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Increased bus ridership leaves less space on board

KXAN

Posted: June 17, 2008

AUSTIN, Texas -- Capitol Metro is working to keep up with a 13 percent increase in ridership over the past year by building a park and ride in South Austin.

Yet some riders said with more bus riders, the wait time will go up, and that is something that can be pretty uncomfortable in the Texas summer heat.

A bus pulling up is the sound of relief. Some riders call it a 50 cent ticket to air conditioning.

"It's extremely hot, death defying hot," said bus rider Lisa Henry.  "You're outside, and all you are breathing is heat."

When people are waiting in triple-digit heat, however, 15 to 30 minutes can seem like an eternity.

"It's like being in a sauna, but I don't have an option to get out," said bus rider Dana Thompson.

Riders said wait times are increasing, because space aboard buses is decreasing.

"We have seen a number of routes, including a lot of the express routes, where during the peak travel times those buses are full," said Capital Metro spokesman Adam Shaivitz.

Capitol Metro has increased its number of express routes to keep up with the thousands of new bus riders who have ditched their cars.

"Just in the first four months of this year we've provided about 675,000 more trips than during that same period last year," Shaivitz said.

As gas prices continue to climb, more drivers are expected to get on board to avoid the pain of the pump.

"We're taking a closer look at a lot of our routes as well to see how we can allocate our resources to meet the increased demand," Shaivitz said.

National Dump the Pump Day is Thursday. Learn more about Dump the Pump Day and Capital Metro. http://www.iridecapmetro.org/Dump_the_pump.aspx

Give yourself a transit makeover 

KVUE News

June 19, 2008

By MARI ALVAREZ

With the weather hitting triple digits, no one wants to wait outside for a bus. But as gas prices climb, many don't have a choice.

Bus ridership is up, and Thursday, Capital Metro tried to convince more people to leave their cars behind by giving transit makeovers.

By plugging your information into a computer -- including where you live and where you want to go -- Capital Metro employees can tell you the fastest way to get their on one of their buses.

Justin Bouldin received a transit makeover and says he's now ready to ride instead of drive to work.

"The route is supposed to take exactly the same amount of time, but without all the stress and all the headache and all that," Bouldin said.

Capital Metro reports a 6 percent increase in ridership for January through April of this year.

Capital Metro Spokesperson Erica McKewen says they're working to accommodate all the new riders.

"We're trying to improve our service all the time, we're evaluating information from a number of sources and we do service changes three times a year," McKewen said.

It’s National Dump the Pump day

KXAN News

June 19, 2008

AUSTIN, Texas (KXAN) -- Thursday is National Dump the Pump Day. It's a day where you're encouraged to leave your car at home and try the bus for your commute into work.

If you've never taken the bus, you might think it will be too much of a hassle to figure out which route to get on and where to pick up the bus.

KXAN Austin News' Kate Weidaw tagged along with first-time rider Kim Famighetti to see how it works.

"I thought I can probably not drive to this doctor's appointment and take the bus," said Famighetti.

Planning her route started first at her home by logging onto the Capital Metro Web site and clicking on the "Plan Your Trip" icon.

"They have an area where you can put in where you're starting from and your end destination and whether or not you want to leave at a certain time or arrive at a certain time," said Famighetti.

With her information in hand, we headed to the closest bus stop on her planner.

"The closest bus route is a half a block to the east of me," said Famighetti.

Famighetti has become like so many others in Austin by choosing to ride the bus. Ridership is up 15 percent, and some of the more popular routes now have standing room only.

"We're looking at how we can add more buses into that schedule so that buses are coming more frequently," said Erica McKewen with Capital Metro.

As Famighetti makes it to her destination, she's pleasantly surprised at how easy it was.

"I will do it again, absolutely, and I might actually look for other times I can take the bus and not drive, because frankly, parking and paying for gas and doing all that stuff is no fun," said Famighetti.

Bus fares cost 50 cents, or a day pass is $1. Thursday from 10 a.m. until noon, you can sign up to win free bus passes at Congress and 11th Street.

The Green Heart of Central Texas
Business Facilities OnLine

June 2008

By Michelle Janowitz

Nestled in the center of Texas, the Greater Austin metropolitan area, comprised of 11 cities in five counties, is home to nearly 1.5 million people. During the last few years, this progressive capital city, already recognized as a center of technology innovation in a sophisticated cosmopolitan community, has been busy carving out a niché for itself in the clean technologies arena. With access to research institutions, talent, and incentives—and incubators and parks dedicated to clean technologies—Austin is positioned to become a global green leader.

