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In the largest redevelopment opportunity ever for downtown Austin, the city has received five proposals for the purchase and redevelopment of the Thomas C. Green Water Treatment Plant and the adjoining Austin Energy Control Center. The two properties total about 6.1 acres or five city blocks.

The five firms that have submitted proposals to redevelop the soon-to-be decommissioned plant include: Cleveland, Ohio-based Forest City; Austin-based Stratus Properties; Denver-based Catellus Development; Dallas-based Trammell Crow Co.; and Austin-based Simmons Vedder Partners. The proposals vary significantly in vision and scope, but all call for about 1,000 apartments and condos, and hundreds of thousands of square feet of retail and office space.

The actual offer amounts were not disclosed by the city. The appraised value of the land is $55.5 million.

The decommissioning and deconstruction of the plant is expected to be finished by February 2010, with construction beginning shortly after.

Public presentations of proposals will begin May 14 and the City Council will choose the successful bidder in June.

10 Greenest Places to Retire

Parks can make even the densest and driest locales seem like cities in gardens

U.S. World News and World Report

April 25, 2008

By Katy Marquardt

If your idea of retirement is a permanent vacation, it makes sense to choose a locale with plenty of wide-open spaces. Parks not only provide refuge from the noise and bustle of the city, but they also strengthen neighborhoods, reduce pollution, and inspire lazy strolls and impromptu picnics.

Parks are especially vital for densely populated urban areas, says Peter Harnik, director of the Center for City Park Excellence at the Trust for Public Land. "The more crowded a city is, the more important parks are," he says. "Fewer and fewer people have their own private green space, so they depend on public space."

The nation's largest cities spent a record $4.3 billion on their park systems in 2005, according to the latest data available from the Trust for Public Land. It estimates that the combined area of these cities' parks—more than 808,500 acres—is larger than Yosemite National Park.

U.S. News came up with a list of green retirement destinations drawn from our list of more than 1,000 Best Places to Retire. A search tool allows you to build your own list of retirement spots based on your personal preferences, including region, climate, healthcare, recreational and cultural activities, and other factors.

Some cities on the list may not fit your definition of "green." For example, Phoenix's arid climate and desert terrain may seem odd next to the lush greenery of Portland, Ore. But each city on the list is generous when it comes to park systems that offer public space.

Parks range from the traditional to the unexpected. At the extremes are urbanized landscapes with few trees and wild preserves located in dense forests or marshland. The latter is plentiful inside Jacksonville, Fla.'s city limits. Nature parks there, including Castaway Island Preserve, span more than 50,000 acres and include trails for horseback riding, hiking, biking—and even canoeing. "These are passive, get-back-to-nature areas, not typical parks with hardball fields," says Kelley Boree, Jacksonville's deputy director of recreation and community services.

On the other hand, Virginia Beach boasts the most playgrounds of any city in the country, which could come in handy for outings with visiting grandchildren. Cities like Austin, Colorado Springs, and Raleigh, N.C. offer a balanced mix of wilderness preserves and landscaped parks. Austin's Zilker Metropolitan Park, located just minutes from downtown, includes hike-and-bike trails, a hillside theater, a swimming hole, and botanical and sculpture gardens.

In Colorado Springs' 1,600-acre North Cheyenne Cañon Park, you might encounter a black bear or mule deer where the mountains meet the foothills and plains. Those seeking a tamer urban escape may instead favor Monument Valley Park, with its bridged ponds and wildflower gardens. For social butterflies, Raleigh's Parks and Recreation department offers retiree-focused classes and hosts clubs, card nights, and dances.

Even densely developed cities made the green list. Chicago, for example, claims 7,300 acres of parkland, 552 parks, and 33 beaches. The city's stunning skyline plays backdrop to many landscaped parks and playgrounds, which feature scenic ponds and manicured gardens. Cities in the Southwest are working to preserve their wide-open spaces from encroaching development.

The Green and Austin Energy sites are being heralded by city and business leaders as the missing anchor between the Second Street Retail District and the future activity of the Seaholm District redevelopment. The properties could bring the most significant retail to downtown to date, city leaders say. The city also plans to direct 40 percent of the property tax proceeds from the redevelopment to an Austin Housing Trust Fund towards creating affordable housing in the urban core.

