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HOT - The Austin Business Journal has an online poll on whether CapMetro's new Capital MetroRail will be a success. If you support this project,  please cast a vote affirming it will be a success - see links below.

Current Survey:  http://c.bizjournals.com/ct/c/23535499
Do you think Cap Metro's new commuter rail will be a success? Results so far:

 

Yes, I think the rail line will be well-used from the start - 38%

The rail line will probably be considered successful in a matter of months - 25%

It will take years for the rail line to attract enough riders to be considered a success - 19%

The rail line will never have enough riders to be deemed a success - 18%
*************************

More commuters board the bus as gas prices soar

KXAN News

Posted: June 4, 2008 06:03 PM

AUSTIN, Texas (KXAN) -- Commuters throughout Central Texas are finding other ways to get to their destinations as gas prices continue soaring toward the $4 mark.

Public transit use is up in the Austin area, with 677,000 more Capital Metro bus riders this year compared to 2007.

"I refuse to pay almost $4 a gallon for gasoline, I mean that's ridiculous," said bus rider Matthew Harris.

"Twenty-five miles to the gallons is unacceptable to me, and I ordered a Smart car for when the weather is too extreme to use public transportation, but otherwise I'm walking, riding my bike or taking the bus," said Austin resident Linda Hernandez.

Through the first four months of this year, compared to 2007, Central Texans have increased their public transportation trips by more than 6 percent while park-and-ride use is up 13.3 percent.

"Some of our operators are telling us that sometimes the buses are so full that they have to tell passengers to wait for the next bus," said Misty Whited with Capital Metro. "We're seeing the biggest increase in ridership coming from the park-and-rides. More people who are obviously living farther away are driving in, parking and then taking a lot of our express services into Downtown Austin."

The choice for commuters is made simpler when comparing the cost of filling a gas tank to that of a monthly bus pass.

"I buy one monthly bus pass for $10," Harris said. "I can go to school on the bus, I go to work on the bus, we go shopping on the bus. The bus goes everywhere."

The number of routes available was one of the few complaints riders had.

"When I can take the bus, I take the bus," Hernandez said. "I live in Cedar Park, and I can take the express bus during the week, which is great."

"People are finally starting to see the benefits of public transit," Whited said. "I mean, it's not only saving you money, but it's also helping the environment, and we hope that these customers that are just joining us intend to stay for a while."

Capital Metro has plans to increase fees on local routes to 75 cents by the fall, expand its fleet by 13 buses and increased routes.

According to the American Public Transit Association, households using public transportation can save more than $1,399 in gas every year.

Commuters can visit www.capmetro.org and use the Commute Cost Calculator to learn how much money they can save by using public transit instead of their own vehicles.

Capital Metro holding public meetings on bus fare hikes

Austin American Statesman

Monday, June 9, 2008, 12:53 PM

By Ben Wear

Capital Metro is holding three public meetings this week on the proposed regime of bus fare hikes. Staff with the transit agency will describe the fare increase plan, and collect comments from the public at the meetings.

This is the second of a laborious five-step process for increasing the fares (as well as setting the fare for train service to start up late this year or early next year). The Capital Metro board voted for the fare proposal last month, which triggered these meetings as well as June 27 public hearing before the board. Then the board would vote again, send the proposal to an ad hoc fare increase board made up of local elected officials. Then, if that board said yes, the Capital Metro board would take a third and final vote.

No wonder fares haven’t increased in Capital Metro was created in 1985….

Capital Metro hopes to increase the 50 cent base fare to 75 cents this fall, and then again to $1 two years later. Other fares would similarly increase by about 50 percent, and the fare for the agency’s first-ever train service would be $1.50 for a one-way ride, $3 for an all-day pass that would also cover bus rides.

The meetings will be at 6:30 p.m Tuesday at Pat Bryson Hall, 201 N. Brushy Street in Leander; 6 p.m. Wednesday at the Austin Community College South Austin campus, 1820 Stassney Lane; and at 6 p.m. Thursday at Austin City Hall, 301 W. 2nd St.

The June 27 board hearing will be at noon at Capital Metro headquarters, 2910 E. Fifth St.

Trammell Crow partnership wins staff recommendation for Green project

Group could beat out four others to redevelop site; City Council will make final decision.

AMERICAN-STATESMAN STAFF

Friday, June 06, 2008

By Katie Humphrey

After sorting through five partnerships' proposals for developing the Green Water Treatment Plant site, city staff members on Thursday recommended Austin go with Trammell Crow, which proposed the biggest and tallest buildings with the most uses.

Staff members ranked Stratus Properties second, followed by Forest City, Catellus and Simmons Vedder.

The site is five city-owned blocks roughly bounded by the Seaholm Power Plant and San Antonio, Fourth and Cesar Chavez streets.

The recommendation is based largely on financial information the city has declined to release. The information won't be released until the city has signed a deal with the selected developer, a process that could take more than a year after the City Council makes a choice June 18.

The staff recommendation is not binding.

"We now have a couple weeks as a council to continue to get a bit of public feedback while, more importantly, drilling down through the staff analysis, asking questions of staff and ultimately coming up with our decision in two weeks," Mayor Will Wynn said.

Trammell Crow, with partners Constructive Ventures and USAA, proposed the biggest and tallest buildings and the most parking. The plan also boasts the most uses, including space for a 350,000-square-foot hotel and a 250-unit senior assisted living facility, condos, apartments and office space. Five public gathering spaces could accommodate as many as 2,700 people.

Stratus Properties pitched the largest number of rental units, a plan to offer medical office space and a two-story H-E-B grocery store.

"Obviously, we're excited that there's a chance that we could become the city's partner on this historic project," said Perry Lorenz, part of the Trammell Crow partnership.

The recommendation released Thursday also included some of the criteria that staff members considered in the rankings.