A First for Texas: Clean Energy Park

Earlier this year, the Austin Chamber of Commerce and the Texas Foundation for Innovative Communities (TFIC) announced that Austin will be the location of the first Texas Clean Energy Park (TCEP).

The first phase of the 140-acre development is a research park funded by a $600,000 grant from the Texas Workforce Commission. The second phase will be a business park for clean technology companies, such as the solar power company HelioVolt, which has the option to locate any of its research and development facilities and additional operations inside the park.

"The addition of the first Texas Clean Energy Park will provide excellent job growth opportunities for Austin as well as Central Texas," says Jose Beceiro, director of Clean Energy, Austin Chamber of Commerce. "Developing efficient new clean energy technologies side by side with innovative applications will be significant in fostering development of the clean energy industry."

The TFIC will partner with research institutions across the country, corporations throughout the industry and other experts within the field in an effort to develop Texas' human resource and knowledge base. The addition of the TCEP raises the prospect of state and federal funding for talent and research development and brings in another positive asset for attracting clean energy companies from across the nation.

"As anchor tenant in the TCEP's new facility, HelioVolt expects to be joined by academic and industrial partners in developing the future of smart, sustainable solar-powered architecture," says B.J. Stanbery, founder and CEO of HelioVolt.

Green Power!

Advanced Micro Devices' new Lone Star Campus in southwest Austin is striving for a Gold LEED certification from the U.S. Green Building Council through features including one of the largest roof-based rainwater collection and recycling systems in the world, as well as by using 100% renewable energy from Austin Energy's GreenChoice program and recycling 75% of waste from construction.

Austin Energy's GreenChoice is the nation's largest and most successful retail renewable energy program delivering more than 665 million kilowatts of electricity annually to nearly 500 businesses, Austin Independent School District and Austin City Hall. The municipally-owned utility has ranked first in the nation for its Green Power Program by the National Renewable Energy Laboratory based on total renewable energy sales. Austin Energy has plans to build the renewables' share of Austin's energy portfolio to 30% by 2020 and to build solar power's share to 100 megawatts by 2020.

Austin's Clean Energy Cluster

Here are some of the clean energy technology companies that already call Austin home:

· Active Power's flywheel storage systems store kinetic energy for short-term backup power.

· Austin Biofuels has joined with Triple S Petroleum to expand the supply of vegetable-oil based fuel.

· AccuWater optimizes landscape irrigation using modeling and weather conditions.

· CleanFUEL USA is a global manufacturer of alternative fuel equipment for both propane and E-85.

· HelioVolt is a developer of solar-enabled power-generating building materials (BIPV).

· Xtreme Power provides energy-conserving power systems.

· TECO-Westinghouse Motor Co. produces next-generation technology for wind turbines at a facility in Round Rock.

Shrinking the Carbon Footprint of Metropolitan America 

Metro Area Profile: Austin-Round Rock, TX 

The Brookings Institute

May 29, 2008

The report “Shrinking the Carbon Footprint of Metropolitan America” quantifies for the first time the amount and most significant sources of carbon emitted—from highway transportation and residential energy consumption—by the 100 largest metropolitan areas in 2000 and 2005.  Substantial variation exists among these “carbon footprints” of metro areas, due in part to their development patterns, rail transit, freight traffic, carbon content of electricity sources, electricity prices, and weather.   

Per Capita Carbon Footprints, 2000-2005 Trends.  

Metropolitan Austin’s per capita footprint from transportation and residential energy use increased 10.55 percent between 2000 and 2005.  The average per capita footprint of the 100 largest metro areas and of the nation increased 1.1 percent and 2.2 percent during this time, respectively. 

The transportation portion of Austin’s per capita footprint decreased 1.1 percent between 2000 and 2005, compared to an increase of 2.4 percent in the 100 largest metro areas.  The residential portion of Austin’s per capita footprint increased 33.2 percent between 2000 and 2005, compared to a slight decrease of 0.7 percent in the 100 largest metro areas. 

Snapshot = 2005.  The average resident in metropolitan Austin emitted 2.567 tons of carbon from highway transportation and residential energy in 2005 (rank 55th).  This compares with 2.24 tons of carbon emitted by the average 100-metro resident and 2.60 tons of carbon emitted by the average American from transportation and residential energy.   

