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CLIPPINGS provide by 

Promote public transportation that improves our regional quality of life, economic development, affordability, and the environment.
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Affordable Homes Are Suddenly Beyond Reach
Cedar Park not incorporated in commuter plans

News 8

5/21/2008 8:13 PM

By: News 8 Austin Staff

The current Capital Metro commuter rail plan bypasses Cedar Park.
 


As more and more people move further away from Austin, outlying cities have to come up with ways to get people to and from their destinations.

Wednesday, Cedar Park city officials discussed various ways they're working on the problem.

They hope that -- among other things -- they can incorporate Capital Metro into their transportation system.
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Many residents would like to see the commuter rail stop in Cedar Park.

"Capital Metro obviously maybe there would be a way to work with them, also a way to work with CARTS, using the federal funding that we're getting," Cedar Park Assistant City Manager Jose Madrigal said. "We're not going to limit it to just one type of transportation, we're going to look at all the opportunities and options out there and see what's the best fit for the City of Cedar Park."

Although it is not scheduled to stop in Cedar Park, the new Capital Metro commuter rail is now under construction.

It will start in Leander, bypass Cedar Park, and arrive in Downtown Austin. 

Wheelchair woes addressed at bus stops, but slowly

KXAN.com

Posted: May 26, 2008 05:34 PM

AUSTIN, Texas (KXAN) - Capital Metro says more than two-thirds of its bus stops cannot be accessed by riders with physical disabilities.

The regional transit agency is planning to spend $15 million dollars to fix the problem, according to recently released figures. The plan is to spend $3 million a year for the next 5 years, addressing the routes with the largest ridership first.

But some people with disabilities say Capital Metro officials aren't acting fast enough.

"You have to get out into oncoming traffic," said Capital Metro Rider Jennifer McPhail.

It is life and death with every passing car when McPhail is forced to use the streets as her sidewalk to get to bus stops.

Her issue is a lack of connection at the bus stops evident at more than 10 percent of bus stops across Austin, according to figures released by Capital Metro.

"We do have a number of stops that need attention," agreed Spokesman Adam Shaivitz.

Capital Metro said it will take about 5 years and $15 million to fix all its stops, even though the law doesn't require the agency to fix its older ones.

"Even though they're grandfathered in, we still want to go ahead and make improvements as soon as we can," said Shaivitz.

"You have to risk your life to do ordinary every day things," said McPhail.

For those who ride every day, they're used to waiting.

"You just get sick and tired of ignoring the issue, and you want something done about it -- not five years from now, but now, so that you don't have to die going to get your mail," said McPhail.

Now it's on to another ride for McPhail waiting for Capital Metro to fix the problem.

"Maybe that's as fast as they can do it, but I doubt it," said McPhail.

Capital Metro, State at Odds over Bus Stop 

KLBJ 590 Newsroom 

5/27/2008 

Austin's bus system operator and the Texas State Preservation Board, a group which takes care of the Capitol grounds, are at odds over a bus stop near 11th Street and Congress Avenue. But this is a battle Capital Metro almost concedes from the start. 

The transit operator has been petitioning the state board to reconsider a request that the Capitol Transfer Station, Capital Metro's official name for the stop, be moved to anywhere but where it is currently. 

Capital Metro's planners say the proposed replacement, one block south, at 10th and Congress, poses a number of safety concerns due to traffic volume and terrain. 

In a public records request by News Radio 590 KLBJ to the State Preservation Board, they say the reason for the initial request is "…including the change of lane direction out of the Capitol grounds, the asymmetric traffic pattern of this five way intersection, the historical consideration of the Capitol grounds, the signal changes, the intricate exiting sequence presented by security bollards, pedestrian and vehicular safety…". Our contact at the state board says there is no one who can speak on the air concerning their side of the situation. 

The Capital Metro board says they've exhausted nearly every method at their disposal to negotiate with the state.

Economy shifts into a lower gear

After years of robust growth, Austin begins to feel effect of U.S. slowdown.

AMERICAN-STATESMAN

Saturday, May 24, 2008

By M.B. Taboada, Lori Hawkins

Austin's economy, which was firing on all cylinders a year ago, is losing momentum.

Job growth, a primary economic driver, has fallen to half the rate it was a year ago. Home sales were down for the 10th month in a row in April, even as new listings shot up 20 percent to a four-year high.

Foreclosures, which were down 8 percent in 2007 from the year before, are now rising. And sales tax rebates from the state are faltering — down 5 percent this month for the City of Austin, after several months of double-digit percentage increases during 2007.

"Welcome to the party," said Bud Weinstein, director for the Center for Economic Development at the University of North Texas. "When the national economy is faltering, Austin is eventually going to feel the pain, too. That's what's happening here."

The Central Texas economy is in better shape than many other parts of the country.

Forbes recently included Austin in a list of 10 "recession-proof cities," citing the city's low unemployment rate (3.3 percent last month) and high-tech economy.

But the vigorous growth the region enjoyed in 2006 and 2007 has slowed considerably, due in no small part to national trends such as the credit crunch that has made it harder for home buyers and companies to borrow money and high energy prices that are causing companies to cut back.

That is having an impact on the housing market, city budgets and the health of retailers.

And though the region's job market is still healthy, major employers have begun cutbacks.

Dell Inc. is closing a North Austin plant, cutting 900 jobs. Advanced Micro Devices Inc. recently laid off more than 400 people in Austin.

"You can't ignore the statistics, and statistics are telling us that housing is down, retail is down, consumer confidence is down," said Chris Ellis, principal with Endeavor Real Estate Group, a major local developer of projects such as Southpark Meadows. "People are being laid off — we're seeing all of those things in our market just like everywhere else. It's not gloom and doom, but it's slowing things down."

Endeavor is going ahead with new projects at the Domain and in Cedar Park but has delayed a large shopping center at Texas 130 and Parmer Lane until 2010, and it has backed out of a Bastrop project that was announced last year.