Trammell Crow was praised for including "significant public benefits," affordable housing and "strong revenue generation to the City with limited public financing requested."

The city released information in May that indicated public money would be used in all five proposals.

But Fred Evins, project manager for the Green redevelopment in the city's Economic Growth and Redevelopment Services office, said the city was referring only to the $18 million it pledged to reimburse the selected developer for mandatory road improvements. Some of the teams asked for additional public money, but Evins would not identify the teams.

Stratus also received positive comments for design, creativity and local experience.

The staff found more flaws in the other proposals. The ranking said: Forest City offered minimal affordable housing; Catellus' proposal would not bring as much money to the city; Simmons Vedder had limited experience on comparable projects.

Council Member Brewster McCracken said Trammell Crow separated itself from the other firms in its affordable housing offerings and the financial package it presented.

"The staff analysis really went through all of these complex financial elements and also the values that we had put into the matrix," McCracken said. "As they worked through that, they were able to demonstrate very persuasively why they are recommending Trammell Crow."

Leander TOD developers try to get on track

Market conditions delay ambitious plans

Austin Business Journal 

Friday, June 6, 2008

by Kate Harrington

Many Central Texas analysts are predicting that the worst of the Austin area's housing market woes may be over. But as the dust settles, developers of some of the region's largest real estate projects -- including those that will make up the 2,300-acre Leander transit-oriented development -- face difficult decisions as they move their projects from conceptual to tangible.

The Leander TOD is planned to take shape around the northernmost stop on Capital Metropolitan Transportation Authority's commuter rail that will run on a 32-mile track from the North Austin suburb to downtown Austin. While that rail is scheduled to begin service this fall, the TOD's progress has been slower - projects that planned to turn dirt in mid-2007 have not yet broken ground. And, city officials say, some TOD projects are being reshaped to include mixed use elements deemed more desirable for the market.

The question on everybody's mind, says Leander Economic Development Director Kirk Clennan, is whether the money will come back now that Central Texas has weathered the credit crunch. But even finding consensus on that question isn't simple.

According to Lance Hughes, equity won't be as much of a problem for the commercial real estate market as the residential side. Hughes, owner of Hughes Capital Management, is planning a roughly 160-acre project in the Leander TOD's most central spot around the commuter rail terminus.

Linda Harper-Brown talks with DMN about regional rail

Dallas Morning News

June 8, 2008

Sunday Commentary

Our Q&A with state Rep. Linda Harper-Brown, R-Irving, chair of budget and oversight for the Texas House Transportation Committee.

Local elected officials are asking state lawmakers for guidance in how to fund expanded rail transit in North Texas. What ways of paying for it could pass the Legislature next year?

The future of North Texas depends on finding ways to develop a larger regional rail system. One consideration is a local-option election for cities that are not part of a transit system. This would allow voters to ultimately decide if they want their city to pay to join a regional rail system, which recent surveys indicate local voters will approve. I strongly believe we also need to consider public-private partnerships to pay for rail service through revenue sharing of sales tax at new development around train stations or allowing private entities to build and manage select rail alignments.

Will negative publicity over Dallas Area Rapid Transit's finances and construction commitments hold back efforts to build onto the current rail network?

DART must rebuild credibility with elected officials and citizens before it will get legislative support. But DART has responded well to previous problems, and I'm confident they will rebound again. It must do a better job of protecting taxpayers – there is no excuse for DART's almost $1 billion budget shortfall. Also, it must work harder to meet construction deadlines. DART cities should not wait five to 10 years longer than promised for rail service.

With gasoline taxes at the same level since 1993, the region is starved for money to build enough roads. How can lawmakers meet the region's needs for both rail and roads?

If we don't improve our transportation system, our traffic congestion and air quality will both suffer. So for me this is an economic, quality-of-life and health issue that needs immediate action. But with our economy suffering, I'm hesitant to increase taxes on families, especially with high gas prices. Before we ask voters to approve a gas tax increase, we need to thoroughly vet toll roads and public-private partnerships. Another option is to eliminate the gas tax and use "vehicle miles traveled" to levy the tax. TxDOT must be streamlined and reformed to reduce expensive bureaucratic mistakes so more funds are spent improving our roads. And we must stop using transportation funds for less important, non-traffic-related state projects. That alone would free up almost $400 million to improve our highways.

Bring on the light rail, but don't forget the sidewalks

Houston Chronicle

June 8, 2008

Commentary by COUNCILWOMAN MELISSA NORIEGA

When the Metropolitan Transit Authority builds a rail line in a Houston street, the city must approve that project. That's why City Council is being asked by Metro to approve a consent agreement. But the city plays a broader role. The city is the steward of our public space, and it must assure that new rail lines improve neighborhoods.

At a recent committee meeting, I showed two pictures: a rail line surrounded by decorative paving, wide sidewalks and trees; and a rail line simply cut into pavement on a treeless, unadorned street.

The first street is not only more attractive, but also more functional. Function and utility are key words here.

We aren't talking about beautification, though that is desirable; we are talking about integrating rail so it doesn't just move a box with people through a neighborhood but adds value to the neighborhood.

One out of five adult Texans does not drive. Many readers might be astounded at how many people are walking or using buses and rail in Houston every day. They need sidewalks.

As our city grows, sidewalks become more important. That's particularly true as we build transit, since every transit rider is a pedestrian on at least one end of their trip. It's no accident that Houston's most pedestrian-friendly area, downtown, also has the highest transit use: more than 30 percent.

We have to ensure streets that have light rail will have safe and convenient sidewalks: shaded by trees, wide enough for couples to walk side by side, unobstructed with poles or signs. Wheelchair users must get through and moms with strollers shouldn't need to step into traffic. The city must set sidewalk standards and hold Metro to those standards.

We need sidewalks on neighborhood streets leading to the stations, but Metro will not fund that. The city funds sidewalks that lead to schools; sidewalks that lead to transit stations should get the same treatment.

