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CAMPO Decision Tree Takes Root

Austin Chronicle

May 9, 2008

By Katherine Gregor

"It's a very significant point in the history of transportation planning in this community," heralded Sen. Kirk Watson. After five months, the Transit Working Group this week unanimously endorsed a new, improved Trans­port­a­tion Investment Decision Tree. By strengthening the evaluation criteria for assessing all proposed transit and road projects regionally, and setting a standard that proposed projects be evaluated uniformly on their merits, the new decision tree has the power to transform regional transportation planning. All projects requiring federal funds or approvals (e.g., environmental) must be accepted into the long-range plan of the Capital Area Metro­pol­itan Planning Organization. To get there, said Watson, who is the CAMPO chair, they'll now have to pass muster by an Investment Decision Tree analysis, which will require that the following questions be addressed: 1) Is the process transparent and accountable? 2) What is the purpose of the project? Can it create the following benefits? If so, how? 3) What does the project cost?

Under No. 2, the specific benefits cited as desirable should bode well for public transit: mobility, economic development/community, environmental and public health, social equity/quality of life. Another 11 criteria address other cost, funding, financing, timeline, legislative/electoral, and cost/benefit issues.

The downside to this new method: The complexity of the evaluation process, and the detailed information it requires, make it nigh to impossible for the city of Austin's streetcar proposal (or the city of Elgin's "Sausage Link") to make it through CAMPO in time for a November referendum. Mayor Will Wynn set that goal last year, but most recently, he's expressed firm commitment to putting the city's urban rail circulator project through a full Investment Decision Tree vetting – however long that takes. The advantage: When voters do see a rail proposal, they'll know the hard details on its precise costs and benefits.

Expressing frustration with the now-evident procedural impossibility of a November election was TWG member and transit advocate Rep. Mike Krusee, R-Round Rock. Referenc­ing current Downtown traffic gridlock, Krusee said, "I think it's a shame, because the crisis is upon us now."

Suburbanites ran, but couldn't hide, from traffic pain 

Houston Chronicle

May 5, 2008, 1:11AM

By BILL MURPHY

Louanne Smith dutifully looks after her husband. So after he had a recent stressful week as an oil company geologist, she knew what would ease his chronic back problems: a massage from a licensed therapist.

That sounded good to him — until he remembered the traffic they would have to negotiate on Fry Road in Katy to reach the fitness center.

"He wouldn't let me make an appointment because he doesn't want to drive," his wife said.

Traffic congestion, long the bane of downtown workers and residents living near the city center, afflicts nearly all Houston area suburbs.

Many city residents lured to suburbs by spacious homes, good schools and the prospect of less stress are increasingly finding themselves on clogged streets linking highways to new subdivisions.

The congestion's causes are many: soaring numbers of residents, a lack of a traffic grid giving them options to get to highways and stores, funding shortfalls to carry out all needed road projects and simple neglect.

"We have focused on the congestion on our freeways. But, really, we have congestion everywhere," said Pat Wascowiak, planning and program manager at the Houston-Galveston Area Council, which seeks solutions to transportation and other issues facing 13 area counties. "We don't have good local mechanisms for responding to problems on these other roads."

Before moving to the suburbs, some people may have envisioned themselves puttering around their homes or yards on Saturdays. And that relaxed pace can be realized — as long as they stay home.

But if they venture out to pick up supplies for projects at a Home Depot or just to buy groceries, they may find themselves mired in traffic. Saturday is the day to be out, especially for families with two working parents or ones headed by single parents.

"The weekends are the worst. You can't move," said Stefanie Gilman of traffic on FM 518 in Pearland's commercial area near Texas 288. "On the weekends, you try to avoid all this."

A time to stay home

In Atascocita, David Feille avoids driving on FM 1960 and West Lake Houston Parkway on Saturday mornings. "That's the time I try to avoid the most. I either go out earlier or I go out later," he said.

When he does head out, it takes four or five signal changes to get through the intersection.

He and neighbors were so concerned about traffic that they formed the Greater Atascocita Mobility Association. Feille serves as president.