Earlier this year, Albuquerque, N.M., purchased 420 acres in its rugged Gutierrez canyon under its Open Space program, which aims to "acquire and protect the land's natural character and archaeological resources." Cities with high-traffic parks are also creating conservancies, which are public-private partnerships that help maintain and improve the parks' appearance and facilities.

San Diego is in the midst of a civic discussion about whether to create a nonprofit conservancy to help fund millions in repairs and improvements to its landmark Balboa Park. If you're looking for a green retirement destination, you'll find these 10 cities featured in a photo gallery slideshow and profiled in Best Places to Retire:

    * Albuquerque, N.M.

    * Austin

    * Chicago

    * Colorado Springs, Colo.

    * Jacksonville, Fla.

    * Phoenix

    * Portland, Ore.

    * Raleigh, N.C.

    * San Diego

    * Virginia Beach, Va.

Experts predict growth in Texas Triangle

70% of state's population could reside in the 'mega-region' in a few decades

May 9, 2008, 10:54PM

Houston Chronicle Washington Bureau

By PATRICK BRENDEL

WASHINGTON — By 2050, the area between Houston, San Antonio and Dallas-Fort Worth will become a single "mega-region" containing 70 percent of the state's population, city planning experts said at a national forum on Friday.

Experts attending the Washington conference, dubbed America 2050, said the Texas mega-region, which will be one of 10 in the U.S., will house 24.5 million of the state's projected 35 million residents.

And the cities in the region, they said, seem to be positioning themselves to accommodate the explosion of people and commerce better than the rest of the country.

The Regional Planning Association, a New York-based group, predicted a 50 percent population increase in the country over the next four decades. Participants at the conference, including business and labor leaders, political figures, and transportation and planning experts, said the rapid growth of the coming decades will stretch an aging infrastructure that is already filled to capacity.

Association president Bob Yaro said the Texas Triangle is different from the nation's other regions.

Large swaths of undeveloped land, he said, exist between the metropolitan areas in Texas, unlike Southern California or the Northeast.

Because the distances between the Texas cities are too great for automobile commuting and too small for cost-effective air links, he said, high-speed rail should be an important new approach.

If there's some way that private companies could make money off of it, they would be interested in building a high-speed rail network, said Thomas Donohue, president of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. But he added that the prospect of profit seems unlikely unless the firms are allowed to use existing rail lines. That, he said, "ain't going to happen because we're having enough trouble moving freight."

Yaro said he was impressed by Metro's light-rail project.

"The fact that Houston's there, moving ahead with this thing in what has been until recently the most automobile-dominated place in the country is really a big step forward," he said.

Houston's sprawl is a challenge to future growth but also is an invaluable asset, he said.

"The bad news is that Houston's developed very, very low densities, and the good news is that it's developed very low densities," he said.

The opportunities of the city to reinvent itself are limitless, he said, giving as an example the efforts to revitalize downtown.

Gas Prices Send Surge of Riders to Mass Transit

New York Times

May 10, 2008

By CLIFFORD KRAUSS

DENVER — With the price of gas approaching $4 a gallon, more commuters are abandoning their cars and taking the train or bus instead.
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Mass transit ridership was up 8 percent in Denver in the first three months of the year compared with last year, despite a fare increase in January and a slowing economy.

Mass transit systems around the country are seeing standing-room-only crowds on bus lines where seats were once easy to come by. Parking lots at many bus and light rail stations are suddenly overflowing, with commuters in some towns risking a ticket or tow by parking on nearby grassy areas and in vacant lots.

“In almost every transit system I talk to, we’re seeing very high rates of growth the last few months,” said William W. Millar, president of the American Public Transportation Association.

“It’s very clear that a significant portion of the increase in transit use is directly caused by people who are looking for alternatives to paying $3.50 a gallon for gas.”

Some cities with long-established public transit systems, like New York and Boston, have seen increases in ridership of 5 percent or more so far this year. But the biggest surges — of 10 to 15 percent or more over last year — are occurring in many metropolitan areas in the South and West where the driving culture is strongest and bus and rail lines are more limited.

