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POLL: Do you think Cap Metro's new commuter rail will be a success?

Austin Business Journal

June 2008

 

35%
Yes, I think the rail line will be well-used from the start 

26%
The rail line will probably be considered successful in a matter of months

21%
It will take years for the rail line to attract enough riders to be considered a success

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

* This poll is not a scientific sampling, but offers a quick view of what readers are thinking.

In short, 82% of respondents think the Red Line (Austin-Leander) will be a success even when “success” is defined narrowly as “numbers of people using it.”  And the best news of all . . . the moderate 47% percent suggest they may be sophisticated enough to understand that changing travel habits and People/Transit oriented development at stations will take time.

Houston Mayor Gauges Impact of Traffic

NPR – Morning Edition

June 20, 2008

Over the next 20 years, Houston will become a denser city where people won't have to drive as much because they're riding mass transit and living close to where they work and shop.

That might sound like a pie-in-the-sky prediction from a New Urbanist visionary, but it actually came from someone not known for flights of fancy: Mayor Bill White.

In an interview aired today on National Public Radio's Morning Edition, White said the high price of gasoline is increasing demand for urban mixed-use developments, which combine housing, retail and other amenities.

Host Steve Inskeep interviewed White as part of a series on how people around the country are changing their behavior in response to gasoline prices that top $4 per gallon. White began by noting that his personal car is a hybrid Toyota Prius, and that he sometimes rides his bicycle to work. "We just need to re-order the way we live," the mayor said.

Inskeep asked what that means in a city like Houston that's spread out over more than 600 square miles. White's response:

For one thing, flexible working hours. People don't need to be in their cubicles from 8:30 to 5:30. We're encouraging multiple employment centers so people have choices where they can live close to where they work. They shouldn't have to have all the employment in a central location and then either have to be very wealthy or commute for 40 or 50 miles. That's wrong. It also means building more mass transit.

White went on to say that mass transit ridership is up sharply in Houston, and said the planned additions to Metro's light rail system will make Houston "probably the most aggressive builder of new light rail lines of any city in the U.S. over the next three years."

The next section of the interview was quite provocative:

Inskeep: Are you going to have to encourage people to live in what I might imagine is a very un-Texas way, to give up the big house, to give up the big yard, to live in a smaller apartment, to live a lot closer together so that it makes sense to have that transit option?

White: Actually, Steve, we don't have to encourage people; they get it. There's a tremendous demand, particularly as fuel prices have risen, for people who want to give up that car, to go from two cars to one car, and live along a transit line. http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=91724121&ft=1&f=1003
Metro gets the green light on 5 rail lines

Houston Chronicle

June 19, 2008

By RAD SALLEE

City Council approved an agreement Wednesday with the Metropolitan Transit Authority, giving permission for the agency to build five light rail lines on Houston streets, but also pledging to make sure Metro does the job right.

The 13-2 approval came after weeks of discussion and questions from council members — and after Metro officials said they would reconsider plans to put part of the University line on Wheeler Avenue.

Current plans call for the University line to run on Wheeler from Main to Ennis, where it would turn north alongside Texas Southern University. Metro said access to TSU was one reason for favoring Wheeler.

Councilwoman Jolanda Jones and several residents with homes on Wheeler, a major thoroughfare of the old Third Ward area, told council Tuesday that rail would change the street's character and restrict vehicle traffic.

U.S. Rep. Sheila Jackson Lee, D-Houston, asked Metro to rethink the route, saying Wheeler "has great history and is part of the fabric of the community."

Metro President and CEO Frank Wilson said council members would arrange a meeting, possibly Monday, among Metro, city officials and residents and businesses along Wheeler to hear their concerns and consider possible alternative routes.

Wilson and Jackson Lee would not say what alternative should be considered, but Metro's federally required environmental analysis compared the Wheeler route to others on Alabama and Elgin.

Done by 2012

Another segment of Wheeler farther east — running from Scott to Martin Luther King, and along the south edge of the University of Houston — is part of the planned Southeast line. Metro is not planning to review it, Wilson said.

The 13-2 vote, with Jones and Councilman Mike Sullivan opposed, paves the way for Metro to break ground next month, probably starting with the East End line.

Metro says it can complete all five lines by 2012.