Dreadfully congested suburban roads include FM 529, Louetta, Spring Cypress and FM 2920 in northwest and north Harris County; Bay Area Boulevard and NASA Parkway in the Clear Lake area; Texas 36, FM 762 and FM 359 in formerly rural and semi-rural areas west of Sugar Land; and Woodlands Parkway and Lake Woodlands Drive in The Woodlands.

Texas 6 serves as a wide main street for fast-growing areas in west Harris County. Packed with vehicles, traffic often moves fitfully along a 20-mile stretch from FM 529 to Bellaire Boulevard.

Commuters use it to circle the area, locals to reach stores. "The road was designed to handle 30,000 cars a day. It's handling 60,000," Wascowiak said.

The design of many subdivisions is contributing to suburban traffic woes, she said. Subdivisions typically feature secluded streets and cul de sacs and no major arteries.

Many areas consequently lack a grid of streets that would allow drivers to find alternate ways to the highway, supermarket, schools and day care.

"If you only have one road coming out of a subdivision going to the highway, you're going to be sitting in traffic," said Robin Holzer, chair of the Citizens Transportation Coalition, an area traffic watchdog group.

FM 518 in Pearland and Fry and Mason roads in Katy are good examples of streets being asked to do too much because drivers don't have other options, Wascowiak said. Long stretches of Fry and Mason are handling more than 46,000 vehicles daily — nearly 20,000 vehicles above the number for which they were designed.

The Houston Planning Commission helps decide where major thoroughfares will be built. The state gave the city the option of exercising such authority over areas that could be annexed under laws governing extra-territorial jurisdiction.

Harris County and other public bodies appoint a member to represent them on the commission.

Planning Commission chairwoman Carol Lewis, who teaches transportation planning at Texas Southern University, said the commission has become more sensitive to the need for building more streets that provide options.

But she cautioned that congestion in the Houston area might decrease, but would hardly go away if suburbia had a more extensive traffic grid. A multi-prong solution also would call for more mass transit options and greater reliance on flexible work schedules, allowing some workers to avoid morning and evening commutes, Lewis said.

Taxing roads

Holzer said developers should contribute more to building roads needed to serve the subdivisions, strip malls and other new buildings. But the state doesn't give counties the authority to impose impact fees on builders whose developments in unincorporated county areas will increase traffic on roads outside the developments.

Too often, counties find themselves forced to widen roads overwhelmed by traffic from new developments. And they don't have enough money to keep up with the need for new roads and additional lanes on roads, Gilmore said.

These roads will continue to be taxed because suburbia is growing at a faster rate than neighborhoods inside the Loop.

Unincorporated Harris County accounts for 1.38 million of the county's 3.9 million people. By 2020, 2 million of the county's more than 5 million people are projected to live in unincorporated Harris County, a county study found.

Sugar Land has gone high-tech, installing cameras on Texas 6, Williams Trace, Dulles Avenue and Sweetwater Boulevard. Operators monitor streets in the Traffic Management Center, regulating signals according to volume of vehicles.

"We wouldn't know what to do without it," said Michael Leech, Sugar Land's assistant director of public works. "It helps mitigate problems really quickly."

Metro drivers: Tax us and build more transit

58 percent of respondents in 11-county metro area would favor penny tax for buses and trains

The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

Published on: 04/24/08

By BRIAN FEAGANS

Motorists in metro Atlanta aren't just venting about the nation's second worst commute. They're willing to pay more at the cash register for buses and trains that could help alleviate it, according to an 11-county survey released today.

Asked if they would support a 1 percent sales tax to fund a specific lists of transportation projects, including rail and bus service, 58 percent of respondents said 'yes.' That support held across the region, from inner counties such as DeKalb and Fulton to the suburbs of Henry and Fayette, the survey found. And it cut across gender, race, age and income level as well.

The survey of 4,123 registered voters was conducted in March for the Transit Planning Board, a two-year-old body of transportation planners and elected officials charged with developing a transit vision for metro Atlanta and finding ways to fund it.