Here in Denver, for example, ridership was up 8 percent in the first three months of the year compared with last year, despite a fare increase in January and a slowing economy, which usually means fewer commuters. Several routes on the system have reached capacity, particularly at rush hour, for the first time.

“We are at a tipping point,” said Clarence W. Marsella, chief executive of the Denver Regional Transportation District, referring to gasoline prices.

[image: image2.jpg]



Transit systems in metropolitan areas like Minneapolis, Seattle, Dallas-Fort Worth and San Francisco reported similar jumps. In cities like Houston, Nashville, Salt Lake City, and Charlotte, N.C., commuters in growing numbers are taking advantage of new bus and train lines built or expanded in the last few years. The American Public Transportation Association reports that localities with fewer than 100,000 people have also experienced large increases in bus ridership.

In New York, the Metropolitan Transportation Authority reports that ridership was up the first three months of the year by more than 5 percent on the Long Island Rail Road and the Metro-North Railroad, while M.T.A. bus ridership was up 10.9 percent. New York City subway use was up 6.8 percent for January and February. Ridership on New Jersey Transit trains was up more than 5 percent for the first three months of the year.
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The increase in transit use coincides with other signs that American motorists are beginning to change their driving habits, including buying smaller vehicles. The Energy Department recently predicted that Americans would consume slightly less gasoline this year than last — for the first yearly decline since 1991.

Oil prices broke yet another record on Friday, climbing $2.27, to $125.96 a barrel. The national average for regular unleaded gasoline reached $3.67 a gallon, up from $3.04 a year ago, according to AAA.

But meeting the greater demand for mass transit is proving difficult. The cost of fuel and power for public transportation is about three times that of four years ago, and the slowing economy means local sales tax receipts are down, so there is less money available for transit services. Higher steel prices are making planned expansions more expensive.

Typically, mass transit systems rely on fares to cover about a third of their costs, so they depend on sales taxes and other government funding. Few states use gas tax revenue for mass transit.

In Denver, transportation officials expected to pay $2.62 a gallon for diesel this year, but they are now paying $3.20. Every penny increase costs the Denver Regional Transportation District an extra $100,000 a year. And it is bracing for a $19 million shortfall in sales taxes this year from original projections.

“I’d like to put more buses on the street,” Mr. Marsella said. “I can’t expand service as much as I’d like to.”

Average annual growth from sales tax revenue for the Bay Area Rapid Transit District, a rail service that connects San Francisco with Oakland, has been 4.5 percent over the last 15 years. It expects that to fall to 2 percent this year, and electricity costs are rising.

“This is a year of abundant caution and concern,” said Dorothy W. Dugger, BART’s general manager, even though ridership on the line was up nearly 5 percent in the first quarter of the year.

Nevertheless, Ms. Dugger is happy that mass transit is winning over converts. “The future of mass transit in this country has never been brighter,” she said.

Other factors may be driving people to mass transit, too. Wireless computers turn travel time into productive work time, and more companies are offering workers subsidies to take buses or trains. Traffic congestion is getting worse in many cities, and parking more expensive.

Michael Brewer, an accountant who had always driven the 36-mile trip to downtown Houston from the suburb of West Belford, said he had been thinking about switching to the bus for the last two years. The final straw came when he put $100 of gas into his Pontiac over four days a couple of weeks ago.

“Finally I was ready to trade my independence for the savings,” he said while waiting for a bus.

Brayden Portillo, a freshman at the University of Colorado Denver, drove from his home in the northern suburbs to the downtown campus in his Jeep Cherokee the entire first semester of the school year, enjoying the rap and disco music blasting from his CD player.

He switched to the bus this semester because he was spending $40 a week on gas — half his salary as a part-time store clerk. “Finally, I thought this is stupid,” he said, and he is using the savings to pay down a credit card debt.

The sudden jump in ridership comes after several years of steady, gradual growth. Americans took 10.3 billion trips on public transportation last year, up 2.1 percent from 2006. Transit managers are predicting growth of 5 percent or more this year, the largest increase in at least a decade.

“If we are in a recession or economic downturn, we should be seeing a stagnation or decrease in ridership, but we are not,” said Daniel Grabauskas, general manager of the Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority, which serves the Boston area. “Fuel prices are without question the single most important factor that is driving people to public transportation.”