Experts say Austin can't escape the ripple effect from a national economy where employers have cut jobs for four months in a row and sharply rising energy costs are cutting into consumer spending and causing grief for corporations.

"Texas is doing better than the rest of the country, but we're not an island," Weinstein said. "Like it or not, we're part of the U.S., and our economy moves in the same direction."

He added: "But if I were an Austin resident, I wouldn't be particularly depressed about the local economy. There's still a lot of strength there — and the long-term growth prospects remain very, very positive."

Eldon Rude, Austin director of Metrostudy, which tracks the housing market, said the region is coming out "of a period of significant expansion in the housing market, and that activity was unlikely to sustain itself forever."

Austin economic consultant Angelos Angelou said that Austin's secret weapon during periods of slower growth is its diverse base of high-tech startups.

On that front, Austin is in better shape than it was a year ago.

First-quarter venture investment was $133.6 million, more than double what it was a year ago.

"Entrepreneurship is a big factor in fueling job growth in Austin," Angelou said. "Startups draw skilled workers and venture capital. They feed the economy when the big companies take a break."

In other cities, when major employers cut jobs, those people leave town. In Austin, they consider starting their own company. "That culture makes us more resilient," he said.

In Austin, with Dell, AMD and Freescale Semiconductor Inc. all scaling back, the region's entrepreneurial instincts will be put to the test.

"The question is whether entrepreneurial job growth is going to give us the lift that we need," Angelos said. "Will it create enough jobs to overcome the challenge? That's the burning question."

Americans Driving At Historic Lows 

Eleven Billion Fewer Vehicle Miles Traveled in March 2008 Over Previous March 

FHWA Press Release

Friday, May 23, 2008  

WASHINGTON -- Americans drove less in March 2008, continuing a trend that began last November, according to estimates released today from the Federal Highway Administration.   

“That Americans are driving less underscores the challenges facing the Highway Trust Fund and its reliance on the federal gasoline excise tax,” said Acting Federal Highway Administrator Jim Ray. 

The FHWA’s “Traffic Volume Trends” report, produced monthly since 1942, shows that estimated vehicle miles traveled (VMT) on all U.S. public roads for March 2008 fell 4.3 percent as compared with March 2007 travel. This is the first time estimated March travel on public roads fell since 1979. At 11 billion miles less in March 2008 than in the previous March, this is the sharpest yearly drop for any month in FHWA history. 

Though February 2008 showed a modest 1 billion mile increase over February 2007, cumulative VMT has fallen by 17.3 billion miles since November 2006. Total VMT in the United States for 2006, the most recent year for which such data are available, topped 3 trillion miles. 

Additionally, the U.S. Department of Transportation estimated that greenhouse gas emissions fell by an estimated 9 million metric tons for the first quarter of 2008. 

The estimated data show that VMT on all U.S. public roads have dropped since 2006. The FHWA’s Traffic Monitoring Analysis System (TMAS) computes VMT for all types of motor vehicles (motorcycles, cars, buses and trucks) on the nation’s public roads. These data are collected through over 4,000 automatic traffic recorders operated round-the-clock by state highway agencies. More comprehensive data are published in the FHWA’s “Highway Statistics” at the end of each year 

To review the FHWA’s “Traffic Volume Trends” reports, visit http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/ohim/tvtw/tvtpage.htm.  For “Highway Statistics 2006,” visit http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/policy/ohim/hs06/index.htm.  

Greater Dallas Chamber Uses An Algorithmic Antidote To Sprawl

Planetizen.org

20 February 2008 - 12:50pm

Curtis Johnson

How could a new chamber of commerce algorithm drive decisions about employer locations, improve mobility of workers, while reducing pollution accruing from longer daily work trips?  The answer is simple, says the chief economist of the Greater Dallas Chamber, Lyssa Jenkens, “You change the data system to deliver information people never got before.”

For a long time, Jenkens explains, if an employer – let’s say it’s a supplier to Texas Instruments that wants to be within easy delivery distance of TI, and they need 15 engineers and 10 people with specific technical skills, “We could tell them, county by county, a general occupational count. But we’ve always known that political jurisdictions are an artificial way of organizing data, and may even distort the picture of where people with different occupational skills are living.”

Now, with a fresh black box for number-crunching, rooted in data from the U.S. census,  updated by the bureau’s annual American Community Survey and combined with GIS technology at the North Central Texas Council of Governments (NCTCOG), Jenkens can tell a potential employer how many engineers live within a 5 or 10 or 15-mile radius of any site where an employer wants to locate.  The database sorts for 110 different occupations.  The next short step will tweak the NCTCOG’s algorithm to show travel times, which, as congestion in the Dallas-Fort Worth region worsens (yes, it can still get worse), will enable employer to operate with a higher degree of confidence that their staff can get to work without exhausting their emotional energies.

There are two key things at work here.  First, Dallas, following the lead of Denver, was one of the earliest large metropolitan areas to put the traditional fractionating rivalries to the side and organize its economic development strategy around the real region.  And it is a big region.  The twelve-county Dallas Fort Worth “metroplex” has a population of more than six million people and occupies an area larger than New Hampshire. When DFW airport was built in the early 1970s, it quickly became the new epicenter, drawing the Dallas and Fort Worth communities together into a continuous stream of urban development.  Today, the Dallas Chamber serves as a single point of contact for employers considering the region and is as likely to refer them to Plano or Irving or Fort Worth, as Dallas

But this data-breakthrough isn’t just about employers and their location decisions.  Think about the implications for public decisions about land use, about where roads should (and should not) be built, about potential for reducing miles driven to work every day. About where transit corridors – and Dallas is among the most aggressive regions in the U.S. in building a network of rail transit – can best provide an alternative to cars.