Council's approval also came after two portions of the agreement were removed at the request of Councilwoman Pam Holm. One would have let Metro build at its own risk in violation of city codes, rather than delay construction if the city did not grant variances promptly.

The other said Metro could terminate the project at will. Wilson said that was a remote possibility, but could occur, for instance, if the Federal Transit Administration denied funding.

At Tuesday's public session of council, several speakers urged members to reject the agreement on grounds it would restrict traffic, endanger children and the elderly, and attract too few riders to justify the cost.

On Wednesday, the mood was upbeat, although council members were clear that this would change if Metro failed to perform as promised.

"I'll say it loud and clear: No longer is the city of Houston waffling on rail," Councilman Peter Brown said. "With gas headed to $8 a gallon and oil to $200 a barrel, we have to rethink Houston as the happy motoring paradise."

The agreement includes a section on "Good Neighbor Practices" and several members said they intend to make sure Metro lives up to it.

Councilwoman Wanda Adams said the vote "will allow the process to begin, to move Houston forward," but she said she will work to see "that the community's voice is heard."

38 years of talking

Councilwoman Ann Clutterbuck and Councilman Jarvis Johnson asked whether Metro would need council's permission to change a route later, and White said it would if that involved a different street.  Councilman Adrian Garcia said. "If Metro does not pay attention to details ... the reins will be pulled, if necessary."

Anthony Hall, White's chief administrative officer, chaired the Metro board from 1990 to 1992 and as a legislator in the 1970s helped draft the law creating the agency. Since then, Hall told council, "We've got one (rail) line."

"We've obviously got to develop some kind of high-density transportation," he said, "or we will be here another 38 years, still talking about the need for better transportation."

Jones said she voted against the agreement because of the Wheeler route, as well as doubts about Metro's credibility. She also said Metro was favoring wealthy neighborhoods over less affluent ones.

Sullivan said he voted nay "because I want to see people moved around efficiently" and because some details of the five planned lines are not known. Moving a planned line 50 feet could cause major effect on lives and businesses, he said.

Metro still faces a long road. Federal funding is not guaranteed, a lawsuit challenges the plans for rail on Richmond Avenue, and Metro has yet to agree to terms with a contractor to build and operate the system.

Seize this mass transit moment, Houston

Houston Chronicle - Viewpoints

June 21, 2008, 8:47AM

By COUNCILMAN PETER BROWN

Since the late 1970s, the unfortunate controversy of highways vs. rail has polarized Houston politics. With plentiful land and cheap energy, we became the "happy motoring" paradise of the nation — until recently. Our region's sprawling highway system has not reduced congestion. Worse still, it encouraged the flight of city jobs and residents to the suburbs, diminishing the city's economic life.

A fundamental challenge for city leaders, amidst escalating energy costs, is how to address congestion, and capture a larger share of the region's growth. Development along rail transit corridors, appealing to a new generation of commuter-weary wannabe urbanites, may be the answer.

The Katy Freeway expansion taught us a bitter lesson about something called eminent domain. Without alternatives to massive highway widening to accommodate some 1 million new residents per decade, Houstonians are faced with an unprecedented taking of private property.

Eminent domain destroys homes, businesses, disrupts entire neighborhoods and depletes our tax base. In a city where property rights, market economics and personal choices are core values, that kind of government intrusion will not be tolerated.

Yet some still believe that more highways are the answer. There is even talk in Houston political circles about dismantling our rail system, weakening the Metropolitan Transit Authority, shifting the dollars to highways or to low-cost buses for the transit-dependent. Given the energy crunch, attendant flooding and air quality problems, the threat of eminent domain and the inefficiencies of highway sprawl, this would be folly.

Experts now agree that we cannot build our way out of congestion by simply pouring more highway concrete.

Mayor Bill White has taken a number of steps to improve mobility — from "Safe Clear" and the timing of traffic signals to "flex" working schedules, vanpooling and working with Metro to improve bus service and to expand light rail transit, a move favored by more than 80 percent of Houstonians. Last week, the Houston City Council approved, by a 13-2 vote, the consent agreement granting Metro authority to construct the $2 billion-plus, 28-mile, next phase of MetroSolutions. This is a decisive step — a strong message — that Houston is committed to rail transit. But to compete globally, we need to go much further.