Some cities are seeing spectacular gains. The Charlotte Area Transit System, which has a new light rail line, reported that it logged more than two million trips in February, up more than 34 percent from February 2007.

Caltrain, the commuter rail line that serves the San Francisco Peninsula and the Santa Clara Valley, set a record for average weekday ridership in February of 36,993, a 9.3 increase from 2007, according to its most recent public calculation.

The South Florida Regional Transportation Authority, which operates a commuter rail system from Miami to Fort Lauderdale and West Palm Beach, posted a rise of more than 20 percent in rider numbers this March and April as monthly ridership climbed to 350,000.

“Nobody believed that people would actually give up their cars to ride public transportation,” said Joseph J. Giulietti, executive director of the authority. “But in the last year, and last several months in particular, we have seen exactly that.”

Public Transportation and Poverty

The Seminal

May 11th, 2008 

By Jim Moss

When I was out on the road today, I got to thinking about how much it costs to maintain and drive an automobile. Doing some quick calculations in my head, I came up with a rough estimate of $8000 a year for my family's two vehicles. That figure includes one car payment, gasoline, insurance, taxes, maintenance, and repairs. $8000 represents 20% of our household income - almost equal to the national average of 19%, according to the Thoreau Institute. This figure has risen from 10% in 1935 and 14% in 1960.

Let's get hypothetical for a moment. Let's assume that every American household spends $8000 a year on transportation. That comes to a total of $880 billion for the entire country.  Now, let's assume that we all reduce our transportation costs by 10%; we can car pool, buy more fuel efficient cars, buy less expensive cars, drive less, drive slower, and do a lot of other things.

Suppose we could take the money we've saved and pool it together - about $88 billion.

Just imagine what kind of public transportation systems we could build with an $88 billion annual budget. For comparison, the federal government currently budgets about $40 billion per year for highways, some of which could also be diverted toward public transportation since we'll be driving less and needing fewer new roads.

I know that this proposal is not realistic, but it demonstrates how much better we could be doing with the resources we are currently spending. As our population continues to grow and as our cities face more and more persistent gridlock, we'll have to start doing something differently. 

And let's not forget how big of a justice issue this is. In my work with poverty in my hometown, I meet person after person who is being hamstrung by these high costs. If my town could receive a bus line to the city that is 20 miles away, most of the unemployed people in my town would have a shot at finding a decent job. But the county consistently shoots down any proposals for improving the reach of its bus system.

So it's not just middle class people who are feeling a pinch in their wallets every time they go to the pump. Rising transportation costs are driving more and more people into poverty. Folks are losing their homes, neglecting their health care, living with without heat or electricity, and scrounging for food - not because they can't work, but because they can't afford to get to work. 

Vastly improved public transportation should be at the top of our presidential candidates’ platforms, but all they can talk about are more ways to perpetuate our addiction to the personal automobile.

Jim Moss is a Presbyterian minister from Honea Path, South Carolina. He publishes a blog and a quarterly newsletter called "Discipline for Justice," which focuses on ways North Americans can live lives that promote peace and economic justice.

Transit systems travel 'green' track

USA Today

May 9, 2008

By Charisse Jones

NEW YORK — This year, the surging current of the East River will help provide power to a nearby subway station. The lights that lace the ornate interior of Manhattan's Grand Central Station have largely been replaced by bulbs that burn brightly but save energy. There are plans to make the rooftop of a Queens bus depot bloom like a garden.

"Carbon footprint" has become part of the national lexicon, and mass transit systems throughout the country are taking steps to ease their impact on the environment even as they strive to provide more service to a growing number of riders.

New York's Metropolitan Transportation Authority, the nation's largest public transit agency, is undertaking what some experts call the most comprehensive effort, but examples abound of bus and commuter rail systems trying to preserve the environment.

"The transit industry is no different from the rest of the country," says William Millar, president of the American Public Transportation Association, which lobbies to improve public transit. "We're all looking for ways we can do a better job … but at the same time put out less pollution and fewer carbon emissions."

According to the APTA, members of households closest to public transportation drive an average 4,400 fewer miles a year than those who aren't near bus or rail lines. That reduces the nation's carbon emissions by 37 million metric tons a year, equal to the electric power used by 4.9 million households.