Sidewalks, like traffic lanes, are transportation infrastructure, and they, too, deserve transportation funding.

In other cases, light rail provides the chance to fix problems. East End traffic coming off Harrisburg hits a dead end; drivers are forced to stop and turn twice to enter downtown. Our proposed soccer stadium would make that worse by closing two east-west streets. Two light-rail lines will squeeze through the same area. This would hinder traffic even more.

We should use the light-rail project as an opportunity to fix the street system east of Downtown. Harrisburg could connect directly to Capitol and Rusk, avoiding the dogleg required today and alleviating the soccer stadium bottleneck.

Metro alone cannot do this. But neither can the city. Working together, we can leave the area better than we find it.

We heard in the committee meeting from multiple neighborhoods that want rail. But there are still neighborhoods that are not sure they will be included in the system. Thankfully, there's work under way to extend the East End line all the way to the Magnolia Transit Center instead of stopping it short at a railroad line. That's crucial.

Metro chief Frank Wilson stated his agency's intent to build the University Line to the Eastwood Transit Center, where it would connect to Gulf Freeway commuter bus service, which serves Clear Lake and all the way to Galveston. We must hold Metro to that.

On the west end of the University Line, Metro really should add stations in Gulfton, so that trains do not just blow past the densest neighborhood in Texas.

And finally, the Richmond project continues to be a source of debate — these businesses and residents deserve our full attention and the promise that whatever we build, we do it smart and we do it fast. We — the city of Houston — are the entity that will be held accountable, whatever Metro does.

Houston's new light-rail system is a long-term investment. It is tempting to do things the easy way, but our children and our children's children will have to live with our decisions. Now is the time to make sure we do it right.

Noriega is in her first term as an at-large member of City Council.

15 Hill Country counties unite for more authority over development

SA Express-News

06/07/2008

By Zeke MacCormack 

State legislators have a new special interest group knocking on their doors, a coalition of 15 Hill Country counties that wants bills passed to boost their authority over development.

The Hill Country Coalition of Counties members share concerns about the detrimental effects of rapid growth on water availability, traffic, drainage, the environment and budgets.

They hope that presenting a united front for their more than 524,000 combined residents will erode the Legislature's resistance to expanding the statutory authority of counties.

“If we can speak with one voice, that's a positive,” Kerr County Commissioner Jonathan Letz said. “It gives the counties more clout.”

He raised the coalition's concerns last week in a meeting with Janice McCoy, chief of staff to Sen. Troy Fraser, R-Horseshoe Bay.

“We're going to be looking at their issues next session to see what we can or cannot do,” McCoy said Friday.

The group also plans to host legislators June 27 in San Marcos to spell out its proposals.

“We all have the same problems, and each county needs the ability to solve them in the best way for their county,” Hays County Judge Liz Sumter said.

Their top concern is getting authority to set density limits on new growth, which would help control aquifer usage, traffic, drainage and flooding.

“Counties need the authority to control density because of groundwater scarcity,” Sumter said. “We don't want to have well after well after well. Wells close together drain the aquifer more quickly.”

The group also wants authority to assess impact fees on builders of new subdivisions to help fund the cost of infrastructure upgrades needed to serve the new residents.

Reviving a proposal that was shot down in the last session of the Legislature, it also wants the power to require buffer areas between existing neighborhoods and incompatible commercial uses proposed nearby.

Comal County Commissioner Jay Millikin said new rock quarries there highlight the need for a buffer zone bill.

“We're being inundated with rock quarries, and I don't have any way to protect people who live in an established subdivision from a rock quarry moving in right next door,” he said.

The platform is also drawn from a bill sought by Kendall County two years ago that would let counties dictate the number of housing units per acre, set requirements for centralized water and sewer systems, dictate open space set-asides by developers and more.

“We've been lacking in authority, and handicapped by that lack for so long, maybe this is the way to do it,” Kendall County Commissioner Gene Miertschin said. “Instead of just one county going up there and pounding on the legislators' desks, if 15 counties go up there, maybe they'll get the message that there's really some need.”

That approach has worked for 25 counties in the Abilene area that aligned in 1994 as the Texas Midwest Community Network, said Nicki Harle, the group's director.

“I think they listen and hear more of us by us talking together,” she said of legislators.

The new coalition members range in population from Edwards County, with about 2,000 residents, to Hays County, with more than 141,000.

Its other Hill Country members, and their 2007 populations, are Bandera (20,197), Comal (105,187) Kendall (31,342), Mason (3,890), Kimble (4,461), Llano (18,394), Blanco (9,067), Uvalde (26,581), Medina (43,826), Gillespie (23,507), Burnet (43,689), Kerr (47,860) and Real (2,965).

Soaring fuel costs dent government budgets

Higher Metro fares, slower ferries possible

Seattle Post-Intelligencer

June 4, 2008

By CHRIS McGANN

OLYMPIA -- Families and businesses have been reeling for months as gas shot up to $4 a gallon. Now, as prices keep climbing, state and local governments are seeing their budgets busted.

Fuel prices are eating up increased portions of agency funds, and top managers are cracking down on unnecessary travel and encouraging alternatives to driving.

At this point, core services won't be cut. But ferry rides might take a little longer, highway trash might not get picked up as often and King County Metro riders might be in for a fare increase as governments try to address the problem.

Last week, Gov. Chris Gregoire's budget director sent a memo to all agency directors, college presidents and statewide elected officials urging them to "save fuel and control costs."

"As we are painfully aware, gas prices seem to reach a new record high every day," Office of Financial Management Director Victor Moore wrote. "These higher costs are putting strains on state budgets. We need to do whatever possible to save fuel and control these costs."

The state is still calculating just how much of an effect record gas prices will have on budgets. But in the interim, Moore has recommended car pooling, combining trips and careful evaluations of the need for auto travel.