From highway transportation.  

The average Austin resident emitted 1.518 tons of carbon from highway transportation (rank 54th).  The average 100-metro resident emitted 1.310 tons and the average American emitted 1.44 tons from highway transportation. 

The average Austin resident emitted 1.119 tons from autos (rank 57th) and 0.398 tons from trucks (rank 54th), compared to 1.004 tons from autos and 0.305 tons from trucks from the average 100-metro resident. 

From residential energy use.  

The average Austin resident emitted 1.049 tons of carbon from residential energy use (rank 55th).  The average 100-metro resident emitted 0.925 tons and the average American emitted 1.16 tons of carbon from residential energy use. 

The average Austin resident emitted 0.913 tons from electricity (rank 75th) and 0.137 tons from residential fuels (rank 15th).  This compares to 0.611 tons from electricity and 0.314 tons from fuels from the average 100-metro resident.

To access the entire report, see www.blueprintprosperity.org 

Amid concerns, council delays rail line vote

Several members want assurances that businesses won't be harmed

June 12, 2008

Houston Chronicle

By RAD SALLEE

The City Council on Wednesday delayed a scheduled vote on an agreement setting conditions for the Metropolitan Transit Authority to build five light rail lines on Houston streets.

Several council members, including the three who "tagged" the item, said they believe rail is needed, but are worried that disruption during construction could harm struggling businesses. A tag is a parliamentary maneuver that automatically delays consideration on an agenda item for a week.

The so-called consent agreement is expected to be on the June 18 agenda for a vote.

Council heard speakers from the public on both sides of the issue Tuesday and at two previous meetings of the city's Transportation, Infrastructure and Aviation Committee.

"Let's try to remember what the consent agreement is," Mayor Bill White urged council members Wednesday. "We are not the Metro board, and this is not the final design of the Metro plan."

"I think we have a good agreement," said Councilwoman Sue Lovell, "and at some point in time we have to step up and take a vote."

Councilman Peter Brown agreed, saying that when it comes to mass transit, Houston is "woefully behind Atlanta and behind Denver."

"Delay just sends the wrong message," he said.

Councilwoman Pam Holm said that after waiting so long for rail, council can afford to study the document another week before voting.

"This will be the backbone of a transportation system for the next 100 years," Holm said.

Councilwoman Jolanda Jones said she gave Metro a list of questions Tuesday and wanted to hear the answers before voting.

Councilman Ron Green said that although he supports rail, he felt like he was being asked to vote on "a blank sheet of paper."

"I want to get assurances from Metro that they have told us everything we need to know to make a decision and that everything they need is in the agreement, and that they won't come back later and want to change it," Green said after the meeting.

Metro CEO Frank Wilson said Metro will address council members' concerns. A week's delay would have no major effect on the transit agency's plans, he said.

Wilson said that during the construction Metro will have a business assistance program that will include maintaining access for customers, getting work done quickly, advertising that an area is safe and clean, and providing loans to businesses harmed by the construction.

"It's not fully detailed at this point, but it's something we expect to run by our board," he said.

12 KILOMETERS OF SUBWAY, OR 175 OF TRAMS? 

SkyTrain Billions Better Spent on Trams: Study

The Tyee

June 5, 2008

By David Beers

[image: image1.png]



Map on left shows the conceptual location of the $220-million-per-kilometre Broadway SkyTrain line proposed by the province. On the right is an illustration of how much tram infrastructure you could install for the same price. Map shows heritage streetcar routes as solid lines, and a conceptual expansion of that historic system in dashed lines.

Money for single UBC subway line could pay for region laced by light rail.

The planned SkyTrain subway spur along Broadway and out to the University of British Columbia campus will cost taxpayers 15 times what it would take to build a tram line along the same route.

In fact, for the $2.8 billion cost of the single 12 kilometre SkyTrain tube from Commercial Drive to UBC, Vancouver could build 175 km of tram lines crisscrossing the city and beyond.

That is the finding of a study led by Prof. Patrick Condon of the UBC Design Centre for Sustainability. His team based their calculations on the recent experiences of Portland, Oregon, and various European cities with light rail transit.

"This study demonstrates that the money needed for one 12 km subway line would be more than enough to rebuild and substantially expand the region's entire historic streetcar system," state the authors, noting that Vancouver and surrounding communities were built along trolley lines dating back to 1890.