Major world cities are making huge "smart" investments in carefully planned, pro-growth rail systems. The transit menu includes conventional streetcars and subways, fast commuter lines, 180- mile-per-hour bullet trains and even higher speed mag-lev lines, such as the link between downtown Shanghai, China, and its airport. The European Union, with sleek, high-tech trains linking just about every major city, is a model for transportation efficiency, with one-half the per-capita energy consumption as the United States. This is a significant competitive advantage.

More than 30 U.S. cities are expanding rail transit. Houston needs to play catch-up — we are already woefully behind even Atlanta, Dallas and Denver. Rapid transit has become a basic requirement to compete in the global economy.

On a recent flight abroad, I listened to a talkative business executive, who explained to me, "Houston is a great city to do business, very friendly, but if you expect to compete worldwide, you better have a high-speed train from downtown to your airports, and soon! That's what every international businessman expects, like you enjoy in Atlanta, San Francisco or Paris."

Maybe we need a plan, I thought? Here is my agenda for competing in the global marketplace:

• A coordinated transportation and development plan: The city of Houston, Harris County, and its toll road authority, Metro, the Texas Department of Transportation and the Houston-Galveston Area Council should complete, within the next three years, a consolidated 20-year "smart growth" general development plan, with adopted policies and priorities. This plan should focus on sustainable growth, multimodal transportation choices (including bikeways, fuel-efficient "smart" buses and walking), more compact development and energy conservation, on the assumption that gasoline prices will continue to double every four to five years.

Thanks to White's vision, the city has a good start. This year we will complete the first comprehensive Houston Mobility Plan since 1940!

• Expanded rail transit/transit-oriented development: Expand MetroSolutions to include high-speed connections to our two airports and at least five commuter rail lines, starting with U.S. 290 and a Downtown-Clear Lake-Galveston line, by 2020. Significant increases in federal funding for rail transit are a reasonable assumption. To capitalize on the growth potential, the city should enact basic standards for higher density, walkable, mixed-use development along these transit corridors and at major employment centers.

• High-speed rail: It is time to think ahead and get very serious about the "Texas T-Bone" — the Bullet Train — traveling at speeds of 180 mph, connecting Houston, Dallas-Fort Worth and Austin-San Antonio. The Texas High Speed Rail Transportation Corp. is already in-business, but lacks critical state funding. Imagine boarding a bullet train in downtown Houston and arriving in Dallas an hour and a half later. Linking our major urban centers with high-speed rail would make Texas a global economic powerhouse.

Underlying the highways vs. rail debate is the need for a reality check — a basic change in public policy — away from haphazard sprawl and toward sustainable patterns of growth. Business as usual will relegate us to more of the same — more congestion, inefficient sprawl and the highest transportation costs in the nation (yes, that's right; it costs more to travel in Houston than in any other city).

The good news for Houston is that pocketbook decisions are changing our driving habits. Tired of commuting and high travel costs, more people are moving back to the city. The pendulum is swinging back to urban living and rail transit. Houston enjoys another benefit — no zoning to curtail innovative urban design appealing to new lifestyle preferences. With bold and decisive leadership, a good dose of smart planning and outcomes-driven development standards, Houston can become a leading transit city in the emerging global economy.

Brown, a third-generation Houstonian, is an architect and urban planner and is serving his second term as an at-large councilman on Houston City Council. He can be e-mailed at atlarge1@cityofhouston.net.
Fort Worth to study downtown streetcars

Texas Government Insider

Forth Worth city officials are studying building a modern streetcar system in the downtown area linked to other public transportation. The system, which might resemble those in cities such as Seattle, Portland or Tacoma, could cost between $16 million and $40 million per mile.

Mayor Mike Moncrief said it would take some "creative thinking" to figure out how to pay for such as system. The system could have stations every two to four blocks, use overhead electric lines and share the roadways with other vehicles. In 2002, the city spent $1 million to study the feasibility of streetcars. The City Council approved a proposal but failed to secure funding for the system, which would have connected downtown with the Cultural District and the Stockyards, the near south side and the southeast Polytechnic area.