At King County Metro, the situation is already clearly dire. The agency faces a $13 million budget shortfall this year because of increased diesel prices.

The problem for Metro is that the transit budget was built on $2.60-a-gallon diesel prices for the 11 million gallons a year required for the current level of service. Prices now top $4 per gallon and are expected to keep rising.

"The difficult, double-edged sword we are facing here with this increased operating cost: It's coming at this golden moment of very large ridership demand that is taking cars off the road," said Kevin Desmond, general manager of King County Metro Transit. "From a public policy standpoint, it's exactly what we've been trying to do."

County Executive Ron Sims has asked Desmond to come up with options to bridge what could easily become a $30 million gap in the transit agency's two-year budget.

One thing that won't be on that list is cutting service, but fare increases are a possibility.

"That would be one of the ways to raise revenue, yes," Desmond said. "If you look at what transit agencies are already starting to contemplate nationwide ... other agencies are indeed talking about fare increases."

Metro riders were not surprised Wednesday by the news of the potential fare increase. Lacey Gorson, 25, said she expected the increase because the price of fuel continues to rise.

"Until it's more expensive to ride than to drive, I'll continue riding the bus," the Bothell resident said while standing near a bus shelter at Fourth Avenue and Pike Street.

Seattle resident Ron Bailey, 52, who was waiting for the Route 41 bus, estimated that the bus costs him $8 per week because his downtown employer subsidizes the fare.

"It's still cheaper and convenient," he said. "It eliminates the trouble of parking downtown, and the wear and tear on my car."

In the past three years, Metro ridership has risen 18 percent, Desmond said, and there's a clear correlation between that and increased gas prices.

Increased ridership advances many of Sims' policy goals.

"We are helping to manage congestion, helping to address climate change issues, and by helping to mitigate traffic congestion, it certainly allows the economy to expand," Desmond said.

General tax increases won't be likely to be part of the solution because King County already taxes at the maximum level allowed under state law.

Desmond said the levels of support services likely would be on the table for possible cuts, as would capital investment. Increased revenue from ad sales is also a possibility.

At the state level, Moore suggests that workers use hybrid or other fuel-efficient motor-pool vehicles.

The State Patrol depends on gas. A spokesman, Capt. Jeff De Vere, said troopers collectively drive more than a million miles each year, so increased costs of operations are inevitable.

The patrol's budget was built on gasoline priced at $2.92 per gallon, but since April, the state rate for gas through the Transportation Department contract has been $3.23 per gallon, he said.

De Vere said the patrol would be forced to ask for more money to cover the cost of operations.

Likewise, the Department of Social and Health Services has mandates that require driving.

"We won't sacrifice the service delivery," said Stan Marshburn the agency's chief financial officer. "The folks who have to travel to contact kids in foster care will continue to make these visits."

Marshburn said the added costs could be bridged with other adjustments, such as leaving nonessential positions temporarily unfilled.

The Transportation Department is the state agency with the biggest appetite for gas and diesel.

"We'll feel it," said Lloyd Brown, the department's spokesman. "But whether that changes anything in terms of our budget (requests), I'm not sure; we are paying close attention to it."

Another state service being affected is the ferry system.

"Fuel is a big piece of what the ferries are doing," Brown said. "I don't know what the plan will be to balance ferry fuel costs, but they use fuel, and they have to use fuel to keep the ferries operating."

Washington State Ferries uses about 17 million gallons of diesel fuel annually.

"What they've done in the past, they go a little bit slower, and they are pursuing biofuels," he said.

Brown also said the cost of fuel could drive the cost of contracts for highway projects up, but just how much has not been assessed. But there will be less money coming in to pay for those highway projects as overall gas consumption is lower than expected. That means less money coming into the state through the gas tax, which is used to build and repair roads.

With three months still untallied this fiscal year, Department of Licensing figures show that consumers bought 90 million fewer gallons than expected.

Though fuel costs are clearly on the rise, Jim Erskine, a spokesman for the Department of General Administration, which manages the state's 1,800-vehicle motor pool, said steps already have been taken to insulate against fuel spikes.

"We now have 690 hybrid vehicles, Toyota Priuses and Ford Escape hybrids," he said. "We started purchasing hybrid vehicles in higher numbers several years ago, not just anticipating higher fuel costs, but also for environmental reasons because of lower emissions."

The push to convert has already paid dividends.

"We saved about $300,000 in fuel costs just last year by having these hybrids instead of conventional gasoline-powered vehicles," Erskine said. "We expect with the current price that the savings will be about $600,000 this year."

The full extent of the price increases have not yet been assessed, but "there is an effort under way to get a better handle on it," he said. "The governor has directed us to do further analysis of what the state is spending on fuel to understand how much is being spent, what the costs are and to make a determination of what the impacts are in our operations and in our services."

Besides saving money, driving less is good for the environment; fittingly, the state Ecology Department is also making lemonade in the face of an otherwise sour situation.

The agency's increased use of hybrids and trip reduction had reduced miles traveled by 8 percent and fuel consumption by 21 percent, department spokesman Larry Altose said. "Nonetheless, it cost 4 percent more to pay for gas."

The agency's regulatory functions won't be seriously affected, Altose said, but they will not go unscathed.

"One upshot of higher fuel prices will result in a little less litter pickup along state highways," he said.

Seattle officials said it's too soon to assess the effect of fuel prices on the budget. The city burns about 200,000 gallons of fuel each month, and conservation has become a priority. Seattle's so-called Green Fleet Action plan calls for reducing petroleum fuel consumption 10 percent from 2005 levels by 2010.

In the Governor's Office, spokesman Pearse Edwards said the state is using common sense to reduce fuel use.

"Like any business, we are watching the bottom line and looking for ways to conserve fuel and help the environment," he said, adding that the state had anticipated the situation.

