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Cap Metro losing a driving force

Austin American Statesman

Monday, May 19, 2008, 05:17 PM

By The Editorial Board

Lee Walker’s long term as chairman of Capital Metro, this community’s transit agency, ends with widespread appreciation for his service to Austin. It was not an easy undertaking.

Walker, the first chief executive of Dell Inc. in the 1980s, walks away after nearly 11 years on the Capital Metro board. It took an act of the Legislature to extend Walker’s term beyond the eight-year limit, but he was seen as that valuable to the agency and the community.

When Walker joined Capital Metro, it was a mess and the butt of many a local joke. Managers were seen as hapless or worse and criminal investigations were underway.

After years running successful businesses, Walker knew what to do. He quickly took over and cleaned house, getting rid of weak managers and insisting on better performance. It worked, and the large cloud hanging over Capital Metro for years began to lift.

But it hasn’t all been success and sweetness at the transit agency. Union dissatisfaction has been a continuing problem in the Walker years, and the move toward commuter rail has depleted the agency’s reserves. Most of Capital Metro’s $169 million annual operating budget is from a penny sales tax collected in its service area.

Nor has the agency overcome its reputation for secrecy and not dealing fairly with the public. Walker was not always a champion of transparency when it came to Capital Metro’s operations, and that led the public to continue to be suspicious of the agency’s claims and activities.

That reputation still colors the agency, though Capital Metro has become far more accessible to the public in recent years. As Walker, 66, exits the board to spend more time with his wife and two young daughters, his successor should be mindful of the agency’s reputation for hiding the ball.

Capital Metro exists on a large public subsidy, and its board must insist on transparency and openness. The board needs to operate in the public light, and the agency staff should be not only accessible but truthful.

In the past, Capital Metro leaders too often fudged the truth or hid unfavorable facts. At one point, the board’s agenda was so meager it was essentially useless. From reading the agenda, the public had little idea what the board was actually doing.

That has changed for the better in recent years, but the next chairman must not allow Capital Metro to slide back into its old ways of keeping the public in the dark and giving out unreliable information. The board spends public funds and should always be aware that it is accountable to taxpayers.

We sincerely hope that commuter rail, expected to begin service this year, is a huge success. But if there are any problems, cost overruns or failures, Capital Metro should be up front about them. It does the agency no good to hide or gloss over problems or dissemble when questions arise.

We thank Walker for his service to the community in a difficult job and wish him the best. His successor will have different but no less formidable challenges. The best way to manage those will be to acknowledge them and enlist public support in meeting them.

Bus fare hike clears first hurdle, Capital Metro board also approve Dillo overhaul, five new shuttle bus routes for commuter rail

AMERICAN-STATESMAN

Tuesday, May 20, 2008

By Ben Wear

The Capital Metro board gave tentative approval Monday to a two-step fare increase plan that would double the price of bus tickets by 2011.

However, Monday's unanimous vote mostly triggers a public comment period, including a hearing in late June. Three more votes, including one by a specially formed committee of local elected officials, would be required for the fare increases to occur. The current fare is 50 cents.

The board, on an unusually busy day that marked the end of Chairman Lee Walker's almost 11 years of leading Capital Metro, approved revamping the Dillo system of downtown buses and using the savings from that move to start five "connector" bus routes that will shuttle commuter rail passengers to and from two stations. The rail service from downtown Austin to Leander is expected tostart late this fall or early next year. The annual cost of the new bus routes: $1.5 million to $1.9 million. The Dillos, which are currently free, will cost 25 cents.

Board members, rankled about the state's insistence that the transit agency close a key bus stop near the Capitol, decided not to act on that. The board will send another letter to the State Preservation Board expressing its concerns about losing the 11th Street stop just west of Congress Avenue.

The fare increase plan is a throttling back of an immediate doubling of fares that was proposed last summer. That earlier version drew public flak not only because of the increase to $1 for the basic fare, but also because it eliminated some discounts. That had the effect of quadrupling some fares.

The current proposal sustains most of the discount programs. The basic fare would rise to 75 cents late this year and then go to $1 in 2011.

Seniors and some people with disabilities — those not eligible for special door-to-door paratransit rides — would go from having free fares to paying half price. Members of the military, police officers and firefighters would not have to pay if they were in uniform; service members not in uniform would get half off by showing military identification.

The proposal, after the public weighs in and another board vote (probably in late June), would go to a 13-member fare committee that would include Austin City Council members, county commissioners and suburban mayors. Then there would have to be another Capital Metro board vote.

As for the Capitol transfer center, its scheduled disappearance at 1 a.m. Aug. 24 could still occur on schedule — but not without the board making another pitch to keep it open. If it closes, Capital Metro plans to have most of the two dozen routes that stop there go instead to 10th Street and Congress.