I asked Jenkens about the proprietary potential of her black box.  She quickly agreed that this was valuable intellectual property, and that with some work perhaps her chamber organization could nail down their rights and set up a stream of licensing revenue.  But, she said, it’s a lot more important for this potential to spread around the country. Once she’s worked out the kinks in the system, look for her to find ways to spread this data technology to chambers all over the country, most likely through the network of the Association of Chamber of Commerce Executives (ACCE). Check out the mapping at http://maps.dallaschamber.org/map.asp.

Once planners get their hands on this data-set, and find ways to graft it into their fast-developing capabilities with Google Earth GIS layers, land-use and transportation planning will have graduated to the first and fast-evolving stages of 21st century potentials.

Companies Help Employees Deal With Fuel Costs

The Wall Street Journal

May 20, 2008

By SARAH E. NEEDLEMAN

Earlier this month, employees at Miller Grossbard & Associates in Houston found an extra $50 in their paychecks. The small accounting firm added the money -- and plans to continue doing so on an interim basis -- to help its 28 workers cope with rising gasoline prices.

"This is our way to recognize they're facing a much higher cost than any of us anticipated," says Paul Grossbard, a shareholder at the firm, adding that all of its employees commute to work by car.

Miller Grossbard is among a growing number of employers that are going out of their way to help workers grapple with the increasing cost of getting to and from the office. Companies are launching a variety of relief initiatives such as providing alternate ways to get to work -- including purchasing buses and vans to give employees free rides -- and changing corporate policies to accommodate workers who travel for their jobs.

Some companies are increasing mileage rates, providing gas-related cost-of-living raises or even supplementing employees' paychecks to relieve the burden. Others are reconfiguring sales professionals' territories so they are more compact -- leaving fewer miles to drive. And a growing number of workers are taking advantage of existing benefits from their employers.

The changes are a welcome respite at a time when the average price of gasoline is hovering around $3.79 a gallon, up significantly over $2.87 a gallon in 2006, and $2.01 in 2004, according to the Energy Information Administration. Today, the average person spends 5% of his or her annual income on gasoline, up from 2.5% in 2002.

Companies say while they can't control prices at the pump, they can help manage the amount workers pay to fill their tanks. That's what officials at EFC International are doing. Earlier this month, the St. Louis manufacturer began subsidizing part of employees' fuel costs for the number of miles they travel to and from work. The company is reimbursing gas costs over $2.50 per gallon based on a rate of 20 miles per gallon, an amount the company's Chief Executive Doug Adams considers a more reasonable cost for gas. That means an employee who commutes to work 200 miles a week by car (or 40 miles a day round trip), paying around $3.70 (the current local average) per gallon in gas, would be reimbursed just under $50 a month.

"I just got mad about these gas prices and wanted to do what I could to keep employees," says Mr. Adams. He feared that some workers felt they couldn't afford to keep their jobs due to the high cost of commuting and might seek employment closer to their homes, he explains. The firm, which has offices in Atlanta and Chicago, and will soon open an office in Toronto, is also subsidizing the cost of public transportation for employees who commute by bus.

A recent survey of 553 human-resources professionals shows that companies have more than doubled some of their gas-cost-related efforts over the past year, with 14% doling out gas-card rewards, up from 6% in 2007, reports the Society of Human Resource Management. The same percentage also offers public-transportation discounts, up from 6% last year. Another 2% say they're now offering cost-of-living raises to help with pain at the pump.

Striking Deals

Employers that aren't offering direct assistance are making other efforts. In April, Maritz Inc., a global sales and marketing-services concern, struck a deal with Sam's Club stores to give workers at its Fenton, Mo., headquarters a $10 discount on membership to the retail chain.

"Sam's gas prices are typically several cents less expensive than retailers in the same neighborhood," says Con McGrath, vice president, people and organizational development.

In September 2007, Microsoft Corp. added a bus system called the Connector with five routes that service about 3,700 employees and run as far as 21 miles from the company's headquarters. The company has since added 11 new routes to accommodate another 2,300 workers.

Microsoft, based in Redmond, Wash., also leased two large office complexes last year in Bellevue, Wash., and another earlier this month, in part to ease workers' commuting costs. When the company's expansion is complete, around 7,000 employees are expected to be based in the Seattle suburb, which is located closer to many of the cities in which many workers live, says a company spokesman.

Employers have long helped cut the cost of getting to and from work by allowing workers to use pretax money to pay for parking and public-transportation fees, but organizations that facilitate this benefit for companies say they're seeing a significant increase in demand for their services. New York-based TransitCenter Inc. says it's providing pretax commuter benefit services to 23% more employers than it did in May 2007.

Expressing this kind of concern for workers' financial well-being may be critical, says Wayne Hochwarter, a management professor at the College of Business at Florida State University who studies workplace dynamics. Employees experiencing financial problems tend to be less productive due to increased stress levels, says Prof. Hochwarter. He recently surveyed more than 800 full-time workers who use personal transportation to get to their jobs and found that 33% said that because of high gas prices they would quit their jobs for a comparable one closer to home if they had the chance. Respondents included workers in a range of occupations, primarily in the Southeast, who drive an average of 30 miles round trip to work.

Last month, Shari Chiara put the brakes on her 25-mile round-trip commute to International Business Machines Corp.'s Somers, N.Y., office. Now a full-time telecommuter, the marketing manager says she was prompted to work from home when the cost of filling her minivan's gas tank neared $80 -- an expense she incurred five times per month. An IBM spokeswoman says the company's telecommuting program was created 15 years ago to help employees balance work and family. But Ms. Chiara, a mother of two, says her decision to sign up was "more about balancing my budget."

Like Ms. Chiara, more workers are reacting to the increase in gas prices by taking advantage of benefits their employers have been offering for years. Phoenix-based Jobing Inc. has found more employees are showing interest in a seven-year-old program that covers 100% of their fuel costs. The catch: Workers have to wrap their cars with an advertisement for the company.