"There's always been the north end vs. the south end, what there was downtown Atlanta vs. what's happening in Gwinnett County," said Clayton County Commission Chairman Eldrin Bell, chair of the TPB. "This puts many of those arguments to rest. Now we are a tapestry, a quilt if you will, of woven feelings about transportation."

The survey comes less than a month after a narrow, last-minute vote in the General Assembly killed legislation to allow regions in Georgia to tax themselves to fund transportation projects.

Many observers believe the measure got bogged down in Senate vs. House politics. But also working against passage was concern about how individual counties could opt out of a regional tax.

Gov. Sonny Perdue opposed the idea, arguing that a new sales tax would be unwise in a slowing economy and would unfairly burden rural residents who shop in urban areas. In addition, he said it would be a mistake to pump more money into a state Department of Transportation in need of a major overhaul.

Cheryl King, staff director of the transit board, said the new survey should help eliminate another lingering concern she heard from some legislators: that voters wouldn't rally behind a sales tax.

"There's no secret that the Atlanta region is different than other parts of the state," King said. "If our problem is so bad that we want to tax ourselves to take care of it, why shouldn't we be able to?"

The transit board is holding public comment sessions on a wide-ranging plan that would roughly double the costs of transit in the region to $54 billion. The plan calls for expanding MARTA in three directions, lacing the region with bus lines and adding light rail networks that link spots within metro Atlanta and connect it to more distant places such as Athens and Gainesville.

The survey's question about a 1 cent-on-the-dollar sales tax put a time limit on the tax, when it would terminate without reapproval by voters. Some 36 percent of respondents said they still opposed the idea, while 6 percent said they needed more information or were undecided.

The sales tax concept had the greatest support in DeKalb, with 62 percent in support and 32 percent against, along with Spalding (61 to 32 percent) and Clayton (60 to 36) counties. Enthusiasm waned a bit in Rockdale (56 to 38), Henry (54 to 41) and Fayette (50 to 44) counties.

The survey also polled voters on their commuting habits and feelings about congestion and funding possibilities. Some 85 percent said increased investment in transportation options would strengthen the economy and reduce traffic.

Cobb County Chairman Sam Olens, who sits on the transit board, said greater leadership is needed from the Capitol. "I think that what we've had from the state is a vision that if we do nothing, people will continue coming with those high-paying jobs," he said. "We have more darn plans ... What we need is construction."

Two kinds of sprawl

Planetizen 

5 May 2008

Michael Lewyn

Once every few semesters, I teach a seminar on "Sprawl and the Law." On the first day of the seminar, I ask students what "sprawl" is. After getting a variety of answers, I reveal the truth: most definitions of sprawl involve one of two separate definitions:

"Where we grow"- Sprawl as movement from the core to the fringe of a region.

"How we grow"- Sprawl as development oriented towards drivers as opposed to nondrivers.

Often, the two go together: a car-oriented development 20 miles from downtown is certainly "sprawl" by either definition. But a new urbanist development in an outer suburb (such as Celebration or Kentlands) is sprawl in the first sense ("Where") but not in the second ("How.") On the other hand, in car-oriented cities like Atlanta and Jacksonville, there are car-oriented neighborhoods built in the 1940s and 1950s- some as few as four or five miles from downtown. These places are sprawl in the second sense ("How") but not in the first ("Where").

Policymakers who wish to limit sprawl must adopt different policies to deal with each type of sprawl. Urban growth boundaries and farmland preservation limit suburban growth and thus affect "Where we grow" sprawl- but do nothing to affect "How we grow" sprawl. "How we grow" sprawl, by contrast, is not going to be affected by limitations on overall suburban growth. The most effective way to limit this type of sprawl is through density, diversity, and design- encouraging compact, mixed-use, pedestrian-oriented development in city and suburb alike.

Economic Principles Still Apply

Planetizen

7 May 2008

Todd Litman

It turns out that the “law of demand” (the tendency of higher prices to reduce consumption) and the principles of urban economics (that improved accessibility increases land values) still apply. If we are smart, we can use these to help solve problems and benefit consumers.