State officials have said their desire for the closure of the stop is a matter of security, to prevent buses from blocking the southern entrance to the Capitol. But Debbie Russell of the Texas chapter of the American Civil Liberties Union pointed out Monday that for a bus to block that entrance, it would have to be sitting illegally in the 11th and Congress intersection.

The Dillo changes involve replacing the five existing routes with two that form, in effect, a cross downtown. The north-south Dillo will run from Congress and 17th Street to Congress and Riverside Drive, using San Jacinto Boulevard and Lavaca Street to jog around the Capitol. The east-west Dillo will run primarily on Fifth and Sixth streets, going from Bowie Street on the west to Red River Street on the east. The lines will run every five minutes, a frequency that the agency is counting on to boost Dillo ridership.

Using some of the approximately $1 million saved annually by offering less Dillo service, the agency will begin five bus routes that will ferry rail passengers between train stations and central city work locations such as the Capitol and the University of Texas.

Two routes will serve the Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard station in East Austin, and three routes will serve the downtown station near Fourth and Trinity streets.

This service will run only during morning and evening rush hours when trains are arriving and departing.

How the possible light rail election flamed out

AMERICAN-STATESMAN

Sunday, May 18, 2008

By Ben Wear

When Austin Mayor Will Wynn used his annual "state of the city" speech in October to plant the seed of rail, what he hoped would sprout was a November 2008 referendum on a central city streetcar or light rail system.

As recently as a month ago, Wynn enthusiastically served as emcee for the unveiling of the outlines of such a project, arguing that it is crucial to build a rail line connecting the airport, downtown and other "activity centers" in Central Austin.

But what bloomed from Wynn's initial effort was a "decision tree," a multibranched set of questions that supporters of any future Central Texas rail project will now have to answer as a starting point.

Momentum for the public vote that Wynn and Council Member Brewster McCracken were looking for has gone dormant, both admit.

"I don't want to predict when the election would be," McCracken says now.

As recently as late April, McCracken (rumored to be eyeing a 2009 mayoral run) was still pushing for a November vote on the light rail project, which would follow a 32-mile commuter line between Austin and Leander that is set to open late this year or early next year.

"The first principle is that we have to get the details right. ... That takes precedence over any election deadline," McCracken says now.

In short, downtown rail is once again in political limbo.

Every month it spends there, rail supporters say, is another 30 days of an increasingly congested downtown and ever-rising construction costs. Slowing down, others say, should produce a better plan with a better chance of getting public approval.

What happened between Wynn's Oct. 25 speech to the Downtown Austin Alliance and now was an intervention by Democratic state Sen. Kirk Watson, a former Austin mayor who supports rail but often speaks about his frustration with the spitball nature of Austin's rail debate over the years.

Wynn had called for a task force to work out how to pay for building rail from Austin-Bergstrom International Airport to downtown and then northeast to the Mueller redevelopment (and possibly a couple of other central city destinations). With Capital Metro no longer able to pay for or operate more rail lines on its own, Wynn and McCracken have said that rail could be financed by combining money from the transit agency, the city, other governments and perhaps private developers.

Instead of a task force focused on Wynn's suggested rail project, Watson, who is chairman of the Capital Area Metropolitan Planning Organization, the area's main transportation decisionmaking body, formed a CAMPO "working group" with a much broader mission. Wynn was named chairman, and Watson acted as a facilitator, at times basically running the meetings while standing by a flip chart off the dais.

In the end, what that 14-member group produced was not a rail project but a way to scrutinize rail projects.

After meeting almost weekly for more than five months, and on May 5 approving that decision tree and its almost 100 questions, the Wynn transit group is on indefinite hiatus. It's unclear if that group will ever actually work through those questions on the downtown rail plan or if the full CAMPO board will take over the vetting process.

A city-sponsored rail design effort by consultant ROMA Design Group, at one point scheduled to come before the council May 8, now has a similarly indefinite delivery point.

"My perception is that ROMA still has weeks' worth of work to do," Wynn said. "They are just now beginning the pricing work, drilling down through the preliminary engineering piece. The economic analysis is going to take even longer than the preliminary engineering. ... The decision tree we have created sets the bar so high that it creates a bunch of work" for those proposing a rail project.

Which points to the underlying question: Why did Watson, who through his elective position and skill in the political arts exerts considerable control over Central Texas events, steer the working group in this direction?

"I am a strong supporter of rail. We're going to have to include it in our mix of transportation options," Watson said this week. "The goal is to reach more rational, fact-based answers to (rail) questions, rather than answers that are based on politics and instinct."