City staffers asked that the council appoint a 15-member committee to studywhether the city should move forward on a streetcar plan. The committee, which is expected to be appointed by June 30, would review previous light-rail studies, visit several cities that have light-rail or streetcar systems, identify potential routes, and estimate the cost and find possible funding sources.

Transit officials considering streetcars for downtown

Texas Government Insider

Two agencies, Dallas Area Rapid Transit and the McKinney Avenue TransitAuthority, are planning streetcar systems for the Dallas Central Business District.

DART and the city of Dallas are looking at a streetcar network in planning for a second downtown rail line to help commuters navigate the city's downtown area. The McKinney Avenue Transit Authority is counting on a $2 million grant to study the feasibility of looping the McKinney Avenue Trolley route through the center of downtown, where streetcar travel ended in the 1950s.

Preliminary estimates place the cost of the Olive Street spur of the McKinney Avenue line to cost about $6.5 million. DART has no official cost estimates for its streetcar project, but offered a rough estimate of $8 million to $20 million per mile. City Council member Angela Hunt, who represents downtown Dallas, said she thinks efforts to revive streetcars in the central business district may succeed as more residents turn to public transportation in response to high gas prices.

Fuel Costs Pinch Cities; Mayors Push Mass Transit

New York Times

Published: June 21, 2008

By DAMIEN CAVE

MIAMI — Higher fuel prices are forcing cities across the country to cut public services, limit driving by employees and expand public transportation in what has become a sprawling movement to conserve energy.

A survey of 132 cities, released Friday here at a meeting of the United States Conference of Mayors, found that 90 percent were altering operations because of fuel costs. Republicans and Democrats from New Jersey to Hawaii are essentially becoming energy-pinching nags.

They are pushing City Council members, whether they get along or not, to car-pool. They are telling housing inspectors to arrange site visits in clusters so they stop criss-crossing neighborhoods. And, even as many of them still use S.U.V.’s, the mayors are asking nearly everyone to do a little more walking.

“It’s costing us millions of dollars a year,” said Mayor Manuel A. Diaz of Miami, the incoming president of the mayors’ group. “We can’t deal with a deficit, so everyone has to drive less.”

Several mayors — as they gripped-and-grinned at a downtown hotel — said the cost of fuel had become their obsession.

Coinciding with a real estate meltdown, rising energy costs have wreaked havoc because many city budgets were passed months ago with the assumption that gasoline would cost $2 a gallon. Now mayors are finding themselves squeezed by rising costs, declining revenues and increased demands for public transportation.

In the survey, 88 percent of mayors said their cities had experienced growth in the use of public transit, with nearly half of those reporting that the increases were significant or very significant. Some studies have documented growth of 10 percent to 15 percent over the last year in parts of the South and West.

“Public transportation is the way everyone is going,” said Mufi Hannemann, mayor of Honolulu. “Right now in my city, it’s all about the public bus.”

Mr. Hannemann said the federal government needed to give cities more money to expand their offerings. “We’re starting a ferry system, and making more bike lanes, more opportunities for people to walk,” he said. “And the federal government can help us immeasurably.”

For smaller, poorer cities, the shift away from driving can at times feel transformative. Mayor John Robert Smith of Meridian, Miss., population 40,000, said local officials never talked much about driving. It was just how everyone got around.

Now, he said, the topic of gasoline prices and transportation comes up at nearly every public meeting. To cut costs, he said he had asked city workers not to chat with their cars idling. Mr. Smith has also begun promoting bicycles and bike lanes and asking elected officials to share rides to events.

“We’re on the edge of people changing their travel patterns,” he said.

In the long term, Mr. Smith said, Meridian was working with the state to become part of a commuter line that would connect his city with Jackson, the capital. But he said the gains for most cities would be limited because the nation had relied heavily on cars for decades. “We have waited until we are at a crisis point to address transportation,” Mr. Smith said.

Other mayors agreed. And yet, some of them also acknowledged that higher gasoline prices could eventually make their cities bigger, better and richer.

“There is a strong argument that over the last 10 years there has been a trend of young professionals and empty nesters coming back to downtowns,” said Mayor John Hickenlooper of Denver. “We built 15,000 housing units in the past few years. If gas gets up to $8 or $10 a gallon, that will dramatically accelerate something that’s already going on. There is a silver lining.”