Today, 60% of Jobing's 276-person work force -- or about 166 people -- is participating, up from less than 10 people in the program's first three years, says Joe Cockrell, director of public relations for the publisher of Jobing.com, an employment Web site. Mr. Cockrell is among them: In December he turned over his new Ford Escape for ad-wrapping in exchange for gas money, saving him about $200 a month. He says most employees who sign up reference current gas prices as their main incentive.

Similarly, Brad Vos joined a 13-year-old vanpool program in February to avoid the cost of driving 90 miles a day to get to and from his employer's headquarters in Des Moines, Iowa. "Being the sole breadwinner of my family, I had to reconsider my spending priorities," says the assistant human-resources manager at Principal Financial Group Inc.

Driving the Van

Normally joining the vanpool would cost Mr. Vos $600 a year -- or $3,600 less than what he was spending annually on gas for his 1996 Ford Ranger for work purposes alone. But since he also signed up to drive the van, on loan from the Des Moines Area Transit Authority, his commute is entirely free.

To be sure, there are some trade-offs to company commuter benefits. Employees who ride the van must adapt their schedules to the pick-up and drop-off times designated by the company. Mr. Vos says he has to leave his home for work by 5:30 a.m., more than an hour earlier than when he traveled by car, to transport 13 passengers to the office. And an employee who needs to leave in the middle of the day because, say, they feel ill may need to arrange for a cab ride or turn to less-accessible public transportation.

Bus stop is a strain on seniors

Long Beach Press Telegram

05/18/2008

By John Canalis

Elena Servin recently gave up her car to save money.

Gas prices started guzzling too much of her monthly $856 Social Security check.

She figured it would be easy to take the bus from her unit in the Long Beach Brethren Manor to three regular destinations: church, the store and the doctor.

That turned out to be largely true. The southbound 181 and 182 lines stop in front of the home for low-income senior citizens at 3333 Pacific Place, south of Wardlow Road.

But what surprised the 63-year-old retiree was how hard it was to get back home.

There is not a bus stop on the opposite side of Pacific Place from the high-rise senior village for northbound buses. The manor is on the west side of Pacific. The northbound bus stop is on the east side of Pacific, north of Wardlow, just under a block away.

The stop's placement in front of the Metro Blue Line station would be a short walk for a healthy adult, but the added distance is tough on seniors. Servin has a leg condition that makes getting around difficult.

"I was not aware until I stopped driving," Servin said. "It would be wonderful to have a light and a bus stop (across from the manor)."

She is not alone. Many of the village's residents said they struggle to get home, too.

"A lot of people aren't considerate of the elderly, and the fact that they move slowly," said Patricia Rogers, 68, "but sometimes they at least honk so you can say a `Hail Mary' before you're dispatched."

There are options for those with patience. The nonprofit manor, home to about 300 residents, provides weekly shuttle trips to grocery and warehouse stores. Many residents still drive and offer rides - usually to those who help with gas money - to friends, while others use electric scooters. Residents with disabilities can qualify for the the city's Dial-A-Lift service.

But impromptu trips usually require buses, trains or - for those who can afford them - taxis.

Kelley A. Bates, resident service coordinator at the home, agreed that Wardlow Road and Pacific Place is a difficult crossing for the aged.

"You've got some wide streets, so they run out of steam," she said. "The light changes, and they are a hazard out in the crosswalk."

Stop lights often do not give residents enough time, particularly when there are "two, three or four bags of groceries in your arms," said resident Rose Marie Singh, 66.

Rogers, Servin, Singh and others would like the city and Long Beach Transit to install a bus stop on the east side of Pacific.

They haven't told the city that yet. Not sure of how to get a new bus stop approved, Servin called the newspaper.

"As a needy person, we need help," the retired Long Beach Unified community service worker (similar to a social worker) said.

Placing a new bus stop requires approvals from both Long Beach Transit and the City Hall.

The process usually involves land, engineering and traffic surveys.

Generally stops for northbound lines are located north of busy intersections "so we don't block cars turning right," said Brynn Kernaghan, executive director of communications for Long Beach Transit.

That is probably why the bus stop is not across from the manor, she said, adding that the Metro station may be another factor.

In order to get a new stop, residents can make a request to LBT, something the agency would be happy to examine, she said.

In addition, the transit agency offers a senior-travel program to teach older adults how to use the bus system, said Dan Rosenfeld, a community relations representative who has worked with manor residents.

Bus stops require City Council approval. Seventh District Councilwoman Tonia Reyes Uranga, whose district includes the manor, said she would be happy to explore placing a new bus stop.

"We'll discuss it for the safety of our seniors," she said. "That's a reasonable request."

Hello Public Transportation!

The New Greener Life - http://newgreenerlife.blogspot.com/

THURSDAY, MAY 22, 2008

POSTED BY CHARLOTTE CONDIE

Well since I foresaw that gas prices weren't going to go down and I am starting to feel the pinch with three children, one income, and the expences that life in Orange County requires, I have decided to start taking the bus. I don't have a job outside the home and I don't have much of a routine that takes me farther than 5 miles from my home so really it is a matter of just plain laziness that I drive everywhere. My daughter attends school less than a mile away, and I shop at stores within two miles of my home. So here's my new plan for June: use the van as little as possible, to be more specific - walk when it is less than a mile, bus when it is less than five, drive when you have to and when everyone is with you.

Here's my plan:

Walk my daughter to and from school in the morning (I need exercise anyway since my children don't like to see me taking time to care for my body)

Walk the kids to the park across the street rather than drive them to their favorite "cool park" across town.

Get better at cramming all the shopping/errands into one or two days a week and then taking the bus to do it. Find more entertainment within the neighborhood like the community pool, busing to the beach, and walking to a restaurant I know this plan is totally do-able; the great obstacle that lies in the way (as I am sure it does with most Americans) is our comfort in laziness and complacency. 