The point, Watson said, "is for us to avoid making the mistakes of the past."

Most rail supporters acknowledge that one of those mistakes was the rushed and unspecific nature of the $1.9 billion light rail proposal that Capital Metro put before voters in November 2000. The details of the 52-mile plan emerged only as the agency board called the election in September. In the heated and brief campaign that followed, opponents were able to attack not only what the rail project clearly would do and would cost but also what remained unclear.

The referendum lost by less than 1 percent of the vote. Capital Metro came back in 2004 with a much cheaper, simpler commuter rail plan (just one route, at about 5 percent of the 2000 plan's cost) that passed easily.

What ROMA unveiled in late April had even fewer specifics than the 2000 plan, with most of a suggested route, but not all of it; a recommendation for light rail technology, but with allowance for the possibility of streetcars instead; costs expressed only as a wide possible range; and no mention of where the money would come from to pay for it.

In the wake of the negative reaction from editorial writers and some politicians, including Watson, Wynn and others said that it was intended to be seen not as a plan but as a starting point for public discussion.

But days before the proposal emerged April 22, Wynn in a working group meeting had talked of taking it to the council May 8 and then to the working group for its evaluation. Their business, he said to the working group, might be done in three to five more meetings. If it wasn't a plan April 22, the light rail proposal certainly seemed poised to become one shortly.

Ask Wynn why he was so eager to have a rail referendum this fall, and he will point to the expected large turnout in the presidential election. It's simply more democratic, he has said, to have the most people possible voting on a rail proposal.

But this fall probably will also be heavily Democratic, with a capital "D."

In 2000, the presence on the ballot of Texas' own GOP candidate for president, George W. Bush, brought out a lot of Republicans, and rail passed in only a quarter of the precincts won by Bush. About half the precincts won by Democrat Al Gore approved the rail plan.

This year, in Austin, in Texas and in almost every other state that has held a primary, Democratic turnout has been setting records.

And under state law, Capital Metro can only call a rail referendum on November election dates of even-numbered years for any expansion of the system longer than 12 miles. Unless that law is changed — something Watson could probably see to in the 2009 legislative session — bypassing this year would probably put off a rail vote until at least 2010.

"I've been pushing for two years to have an election immediately," said state Rep. Mike Krusee, R-Williamson County, a member of the transit working group and a former rail skeptic who now supports it. "We're two years too late. Our downtown is literally in crisis.

"I think any specific, reasonable plan that moves people around downtown Austin efficiently would pass. Absolutely, no doubt in my mind."

Watson's view is that if properly applied, the new decision tree will bud the kind of specifics and reasonableness that will assure not only that a rail plan passes public muster, but also that the plan is actually good public policy.

Central Texas, it appears, will have to wait until at least the 2009 growing season for that harvest.

Cap Metro fare hike justified

Austin American Statesman

Thursday, May 15, 2008

By The Editorial Board

It is hard to argue with Capital Metro’s staff proposal for a 25-cent fare increase next year, followed by another 25-cent hike in 2011.

Austin’s mass transportation provider hasn’t raised bus fares in 23 years, though costs for all other aspect of the business - from fuel to labor - have increased substantially. Bus service in every major Texas city is above the 50-cent base fare Capital Metro charges today.

The fare increase has to survive votes from Capital Metro’s board and a committee of local officials before it can be implemented, but it should be approved. Capital Metro operates because of the penny sales tax devoted to it, but the fare box will be an important contributor to the bottom line as the company branches out into rail service later this year.

The sales-tax subsidy covers more than 90 percent of Capital Metro’s $169 million annual operating budget. The agency only earned about $5.6 million last year from fares, and the proposed increase is expected to generate an additional $15 million in the first three years.

Most of the other changes proposed by the transit agency staff are justified, too. They include half-fare for riders 65 and older and those with disabilities who do not qualify for special transit services; a $1.50 fare for express and rail service; and a 25-cent charge to ride the downtown Dillos, which are now free.

Capital Metro also plans to expand its service and streamline its Dillo operation, which today wanders here and there around downtown.

The transit agency says that if it doesn’t increase fares and make other adjustments it will have to cut back on service. That would mean fewer buses running fewer hours on fewer routes.

No one should expect this proposal to go unchallenged. And it shouldn’t. Many of Capital Metro’s riders have no other means of transportation, and the agency shouldn’t be raising costs for those who can least afford it without a compelling reason.

Capital Metro, however, makes a strong case that it needs a fare increase to maintain and expand the current level of service. A decline in service will not help those riders who depend on the bus to get to work, the doctor and the grocery store.