Zipcars Offering Transit Riders a Supplemental Way to Travel

New York Times

Published: June 22, 2008

By NATE SCHWEBER

SILVIA STEUDE made a 90-mile journey recently between her home in Brooklyn’s Clinton Hill neighborhood and Southampton, Pa., by train and by car, and she had the satisfaction of saying she made the entire trip by mass transit.

Ms. Steude, 35, was one of the first to take advantage of New Jersey Transit’s new partnership with Zipcar, a national car-sharing system already popular in New York City, Hoboken and Jersey City. She took the subway from Brooklyn to Pennsylvania Station in Manhattan, where she hopped on a New Jersey Transit train that took her to Morristown, where she picked up her reserved Zipcar.

“I was going to New Jersey, and I was taking the train, but I needed to be a bit flexible because where I’m going isn’t near a train station,” said Ms. Steude, a Brooklyn-based architect, as she climbed into the Toyota Prius that she had reserved to complete her trip to Pennsylvania.

In a two-year pilot program with the Zipcar program, New Jersey Transit has made 10 cars available at four train stations and a light rail station: Morristown, Princeton Junction, Metropark in Woodbridge, Montclair State University and the Liberty State Park light rail stop.

Since April, transit riders have been able to take a train to one of those stations, and then pick up a Zipcar reserved ahead of time through New Jersey Transit to drive the rest of the way to their destination.

The Zipcar program, which provides a bridge between mass transit and destinations not served by bus or train, started in Boston in 1999 and has grown to more than 50 cities in North America and Europe. Zipcars have been available in the New York metropolitan area since 2002. There are 50 Zipcars in Hoboken and Jersey City, which customers can use by getting in touch with the Zipcar service directly.

But the pilot program with New Jersey Transit creates suburban bases for Zipcars in the state, said Dan Stessel, a spokesman for the transit agency.

“This brings into reach literally thousands of destinations out of reach of the transit system,” Mr. Stessel said. He said the cars enable people to get to outlying towns and specific addresses while using mass transit for the bulk of their travel.

Joel Johnson, the general manager of Zipcar in New York, said that while the program has quickly gained popularity in urban areas where many people rely on mass transit as a primary method of transportation, the use of Zipcars in the suburbs, where car ownership is the norm, has been a “slow burn.”

Joe North, the general manager of light rail and contracted services for New Jersey Transit, who spearheaded the Zipcar partnership, said the goals of Zipcar and the transit system were the same — to reduce reliance on cars.

Zipcar members pay $50 a year, in addition to a $25 application fee. Car rentals, for models ranging from Volkswagen Rabbits to moderate-size S.U.V.’s to high-end BMWs, are $10.50 an hour or $73 a day. Once a driver makes a reservation, he or she is mailed a card that opens the door of the Zipcar. Gasoline, for the first 180 miles, is free, said Mr. Johnson, as is insurance.

So far, the Liberty State Park light rail station and the Princeton New Jersey Transit station have been the most popular for Zipcar drivers, he said. When the two-year pilot program is over the transit agency and Zipcar may reconsider the placement of cars, and the number of cars per station.

Stuart Lieberman, an environmental lawyer based in Princeton and an alternative-transportation proponent, said a variety of factors could make the transit agency’s car sharing program a hit in New Jersey.

“Now that we’re over $4 a gallon and insurance in New Jersey is one of the highest in the country,” he said, “these alternatives are becoming increasingly appealing.”

Austin’s version of Zipcar: http://www.austincarshare.org/
The New Trophy Home, Small and Ecological

New York Times

Published: June 22, 2008

By FELICITY BARRINGER

For the high-profile crowd that turned out to celebrate a new home in Venice, Calif., the attraction wasn’t just the company and the architectural detail. The house boasted the builders’ equivalent of a three-star Michelin rating: a LEED platinum certificate.

The actors John Cusack and Pierce Brosnan, with his wife, Keely Shaye Smith, a journalist, came last fall to see a house that the builders promised would “emit no harmful gases into the atmosphere,” “produce its own energy” and incorporate recycled materials, from concrete to countertops.

Behind the scenes were Tom Schey, a homebuilder in Santa Monica, and his business partner, Kelly Meyer, an environmentalist whose husband, Ron, is the president of Universal Studios. Ms. Meyer said their goal was to show that something energy-conscious “doesn’t have to look as if you got it off the bottom shelf of a health-food store.”