"The governor issued an executive order last year telling state agencies to purchase hybrids and find other ways to conserve fuel. In the first year, it has already saved 100,000 gallons."

LIEBERMAN-WARNER BILL Halts in Senate; Smart Growth Included in New House Proposal

Smart Growth America Federal Update

June 6, 2008

The Senate's major piece of climate legislation, a bill to establish a cap-and-trade system for carbon, was pulled from consideration Friday after failing to win the 60 votes needed to close debate and move forward. Senate sponsers  Barbara Boxer and Joseph Lieberman said the Lieberman-Warner Climate Security Act (S. 3036) would be brought up again next year under the new administration. 

 

Since the bill was introduced last year important provisions were added to provide funding for state, regional, and local governments and transit agencies to reduce greenhouse gasses from the transportation sector by providing American's with alternatives to driving and high gas prices through increased investment in transit, smart growth, biking and walking.

Smart Growth America and allies worked over the past several months to get those provisions in the bill, which received 2.5% of the funds that would have been generated through the auction of carbon credits.  SGA also been worked with Senate smart growth champions Senator Carper (D, DE) and Senator Cardin (D, MD) on amendments to the bill to improve that section of the bill and add additional strategies to reduce the amount American's have to drive. 

SGA will continue to advocate for future Senate climate legislation to include transportation alternatives--to support public transportation, creating walkable communities, and better opportunities for walking and biking.

Read this Washington Post article on the bill.

Read a letter from the Smart Growth and Climate Coalition.

In the House of Representatives, Congressman Markey (D, MA) introduced a climate bill dubbed iCAP (Investing in Climate Action and Protection Act) which like the Senate bill would set a national cap on greenhouse gas emissions.  The bill acknowledges the important benefit of smart growth, transit, biking and walking to reducing vehicle miles traveled and resulting greenhouse gas emissions by including policies and funding for these strategies.  Out of the 20 percent of the bill that goes toward energy efficiency, one eighth goes to strategies to reduce vehicle miles traveled. SGA will be working with House leaders in the future to ensure that the main climate vehicle in the House includes policies and funding for better transportation options.  

Congressman Earl Blumenauer Energizes Federal Effort to ‘Rebuild and Renew America’

The Planning Report

May 31, 2008

Rep. Earl Blumenauer (D-Oregon) addresses a gathering in Washington D.C., hosted by New York’s Regional Plan Association, about the need for a change in the way Americans value infrastructure.

Rep. Earl Blumenauer (D-Oregon) was recently selected by House Speaker Nancy Pelosi as the Congressional point man for a renewed focus on infrastructure investment at the federal level. In this capacity, Congressman Blumenauer, earlier this month in Washington D.C., delivered the following speech at a conference entitled, “Rebuilding and Renewing America: Toward a 21st Century Infrastructure Investment Plan,” hosted by the Regional Planning Association’s America 2050 project.

As you know, Speaker Nancy Pelosi has added her voice to make sure that we are renewing and rebuilding America, and that these elements are tied together in a way that will make a difference. Infrastructure is the most important issue that isn’t yet on the front burner. There is no better place for us to have a conversation today about that than here at the Woodrow Wilson Center, at the First Annual Conference on Rebuilding and Renewing America....I think there’s a synergy here if we fit this together for our domestic policy and what needs to happen around the world. We are, at core, talking about saving the planet.

Think back to about 100 years ago, when there were people setting forth across the country to come together for President Roosevelt’s conference, the first-ever convening of the nation’s governors, the cabinet, the Supreme Court, lots of certified smart people, and some of the alphabet soup that is represented here in this distinguished audience. Reflecting on our tradition, history is on our side. For most of the first 200 years of our country, we were planning and thinking and developing a vision. Some milestones stand out: Postmaster General Franklin’s postal roads, the Northwest Ordinance of 1789, the Gallatin Plan, Roosevelt’s National Conference, FDR’s planning efforts, through Eisenhower signing the National Defense Highway Act.

But the problem is that by the time we were celebrating our bicentennial, those planning efforts and the investments were starting to run out of gas. By 1976, we had less than half of the percentage of our gross domestic product invested in infrastructure that we had before we started the interstate highway system in 1956. Today, we are investing less than two-thirds of that original percent of the gross domestic product, falling far behind our international competitors.

Part of our challenge is how we’re all going to be able to drive this point home. That analogy that we’ve all heard about the frog in the pan of water: If the water is slowly brought to a boil, the frog is unaware of the change in temperature until it’s too late, and he’s cooked. We’ve been in this slow, steady decline, and some of the professions, businesses, and organizations that are here in this room have been part of an effort to hold it together, to patch it, to stretch the resources. The majority of our population, while they’re cranky about the symptoms, really doesn’t know how far we’ve fallen behind and what that means for the average American consumer.

I’m frustrated that the political issue of the last ten days was the goofy, bipartisan idea for a gas tax holiday. It’s counterproductive in so many ways; it sends the wrong signals at a time when it is important for us all to work together to get this story straight.

We need to be honest with the American public: we, in fact, need to invest more money in our infrastructure. Not just borrowing more money or selling off a few assets here and there—we need more money in the overall system. Absolutely, there is a role for creative finance, for innovative partnerships, for stretching resources, but at core, we need more money and we need to send the right pricing signals.

With that said, more money alone is not going to be sufficient. How we spend, who pays, and when, are critical. There is money wasted right now by people stuck in traffic, maybe on their way to ride a stationary bike at a health club. The problem we’re facing is that the wrong people are spending money on the wrong things at the wrong time—the costs of congestion, the problems of water, the misallocation of energy, the waste upfront versus the investment in research and conservation. The estimates I’ve heard are that, in 2005, $710 per person was wasted in the cost of traffic congestion, not talking about the damage to automobiles from roadways that are not adequately maintained.