It took a while, but there is mounting evidence that rising fuel prices are reducing fuel consumption and vehicle travel. Between 2006 and 2007 average Regular gasoline prices increased about 9%, from $2.53 to $2.77 per gallon, and according to Federal estimates, annual U.S. vehicle miles traveled (VMT) declined about 0.4 percent in total, or about 1.3% per capita, indicating a short-run elasticity of about 15%. Between Januarys 2007 and 2008, California average gasoline prices increased about 25%, from $2.62 to $3.30 per gallon, and gasoline consumption declined 4.5% in total, or about 6% per capita, indicating a short-run price elasticity of about -0.23. Long-run elasticities (more than five years) are typically about three times larger, or about -0.5 to -0.7, which is pretty typical historically (Transportation Elasticities).

Recent analysis by the Sightline Institute found that Pacific Northwest fuel consumption is declining even more than the national average, apparently because cities such as Portland and Seattle are improving alternative modes and land use accessibility (Northwesterners Easing Up On Gas). A study by the U.S. Congressional Budget Office found similar patterns: on freeways with parallel rail transit services rising fuel prices tend to reduce vehicle traffic volumes and increase transit ridership, but no such effect was found on freeways that lack grade separated transit (Effects of Gasoline Prices on Driving Behavior and Vehicle Markets). Conventional wisdom now recognizes that the law of demand applies to driving.

Why does it take so long? There is often a lag period between when fuel prices increase and behavior changes (consumers must realize that price increases are not just temporary spikes), and price responses increase as fuel costs represent an increasing portion of household expenditures. Consumers are now motivated to reduce driving and shift to more fuel efficient vehicles.

Similar changes are occurring in real estate markets. The value of housing in automobile-dependent locations appears to be declining significantly (Home Prices Drop Most in Areas with Long Commute). This is unsurprising. When fuel cost $1.50 per gallon, choosing an automobile-dependent home that requires an extra 20,000 annual household vehicle-miles added $1,500 in annual fuel expenses, but at $3.50 per gallon this increases to $3,500. The total vehicle cost differential, including additional vehicle depreciation, maintenance and repairs, are about double this amount. In other words, choosing a more accessible home location, where residents can drive less and rely more on alternative modes now saves a typical household about $7,000 annually in transportation expenses, allowing $100,000 to $200,000 in additional investment. As a result, sprawled locations lose value relative to smart growth (The Next Slum).

Of course, fuel costs are only one of many factors that affect consumers’ home location decisions. Other trends also support shifts to more accessible, multi-modal home locations, where residents can drive less and rely more on walking, cycling and public transportation, including aging population, increasing traffic congestion, increasing health concerns, and growing preference for urban living by many consumers. All of this suggests that consumers are ready to accept more transportation efficient lifestyles, provided that markets provide suitable options, for example, by improving walking and cycling conditions, increasing public transit service quality, and creating more transit-oriented communities (Hidden In Plain Sight: Capturing The Demand For Housing Near Transit).

This is actually good news overall, if we act rationally (Appropriate Response To Rising Fuel Prices). Reduced driving and fuel consumption, shifts to alternative modes, and more accessible development help reduce many problems including traffic congestion, road and parking facility costs, accidents, energy production externalities, pollution emissions, and health problems associated with sedentary living. But achieving these benefits will require changing our transportation and land use policies to reflect shifting consumer demands.

People Like Cars, And There's Not Much You Can Do About It

Planetizen

7 May 2008

Christian Peralta

With climate change on the mind of the world's policy makers, the auto-oriented design of our cities has been singled out as a major culprit -- and understandably so. Cars burn a lot of fossil fuel, so getting people to walk, bike and use public transportation more would help cut down on pollution and green house gases.

But how to get people out of their cars? The key, many agree, is to redesign cities. Right now cities are designed for people moving around in their cars, so it's unreasonable to expect people to use any other means of transportation. But give them a city that's planned for walking, biking and public transit -- and it could be a whole new ballgame.