Portland success story

But isn't Vancouver now too congested with traffic to make room for street cars on major thoroughfares?

Not if your guide is Portland, which is about the same size as Vancouver and in the last decade has installed tram lines along former street car routes long ago abandoned to busses and autos. Not only did Portland's trams not clog traffic, they stimulated real estate development along their routes, which vitalized neighbourhoods, sparking a building boom that created more tax revenue for the city.

"Within a one-block distance from the streetcar, new net development increased more than three times as rapidly as in any other block-distance," the report's authors calculate.

The demand for cost efficient public transit in Portland came directly from voters, who shot down a bond measure that would have funded a more expensive system. That message from the citizenry caused planners to seek out tram technology that is two thirds cheaper than more common light rail options and vastly less expensive than the SkyTrain system.

Portland tram trips are much slower than SkyTrain, but could be made speedier than automobile travel by coordinating street light changes as the tram travels through intersections, and by giving the tram a dedicated right of way over parts of routes, say the report's authors.

Slower can be better

The tram's pace may be better suited to the cross town UBC run than a faster subway with fewer stops, the authors assert.

"A high speed system is best if the main intention is to move riders quickly from one side of the region to the other. Lower operational speeds are better if your intention is to best serve city districts with easy access within them and to support a long term objective to create more complete communities, less dependent on twice-daily cross-region transit trips."

The report doesn't portray the SkyTrain as a white elephant -- nor is it the all purpose solution to big city transportation needs.

European cities such as Berlin, Vienna, Paris and Dublin offer a model of how to balance "expenditures between high speed trains, subways and light rail, and cheaper and lighter tram systems to serve more complete urban districts."

"There is no doubt that such a system would not be as fast as a subway," concludes the UBC team. "However based on the Portland experience, the benefits may be an improved quality of life in many neighbourhoods, an improved investment climate for higher density homes and job sites, enhanced access for citizens within their own districts and to other parts of the city (especially for the rapidly expanding seniors' demographic) and a substantially reduced cost per ride.

"As our region pushes towards a goal of 80 per cent reduction in per capita greenhouse gas production, it behooves public officials to look carefully at how taxpayer dollars can be most effectively used towards the creation of a very different pattern of transportation than the one we know today. A return to a pattern known before the rise of the automobile may merit a careful re-examination," wrote the authors.

'Take a hard look' urges prof

The $2.8 billion earmarked for the SkyTrain subway line to UBC is "a huge amount of money for a line to serve just the west side," Condon told The Tyee.

"The good news is we have time to figure out how to best use our limited transit money to make a more sustainable city. Portland has used very modest transit investments to make their neighbourhoods better places to live and work; transit for neighbourhoods, not simply through them. We should take a hard look at their experience before it's too late," said Condon, who holds the UBC James Taylor Chair in Landscape and Liveable Environments and is helping to develop a sustainable town for 15,000 residents in Surrey.

The report, co-written with Condon by UBC Landscape Architecture students Sigrid Gruenberger and Marta Klaptocz, can be read here.

Americans Drove 1.4 Billion Fewer Highway Miles in April of 2008 than in April 2007 While Fuel Prices and Transit Ridership Are Both on the Rise 

Sixth Month of Declining Vehicle Miles Traveled Signals Need to Find New Revenue Sources for Highway and Transit Programs, Transportation Secretary Mary E. Peters Says 

WASHINGTON – At a time of record-high gas prices and a corresponding surge in transit ridership, Americans are driving less for the sixth month in a row, highlighting the need to find a more sustainable and effective way to fund highway construction and maintenance, said U.S. Transportation Secretary Mary E. Peters. 

The Secretary said that Americans drove 1.4 billion fewer highway miles in April 2008 than at the same time a year earlier and 400 million miles less than in March of this year.  She added that vehicle miles traveled (VMT) on all public roads for April 2008 fell 1.8 percent as compared with April 2007 travel. This marks a decline of nearly 20 billion miles traveled this year, and nearly 30 billion miles traveled since November. 

“We’re burning less fuel as energy costs change driving patterns, steer people toward more fuel efficient vehicles and encourage more to use transit.  Which is exactly why we need a more effective funding source than the gas tax,” Secretary Peters said. 

The Secretary said as Americans drive less, the federal Highway Trust Fund receives less revenue from gasoline and diesel sales – 18.4 cents per gallon and 24.4 cents per gallon, respectively. 