There will be people who will complain about a penny or a nickel additional gas tax, but those are the same people that will walk into the mini-mart where they pump their gas and buy bottled water for four to six times as much as gasoline. Bottled water is 240-10,000 times more expensive than tap water. It’s been estimated that a San Francisco resident buying that bottle of Evian could get 1,000 gallons of tap water.

There are other simple directives that would make a difference. If one-tenth of us had areas where we could conveniently walk to destinations and have the incentive to do so, we would save over $5.5 billion a year of heart-related medical costs alone. I have been working for years on repetitive flood loss in the Flood Insurance Program. Being able to spend a few hundred million dollars strategically upfront and make modest adjustments in that policy will save billions of dollars year after year after year.

If we stop putting people in the flame zone, in areas that we know are subject to repeated wildfires, we will reduce the cost of fighting fires dramatically. Forty percent of the Forest Service budget is for fighting fires. If we had our act together, those fires maybe wouldn’t have started in the first place, or they would have burned out without incident.

There are simple imperatives that will make a difference. Bikes and streetcars, walkable communities, completing the street grid, street trees for shade—these are things that are extraordinarily job-intensive in terms of the things that we do, but have multiple benefits over time. They add value.

...We’ve introduced HB 5976, with over 20 bipartisan co-sponsors, which would put in place an effort to create that commission for an infrastructure plan for this century—not just transportation, but sewer and water, the electrical grid, and broadband. We need a big, comprehensive picture so that people know what the challenge is and what their role is. We need to change the value proposition, because we can squeeze more value out of what we’re doing if we’re able to break down some of these silos, if we’re able to realign what the federal partnership looks like and focus on helping people rebuild and renew their communities.

Right this minute, there are people down the street in the Department of Transportation who are cranking away on cost-effectiveness formulas that have no relationship to the way that any transit agency in America operates. It’s goofy. It has the effect of chewing up staff time there, it’s forcing people in communities around the country to jump through hoops, and it stretches out the decision-making process in ways that are disastrous. Everybody is aware of the terrible tax of unnecessary delay. The inflationary rate for infrastructure was more than 40 percent over the last three years, and every indication is that it is going up even more rapidly. If we squeeze more time and unnecessary delay out of this process, it is like a bonus to enable us to get on with work.

I would like us to think about ways to break that mold. I’ve been arguing for years for rail to Dulles. We’re ultimately going to get it. My argument six years ago was, “Let’s start building rail from Dulles into town.” Because we knew what that first dozen miles would look like, right? If we had started that, it would have focused the mind for the people around Tyson’s to get their act together or we’d pass them. Think of the savings if we’d started that six years ago. We can do that across the board in a way that is not partisan, not political, and has nothing to do with geographic or ideological difference. It puts America to work and gets the job done—changing the value proposition.

When we do that, it will be easier for people to step up and pay an extra nickel for a gallon of gas or to share some of the vast amount of money that will be available when we turn the page on a new administration and a new Congress. One thing Clinton, Obama, and McCain agree on is that we’re going to have some form of carbon-constrained economy, a cap-and-trade system that’s going to create billions of dollars, $50-200 billion a year, a portion of which can be used to offset the cost of rebuilding and renewing America. We haven’t begun to scratch the surface of our ingenuity to put this together.

I’ve never seen a community that failed to implement a vision and a plan for lack of money when they had a consensus. In fact, we see at the local level over three-quarters of the local initiatives—for transportation, for water, for open space, for parks—pass, even though they use the less-than-totally-popular sales tax or local property tax.

We can do this if we are willing to be able to get our act together with a vision, and we hope that this legislation will be a small start. If we are able to translate what is represented here with the planners and transit and architects and business and the environmental community, with the help of the honest brokers and the press and the philanthropic community, we can build a coalition that can translate this story. I am hopeful that we don’t just have the Second Annual Conference on Rebuilding and Renewing America. With your help, we can make sure that every community brings together the coalition that is represented here for an honest discussion about where they are, what they need from the federal government, and where they’re going. At least one in every congressional district, that ought to be our goal.

I am hopeful that we will have a Second Annual Conference on Rebuilding and Renewing America, but maybe we can resolve that we’re going to have an infrastructure summit here in Washington, D.C. this fall where we invite the major presidential candidates and have a discussion about their views on rebuilding and renewing America, what they’ll do about it, how they’ll pay for it, their leadership, and their vision. Doing that before the election is the most important information that we can give to Americans on this critical issue that is not yet on the radar screen, but that we can make so with your help.

This is not, at the end of the day, just about infrastructure. This is about how we strengthen every community. It is going to be the key to a sustainable and robust economy, at a time when we haven’t seen the bottom of the current difficulties. If you believe the science, it’s about saving the planet, which, in and of itself, ought to be a worthy goal.

Last, but by no means least, it will be a prescription to heal the too-often toxic politics you see here in Washington, D.C. This is something that people can get behind to make our communities more livable and our families safer, healthier, and more economically secure.

Water-Starved California Slows Development

The New York Times

June 7, 2008

By JENNIFER STEINHAUER

PERRIS, Calif. — As California faces one of its worst droughts in two decades, building projects are being curtailed for the first time under state law by the inability of developers to find long-term water supplies.

An East Bay Utility District sign along I-880 in Oakland thanks customers for conserving water. More Photos »

Water authorities and other government agencies scattered throughout the state, including here in sprawling Riverside County, east of Los Angeles, have begun denying, delaying or challenging authorization for dozens of housing tracts and other developments under a state law that requires a 20-year water supply as a condition for building.

California officials suggested that the actions were only the beginning, and they worry about the impact on a state that has grown into an economic powerhouse over the last several decades.

The state law was enacted in 2001, but until statewide water shortages, it had not been invoked to hold up projects.

While previous droughts and supply problems have led to severe water cutbacks and rationing, water officials said the outright refusal to sign off on projects over water scarcity had until now been virtually unheard of on a statewide scale.