Beyond the ecological benefits, going green could give cities an edge in attracting new businesses and residents.

"Making this transition from an economy with a heavy dependence on fossil fuels to a low carbon economy is an opportunity for New York," says Ernest Tollerson of the MTA, which supports residential development near subway and commuter rail lines. "We can create a new competitive advantage. It becomes a magnet."

Elsewhere, transit agencies are redesigning facilities to meet environmentally friendly standards, purchasing hybrid buses that are more energy-efficient and encouraging employees to change habits that add to pollution and waste:

• In Oregon, the Tri-County Metropolitan Transportation District (TriMet), which includes Portland, is adjusting the automatic transmissions of vehicles to conserve fuel and encouraging bus drivers to not keep the heat or air conditioning on while idling.

When all its "greening" strategies are practiced, the agency sees up to a 15% higher fuel efficiency, TriMet general manager Fred Hansen says. "We're the largest purchaser of diesel fuel in Oregon," he says — 6.5 million gallons a year. "Anything we can do to cut that down is very, very important."

• Last month in St. Cloud, Minn., the vegetable oil that cooks french fries and chicken fingers at St. Cloud State University began fueling a public bus that ferries students between their apartments and the campus.

The oil, which otherwise would have been discarded, is mixed with diesel to power the bus dubbed "The Husky Fried Ride," says Dave Tripp, executive director of the St. Cloud Metropolitan Transit Commission.

"We really want to make additional conversions to our other buses," says Tripp, noting that the local bus system provides more than 2 million passenger trips a year. "This is just a smart plan to be able to use waste product for fuel."

• The transit agency in the area encompassing Minneapolis and St. Paul plans to buy 170 hybrid electric buses by 2012. It has put a carbon counter on its website showing how much emissions are reduced when commuters ride local buses. It will kick off a program this month that offers personalized biking plans to entice motorists to get out of their cars.

• Last month, the city of North Miami, Fla., began offering a steep discount to employees who buy a monthly bus pass, becoming the first city to take advantage of a countywide transit discount program, says Pam Solomon, a North Miami spokeswoman.

The city's roughly 550 workers can pay $12.50 for a bus pass valued at $75. "With gas prices increasing like they are, more people are interested," Solomon says.

In New York, a commission was asked in September to develop an environmental plan for the MTA, a network of commuter rail lines, buses and subways that carries more than 8.5 million riders a day.

"Some of the things we're doing are very simple — like changing all of our light bulbs to the most energy-efficient," commission chairman Jonathan Rose says. "Some will be transformational, like completely rethinking how we power our trains and moving to digitally controlled signals. … It's a very comprehensive look at the greening of the system."

Largely because of New York's vast transit network, the energy consumption of New Yorkers is just one-fourth of the national average, Rose says. Still, the commission recommends that the MTA cut energy use by at least 15% by 2015.

This year, the authority plans to use turbines in the East River to generate power to a subway station on Roosevelt Island.

The MTA, whose 68,000 employees used roughly 1.6 million gallons of bottled water in 2006, will stop offering it, switching to tap water instead.

"It's important to point out the little things that people can do," the APTA's Millar says. "They seem small, but they make a big difference."
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Lessons for big cities from London's congestion charge

Toronto Star

May 07, 2008

By Mario Iacobacci

One of the most notable legacies of the just defeated mayor of London, Ken Livingstone, is London's traffic congestion charge. The first such scheme to be implemented by a major European city, it was introduced in 2003 and led to a 30 per cent drop in congestion levels practically overnight. Not surprisingly, it quickly gained broad popular support.

Canada's major cities should take six lessons from both the surprising political success of this scheme at the outset and the degree to which this success has faded over time.

One, the original congestion charge introduced in February 2003 penalized only a small proportion of people travelling into London, since more than 90 per cent already relied on public transit. The charge targeted congestion arising from commuters travelling into and out of the downtown core. Cars were charged £5 per day for travelling into a small central London zone that covered little more than the financial and theatre districts. Residents of the zone got a 90 per cent discount and taxis were exempt.

Two, there was a highly developed suburban rail, bus and subway network to which commuters could easily switch. Although the network was bursting at the seams following years of underinvestment, Livingstone promised help in the form of a major increase in bus services.