As a car-free American, I certainly want to see cities become more focused on making living without car a practical, if not preferred, lifestyle choice. Unfortunately, I'm not sure this change in thinking is something planners and policy makers can realistically bring about -- at least not by just building more transit, density and walkable streets.

As much as we all try to espouse all the environmental, economic and social benefits of a more traditional and sustainable urban lifestyle -- from my perspective, most Americans are still quite happy with their auto-oriented one. Away from the planner folk I tend to naturally associate with, I don't often hear people say "Gee, it would be great if I didn't have to drive there" or "I wish it was easier to walk to the store" -- at least without being prompted. Rather, I'm much more likely to hear "Why isn't there more parking?" or "I wish they would expand the freeway so traffic could move."

Even though many planners want to think that lots of people would relinquish their cars if they just had a light rail stop nearby, I feel like most Americans remain whole-heartedly committed to private auto ownership, single-family homes, big box retail stores, and the slew of other elements that have created the modern urban landscape. And the fact that cities are designed for cars is, in my view, simply a response -- by both private developers and government -- to what Americans have demanded.

This isn't to say that things can't change. They obviously can -- and I hope they do. But I don't think that the change can come through the efforts of planners. Rather, only when a significant number of Americans begin choosing alternate means of transportation will people start to accept -- indeed demand -- the types of changes to the urban landscape that planners and policy makers are now fighting to achieve.

You might think this is a chicken and egg situation, and perhaps you can make an argument that the landscape has to change before people will consider changing their lifestyle. But then again most American cities were not originally designed to accommodate cars, yet today they accommodate record numbers of them. Even in New York, which arguably has the best urban form and infrastructure in the country for walking and riding transit, residents do not want to give up their driving habits -- as evidenced by the recent congestion pricing debate.

So if redesigned cities won't be the catalyst for getting people out of their cars, what will? Raising the cost of driving (or changing the price to reflect the true costs) increasingly seems to be a tactic that policy makers want to try. And while it's probably true that the pocketbook is the most persuasive factor when it comes to changing behavior, education, media, demographics, and culture have roles, too. However, what's important is that many other factors are probably more likely to influence Americans' decisions about how to live and get around more than the mere presence of rail transit, higher-density housing, fancy crosswalks, or any of the other things that we claim will get people out of their cars.

What's a planner to do in the meantime? Well, probably the same thing they should always do. Listen to residents and plan communities for their needs. Clearly, planners should continue to try and foresee the future needs of a community, and encourage residents to think about the bigger picture. But at the end of the day, a well designed high-density mixed-use project is still going to be a hard sell to residents who are thinking about where they are going to park their car.

Conversely, once the majority of Americans start seeking alternatives to their auto-oriented lifestyle, that same project will probably be approved with little or no complaints -- so long as it has good sidewalks.

No easy access to fresh groceries in many parts of Seattle

Seattle Post-Intelligencer

May 1, 2008

By JENNIFER LANGSTON

With two new supermarkets anchoring planned condo buildings, industry standards would say West Seattle has reached a saturation point for grocery stores.

Tell that to Maggieh Rathbun. To buy fresh food, the carless Delridge resident has to spend hours on the bus or climb hills as steep as ski jumps.

It's easier to find fried chicken gizzards than a piece of fruit in the quickie marts lining the 3-mile Delridge Way corridor.

That's one of many Seattle neighborhoods that University of Washington researchers found have no access to a grocery store within a 30-minute bus ride. In wealthier single-family areas, such as west Ballard or along Lake Washington, walking to buy food often isn't easy.

That makes it hard to combat climate change and create a more livable city. For lower-income residents without a car, poor transit access to grocery stores can be an immediate barrier to healthful eating.

"It depends on what kind of day I'm having with my diabetes to decide whether I'm just going to make do with a bowl of cereal or try to go get something better," said Rathbun, 55.

After passing a local food initiative this week, the Seattle City Council joined other cities in weighing how strongly local governments should promote access to healthy food for all residents.