“Businesses are telling us that they can’t get things done because of water,” Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger, a Republican, said in a telephone interview.

On Wednesday, Mr. Schwarzenegger declared an official statewide drought, the first such designation since 1991. As the governor was making his drought announcement, the Eastern Municipal Water District in Riverside County — one of the fastest-growing counties in the state in recent years — gave a provisional nod to nine projects that it had held up for months because of water concerns. The approval came with the caveat that the water district could revisit its decision, and only after adjustments had been made to the plans to reduce water demand.

“The statement that we’re making is that this isn’t business as usual,” said Randy A. Record, a water district board member, at the meeting here in Perris.

Shawn Jenkins, a developer who had two projects caught up in the delays, said he was accustomed to piles of paperwork and reams of red tape in getting projects approved. But he was not prepared to have the water district hold up the projects he was planning. He changed the projects’ landscaping, to make it less water dependent, as the board pondered their fate.

“I think this is a warning for everyone,” Mr. Jenkins said.

Also in Riverside County, a superior court judge recently stopped a 1,500-home development project, citing, among others things, a failure to provide substantial evidence of adequate water supply.

In San Luis Obispo County, north of Los Angeles, the City of Pismo Beach was recently denied the right to annex unincorporated land to build a large multipurpose project because, “the city didn’t have enough water to adequately serve the development,” said Paul Hood, the executive officer of the commission that approves the annexations and incorporations of cities.

In agriculturally rich Kern County, north of Los Angeles, at least three developers scrapped plans recently to apply for permits, realizing water was going to be an issue. An official from the county’s planning department said the developers were the first ever in the county to be stymied by water concerns. Large-scale housing developments in Santa Barbara and San Luis Obispo Counties have met a similar fate, officials in those counties said.

Throughout the state, other projects have been suspended or are being revised to accommodate water shortages, and water authorities and cities have increasingly begun to consider holding off on “will-serve” letters — promises to developers to provide water — for new projects.

“The water in our state is not sufficient to add more demand,” said Lester Snow, the director of the California Department of Water Resources. “And that now means that some large development can’t go forward. If we don’t make changes with water, we are going to have a major economic problem in this state.”

The words “crisis” and “water” have gone together in this state since the 49ers traded flecks of gold for food. But several factors have combined to make the current water crisis more acute than those of recent years.

An eight-year drought in the Colorado River basin has greatly impinged on water supply to Southern California. Of the roughly 1.25 million acre-feet of water that the region normally imports from that river toward the 4.5 million acre-feet it uses each year, 500,000 has been lost to drought, said Jeff Kightlinger, the general manager of the Metropolitan Water District of Southern California.

Even more significant, a judge in federal district court last year issued a curtailment in pumping from the California Delta — where the Sacramento and San Joaquin Rivers meet and provide water to roughly 25 million Californians — to protect a species of endangered smelt that were becoming trapped in the pumps. Those reductions, from December to June, cut back the state’s water reserves this winter by about one third, according to a consortium of state water boards.

The smelt problem was a powerful indicator of the environmental fallout from the delta’s water system, which was constructed over 50 years ago for a far smaller population.

“We have bad hydrology, compromised infrastructure and our management tools are broken,” said Timothy Quinn, the executive director of the Association of California Water Agencies. “All that paints a fairly grim picture for Californians trying to manage water in the 21st century.”

The 2001 state water law, which took effect in 2002, requires developers to prove that new projects have a plan for providing at least 20 years’ worth of water before local water authorities can sign off on them. With the recent problems, more and more local governments are unable to simply approve projects.

“Water is one of our most difficult issues when we are evaluating large-scale projects,” said Lorelei Oviatt, the division chief for the Kern County Planning Department. In cases where developers are unable to present a long-term water plan, “then certainly I can’t recommend they approve” those developments, Ms. Oviatt said.

As the denied building permits indicate, the lack of sufficient water sources could become a serious threat to economic development in California, where the population in 2020 is projected to reach roughly 45 million people, economists say, from its current 38 million. In the end, as water becomes increasingly scarce, its price will have to rise, bringing with it a host of economic consequences, the economists said.

“Water has been seriously under-priced in California,” said Edward E. Leamer, a professor at the Anderson School of Management at the University of California, Los Angeles. “When you ration it or increase its price, it will have an impact on economic growth.”

The water authority for Southern California recently issued a rate increase of 14.3 percent, when including surcharges, which was the highest rate increase in the last 15 years. In Northern California, rates in Marin County increased recently by nearly 10 percent, in part to pay an 11 percent increase in the cost of water bought from neighboring Sonoma County.

Interest groups that oppose development have found that raising water issues is among the many bats in their bags available to beat back projects they find distasteful.

“Certainly from Newhall Ranch’s standpoint, water was a key point that our opponents were focused on,” said Marlee Lauffer, a spokeswoman for Newhall Ranch, a large-scale residential development in the works is Santa Clarita, north of Los Angeles. The City of Los Angeles, among others, has opposed the development.

To get around the problem, Newhall Ranch’s planners decided to forgo water supplied through the state and turn instead to supplies from an extensive water reclamation plant as well as water bought privately. Other developers, like Mr. Jenkins, have changed their landscaping plans to reduce water needs and planned for low-flow plumbing to placate water boards.

Mr. Schwarzenegger sees addressing the state’s water problem as one of his key goals, and he is hoping against the odds to get a proposed $11.9 billion bond for water management investments through the Legislature and before voters in November.

The plans calls for water conservation and quality improvement programs, as well as a resource management plan for the delta. Among its most controversial components is $3.5 billion earmarked for new water storage, something that environmentalists have vehemently opposed, in part because they find dams and storage facilities environmentally unsound and not cost effective.