No one likes to see costs of basic services rise, but sometimes there is no good option. According to the Capital Metro staff, fuel prices have increased 121 percent in the last five years and labor costs have risen 34 percent. That is too much for the agency to absorb without some of those higher costs being borne by the riders.

A 25-cent fare hike isn’t too much to ask after nearly a quarter-century without an increase. Nor is the $1 fare after 2011. Even at those higher fares, Capital Metro will be among the more affordable transit options in the state.

We are not as enamored of zoned fares for the commuter rail, which is under consideration by the Capital Metro board. That’s an issue that needs more discussion.

Construction work begins on train station for Capital Metro 

590 KLBJ NewsRadio 

5/13/2008 

Newsroom 

Crews are working on the train station at N. Lamar and Airport Blvd. that will serve Capital Metro's commuter rail line. The company building the station is also responsible for development in the surrounding 20 acres, which will include offices, stores, and apartments. 

"WE want people to be able to live here and also get what they need day to day, so it's much more of a small community within a big community," said Lance Sallis with developer Trammell Crow. "The train will go north and south, but there's great integration with bus service, so the goal is to be able to live here and go wherever you need to go." The development surrounding the station will be called "Midtown Commons". 

The train station will be finished by the end of the year in time for service to begin on Capital Metro's "Red Line". The first shops and apartments should be finished early in 2009. 

Public Transportaton in Cedar Park

Community Impact Newspaper  

Monday, 12 May 2008

Written by Mark Collins

Cedar Park — Nearly ten years ago, Cedar Park residents voted to withdraw from Capital Metro. Residents and City officials were interested in using the one-percent sales tax that Capital Metro had collected and rededicating it to economic development. Capital Metro has continued to provide a special transit service to people with disabilities, but the majority of Cedar Park residents are traveling outside of the city if they want to catch a bus.

Cedar Park Assistant City Manager Jose Madrigal receives more calls to his office from people looking for a transportation alternative than he did just a few years ago.

"The City of Cedar Park is very interested in improving the level of public transportation within our City," Madrigal said. "It is important that our residents come out and tell us what their transportation needs are so that we can plan and implement solutions to those needs."

To address mounting transportation concerns, the city has hired a consulting firm to create a transit plan that provides needed services at cost-effective prices, and is seeking community input on the project. Cedar Park residents can fill out a survey posted on the city's website, www.cedarparktx.us, or come to one of four public open houses. The open houses will be held at the Cedar Park Public Library, 550 Discovery Boulevard, May 21 and 28. Meetings are from 1-2 p.m. and 6-7 p.m. on both days. At the open house, residents will be able to give input on the kind of transit services they want to see in Cedar Park. Residents who want to talk with the consultant team are encouraged to attend one of the four meetings.

Stranded in Suburbia

New York Times Opinion

May 19, 2008

By PAUL KRUGMAN

I have seen the future, and it works.

O.K., I know that these days you’re supposed to see the future in China or India, not in the heart of “old Europe.”

But we’re living in a world in which oil prices keep setting records, in which the idea that global oil production will soon peak is rapidly moving from fringe belief to mainstream assumption. And Europeans who have achieved a high standard of living in spite of very high energy prices — gas in Germany costs more than $8 a gallon — have a lot to teach us about how to deal with that world.

If Europe’s example is any guide, here are the two secrets of coping with expensive oil: own fuel-efficient cars, and don’t drive them too much.

Notice that I said that cars should be fuel-efficient — not that people should do without cars altogether. In Germany, as in the United States, the vast majority of families own cars (although German households are less likely than their U.S. counterparts to be multiple-car owners).

But the average German car uses about a quarter less gas per mile than the average American car. By and large, the Germans don’t drive itsy-bitsy toy cars, but they do drive modest-sized passenger vehicles rather than S.U.V.’s and pickup trucks.

In the near future I expect we’ll see Americans moving down the same path. We’ve already done it once: over the course of the 1970s and 1980s, the average mileage of U.S. passenger vehicles rose about 50 percent, as Americans switched to smaller, lighter cars.

This improvement stalled with the rise of S.U.V.’s during the cheap-gas 1990s. But now that gas costs more than ever before, even after adjusting for inflation, we can expect to see mileage rise again.

Admittedly, the next few years will be rough for families who bought big vehicles when gas was cheap, and now find themselves the owners of white elephants with little trade-in value. But raising fuel efficiency is something we can and will do.

Can we also drive less? Yes — but getting there will be a lot harder.

There have been many news stories in recent weeks about Americans who are changing their behavior in response to expensive gasoline — they’re trying to shop locally, they’re canceling vacations that involve a lot of driving, and they’re switching to public transit.