The Secretary noted that data show midsize SUV sales were down last month 38 percent over May of last year; car sales, which had accounted for less than half of the industry volume in 2007, rose to 57 percent in May.  She said past trends have shown Americans will continue to drive despite high gas prices, but will drive more fuel efficient vehicles consuming less fuel.  “History shows that we’re going to continue to see congested roads while gas tax revenues decline even further,” she said. 

“As positive as any move toward greater fuel efficiency is, we need to make sure we have the kind of sustainable funding measures in place to support needed highway and transit improvements well into the future,” said Acting Federal Highway Administrator Jim Ray. 

 To review the FHWA’s “Traffic Volume Trends” reports, including that of April 2008, visit http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/ohim/tvtw/tvtpage.htm.   

# # #

Mixed-Use Isn't Enough: 'Omni-Use' Cores Enliven the Metropolis

Planetizen

16 June 2008 - 5:00am

Author: Keith Ray

It is no longer good enough to plop housing on top of a retail strip, call it "mixed-use," and expect to intelligently improve the urban setting, or build real value. True metropolitan development – and real, long-term commercial success – fuses many uses together, including hotels, retail, restaurant-bars, museums, stadiums, libraries, movie theaters, housing and even creative live/work light industrial, writes Keith Ray.

Photo: Keith RayUrban planning has evolved considerably in the last 20 years, from demolition and drab single-use office districts to urban rehabilitation and mixed-use zoning. Life is returning to downtowns from Portland to Milwaukee, block by block as new developments get built and old buildings are given new life.

The stage is thus set for central cities to reclaim their history as rich crucibles, attractive to locals and travelers alike, filled with competing and complimentary uses, each jostling and enhancing the other. It is my belief that "omni-use" development in our urban cores is key to reclaiming that history, including an aggressive use of specialty hotels.

In particular, hotels, with their revolving cast of new street denizens and customers, and their entertainment venues—hip restaurants, lounges, bars and luxury spas—add another important spice to the city recipe.

When visitors are enticed from their hotels, they become part of the street scene, strolling sidewalks and sampling street-side vendors or restaurants. They are fresh faces, appreciative of their surroundings, and infuse another level of business and life into the street. Certainly, hotel patrons who enjoy the urban surroundings of well-run hotels are far more likely to be repeat customers than those who stay in an airport-convenient inn.

Conversely, a well-designed urban hotel should be inviting to local pedestrians. A successful hotel in an omni-use zone should feature an entrance to the entertainment venues found within. The public should be made aware of hip rooftop restaurants, jazz lounges, day spas, upscale membership health clubs (open to hotel patrons, also) and other amenities within the hotel.

In the United States, there are examples of hotels that have blended into heavily mixed-use urban scenes, with excellent results. Consider the Cocowalk in Coconut Grove, or Times Square in New York City, or Cherry Creek Mall and surrounding neighborhood, in Denver. In all these omni-use settings, travelers add to the urban mix, adding to streetlife and helping out retailers.

Building on these and other examples, MVE & Partners is assisting the City of Anaheim in master planning the massive 50-acre Five Seven Centrum project, an omni-use redevelopment in the emerging "Platinum Triangle" neighborhood, blending in housing, retail, office and, importantly, two hotels. Adjacent Angel Stadium is a draw for both residents and travelers.

The future is bright for omni-use developments.

While capital markets are chary right now, omni-use developments are favored for the mix of revenue streams they can generate. Once capital markets settle down, the worldwide capital glut should again favor real estate. Richly mixed developments, not dependent on a single asset class such as offices, should partake fully in the rebound. Diversity is strength.

Interestingly enough, omni-use development, inclusive of hotels, marks a restoration of the historic role of cities. Vibrant urban cores in established European cities have long featured hotels and a mix of other uses in close proximity.

In previous epochs in the United States, housing was built over retail in dense urban cores, in neighborhoods served by light rail. Grocery stores jostled for space with light industrial users, speakeasies, hardware stores and fruit stands. Grand hotels and urban baseball stadiums – think of Fenway Park or Ebbet’s Field –were the norm, not a retro-hip innovation.

Indeed, in old downtown Los Angeles, streetcars coursed down Broadway, past movie palaces, clothing stores and the Grand Central Market – most of it topped by offices. The regal Biltmore Hotel was downtown, the Central Library, innumerable ballrooms, and plenty of housing.