The critics also point out that the state’s agriculture industry, which uses far more water than urban areas, is being asked to contribute little to conservation under the governor’s plans. As more building projects are derailed by water requirements, the pressure on farmers to share more of their water is expected to grow.

Mobile phones expose human habits
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By Jonathan Fildes 

The whereabouts of more than 100,000 mobile phone users have been tracked in an attempt to build a comprehensive picture of human movements.  The study concludes that humans are creatures of habit, mostly visiting the same few spots time and time again.  Most people also move less than 10km on a regular basis, according to the study published in the journal Nature.

The results could be used to help prevent outbreaks of disease or forecast traffic, the scientists said.  "It would be wonderful if every [mobile] carrier could give universities access to their data because it's so rich," said Dr Marta Gonzalez of Northeastern University, Boston, US, and one of the authors of the paper.  Dr William Webb, head of research and development at the UK telecoms regulator, Ofcom, agreed that mobile phone data was still underexploited.

Money search

"This is just the tip of the iceberg," he told BBC News.  Researchers have previously attempted to map human activity using GPS or surveys, but it is expensive.  One innovative approach tracked the movement of dollar bills in an attempt to reconstruct human movements. The study used data from the website wheresgeorge.com, which allows anyone to track a dollar bill as it circulates through the economy. The site has so far tracked nearly 130 million notes.  Studies such as this suggested that humans wander in an apparently random fashion, similar to a so-called "Levy flight" pattern displayed by many foraging animals. However, Dr Gonzalez and her team do not believe this approach gives a complete picture of people's movements. "The bills pass from one person to another so they can't measure individual behaviour," she explained.

The new work tracked 100,000 individuals selected randomly from a sample of more than six million phone users in a European country.  Each time a participant made or received a call or text message, the location of the mobile base station relaying the data was recorded. The researchers said they were "not at liberty" to disclose where the information had been collected and said steps had been taken to guarantee the participants' anonymity. For example, individual phone numbers were disguised as 26 digit security codes.

"Furthermore, we only know the coordinates of the tower routing the communication, hence a user's location is not known within a tower's service area," they wrote.  Each tower serves an area of approximately 3 sq km. Information was collected for six months. But, according to the researchers, a person's pattern of movement could be seen in just three.

Model behaviour

"The vast majority of people move around over a very short distance - around five to 10km," explained Professor Albert-Laszlo Barabasi, another member of the team. "Then there were a few that moved a couple of hundred kilometres on a regular basis." The results showed that most people's movements follow a precise mathematical relationship - known as a power law.

"That was the first surprise," he told BBC News. The second surprise, he said, was that the patterns of people's movements, over short and long distances, were very similar: people tend to return to the same few places over and over again.

"Why is this good news?" he asked. "If I were to build a model of how everyone moves in society and they were not similar then it would require six billion different models - each person would require a different description."

Now, modellers had a basic rule book to follow, he said. "This intrinsic similarity between individuals is very exciting and it has practical applications," said Professor Barabasi.  For example, Professor John Cleland of the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Disease (LSHTM) said the study could be of use to people monitoring the spread of contagious diseases. "Avian flu is the obvious one," he told BBC News. "When an outbreak of mammalian infectious airborne disease hits us, the movement of people is of critical concern." Dr Gonzalez said that traffic planners had also expressed an interest in the study.

Sensor overload

Although the scale of the latest study is unprecedented, it is not the first time that mobile phone technology has been used to track people's movements.  Scientists at MIT have used mobile phones to help construct a real-time model of traffic in Rome, whilst Microsoft researchers working on Project Lachesis are examining the possibility of mining mobile data to help commuters pick the optimum route to work, for example.

Location data is increasingly used by forensic scientists to identify the movements of criminal suspects. For example, the technique was used by Italian police to capture Hussain Osman, one of four men jailed for the failed suicide bombings in London on 21 July. Commercial products also exist, allowing parents to track children or for friends to receive alerts when they are in a similar location.

These types of services and projects will continue to grow, Dr Webb believes, as researchers and businesses find new ways to use the mobile phone networks.  "There are so many sensors that you could conceivably attach to a phone that you could do all kinds of monitoring activities with," he said. For example, Nokia have put forward an idea to attach sensors to phones that could report back on air quality. The project would allow a large location-specific database to be built very quickly.  Ofcom is also planning to use mobiles to collect data about the quality of wi-fi connections around the UK.  "I am sure there will be tens if not hundreds of these ideas emerging over the next few years," said Dr Webb.

Get bus and train directions on the go with Google Maps for mobile

Google Mobile Blog

Thursday, June 5, 2008 

Posted by Joe Hughes, Software Engineer

Ever since Google Maps added public transportation directions for San Francisco, it's been a lot easier for me to figure out which buses and trains will get me where I'm going around town, so that today's gas prices take less of a toll on my wallet. Even so, I've often found myself wishing that I had an easy way to get transit directions while I'm out and about.

Enter the new version of Google Maps for mobile. This version (2.2) allows you to get transit directions in all the same places as the web version of Google Maps, including Chicago, the San Francisco Bay Area, Seattle, Vancouver, and over 40 other cities in North America.

This version of Google Maps for mobile even has a few tricks not yet available on the desktop version of Google Maps. For instance, you can find the last transit trips of the day (to figure out how late you can stay at the party) and more easily browse through earlier or later trips. The My Location feature, available on most phones, also makes it easier to set the start point of your journey.

To see how the transit feature of Google Maps for mobile works, take a look at this quick video walkthrough with my co-worker Ryan:

video
This version of Google Maps for mobile also includes a bunch of other goodies, like faster searching on BlackBerry devices and star ratings for businesses. It's currently available for BlackBerry devices and many other Java-based phones. To download it to your phone visit http://www.google.com/gmm from your phone's web browser or on the desktop.

We're working to bring public transit directions to Google Maps on other devices, so stay tuned!