How high will gas prices get before we start making some changes? Besides just pinching pennies, we should be concerned about saving the environment. But then I suppose if the environment won't motivate people, their shrinking pocketbooks certainly will. 

CHALLENGE: take the bus, walk, bike for a whole month and if you must use a car - carpool or find a more economical/environmental option than just hopping in the car. I will report back on my progress at the end of June.

Want People to Ride Public Transit?

Buffalo Pundit

May 22nd, 2008 Lifestyle
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Gas prices could go up to $7.00 or $8.00 per gallon, and it won’t be enough to get people out of their cars. They might select different cars, but individual transportation will not die completely.

If you want people who are happy with their cars to consider using public transportation, it would be good to make that transportation clean, modern, efficient, and reliable. Big Billy Fuccillo buses need not apply.

This is a bus-train, basically a train on rubber tires instead of rail tracks. The vehicle is designed to function exactly like an urban streetcar with a low floor that is level with boarding stations. The vehicle is guided by a centre track in the street and is meant for urban city streets, as shown above.

That’s all well and good for the city and throughout the suburbs. But what about speedier commuter rail? Quick trips between downtown and East Aurora, Hamburg, Orchard Park, Clarence, Lancaster, etc. Something like this would do just nicely:

Intercity and intracity rail expansion would be great for the Buffalo area. If only we had the money and political will to build it.

Photo courtesy Kecko via Flickr.
Getting Around - Public Transportation

GoGreenTravelGreen.com

16 May, 2008 

By: Kimberly

A person who rides public transportation instead of driving reduces his or her carbon dioxide output, a harmful greenhouse gas, by more than 20 lbs a day and 4,800 lbs annually. That saves more than weatherizing a home, adjusting a thermostat, switching to compact fluorescent light bulbs and replacing older appliances with higher efficiency models, combined. 

A national climate change strategy that doesn’t embrace public transportation has simply missed the bus.– American Public Transportation Association’s Climate Report

Advantages of Going Public

In addition to the obvious positive environmental impacts of choosing public transportation over a car, there are a number of other reasons to hop on a bus or train.

Cost. Public transportation is almost always cheaper than renting a car and paying for gas. And it’s faster than walking so you can cover more ground in a day.

Convenience. In most major cities, public transportation will take you anywhere you want to go. Plus, you’ll never have to worry about parking a car or following street signs written only in Chinese. Just sit back, relax, and enjoy the ride.

Meeting the locals. Depending on where you’re headed, most of your fellow passengers will likely be natives. Strike up a conversation. You can practice your foreign language skills and learn about local culture and sites at the same time. And you never know; the person sitting next to you on the bus might be an English teacher who can help you buy a ticket and jump on your train before it leaves. It happened to me in Moscow.

Seeing the city. When you’re on a bus or tram, you’ll see parts of the city that may not be featured in guidebooks. You might even uncover an awesome market or hidden restaurant.

What You Should Know

Rules and laws. Before you hop on the train or bus, know the rules and the laws. In some countries, it seems like they’re intentionally trying to trick non-native speakers into buying the wrong ticket so they can catch them and fine them (ahemHUNGARYahem - but that’s a story for another day). Be aware of these kinds of (often legal) scams. Talk to fellow travelers and hostel workers and do your research. When in doubt, ask.

Be smart. Public transportation in general is perfectly safe, but it depends on where you are. Keep your guard up and be cautious; don’t leave your passport (or camera or money) in an easily accessible pocket in your backpack. Keep it in a money belt.

Observe. One of my biggest pet peeves in DC is the tourists crowding the Metro in the summer, standing on the left and the right. If they just looked around, they’d realize that everyone else is standing on the right and walking on the left. It’s simple, people! Watch what the locals are doing and mimic them. You’ll fit in more and they won’t be wishing you were back where you came from.

Be courteous. The treat others as you’d like to be treated rule applies anywhere. Move out of the way for people who need a seat more than you do - namely elderly, disabled, or very pregnant people. Learn to say “excuse me” and “please” in the native language and if you forget how, saying it in English with an apologetic or friendly look on your face is generally better than not saying it at all.

How to Find It

[In Austin: www.CapMetro.org or call the wonderfully helpful customer service folks 474-1200]

Google maps

1. Click “Get directions” underneath the search box.

2. Enter your desired start and end addresses.

3. Click the “Get Directions button.” Google Maps will find driving directions between the two locations.

4. Click “Take Public Transit” at the top of the left panel to find public transportation routes. (This link will only appear when Google has public transit information for that area.)

Teeth Gritted, Divers Adjust to $4 Gasoline

New York Times

Published: May 24, 2008

By JAD MOUAWAD and MIREYA NAVARRO

Americans spend 3.7 percent of their disposable income on transportation fuels. At its lowest point, that share was 1.9 percent in 1998, and at its highest, it reached 4.5 percent in 1981, said Ms. Johnson of Global Insight.

Hating every minute of it, Americans are slowly learning to live with high gasoline prices. For a nation accustomed to cheap fuel, big vehicles and sprawling suburbs, the adjustments are wrenching.

Cory Asmus of Temecula, Calif., just bought a $4,800 motorcycle for his 20-mile drive to work so he could cut his gas bill to $8 a week, from $110.

Florian Bialas, a retiree who lives near Chicago, sold his Pontiac Sunfire for $3,000 and plans to give up his license when it expires in September. “I can walk to most places where I need to go,” he said.

And Debbie Gloyd of Cleveland has parked her Chrysler Concorde and started taking the bus to work. “I can’t afford these gas prices,” she said. “They’re insane.”

With the nationwide average price for regular gasoline closing rapidly on $4 a gallon, people are bracing for a summer of expensive driving.