Not everyone is convinced. Two council members objected to the potential costs and the prospect of government overstepping its role. Mayor Greg Nickels has questioned some ideas, though he announced help for farmers markets Wednesday.

Other measures being considered here -- mostly studies -- are baby steps compared with more aggressive efforts across the country. In Pennsylvania, for instance, the state contributed $30 million in seed capital to lure grocery stores to low-income neighborhoods. New York City recently passed legislation to permit 1,000 "green carts" -- sidewalk vendors selling fresh fruits and vegetables.

As part of a national "healthy corner store" movement, communities have provided funding for coolers and put up yard signs supporting convenience stores willing to gamble on celery, plums or butternut squash.

"Unless cities begin to realize they have a role to play in ensuring access to healthy food, then we're going to keep stumbling along," said food policy expert Mark Winne, who says the marketplace never serves everyone equally.

"We see this in urban America time and time again," he said. "There's all these gaps and failures which argue for public intervention or at least public-private partnerships, and food is one of those areas."

In South Park -- a community the UW study found had poor access to groceries and a high concentration of residents at risk for hunger -- one discount food store caters to the growing Hispanic population, offering a small selection of produce such as cactus and tomatillos.

Marra Farm grows seasonal vegetables, many of which are donated to the local food bank. But walking to the nearest Red Apple Market requires dodging a freeway cloverleaf of onramps.

"We need a big store out here," said Raleigh Freeburg, a retired veteran who takes the bus or walks. "There's plenty of people here; it's just that they're immigrants and lower class."

Health and diabetes educator Antionette Angulo, who works for Sea Mar Community Health Center, said the center's nutritional message is consistent: Eat whole foods.

That's easier said than done when women worry about walking to stores alone at night, when the bus is infrequent and when fresh cherries cost more than a Hostess fruit pie. "Processed foods are basically what got us into this mess -- they're high in sugar, high in fats, high in sodium," she said. "People have the knowledge of what they're supposed to be doing, but they need support."

In Delridge, residents may be just a mile from the nearest grocery store. But the street map looks like a jigsaw puzzle, with roads dead-ending into creeks, a steel plant, a golf course, a boarded-up day care and jungled hillsides.

Because of high rates of diabetes, obesity and other food-related health issues, Delridge and White Center recently were chosen for a potential $3 million, 10-year grant King County is applying for to broadly reimagine how food, fitness and the built environment could support healthier lifestyles.

For residents such as Rathbun, it can be quicker to get a bus to Pike Place Market than to endure an hourlong trip up the hill to a West Seattle Safeway or PCC. Coming back, she lugs 30 pounds of groceries up 10 flights of stairs to her townhome.

"You have to shop for only a day or two, and sometimes if you have too many bags, people look at you like 'here comes the bag lady' ," said Rathbun, who has two 18-year-old daughters at home.

At community meetings -- whether they're green activists or low-income tenants -- the thing that most often tops the wish list is a grocery store or access to better food, said Derek Birnie, executive director of the Delridge Neighborhoods Development Association.

"Within 50 feet of my office, there are three places to buy a candy bar but no fresh food," he said.

His organization is interested in working with Seattle Public Schools to buy and redevelop a 14-acre temporary school site that could become a commercial center for Delridge.

But Tom Phillips, manager of the High Point housing redevelopment project just up the hill, tells a "sad tale" about efforts to attract a major grocer to a 4-acre parcel there.

Over the course of four years, the Seattle Housing Authority and a private developer worked hard to make that happen, he said, even securing federal tax credits that would have lowered the tenant's rent 30 percent.

By that time, QFC and Whole Foods announced plans to locate in the Alaska Junction. Other prospects said West Seattle would be "overgrocered."

That's why some residents favor working with existing community assets, using fallow land to grow food and convincing convenience store owners to carry more than Ring Pops and Hungry Man dinners.

That's been done from Hartford to Michigan to Los Angeles. Funding has been raised for infrastructure to stock produce, universities have donated market research and communities have used grass-roots advertising to drive traffic.