It is worth pondering that successful downtown stadiums and hostels extend back at least to the Colosseum environs in Rome, nearly 2,000 years ago. The ancient Romans also enjoyed fast food on their sidewalks – cauldrons of soup, kept hot and ready for passerby – while walking to stadium seating from local inns.

Even with all of the changes that have taken place in urban technologies, the very human needs of travelers – for habitation, sustenance, camaraderie, business opportunities and entertainment, in proximity – remain the same. As urban developers and planners, we thwart those needs at the peril of deadening our cities, socially and commercially.

Somehow, in the flight to suburbia after World War II in the United States, the strength and vitality of our urban cores was dismissed, and then often ruined by bland "urban renewal" plans. Single-use districts, unforgivably dull and sterile, defined the look of too many city redevelopment schemes.

Happily, urban planners are re-learning the lessons of the past, making for much more exciting urban neighborhoods, and re-introducing the key role for hotels. Travelers are rapidly learning to expect that urban hotels offer substantial nightlife, inside and nearby. Hotels that don’t cater to local and traveler desires lose customer dollars – or euros.

In coming decades, look for omni-use development to revitalize urban cores.

Mayors ask Congress to help fix U.S. infrastructure

CNN

June 12, 2008

WASHINGTON (AP) -- Big-city mayors told Congress on Thursday that they are overwhelmed by the infrastructure needs of their regions and cannot maintain well-functioning water systems, roads and rail networks without more federal help.

"We're having a quiet collapse of prosperity," said Kansas City, Missouri, Mayor Mark Funkhouser, one of four mayors to testify before the Senate Banking Committee about the state of the nation's infrastructure, which they agreed was poor and getting worse.

They blamed much of the decay on shortsighted thinking by local, state and federal officials.

The issue of the country's deteriorating transportation systems came under scrutiny last year with the collapse of a bridge in Minnesota that killed 13 people. Although experts believe that a poor design led to that collapse, the mayors sounded an alarm about decay throughout the system and its long-term effects on the U.S economy.

Senators on the panel were largely supportive of the mayors' complaints, but one, Sen. Thomas Carper, D-Delaware, reminded them, "at the end of the day, we've got to figure out how to pay for this stuff."

New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg urged Congress to abandon the tradition of earmark spending, in which individual lawmakers often deliver dollops of taxpayer money to small local projects that don't provide much help for the long-term needs of their districts.

"We're as guilty as anybody," Bloomberg admitted. "We ask for money for things that are totally local, and why the federal government does it, I don't know. They shouldn't be doing it, although we will continue to ask as long as they are giving it out. Our senators have the obligation to bring home the bacon like everybody else does. ... Seems to me the Senate should get together and say together, 'We're not going to do it anymore.' "

The American Society of Engineers estimates that bringing the nation's transportation and resources networks up to a properly functional level would require $1.6 trillion and five years of work. Still, the mayors say, even that wouldn't accommodate the new strains placed on roads in coming years.

Funkhouser said municipalities like Kansas City are unable to meet infrastructure needs on their own. Kansas City has a $6 billion backlog of needed improvements to roads, highways and the city's outdated sewer system. The scale of massive projects such as expanding access to the Interstate 435 and I-70 interchange or linking the downtown "loop" with the urban Crossroads neighborhood to the south requires more help from the federal government, he said.

John Peyton, the mayor of Jacksonville, Florida, said that a bigger port under construction in his city will add a half-million trucks to surrounding roads, which aren't ready for them.

"Our existing level of transportation infrastructure simply cannot handle this kind of shift in trade from the West Coast to the East Coast as it is today. We will need new roads and rail," Peyton said.

Atlanta, Georgia, Mayor Shirley Franklin said she is still struggling to fix her city's water and sewer systems after decades of neglect by her predecessors. The issue became more urgent as the South suffers from a long-running drought pitting state against state in battles for water supplies.

To answer such demands, Sens. Chris Dodd, D-Connecticut, and Chuck Hagel, R-Nebraska, are pushing a bill to create a National Infrastructure Bank that would raise money for major national projects by issuing up to $60 billion in tax credit bonds, which could then be leveraged into greater funding.

Dodd, the committee's chairman, said he would bring the bill before the panel next month, but it's unclear whether it would get a vote on the Senate floor this year.