But none of it amounts to much. For example, some major public transit systems are excited about ridership gains of 5 or 10 percent. But fewer than 5 percent of Americans take public transit to work, so this surge of riders takes only a relative handful of drivers off the road.

Any serious reduction in American driving will require more than this — it will mean changing how and where many of us live.

To see what I’m talking about, consider where I am at the moment: in a pleasant, middle-class neighborhood consisting mainly of four- or five-story apartment buildings, with easy access to public transit and plenty of local shopping.

It’s the kind of neighborhood in which people don’t have to drive a lot, but it’s also a kind of neighborhood that barely exists in America, even in big metropolitan areas. Greater Atlanta has roughly the same population as Greater Berlin — but Berlin is a city of trains, buses and bikes, while Atlanta is a city of cars, cars and cars.

And in the face of rising oil prices, which have left many Americans stranded in suburbia — utterly dependent on their cars, yet having a hard time affording gas — it’s starting to look as if Berlin had the better idea.

Changing the geography of American metropolitan areas will be hard. For one thing, houses last a lot longer than cars. Long after today’s S.U.V.’s have become antique collectors’ items, millions of people will still be living in subdivisions built when gas was $1.50 or less a gallon.

Infrastructure is another problem. Public transit, in particular, faces a chicken-and-egg problem: it’s hard to justify transit systems unless there’s sufficient population density, yet it’s hard to persuade people to live in denser neighborhoods unless they come with the advantage of transit access.

And there are, as always in America, the issues of race and class. Despite the gentrification that has taken place in some inner cities, and the plunge in national crime rates to levels not seen in decades, it will be hard to shake the longstanding American association of higher-density living with poverty and personal danger.

Still, if we’re heading for a prolonged era of scarce, expensive oil, Americans will face increasingly strong incentives to start living like Europeans — maybe not today, and maybe not tomorrow, but soon, and for the rest of our lives.

Sprawling Atlanta seeks new routes to the future

Grist.org

14 May 2008

By Robert DiGiacomo

The City in the Forest hopes to get back to its roots.

Despite its reputation as a city of wall-to-wall subdivisions, office complexes, and shopping centers, Atlanta's not a complete stranger to matters of green. At the time of its mid-19th century founding, in the woods at the end of a railroad line, it was called the "City in the Forest." And in the early 20th century, the city created the 185-acre Piedmont Park in Midtown (currently ballooning to add another 50 acres).

Since then, of course, the Atlanta of urban planning lore has descended: traffic-choked, overdeveloped, polluted, with a major water crisis and few public transportation options, in a state where 100 acres of open space are gobbled up every day. And while the city has certainly earned that reputation -- Atlanta was ranked the fourth-most-sprawling of 83 metro areas by Smart Growth America -- a greener Atlanta, one that jibes with its bucolic roots, is peeking from behind the veil of smog, giving the city both an environmental makeover and an economic boost.

"Atlanta has gotten so much recognition about being the poster child for sprawl and its legendary love affair with the car," says Will Herbig, director of urban design at Midtown Alliance, which has spearheaded the revitalization of one of the city's core neighborhoods. "We've all realized the status quo cannot continue. There's got to be another way."

The city's new way includes public transportation, with a 22-mile BeltLine project in the works that combines light rail with new pedestrian and bike links; a heavy investment in green building, with the LEED-heavy Emory University campus and the Southface Energy Institute setting new standards for sustainable construction; walkable neighborhoods and mixed-use development; and green-friendly policy, courtesy of Mayor Shirley Franklin. "It's a market advantage for Atlanta to be green when competing with other cities in the region," Herbig says.

But for the legions of drivers stuck in rush hour traffic every day -- Atlanta ranks fifth on the list of most congested U.S. cities, with peak driving times 46 percent longer than during off-hours -- or for the millions watching their lawns wither due to the severe water shortage -- the city and its suburbs continue to enforce various restrictions on outdoor water use -- Atlanta's shade of green needs to get a whole lot deeper.

LEEDing the Way

Long before LEED was on the tip of every architect's tongue, the nonprofit Southface Energy Institute was helping the Southeast, and then the country, rethink the way they build. Their EarthCraft House green building program, started in 1999, offers a blueprint for energy- and resource-efficient practices with a laundry list of criteria, including site plan, energy efficiency, waste management, and ventilation. It's a sort of local LEED -- albeit one that's gained national attention -- that has now been used in more than 5,500 single- and multifamily homes, with another 9,000 in the pipeline.

But LEED itself is alive and well in the city, too. Atlanta ranked first on SustainLane's U.S. City Rankings in the green building category in 2006, and requires all city buildings to achieve the LEED silver rating. The local university, Emory, welcomed the South's first LEED-certified building in 2001, and green building is springing up all over town.