“It doesn’t have to smell like hemp,” she said.

That was probably a good thing. The four-bedroom house was for sale, with a $2.8 million asking price.

Its rating was built into that price. LEED — an acronym for Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design, is the hot designer label, and platinum is the badge of honor — the top classification given by the U.S. Green Building Council. “There’s kind of a green pride, like driving a Prius,” said Brenden McEneaney, a green building adviser to the city of Santa Monica, adding, “It’s spreading all over the place.”

Devised eight years ago for the commercial arena, the ratings now cover many things, including schools and retail interiors. But homes are the new frontier.

While other ratings are widely recognized, like the federal Energy Star for appliances, the LEED brand stands apart because of its four-level rankings — certified, silver, gold and platinum — and third-party verification. So far this year, 10,250 new home projects have registered for the council’s consideration, compared with 3,100 in 2006, the first year of the pilot home-rating system. Custom-built homes dominate the first batch of certified dwellings. Today, dinner-party bragging rights are likely to include: “Let me tell you about my tankless hot water heater.” Or “what’s the R value of your insulation?”

But if a platinum ranking is a Prada label for some, for others, it is a prickly hair shirt. Try asking buyers used to conspicuous consumption (a 12,000-square-foot house) to embrace conspicuous nonconsumption (say, 2,400 square feet for a small family). Or to earn points by recycling and weighing all their construction debris (be warned: a bathroom scale probably won’t cut it). The imperatives of comfort and eco-friendliness are not always in sync.

For instance, the Brosnans, environmental advocates who admired Ms. Meyer’s house, are now building a home of their own and “really want to do it green,” said David Hertz, their architect. Mr. Brosnan may adopt many environmentally sound building techniques, but he “is not going to live in a 2,400-square-foot home,” the architect said.

Mr. Hertz’s complaint goes beyond size. He says the rating system is rigid and cumbersome, something that has been heard across the country as green building slowly ceases to be a do-gooder’s hobby. The ratings are now woven into building codes in Los Angeles, Boston and Dallas. The federal government and many states and cities use LEED standards or the equivalent for their own buildings. The system is based on points earned for a variety of eco-friendly practices; builders choose among them, balancing the goals of cost control, design and high point totals.

Nevada, North Carolina and Virginia, not to mention Chicago, Cincinnati and Bar Harbor, Me., give tax incentives or other concessions, like expedited permitting or utility hookups, for construction that is up to the nonprofit council’s standards.

And “LEED-accredited professional” is a new occupational status.

Worries about climate change and rising energy costs are part of the equation: roughly 21 percent of heat-trapping carbon dioxide emissions come from homes; nearly 40 percent come from residential and commercial structures combined. As energy prices rise, the long-range economic value and short-range social cachet of green building are converging.

More than 1,500 commercial buildings and 684 homes have been certified but just 48 homes have received the platinum ranking, among them a four-bedroom home in Freeport, Me., as well as homes in Minneapolis; Callaway, Fla.; Dexter, Mich.; and Paterson, N.J. The checklist for certification can be more daunting than a private-school application, which prompts many to abandon the quest. Mr. Schey is not seeking LEED certification on his next home (though the project’s architect, Melinda Gray, is seeking it for hers).

Randy Udall, a builder in Colorado who wrote a piece critical of the process after building two accredited ski resort additions, said, “You’re happy when you’re released from the U.S. Green Building Council’s Abu Ghraib,” though he added, “You typically end up with a delightful building.”

One requirement for getting a home certified is hiring an on-site inspector approved by the council to test the new systems and help fill out the huge amount of paperwork, which is reviewed by the nonprofit council. The organization charges from $400 for a home to $22,500 for the largest buildings to register and certify costs.

Joel McKellar, a researcher with LS3P Associates, an architecture firm in Charleston, S.C., said that to earn credit for adequate natural light, “you have to calculate the area of the room, the area of the windows, how much visible transmittance of light there is.”

Michael Lehrer, who designed the platinum-rated Water + Life Museum complex in Hemet, outside Los Angeles, said, “They have mundane things in there that are pretty nonsensical and others things that are pretty profound.” He added, “At a time when everybody and their sister and brother are saying ‘We are green,’ it’s very important that these things be vetted in a credible way.”