Funkhouser called the bill a good concept for funding large construction projects.

"With this proposed legislation, the federal government can begin to address infrastructure not as a budgetary cost but as an investment," he said.

U.S. cities for the 21st century

Experts call for a new federal role in metropolitan development, one with fewer strings attached. 

The Christian Science Monitor

By Amanda Paulson 

June 12, 2008 

Chicago - Over the next two years, Chicago plans to introduce a pilot high-speed bus program, complete with dedicated lanes and permanent boarding kiosks, as well as a downtown congestion pricing plan for those who still drive – all paid for with a $153 million federal grant the city received.

It's the sort of federal incentive that some urban experts would like to see more of: designed to help spur large-scale, creative thinking about a metropolitan area's infrastructure or economic development without dictating the form it should take.

Crafting a new federal role for metropolitan America – one that recognizes the importance not just of cities but entire metropolitan areas, together with the idiosyncrasies and differing strengths of each region – is at the heart of a major report the Brookings Institution released Thursday at a summit of mayors, county officials, and business and civic leaders in Washington.

Ultimately, its goal is to revolutionize the way the US views its metropolises.

"If you're going to get serious about the economy, then you've got to get specific about how you're going to leverage metropolitan economies," says Bruce Katz, director of the metropolitan policy program at Brookings.

Even though America's 100 largest cities generate two-thirds of US jobs and three-quarters of domestic economic output, much of the policy coming from Washington – and from the presidential candidates – is still rooted in a Jeffersonian ideal of hamlets and small towns, Mr. Katz says.

"There's a lag between the political class recognizing what our major firms already know: that the geographic economy has been radically altered by globalization," he says.

One key problem: While metro areas function practically as an economic unit, politically they're divided into hundreds of smaller governments, agencies, and municipalities, often viewing themselves as in competition.

It's not helped by a federal grantmaking structure in which, for instance, all public housing agencies are local, not regional, and there's no incentive for collaboration among agencies, or among connected areas like housing, transit, and economic development.

"Air quality and water quality and marketplaces and employment treat the region as an integrated whole, and yet the political reality is that there are 1,300 units of local government in metropolitan Chicago," says Frank Beal, executive director of Metropolis 2020, a civic organization created to promote big-picture, regional solutions for the metro area. "The governance structure isn't adapted to the reality of what's here."

Still, Chicago, more than many areas, is already taking some steps toward cohesion. A Metropolitan Mayors Caucus meets regularly to discuss issues that affect both the city and suburbs. The region has consolidated some of its transit and planning organizations and it's starting to demand more coordination among the city transit system, the commuter rail system, and the suburban bus system.

But Mr. Beal says much more could be done, and he agrees that there's a role for the federal government in helping to change the way metro areas are viewed – offering a grant premium to regions that coordinate their local housing authorities, for instance, or finding other incentives for collaboration.

Katz at Brookings sees a few existing examples as prime prototypes of how the federal government could be a positive force in metro regions. He cites the Labor Department's "Wired" program, for instance, which offers regions money to do skills training and other development around a growing economic activity. Or the US Department of Transportation's grants for anticongestion programs, which were awarded to Seattle, Minneapolis, San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Miami, in addition to Chicago.

A grant that large is necessary for anything truly visionary, says Mike McLaughlin, director of regional policy and transportation for Chicago's Metropolitan Policy Council, a nonpartisan research and advocacy group.

"This allows for thinking bigger and doing a demo project right," says Mr. McLaughlin.

Eventually, the plan is to expand the initial 10 miles or so of high-speed bus routes to 100 miles, serving a much broader regional area.

Katz hopes that this week's conference and the ongoing conversation will spur a much broader conversation about how to bring the US to the understanding the rest of the world already has on the importance of its metropolitan regions.

"There's a lot at stake here," he says. "Unlike our competitor nations, we don't have the public side of public-private partnerships yet.... I think what we're proposing is inevitable at some point. The question is how fast it will happen."

Gallery: The World's Most Impressive Subways
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By Alexander Lew

Subways are as much a part of big-city living as high-rises and gridlock, and they get about as much love. For many people, subways are crowded, noisy places only marginally better than being stuck in traffic -- and most of them are. But the best of them are not only efficient, they reflect the character of the cities they serve and the people they carry. 

In honor of the first test run of Chicago's "L" train, we're touring the globe by subway. Please let us know about your favorite subways in this article's comments
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