As the Memorial Day holiday starts the summer driving season, record prices are provoking dread and upsetting vacation plans. A recent survey by AAA, the automobile club, found a rare year-on-year decline, of 1 percent, in the number of people planning to travel this summer.

Interviews with more than 70 people across the country suggested that the adjustments they were making, mental and otherwise, would last well beyond the summer. Americans have started trading their gas guzzlers for smaller cars, making fewer trips to the mall and, wherever possible, riding public transportation to work.

For years, it was not clear whether rising prices would ever cause Americans to use less gas. But a combination of record prices, the slowing economy and a tight credit market has beaten consumers down.

Gasoline demand has fallen sharply since the beginning of the year and is headed for the first annual drop in 17 years, according to government estimates.

The Transportation Department reported Friday that in March, Americans drove 11 billion fewer miles than in March 2007, a decline of 4.3 percent. It is the first time since 1979 that traffic has dropped from one March to the next, and the month-on-month percentage decline is the largest since record keeping began in 1942.

High gasoline prices, plastered on 20-foot signs from coast to coast, are turning into a barometer of the country’s mood.

“The psychology has changed,” said Sara Johnson, an economist at Global Insight. “People have recognized that prices are not going down and are adapting to higher energy costs. It’s a capitulation.”

Typically, gasoline sales rise before Memorial Day weekend. But gasoline sales dropped nearly 7 percent last week compared with the same week in 2007, according to an estimate by MasterCard.


Gasoline prices almost always rise in the summer, as demand increases. On Friday, gasoline prices reached yet another record, a nationwide average of nearly $3.88 a gallon. That figure was up 4 cents in one day and is 65 cents higher than this time last year, according to AAA. Diesel hit $4.65 a gallon on Friday, up $1.73 a gallon in a year.

The force behind high gasoline prices is the high price of oil, which is being driven up by soaring worldwide demand. Oil reached a record above $133 a barrel this week, nearly five times as expensive as it was five years ago.

All this has led to a vast transfer of wealth from American drivers to domestic and foreign oil producers. Every one-cent increase in gasoline prices means Americans pay $1.42 billion more a year for gas, according to Stephen P. Brown, an economist at the Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas. Nearly two-thirds of that goes to foreign producers.

In the first four months of the year, Americans spent $158 billion on gasoline. In 2003, just as oil prices started to take off, they spent $88 billion over the same four-month period, according to Michael McNamara, vice president for MasterCard’s Spending Pulse, an indicator of weekly gasoline sales.

Whether today’s high costs will translate into a permanent change in behavior remains to be seen, of course. The Energy Department expects gasoline sales to fall by 0.6 percent this year, the first drop since 1991, but it expects consumption to rebound in 2009 as the economy strengthens.

Still, analysts said that the hardship induced by today’s prices is getting close to the level reached during the oil shock of the early 1980s.

Still, despite the rise in energy prices, gasoline remains cheaper in the United States than in most industrialized countries. In France, for example, a gallon of gasoline costs about $7.70 at today’s exchange rates. Also, Americans pay less to drive a mile today than they did in 1980, once the impact of inflation and gains in fuel efficiency are taken into account, said Lee Schipper, a visiting scholar at the transportation center of the University of California, Berkeley.

Mr. Schipper estimates that the cost of gasoline for each mile traveled will be about 15 cents this year. That is nearly three times the low of 5.6 cents a mile reached in 1998, when fuel efficiency peaked and prices were at their lowest. But it is still cheaper than the record paid in 1980 of 17.1 cents a mile, adjusted for inflation.

The oil shocks of the 1970s and 1980s introduced the nation’s first efforts to curb consumption, including the first fuel efficiency standards and scaled-back speed limits. These had an impact on gasoline demand, which fell each year from 1979 to 1985. But then oil prices collapsed, political pressure evaporated, and many consumers lost interest in small cars.

“This is the wake-up call,” Mr. Schipper said. “We actually have a lot of choices, based on what car we drive, where we live, how much time we choose to drive, and where we choose to go. But you have built in a very strong car dependency. And when the price hits the fan, people have a hard time coping.”

For many people, higher energy costs mean fewer restaurant meals, deferred weekend outings with the family, less air travel and more time closer to home. Big-box retailers are suffering as customers balk at driving to the mall, airlines have slapped on steep fuel surcharges and carmakers have seen their sales slump. On Thursday, the Ford Motor Company announced production cuts because of sharply lower demand for sport utility vehicles and pickups.

In Los Angeles, Ron and Patricia Lowe spend more time at home on weekends, hanging out and barbecuing. They are also more likely to leave their house together now, scheduling fewer car trips and bundling their chores to cut the gas bill.

“If I go to the grocery store, and the mall and pick up some prescription, I do it in one shot,” he said.

As gasoline prices have risen to record highs, consumer confidence, as measured in surveys, has fallen to its lowest level since 1980.

“The whole gas price situation makes me so angry,” says Lissa Nash, 39, a single mother struggling to raise her two sons on a modest nursing assistant’s salary. To make ends meet, she has started working extra shifts at a suburban Chicago hospital, picking up whatever overtime is available.

“Rising gas prices end up hurting working, lower class people like me, who can’t afford it anymore,” Ms. Nash said.

The higher costs ripple through the economy in unusual ways. In Round Lake, Ill. $3 still buys a wriggling tangle of night crawlers in a dirt-filled Styrofoam cup. But Marty Badegian, the 72-year-old owner of the Red Worm Ranch Bait Shop, says he might have to raise prices after his vendor imposed a $5-an-order gas surcharge.

“The gas prices are killing us,” Mr. Badegian said.

In Encinitas, Calif., Ryan Andrews, 23, and Tara Driscoll, 21, arrived at the beach red-faced and sweating from riding their bicycles in 80-degree weather.

They had bought their bikes the previous week and had just cycled six miles from home. Ms. Driscoll said she had gotten the bicycle so she could ride to work every day, a commute of two miles, instead of driving.