To cope with the growing appetite for accreditation, the council this spring asked other agencies to help make LEED certifications. A new code, which addresses some of the criticisms, is at www.usgbc.org/DisplayPage.aspx?CMSPageID=1849.

Is LEED a useful selling tool? Offered with great fanfare last fall on eBay for $2.8 million, the Meyer/Schey home in Venice, which can be seen on their Web site, www.Project7ten.com got no bids at the time; it recently found a potential buyer, for $2.5 million.

But Maria Chao, an architect in Amherst, Mass., said her new home’s certification rating had meant instant recognition. “This is a small town,” Ms. Chao said. “When I mention I live in the house on Snell St., people say, ‘Oh, the green home.’ ”

Frances Anderton, a KCRW radio host and Los Angeles editor of Dwell magazine, longs for the day when LEED recognition is irrelevant. “Architects should be offering a green building service,” Ms. Anderton said, “without needing a badge of pride.”

Making cities less dumb

Select Committee examines the benefits of smarter urban planning

The Grist

20 Jun 2008

Posted by Kate Sheppard

The House Select Committee for Energy Independence and Global Warming held a hearing on Thursday about the opportunities for better urban planning to reduce energy use and greenhouse-gas emissions. "Planning Communities for a Changing Climate" brought together a panel of experts on "smart growth," clean air policy, and transit.

Witnesses included Dr. Sultan Al Jaber, who works in smart growth in Abu Dhabi; Steve Hewitt, administrator of Greensburg, Kan., the town that's rebuilding green after a tornado leveled it last year; Gregory Cohen, President and CEO of the American Highway Users Alliance; David Goldberg, director of communications for Smart Growth America, and Steve Winkleman, transportation director of the Center for Clean Air Policy.

While the international example was interesting, perhaps the most relevant issue raised on the panel was the fact that not only does current U.S. policy not encourage smart growth, but also it actively discourages it. Hewitt testified that when his town, destroyed by a tornado in May 2007, decided to rebuild green, with all their buildings at an LEED platinum rating, they met with opposition from government agencies. Both the Federal Emergency Management Agency and the U.S. Department of Agriculture told them they can only get funding to rebuild at the same level they had before the storm -- any extra costs for going green won't be covered.

"We're trying to make the case that it is a smarter use of tax dollars, a better use of tax dollars," Hewitt told Grist after the hearing. Select Committee chairman Ed Markey (D-Mass.) pledged to send letters to the agencies to address the issue.

"The least we can do as a federal government is to help them reach the highest level," said Markey.

Select Committee member Earl Blumenauer (D-Ore.) also noted his own experience with smart growth in Portland, hailed as one of the greenest cities in the U.S., where residents are 10 times more likely to ride bikes than they are in average towns. He emphasized the need to change both our housing and transportation infrastructure across the country.

"Unfortunately, dumb growth is alive and well across the country," said Blumenaur.

Boarding a train that never stops

BoingBoing

JUNE 18, 2008 2:21

POSTED BY JOHN BROWNLEE

Taiwanese inventor Peng Yu-Lun believes that trains are more energy inefficient than they have to be, hobbled ecologically by the totally unnecessary task of having to stop to pick up passengers. To counter the problem, he has invented a concept for a constantly moving train, or a "non-stop MRT system."

See the video: http://gadgets.boingboing.net/2008/06/18/boarding-a-train-tha.html

Giddily, I imagined Japanese train pushers hurling people off of overpasses into huge nets, but his idea is even more ingenious: a top-mounted boarding shuttle that is scooped up when the train passes one station and automatically deposited when it reaches the next stop.

It's a wonderful idea in concept — this sort of solution could potentially eliminate most train and subway delays — but what happens when some carousing subway roughs stand in the doorway of the passenger vehicle, preventing it from closing, while the rest of the shuttlecraft's passengers respond the only way they know how: with a co-ordinated attack of passive aggressive annoyance? And those shuttle crafts would have to be pretty big (and the trains even bigger) to accommodate Tokyo or New York City platform crowds.