Bhim Gollen, owner of the Super24 Food Store on Delridge, which carries everything from chamomile tea to Colt 45, said customers ask for fresh food. But he would need space and equipment to stock more than the potatoes, onions and lemons he already offers.

In any neighborhood, it's amazing the difference a simple corner grocery with fresh food can make in people's lives, said Branden Born, a UW assistant professor of urban planning who worked with graduate students Andrew Bjorn and Brian Lee on the food-access study.

"It really is a quality-of-life livability thing," he said. "They drop the kid in the stroller and walk -- it's quick, it's convenient, comfortable and fun."

The Seattle food resolution sponsored by City Councilman Richard Conlin initially would require studies: whether land-use policies should be changed to prioritize food, how bicycle routes could offer better access, how food supplies would fare during an emergency.

Few concrete policies have been proposed, but ideas for cities to exert influence over food are multiplying.

Those could include offering incentives or tax breaks for green grocers, enforcing loading zones for food deliveries, permitting farm stands, altering bus routes and providing space for industrial community kitchens.

"If the city were to prioritize food, there's an endless set of opportunities where we work within existing processes to prioritize people's health and well-being over and above the people who can pay the most," said Erin MacDougall, who oversees the food and fitness initiative for Public Health -- Seattle & King County.

With grocery prices soaring, improving access to healthy food doesn't do any good if people can't afford to buy anything once they get to a store.

Dana Sowers works as a Starbucks barista at a West Seattle Safeway, but rarely shops there. With six children to feed, she hitches a ride or takes the bus to a cheaper grocery store in Burien.

Sylvia Kantor, a Washington State University extension educator who sits on the Seattle-King County Acting Food Policy Council, said the factors driving food prices are complicated. But cities can work in other areas, she said.

"I don't think we're going to get the price of food down, and farmers need to make what they need to make, so it's the cost of housing and the lack of livable wage jobs that really get to the poverty question," she said.

Maine’s Quality of Place and Job Growth Report

May 6, 2008

In its first report to the Governor, the Council confirmed the Brookings assertion that Maine’s Quality of Place is an economic driver of real and increasing value; and that it is at peril today from a variety of sources. To strengthen and build greater prosperity upon this outstanding, competitive asset, the Council offered fifteen recommendations in the areas of regional landscape conservation, community  and downtown revitalization, and “asset-based” development. It also cited several “matters of concern,” requiring attention at this time. 

Regional Landscape Conservation 

· Secure adequate and continuing funding for the Land for Maine’s Future Program 

· Support private landowners’ crucial role in protecting Maine’s Quality of Place    

· Recognize, incentivize, and reward regional landscape conservation 

· Recognize and act upon the historic changes faced by the Land Use Regulation Commission  

· Align the State’s basic land use statutes with Quality of Place principles and investment goals 

Community & Downtown Revitalization 

· Adopt a strong state community preservation and development policy 

· Provide communities with more effective development assistance 

· Enhance historic preservation tools 

· Enact the Maine Community Preservation Act  

· Create the Maine Intrastate Trail Network  

Asset-Based Development Strategy  

· Use a locally-driven, broadly participatory structure to identify key assets and design and implement strategies to preserve and promote these assets  

· Establish a state grant program to assist with the preparation of regional asset-based development strategies 

· Establish a permanent state-level Maine Quality of Place Council 

· Provide funding to implement regional and statewide asset-based development strategies 

· Organize state programs and agencies to support proposed asset-based development efforts 

· Align Maine’s workforce development system and programs with Quality of Place job opportunities  

Concerns 

· The increasing loss of public access to private lands 

· The need to relieve reliance on expensive infrastructure through more effective transportation planning and related land use 

· The need for educational and training programs to assure good design on the landscape and in the built environment 

· The need for careful goals, standards, and performance measures for the proposed asset-based development strategy 

The full text of the Council’s findings, recommendations, and concerns may be found in People, Place, and Prosperity: 1st Report of the Governor’s Council on Maine’s Quality of Place, December 4, 2007, at www.maine.gov/spo/qualityofplace