“It just makes sense,” she said.

At Sim’s Bowling Alley and Lounge, in Des Plaines, Ill., Robin Sebastian, 51, who tends bar there, sounded bitter the other day after recalling that she had just paid $46 to fill half a tank in her 1994 Buick Regal.

“There are too many politicians’ hands in our pockets, and too many crooks in the oil companies,” said Ms. Sebastian, an Army veteran who served in the Persian Gulf. “I’m all for helping other countries, but we need to help our people here in the U.S. first.”

Riding the Rails

Pumped-Up Gas Prices Fuel Commuters’ Desire to Get Off the Roads

San Diego Business Journal

Posted date: 5/26/2008

BY SYLVIA TIERSTEN

As pump prices test new highs for regular gas, San Diego train and trolley travel is becoming a preferred alternative for more commuters looking to shave some of the expenses, and even road rage, from their daily trips.

“Everybody knows it’s hard to get Southern Californians out of their cars — but there are tipping points when people do consider alternatives,” said Richard Hannasch, director of fiscal and support services for the North County Transit District.

For computer programmer Erick Jordan the wake-up call rang when gas prices reached $4 a gallon. He normally drives 70 miles from his Rancho Santa Margarita home in Orange County to Sunnyvale-based Applied Micro Circuits Corp.’s San Diego office, but recently he decided to test the public-transit waters. For the past few weeks, he’s been parking his car at the Oceanside Transit Center, boarding the 6:45 a.m. Coaster commuter train, and transferring to the Sorrento Valley Coaster Connection, a free bus shuttle service, to reach his office.

This past April, according to local transportation service providers, the Coaster averaged 276 passengers per train — up from 253 the previous year and 245 in April 2006. The Sprinter light-rail service, which debuted in March, averages 6,000 to 7,000 weekday riders. Meanwhile, trolley ridership is growing at a 3.2 percent annual clip.

NCTD operates the 41-mile Coaster route between Oceanside and downtown San Diego, and the 22-mile Sprinter that runs between Escondido and Oceanside along the Highway 78 corridor. The San Diego Metropolitan Transit System operates the San Diego Trolley and the Sorrento Valley Coaster Connection.

The average cost of driving a 2007-model passenger vehicle in the United States — including gas, oil, maintenance, insurance and depreciation — is 54.1 cents a mile, according to the 2008 edition of the AAA’s yearly “Your Driving Costs” brochure. But the calculation, which is based on $2.94 for a gallon of regular gas, is already out of date.

A one-way Coaster trip from Oceanside to the Santa Fe Depot in downtown San Diego is $5.50 and takes less than an hour.

“Anyone riding the Coaster from North County to San Diego is getting a screaming bargain,” said Hannasch.

Rick Muirhead, whose Chevrolet Avalanche built by General Motors Corp. averages 13 miles per gallon, couldn’t agree more. “I’m traffic aversive,” said the account executive for New Horizons Computer Learning Centers in Sorrento Valley. He reckons he saves about $350 a month by parking his truck at the Rancho del Oro Sprinter station on weekdays and transferring to the Coaster.

“Buying a monthly pass for $154 also gets me to the Padres games downtown, which is included in the cost,” he said.

Muirhead, who lives about seven miles inland from the coast, used to board the Coaster at the Carlsbad Village train station. While the Sprinter saves him about a gallon of gas a day, it also tacks on extra travel and waiting time.

Skyrocketing fuel costs, bumper-to-bumper traffic and lifestyle considerations are Michael J. Singleton’s reasons for boarding the Coaster whenever he can. As a staff/attending internal medicine physician for the Navy, he’s eligible for a subsidized, $54-a-month train pass.

“For me it’s a question of lifestyle modification,” said Singleton, who pedals his bike from the Santa Fe Depot to his office at Balboa Naval Hospital. “I tell my patients to stay in shape, and I try to set an example.”

Barring late meetings or personal business, Singleton boards the train and uses the time to prepare for the day’s work and catch up on his professional reading.

“By working on the train I have more time for the kids when I get home,” he said.

Commuters’ Camaraderie

Train time can be party time — particularly on Fridays — for several passengers on the No. 657 northbound Coaster. Riders break out the wine and cheese, share it with their commuter buddies, and soak up the coastal scenery, including the gridlocked traffic on Interstate 5.

But San Diego’s mass transit system is not for everyone. Although pain at the pump spurs many consumers to try public transportation, “Whether or not they keep using it depends on other factors, such as time efficiency,” said Qualcomm Inc. Human Resources Manager David Beadle. “The mass transit infrastructure in San Diego is fragmented, inefficient and slow, and does not always connect people with where they need to go.”

About 2 percent of Qualcomm’s 10,000 San Diego employees take advantage of the company’s Commuter Benefit Program, which subsidizes transit passes, train vouchers and van pools. A sticking point for the remaining 98 percent includes “transit options that involve ridiculously long commuting times — sometimes over two hours with multiple transfers just to cover a few miles,” said Beadle.

Proposed service reductions and fare increases for fiscal year 2009 could cloud the picture even further.

“Mass transit presents a chicken-and-the-egg problem,” said Hannasch. “People won’t ride unless there’s frequent service, but you can’t have frequent service unless people ride.”

Matching resources with demand is an uphill struggle. At Carlsbad’s Village and Poinsettia stations, the free parking facilities fill up fast — leaving commuters scrambling for space on the surrounding streets.

“Ultimately, the Coaster’s single track will be the bottleneck, but right now it’s parking,” said Gary Gallegos, executive director for the San Diego Association of Governments, which oversees long-range transportation planning in the region. “Our long-term strategy is to build smart parking facilities so that people can call ahead and reserve a spot.”