Three, the net revenues generated by the scheme – £123 million (or $250 million) in 2006-07 – were earmarked for reinvestment in transit improvements across London, particularly bus services. This added to the political acceptance of the charge.

Four, the type of scheme chosen was relatively low cost, low technical risk, and feasible for implementation within a few years.

Five, the charge did not discourage consumers from shopping within the charging zone, thereby not penalizing retail businesses within the zone.

Six, the congestion charge was championed by a new mayor who had just received considerable executive powers with only light oversight by a legislative assembly – an arrangement set up in 2000 as part of the devolution of powers from the central government. Without this leadership, the congestion charge would never have seen the light of day.

The results of the scheme over the last five years have been mixed. The 30 per cent drop in congestion in the year following the scheme's introduction has largely disappeared – despite an increase in the charge to £8 in July 2005.

Congestion reverted to its long-term upward trend soon after the one-time drop in 2003. Further, the capacity of the road network was reduced due to a combination of traffic management measures (e.g., measures to improve pedestrian and cyclist safety) and infrastructure renewal involving extensive road works.

Livingstone was re-elected in 2004 on a platform that included extending the congestion charge zone westward to cover the affluent areas of Kensington and Chelsea. The extension (which roughly doubled the size of the zone) was introduced in February 2007. However, the enlarged zone still covers less than 20 per cent of the 33 London boroughs under the mayor's jurisdiction where the bulk of the city's road congestion occurs.

By enlarging the zone and maintaining the 90 per cent resident discount, the expectation of such a high discount was enshrined, making a future reduction in the discount problematic. Thus, western extension reduced congestion charge revenues (since more people qualified for the reduced rate) while increasing investment and operating expenses.

So, are Canada's major cities ready for a congestion charge? Not yet.

Congestion charging may not be viable in the short term for most areas of Montreal, Toronto or Vancouver. This is because the percentage of people travelling by car into these cities every day remains substantial and there are no feasible public transit alternatives (either because too many interchanges are required or because the transit services do not reach certain parts of the city). A congestion charge that cannot change travel behaviour will be perceived as nothing but a tax grab.

In the short term, major cities may have no choice but to manage road congestion through a combination of targeted improvements in road capacity, improved public transit and traffic-management measures such as high-occupancy vehicle lanes and real-time information for drivers. However, some of these measures are already in use and will yield diminishing returns; and continued expansion of the road network could run into political opposition.

For these reasons, in the medium term, major cities will need to consider some form of time-of-day road pricing if they want to get serious about tackling the rising economic costs of increasingly protracted congestion. To gain political acceptance, the following will need to be in place:

· A road pricing solution that takes into account commuting patterns and where congestion occurs.

· Feasible public transport alternatives for the small proportion of travellers affected by the charge.

· Meaningful, but not extreme, resident discounts.

· Congestion-charge revenues earmarked for the city's transit investments.

· A low-cost, low technical risk scheme that can be implemented easily.

· Little opposition from business and public attitudes that tolerate congestion charging.

· A powerful political champion, such as the mayor.

Activist turns L.A.'s traffic islands into national parks - Islands of L.A.

Los Angeles Times

May 11, 2008

By Lynell George
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Ari Kletzky / Islands of LA

Kletzky's sign mixes with an indigenous crosswalk marker at South Vermont Avenue and 83rd Street in South Los Angeles. The islands, Kletzky says, are often microcosms of the surrounding neighborhood.

There's a serious purpose behind his seemingly farcical 'The Islands of LA Nat'l Park' campaign. He wants people to discuss uses of public spaces.

IT COULD very well be a mirage: A trick of the glaring morning sun or something misread in the pre-caffeinated early morning haze.

But no. Upon closer inspection, that brown-and-white sign, hanging just beneath the red slash of the "No Left/U-Turn" symbol on a sparsely landscaped traffic island, proclaims exactly what you first thought: "The Islands of LA Nat'l Park."

The territory it demarcates along a busy stretch of Glendale Boulevard as it eases into Echo Park seems, at first, unremarkable: some California native brush; flattened and faded Diet Coke cans; Energizer batteries. Nearby, vibrant goldenrod poppies push up from the dirt. And sure, depending on the time of day, you'll find a few regular "campers" -- a couple of reliably resolute panhandlers: one with a dog, another alone and with his own sign whose message has become garbled, streaked and bloated from rain.