Headlines from the Week

The Ride gives public a taste of transit St. Joseph News-Press - St. Joseph,MO,USA Jessica Briggs was one resident who took advantage of the fee-break to get a taste of public transportation. A newcomer to the St. Joseph area, ...  

Ride Bay Area Public Transit For Free Thursday NBC 11.com - San Francisco,CA,USA ... the third annual “Dump the Pump” day, a national promotion sponsored by the American Public Transportation Association to encourage the use of transit. ...  

Tecumseh Council To Consider Request For Public Transportation Tecumseh Countywide News - Tecumseh,OK,USA That prompted her daughter, Jane Thomas, to approach the Tecumseh City Council at its monthly meeting June 2 about providing public transportation, ... 
Mass transit celebrates 'Dump the Pump' day WISH - Indianapolis,IN,USA INDIANAPOLIS (WISH)- IndyGo and the American Public Transportation System celebrated its 3rd annual "Dump the Pump" day on Thursday. ...  

Free ride program holds last day in Bay Area San Jose Mercury News - CA, USA By Denis Cuff Sixteen-year-old Libby Johnson and five friends seized the opportunity of the last free ride day on Bay Area public transit today to plan a ...  

Gas forces drivers to public transit News 14 Carolina - Raleigh,NC,USA Thursday PART held "Dump the Pump" -- a nationwide campaign to get more people to take public transportation. GREENSBORO -- While lawmakers try to figure ...  

Public Transportation Prices May Be Going Up WOAI - San Antonio,TX,USA (News 4) High gas prices are forcing many to rethink how to get from point "A" to point "B", including using public transportation. ...

Public transit offers escape from gas prices Peoria Journal Star - Peoria,IL,USA By JOE CRAWFORD The avid bus rider is not simply making a joke - he's making light of the fact that some of his fellow passengers consider public transit an ...

Less show, more action on transit Ottawa Citizen - Ontario, Canada Certainly, ratepayers everywhere want an alternative to guzzling expensive gas, and public transit is the logical option. No question, people in rural areas ...  

Bad time to cut public transit funds Monterey County Herald - Monterey,CA,USA The governor's May Revise proposal for the 2008-09 state budget redirects $1.4 billion from the Public Transportation Account. This comes on top of $1.25 ...  

Public Transportation Takes on High Gas Prices KDBC4 - El Paso,TX,USA Bartholomew hopes so, but knows that public transportation is typically not favored in western states like New Mexico. While the free fare day will benefit ... See all stories on this topic
Free Public Transportation For Dump The Pump Day KOAT - USA The event is meant to encourage people to use public transportation to save money on gas. Albuquerque’s Park-and-Ride bus service is already experiencing ...  

Google Maps Public Transit in College Town of Davis UC Davis - Davis,CA,USA As part of its commitment to sustainability, UC Davis encourages students and employees to use public transit, bicycles and other transportation ... 
Public transportation clinic offered for area seniors The Bay City Times - MLive.com - Bay City,MI,USA The clinic aims to help teach senior citizens how to use public transportation and to promote using the bus system and Dial-A-Ride program. ...  

American Public Transportation Association encourages motorists to ... MLive.com - MI,USA Coordinated by the American Public Transportation Association, the event is designed to increase awareness of public transportation and an attempt to ...

Carving out transit future will take steely nerves Toronto Star - Ontario, Canada P romising $11.5 billion of transportation funding over 12 years, the provincial government took a bold step toward launching a brave new transit future for ...  

Editorial: Transit agencies must adapt to larger ridership San Jose Mercury News - CA, USA The freebie by 30 transit agencies to promote clean air is well-intentioned. But it also could strain a transit system already stretched by surging ...  

Move to Restrict Free Transit Passes Creates Rare Controversy for ... New York Times - United States The free passes and the salary increase in the context of fare and toll increases simply reinforce a common perception among transit riders that the ... See all stories on this topic
Regional transit plan for 2008 dies on Friday Kansas City Star - MO,USA Funkhouser has been talking far too long about how he wants a regional transit approach and not a starter line on the November ballot. ...  

Many Commuters Are Ditching Cars and Moving Closer to Mass Transit ABC News - USA By BIANNA GOLODRYGA, JESSICA HOFFMAN and STEPHANIE DAHLE The housing crisis, gas crisis and credit crunch are combining to force changes in peoples' ...  