"Tenants want to be in a building that's been designed from a sustainable point of view," says Bob Hughes, a principal at HGOR, an Atlanta planning firm. He says 80 percent of the firm's projects are seeking some form of LEED certification.

The city's best known green building project is Atlantic Station, a mixed-use complex rising on the site of a former steel mill that's been widely hailed as a successful merging of development and economic interests. When fully built out in the next decade, this city-within-a city will include six million square feet of LEED-certified office space; 5,000 high-rise, loft-style units, townhouses, and single-family residential homes; nearly two million square feet of retail; and 1,000 hotel rooms. Since Atlantic Station opened in the fall of 2005, its developers have realized the first half of their vision, with some 3,000 residents and 5,000 people occupying the offices, restaurants, and shops -- including what they call the "most urban" IKEA in the country.

The complex was designed so people can leave their cars parked. Instead, they can bike on a dedicated lane, walk, or use the free "rubber" trolley, which carries 60,000 people a month to and from a nearby transit site. A commuter café is intended as a hub from which people can find out about mass transit, car- and bike-sharing, and other commuting options. There's also a spot reserved for light rail service, should funding allow the BeltLine to be expanded there.

While the concept of adaptive reuse is certainly battle-tested, for Atlanta, the project broke new ground. "We wanted to try not to reinvent the wheel," says Brian Leary, vice president of design and development for Atlantic Station and one of the project's chief architects. "We went to neighborhoods around the country and tried to unravel the DNA of those urban places and figure out what worked ... that's what was incorporated into the idea of Atlantic Station."

Innies and Outies

Such inner city, sprawl-reversing initiatives were hard-won, and required both the citizenry and the development community to undergo an ideological makeover. "We still have people who think the way to deal with growth is to require large building lots, [but] all that does is spread out development, and the infrastructure costs," says Dennis Creech, cofounder and executive director of Southface. "No one has ever come back from Paris and said, 'That city is too dense.' ... We have to ask ourselves, are we designing for cars or people?"

Thanks to the efforts of the Midtown Alliance, a 30-year-old nonprofit, Atlanta's Midtown neighborhood has proved that people-centered design can thrive here. Although the area had location in its favor -- it's just a half-mile from the city's center -- as well as rich institutional resources (the High Museum, the Atlanta Symphony's concert hall, and Georgia Tech), by the late-1980s, nearly two-thirds of its buildings were vacant or little used. The area was rife with homeless people and drug addicts. The addition of a heavy rail line and the construction of the 50-story One Atlantic Center, now the third-tallest building in the city, brought in thousands of office workers -- a boost, to be sure, but only during the workday.

It wasn't until 1997, when the Midtown Alliance developed a master plan to foment infill development, that things really began to turn around. Midtown now has 13,000 housing units in the planning stages, and the thriving, walkable neighborhood has welcomed 10,000 residential units now housing 56,000 residents.

The neighborhood revival was greatly aided by a 2000 rezoning that prioritized transit and pedestrian access over accommodating the car. The plan did away with requirements that had forced developers to place parking between streets and buildings, allowing developers of mixed-use projects near transit centers to leave out parking completely -- and making the BeltLine all the more key to the city's reinvention.

Tightening the Belt

Of course, if you're going to take parking off the docket, you've got to offer an alternative, and if you're going to try to retrain a car-addicted citizenry, that alternative better be stellar. "If you try to solve a city for the automobile, you will never solve it," Hughes says. Enter the BeltLine Project, 22 miles of light rail transit and a proposed Peachtree Streetcar route, added to a network of sidewalks, road improvements, and more than 1,200 acres of green space.

Eventually the BeltLine could help connect the dots between Atlantic Station and other major developments, including about 5,600 units of affordable housing that are planned around its proposed network of stations. The city also is trying to take charge of gridlocked traffic with the Connect Atlanta Plan; over the next year, they'll develop a comprehensive assessment of transportation needs and offer a blueprint for future solutions.

But some major hurdles remain for the BeltLine, especially in its money belt. The state has yet to dedicate a stream of funding for mass transit, and in February the Georgia Supreme Court ruled against funding the BeltLine with $850 million in school taxes because such a use violates the state constitution. Voters statewide in November will be asked to decide whether the use of school tax money for so-called Tax Allocation Districts, which helped provide subsidies for Atlantic Station and other projects, should be allowed.

"If you look at Atlanta, it's the only major mass transit system in the country that doesn't have significant support at the state level," says Southface's Creech. "It's crazy -- we're the economic engine for the state and region, and we're getting killed by traffic, yet we don't invest in alternatives."