National park? Even park would seem a stretch.

Yet the sign is not a movie ad. Nor part of a clever labeling scheme for city districts. Nor is it a joke. Provocative and whimsical, it's a prompt meant to take the mind down a side road that's often as invisible as the traffic island itself. It's an invitation: " 'Come travel here in this idea,' " says artist and activist Ari Kletzky, who since last fall has been placing signs across greater Los Angeles -- both "Islands of LA" and another, "Shift: Do Art Any Time," that mimics the city's ubiquitous "No Parking/Tow Away" placards but done up in an arresting shade of canary.

Kletzky's aim is as multilayered and unconventional as the city it embroiders, drawing attention to islands of every shape, size and intention. "The signs are a way to start a conversation and an education," says Kletzky, whose project is still in the exploratory stages. "They are a gesture. An appetizer that inspires an appetite. I'm looking to generate discussion to explore use of public space by turning islands into a work of art."

'Territories of art'

WE SPEED by them -- our traffic island archipelagoes -- rendering them a blur; or have become so inured to them along our well-worn paths that we tend to stare beyond them. Trapped on them as pedestrians, we find them an annoying interruption between intention and goal, departure and destination. But traffic islands, Kletzky suggests, are "inquisitive places." They are the pause in the city's long, rambling monologue to itself. And although the city has held its own "Adopt a Median" program through the Board of Public Works, Office of Community Beautification, that allows citizens to plant, beautify or tend a particular median, Kletzky sees islands as something even larger -- as "territories of art," places to create community, promote intellectual discussions in public and explore the use and availability of public space.

The big questions he poses -- what is public? who owns public space? who should create public space? -- are being explored on his blog, islandsofla.com, and in public gatherings -- talks, events, happenings from Santa Monica to Pasadena. In these discussions with curious Angelenos, says Kletzky, "We're looking at it not from the urban planning architecture angle, but how do you use public space to create community?"

In times past, Kletzky points out "public spaces were limited, not everybody had access. This goes back to the Acropolis, maybe further," he says, citing an essay written by an urban planning professor named Margaret Crawford that had a particular resonance to him. "[In the past] those excluded -- minorities, women, the poor -- went elsewhere: their homes, yard, etc." But there is something very democratic about the traffic island. "We can take hold of these public spaces," he says. "It's a chance to make the city seem more accessible."

His motivations were personal as well as political. Like so many Angelenos, Kletzky, 36, had been feeling hemmed in. "I was driving around, sitting in traffic and I just wanted a break. I wanted to take a vacation," he recalls. His eyes drifted over to a traffic island, "And I thought, 'I want to take it here.' " He pauses, smiles. "Well, I don't know if that's entirely true . . ." -- that is, that it happened in a moment. But the anecdote conveys the overall sentiment. That patch of green looked inviting enough. Why not sit a spell? Why not be carried away with a feeling?

Kletzky, a former rhetoric major at UC Berkeley, had come to making art late. To help cope with his father's passing, Kletzky began writing poetry in 1995, which led to photography, video and then video installations and performance. Art became not a form of expression, but rather "a form of exploration, interaction . . . even transformation." (He will begin working on an MFA in art and integrated media at CalArts come fall.) And once the island seed was planted, he started making connections. "I started reading philosophical theory about why it is that individuals are more interested in ideas than in objects. That's when I got the idea about prompting discussions and inviting people to think. To be involved -- be participants in the blog, or in their communities," he says. "The discussion itself is part of the project."

Interaction

IN THE last six months traveling the city and its unincorporated parcels, Kletzky has seen it all: painted-green islands, crowded-with-benches-billboards-and-electric-box islands, neglected islands, in-construction islands, even gated islands. Some islands are only to be jogged or walked on -- no sitting, no loitering. "There is an island in West L.A.," says Kletzky, "that the city paid $28,000 to put a fence on to keep out the homeless."

Some are lush with palm and pine trees. Others seem to exist solely as the home to some city generator or mysterious energy source.