Savings For Students

It’s a different story at San Diego State University and UC San Diego, where parking is a nightmare and public transit offers some relief. At SDSU, which has a trolley Green Line stop on campus, about 100 faculty and staff purchase monthly transit passes. That number has stayed essentially flat for the past three years. Meanwhile, student purchases of subsidized transit semester passes that cost $137 are up 15 percent this year.

At UC San Diego, where an aggressive “green” campaign is under way, more than half of the staff and faculty at the La Jolla campus and the UCSD Medical Center in Hillcrest reach their jobs via car pool, van pool, bus, shuttle, motorcycle, bicycle or walking. The university’s Department of Transportation and Parking Services recently reported a drop in single-occupancy vehicle arrivals from 66 percent in 2001 to 49 percent in 2008. In the past year alone, single-occupancy vehicle arrivals at the campus have fallen 5 percent.

Linda Lum, a research nurse at UCSD Medical Center, receives a payroll deduction for her Coaster trips. At the Old Town station, she transfers to a free shuttle that takes trolley and Coaster passengers to their hospital jobs.

Safety was an issue for Lum when she began using public transit two years ago. “You see all the crashes on the freeway and wonder if you’ll get hit by a car,” she said.

When gas prices flirted with $2 a gallon, she noticed a huge increase in ridership.

If fuel prices were to slip into reverse gear, Lum and the party animals on the No. 657 would probably continue to take the train. As for their fellow commuters, that’s hard to predict, said Gallegos.

When Petco Park opened and downtown parking facilities were scarce, the trolley moved 50 percent of the game attendees recorded at the entrance gate. When garages opened up, 30 percent of the trolley riders went back to their cars.

This time could be different, Gallegos thinks.

“In a year, when the public is more focused on climate change and global warming than usual, perhaps San Diegans will be willing to try new things and stay with these changes a little longer than they have in the past,” he said. “Maybe they want to do their fair share in keeping Mother Earth healthy.”

Seattleites offered incentives to cut summer driving

Seattle Post-Intelligencer

May 21, 2008

By LISA STIFFLER

Mayor Greg Nickels is urging Seattle residents to curb their car driving by 10 percent through his "Give your car the summer off" campaign.

Local businesses and museums are dangling incentives to try to get people to take the bus, ride a bike or car pool to cut down on the number of miles they travel.

Offers include summer discounts at Woodland Park Zoo, the Museum of Flight, the Burke Museum, the Seattle Art Museum and the Pacific Science Center for patrons promising to drive their cars less.

There also will be drawings for cash and gift certificates for residents pledging to reduce their car trips, stop commuting alone, sell or park their car for a month, and for those already biking, busing and walking.

Nickels launched the campaign Wednesday beneath one of the billboards on Rainier Avenue South promoting the effort as Metro buses rumbled past. If residents shaved 1,000 miles off their car driving annually, the city could meet its 2012 goals for reducing greenhouse gas emissions 7 percent below 1990 levels, he said.

"Gas prices are about to hit $4 a gallon, and we have a planet in peril," Nickels said.

The mayor has been a leader in getting U.S. cities to work to reduce emissions of greenhouse gases that lead to climate change. Locally, decreases in the amount of drinking water and sea-level rise are among the most near-term threats posed by a warmer world.

City officials also touted programs Wednesday to increase the number of bike lanes, plans to occasionally close certain streets to vehicle traffic to make them more attractive to walkers and bikers, and proposals to expand the routes of streetcars into Seattle neighborhoods.

Because of security concerns, Nickels said he was limited in what he could do to reduce the amount of miles he drives, though he did vow to walk to local stores in his West Seattle neighborhood, and he rides in a hybrid Toyota Highlander SUV for work purposes.

Affordable Homes Are Suddenly Beyond Reach

California Planning and Development Report

21 May 2008

Paul Shigley

When gasoline costs $5 a gallon, and diesel $6, who is going to buy a house in the exurbs?

With those fuel prices appearing inevitable within a year or two, I have been posing that question in casual conversations with people. Their answers is, well … no one. 

During the housing boom that now feels like a lifetime ago, the mantra was “drive until you qualify.” If you couldn’t afford San Diego, you drove up I-15 until you found a subdivision that fit your budget in a place like Lake Elsinore or Perris. If you made $70,000 a year in Silicon Valley, you headed out 580 to Tracy or Manteca in the Central Valley. If Sacramento was too expensive, you drove 45 minutes north to Yuba City. 

All of that driving seems less feasible with every passing day. 

Recent figures released by the California Building Industry Association indicate that housing construction, which is slow everywhere, may be slowest in these exurban areas. In the last few days, we’ve seen news reports that prices in even relatively close-in suburbs have fallen much farther than prices in central cities — and may not rebound for a long time.

The Wall Street Journal reported on Tuesday that while prices are holding fairly steady in San Francisco proper, “Alameda and Contra Costa, across San Francisco Bay from the city and chockablock with anonymous tract housing, are down 18% and 27%, respectively. Bargains exist, but with so much inventory, prices aren't expected to rebound quickly.”

A few days ago in a Los Angeles Times story, Stuart Gabriel, director of UCLA’s Zimer Center for Real Estate, questioned the still-planned development of Newhall Ranch because it is too far from L.A. job centers.

“Residential development in the future is going to look different than in the past. We're in a new energy price environment,” Gabriel told the Times. “The emphasis is going to be on reducing commutes and carbon emissions.”

In a commentary arguing against a federally funded housing bailout, the Wall Street Journal's Holman Jenkins Jr. makes this observation: "A real quandary for policy makers may soon be how to handle the subprime debris – the physical waste – of housing complexes far from town, unwanted by anybody with the wherewithal to maintain them."

In other words, what smart growthers have been pushing for years — infill, redevelopment, density, and housing near transit — may become a reality not because of careful planning, but because people can't afford to fill their gas tanks twice a week. 

To watch video:
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So, consider this rubber-tired newfangled tram-bus, now rolling in France.