But if the suburbs around Atlanta are any indication, attitudes may be shifting in the state -- at least somewhat. About an hour southwest, the Callaway Gardens resort will host 1,400 EarthCraft-certified and LEED-silver commercial buildings in village-like clusters in a 13,000-acre natural preserve. The development also has reduced its golf course from 63 holes to 36 as part of its effort to boost biodiversity by replacing grass with native plants. Elsewhere in the Atlanta suburbs, places like Woodstock Town Center, Norcross, and Decatur are incorporating sustainability into their master plans.

Of course, the shift isn't all altruism; it's good business, too. "We cannot keep up with the demand [for sustainable housing] despite a terrible real estate market," says Edward C. Callaway, chair and CEO of the Ida Cason Callaway Foundation, one of Callaway Gardens' developers. "[This kind of development] makes money, and it's great for the environment, and it's good for people."

The Government Greens Its Own House

While the private sector has been busy greening itself, the city government has been playing catch-up. "Atlanta hasn't had as clearly an identifiable public leader," says Carl Smith, CEO of the Greenguard Environmental Institute, which certifies green building materials and products. "We've seen many good unconnected initiatives that sprung up, despite ourselves."

Many in the city look to the folks at Emory University for inspiration. The university, whose 700 acres include the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and multiple medical facilities, as well as classroom buildings, residence halls, and other facilities, was ahead of the private sector in formulating a long list of sustainable practices for every aspect of its campus. That list started with the land itself, of which only 46 percent can be used for development.

"As has been true to a large degree nationally, the first people making the shift were academic institutions," says planner Bob Hughes. "Emory has been making a big push that way for a number of years."

But in some cases, the city is actually taking the lead. One key figure helping Atlanta transition from energy and land glutton to a model of sustainability is Lynnette Young. The city's former chief operating officer left her job last summer to helm Sustainable Atlanta, a new public-private initiative funded by a $1.5 million grant from the Kendeda Fund to help city government, along with local business and the community at large, green up its act. "We're going to be led by experts, or providing incentives to attract green businesses to make Atlanta the Silicon Valley of green industries," Young says.

Having commissioned a study on 10 cities' best green practices, Sustainable Atlanta is formulating Green Compact, a set of voluntary sustainability benchmarks covering areas including water consumption, energy usage, and recycling for government and the private sector. Under Mandy Schmitt, a former consultant on green issues and now director of sustainability for the city, Atlanta is already implementing a range of practices recommended by Sustainable Atlanta in its government buildings.

And Mayor Franklin, whose term ends in 2010, seems determined to leave sustainability as her legacy. In 2005, Franklin was among the first to sign on to the U.S. Conference of Mayors Climate Protection Agreement. She also addressed long-standing water, sewer, and storm drain management problems with a $4 billion overhaul.

"The current mayor has a high ratio of talk to action," Herbig says. "Administration after administration kept putting off the investment in infrastructure in water and sewer. She actually tackled that. How many mayors get standing ovations for raising taxes and tackling the sewer problem?"

Hold the Applause

Atlanta's government, private, and nonprofit sectors finally seem to be clicking on all green cylinders by following through on a powerful combination of sustainable planning, forward-thinking building practices, transit-oriented design, and conservation practices like recycling and better energy management.

Still, enormous challenges remain. The region's unchecked growth has put a severe strain on its energy, transportation, and water systems. "We face particular challenges as one of the fastest-growing regions of the country that's heavily car-dependent, whose energy comes from coal-fired power plants, and as the largest municipality with the smallest watershed in the United States," says Ciannat M. Howett, Emory's director of sustainability initiatives. Georgia Power, the local utility, offers no incentives for creating energy alternatives.

Despite the obstacles in front of and all around them, Howett and Atlanta's other green crusaders hold out hope that their collective work will have an impact -- eventually. "It's still a much tougher message, once you get into a statewide context," Howett says. "But even there, in terms of general consciousness, it's improving."

US Rep.: High speed rail will ease transport woes

CNN.com

May 13, 2008

NEW YORK (Associated Press) - The development of a high-speed rail network in the Northeastern U.S. should be the first step toward expanding and improving the nation's infrastructure, U.S. Rep. John L. Mica said at a conference Tuesday.

Speaking at the Dow Jones Infrastructure Summit, Mica, R-Fla., said the development of a high-speed rail network would transform the heavily traveled New York-to-Washington corridor and begin to ease the burden on congested highways.

The high speed rail initiative is a cornerstone of legislation co-sponsored by Mica, the top Republican on the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee.