Kletzky pauses at the islands that call to him -- those, in particular, that offer a steady flow of traffic, either pedestrians or drivers. "Not in the middle of the block," notes Kletzky, "unless there was pedestrian traffic or a T-intersection." He puts up a sign or two, and, should he spot a driver idling at a traffic light who has left a window open a crack, he slips in a card, which asks a question and plants a seed: "Who should create public space?" The card directs drivers to the Islands website, where respondents are then invited to an activity -- making art, discussion or performance -- on a traffic island.

Kletzky is full of stories about the islands and his interactions with the people who wait there for their buses, ask for change or sell flowers or food. He has received e-mails from folks who note gathering spots -- schoolgirls who have identified a "signed" island as a designated meeting place -- and has invited some of those interested to talk, over coffee and muffins, "about the nature of L.A.'s built environment." The islands, he's learned, are often microcosms of neighborhoods they are a part of, full of clues about an ever-evolving place where class, race, culture and language intersect. And the only way for someone to see it is to become part of it, interact with it, he explains, by making a trek to an island.

An island divided

ON THIS particular spring morning, when Kletzky arrives at the island at Glendale Boulevard and Berkeley Avenue, toting his bulging backpack, a camera and two Coroplast signs, John Emerson, one of the island denizens, is stationed there. He calls out a greeting: "Hey! Whussup, Sign Guy?"

Emerson's face is lined and tan as dry clay, his eyes the color of a cold mountain spring. As the two talk, it becomes clear that Emerson is an actor who has fallen on hard times. He tells Kletzky how he was rousted from his squat just a few blocks north of here, and now he's back to less than nothing: "People don't really start giving money until after 10:30 a.m.," Emerson explains. "Before that they're all angry. Late for work. Can't be bothered. Even to let the window down."

Kletzky inquires about his wife, his health, and when Emerson asks for money "for my methadone treatment," Kletzky unzips the pack, pulls out a plastic bag with bagels and hands them to him. There is tension on the island, Kletzky has noticed over a period of months, between Emerson and another drifter and a group of Latino vendors, some of whom are working to pay off coyotes who brought them over. The vendors often make more than the homeless can panhandle, and each wants the other to stick to their own side of the island, a trenchant metaphor for some of the city's rumbling hive of tensions.

As Kletzky sees it, visiting the islands is a way to plug into what's going on at ground zero -- and shape a discussion of the problems that come into focus there.

Temporary status

HOW PUBLIC is the public space Kletzky has his eye on? He got one answer recently at an event in Santa Monica near Highways Performance Space and Gallery, where he hosted half a dozen or so writers, urban planners, students and artists to discuss the islands project and mount a public art piece that reflected the discussion. They built paper mailboxes and quotes hung from trees that went up on a busy island on Olympic Boulevard. Only a few hours later, the display was gone, as if it had never existed. (Subsequently, the City of Santa Monica cited Highways, which was fined $150 for the removal of six signs "unlawfully posted on a public right of way.")

"In some ways they are saying: 'You don't own the city.' But I think it compels the participants to deal with the issue of temporariness. This is about the disposable moment. I know the limitations of the traffic island," he says.

He's aware that the islands are temporary "stages" -- and Kletzky has been careful to make sure in mounting the signs that they don't harm property. "One of the things that keeps coming up is, 'Is this guerrilla art?' Do I have authority or approval?" There is no tape or glue or paint. "It's why I don't like graffiti. It's marking territory by changing something irrevocably. I prefer not to damage property." Because in the end, says Kletzky, "It's not about the product but the ideas generated."

Though it's still early, a cacophony of responses has let Kletzky know he's onto something. For someone who was feeling isolated, set apart from the city, it has evolved into a way to stitch together community despite the region's growing congestion and unwieldy expanses. It's building community out of an idea. "It's made working in public much more interesting because the public exists," in it he says. "The project is about using this vehicle of art -- slap some wheels on it and see where it goes." It's Kletzky's message in a bottle. "The collaboration is really essential -- the repetition of it. It's in that process that something takes form."
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Rod Crane, right, and other commuters use Denver’s rail line.  
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Mass transit ridership was up 8 percent in Denver in the first three months of the year compared with last year, despite a fare increase in January and a slowing economy.








