas; rates and regulations there will remain as they are now for comparison to the areas where the changes are enacted.

Officials are eager to find out how parking restrictions and prices in a given neighborhood influence parking in adjacent areas. Will people be willing to walk another few blocks if they can spend less for parking? Will they pay a premium if they can park in front of their favorite restaurant?

Jack Taylor, who started driving more than 30 years ago, has spent countless hours circling the block in San Francisco looking for a parking space.

"I grew up in the Richmond District without a garage," Taylor, a medical aide, said as he plugged a meter on Church Street. "I know how bad parking can be. If the city thinks it can make it better, then I'm all for it. We'll just have to wait and see if it works."

By the numbers

11,677 - Parking spaces in city-run lots

6,425 - Curbside metered spaces affected by the pilot project

$23 million - Parking test program's budget

$18 million - Federal government's share

For Buses, Wheels To the Shoulders?
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By Eric M. Weiss

Washington area transportation officials are pushing a plan to run buses on the shoulders of the region's highways and other major roads, allowing the vehicles to drive around congestion and go to the head of the line at traffic signals.

With prospects for increased transportation funding fading, regional leaders are looking for alternative -- read: cheap -- solutions for easing congestion.

"It's about as low cost a thing as you can do," said Chris Zimmerman, chairman of the Metro board and the Northern Virginia Transportation Authority. Zimmerman is proposing a 100-mile system of shoulder lanes, the same length as the Metrorail system.

Metro General Manager John B. Catoe, who was credited with innovations when he ran the Los Angeles bus system, is meeting with top transportation officials in Maryland and Virginia this week to push shoulder use and other bus improvements.

With Washington commuters mired in the second-worst traffic in the nation, area leaders are increasingly open to new, even radical, ideas for getting people across the region, including extensive tolling, better timing of traffic signals and using every inch of existing pavement, including highway shoulders.

"Any road that is tied up and has a shoulder on it is a candidate," said Zimmerman, who is also a member of the Arlington County Board.

Transportation officials would study which roadways could accommodate shoulder use. District officials are focusing on instituting dedicated bus lanes, such as the one on Ninth Street NW.

Zimmerman said allowing buses to bypass congestion would give commuters added incentive to use public transit. Each full bus takes 30 to 40 cars off the road, he said. "We have to reward people who use public transportation and let them know that even if there is traffic, you are going to make it to work or home on time."

Buses already use the shoulders on the connector between the Dulles Toll Road and Interstate 66, and on Route 29 near Burtonsville.

Glenn Saffran, deputy director of MARC and commuter bus service in Maryland, said bus passengers riding Route 29 "cheer when you pass 70 to 80 cars waiting for a stoplight. It was very successful when the traffic was very heavy."

The lanes still operate, but the route was shortened when many of the signalized intersections on Route 29 were replaced with full interchanges, he said.

The idea was pioneered in 1992 in Minneapolis, which has 230 miles of roadway that can accommodate buses on shoulders, according to a 2006 study by the Transportation Research Board of the National Academies.

Minneapolis bus drivers are allowed to use shoulders only when traffic speeds in the regular lanes drop to less than 35 mph; they can then travel on the shoulders a maximum of 15 mph faster than traffic in the regular lanes. Drivers are specially trained to avoid stalled cars, debris and other safety issues, according to Minneapolis officials, who said the lanes have had a good safety record.

In a survey of Minneapolis riders, 38 percent said shoulder use has helped buses keep to schedules; the survey also found the lanes have been particularly beneficial during bad weather.

"Almost everyone who has seen the Twin City's operation seems to say, 'This is a no-brainer,' " said Peter C. Martin, a San Francisco-based engineer and consultant who wrote the research board report.

"The concept seems to be very popular with passengers," said Martin, who is working on a follow-up report on best practices. "Typical opposition comes from highway and traffic engineers who are trained and charged with maximizing traffic safety and maximizing vehicle throughput, not necessarily people throughput."

But Ronald F. Kirby, transportation director for the Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments, said the proposal "would bring a pretty modest benefit for a lot of trouble. There's a lot less there than meets the eye."

Kirby said that many shoulders are not wide enough or strong enough to accommodate buses and that the buses would travel so slowly that they would not significantly cut travel time.

A committee of bus operators in the region studied the idea and found little enthusiasm for a bus shoulder network, he said.

"I disagree," Catoe said. "It could make major improvements."

Catoe said the idea is "a low-cost opportunity, with basically just signage and some striping." He said other strategies, such as dedicated bus lanes downtown and allowing buses to hold green lights, could make bus trips quicker and more attractive to riders. Similar innovations increased the efficiency of some bus lines in Los Angeles by 25 percent, he said.

In the past, Virginia officials have been lukewarm to allowing buses to run on shoulders, and Zimmerman blames them for the failure of a direct bus line from Bethesda to Tysons Corner a few years ago. Virginia's refusal to allow the buses to circumvent traffic by using the shoulders meant they got snarled in Capital Beltway traffic with other vehicles.

Virginia Transportation Secretary Pierce R. Homer said he is open to the idea in places where it makes sense in terms of safety and efficiency. He said that the state will study the issue and that he could envision shoulder use on a planned shuttle service between the Springfield/Franconia Metro station and Fort Belvoir and spots along Route 50, Route 1 and the Prince William and Fairfax County parkways. But he said older infrastructure and pinch points along highways could limit the scope of such a system.

Lon Anderson of AAA Mid-Atlantic said shoulders need to be maintained as safety refuges.

"Once you make them bus lanes, they are no longer shoulders," he said. "If you want more lanes, build them."