The Passenger Rail Investment and Improvement Act would authorize more than $14.4 billion in funding for Amtrak, state passenger grants and high-speed rail over the next five years. The Rail Infrastructure Development and Expansion Act seeks to provide $24 billion in federal funds to build the high-speed network.

A train on the proposed high-speed network is defined as one that can reach speeds of at least 110 miles per hour. Amtrak's high-speed Acela service, by comparison, averages about 83 miles per hour, Mica said.

Amtrak will not be involved in any of the aspects of the new high-speed plan, Mica said. The service has not produced a profit since its launch in 1971, and relies heavily on government funding.

Mica said the ultimate goal would be to produce a passenger transit rail system that can travel between New York and Washington in about two hours.

In response to a suggestion that the Air Transport Association _ a trade group for the U.S. airline industry _ would not support such a proposal, Mica underlined the urgent need to update the rail system.

"We'll drag them kicking and screaming into the 21st century," he said.

The upgraded rail network is merely the tip of the iceberg, though, of changes that Mica deems necessary to modernize the nation's highways, tracks and bridges. Funding for the projects remains a major hurdle. He estimates that about $1.5 trillion must be spent over the next five years just to maintain the current system.

Mica suggests that a partnership between public and private financiers is the key to getting some projects _ including the high speed rail network _ off the ground. Next, Mica said the regions that require the most help need to be identified and plans on how to connect individual state networks need to be laid out.

"All you need is the rules of the game, and then you can play," he said.

Mica urged that plans be developed soon to prevent disasters resulting from aging infrastructure, such as the bridge collapse in Minneapolis last year that killed 13 people.

"The good thing is, the country deals well with crises," he said. "Because the nation's infrastructure is crumbling."

Key role of artists in urban development discussed at Cleveland conference

Cleveland.com

May 16, 2008

By Steven Litt

Artists see themselves as devoted to creativity. City planners now look at artists and see something else: a highly valuable form of urban fertilizer.

Sprinkle some galleries on a dying main street. Change the zoning to allow live-work loft space. Throw in some government money for facade renovation or mortgage assistance.

Voila: Property values will jump, and you'll soon worry about how to avoid gentrification, which is what happens when people with money move into a former zone of blight.

This scenario, more or less, was the leitmotif of an all-day conference held at Cleveland State University on Wednesday, titled "From Rust Belt to Artist Belt."

Organized by the nonprofit Community Partnership for Arts and Culture, the event was intended to raise awareness about one of the latest trends in urban development - the rise of cultural districts in struggling city neighborhoods.

Nineteen speakers described how cities from Pittsburgh to Paducah, Ky., have lured artists, galleries and cultural organizations to areas formerly written off by developers and city governments.

Keynote speaker Jeremy Nowak, president of the Philadelphia-based Reinvestment Fund, a nonprofit organization devoted to community revitalization, said artists are naturally gifted at what he called "place-making."

"Artists and creative people are adept at uncovering and expressing and repurposing the assets of place," he said. "In the great halls of philanthropy, we try to force these things."

Cleveland is a "thought leader" in the new movement, said Esther Robinson, founder of Art- Home, a New York-based organization that helps artists attain financial literacy and homeownership.

This week alone, advocates of the arts in Cleveland announced progress on major projects to create a theater and entertainment district at Gordon Square in the Detroit-Shoreway neighborhood, and to create a District of Design along lower Euclid Avenue.

Linda Warren, president of Village Capital Corp. in Cleveland, said that 11 of 36 neighborhoods in the city are doing something to promote themselves as an art-friendly place.

Attended by 180 artists, developers, foundation officers, community activists and city planners, the conference examined programs and services that help artistic urban pioneers locally and nationwide.

Paducah spent $2.8 million to recruit artists to live in the formerly blighted Lower Town neighborhood, a 30-block area of crumbling Victorian mansions near the city's downtown.

The investment generated $35 million in private economic impact and turned Lower Town into a regional attraction that garnered national media attention.

Conferees also sounded cautionary notes. Cleveland City Planning Director Robert Brown said the city hasn't figured out yet how to reconcile building codes with a new live-work zone east of the city's downtown.

The zoning allows artists to live and work in former industrial spaces, but the state building code still requires upgrades that can push the cost of loft living too high for artists.

Mark Barone, the artist and planner who led the revival in Paducah, lamented that sometimes, poor residents get pushed out as a consequence of the influx of wealth.

"Did we displace people? Yeah, I'm not going to lie to you," Barone said. "Anyone who tells you they don't is lying."

Lillian Kuri, director of special projects at the Cleveland Foundation, said the answer is to plan cultural districts in ways that allow artists and prior residents to acquire equity so they, too, can benefit when property values rise.










