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Promote public transportation that improves our regional quality of life, economic development, affordability, and the environment.
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Cap Metro to Perry: Let us reason together on bus stop closure

Austin American Statesman

May 28, 200

By Ben Wear

Capital Metro’s board, in a letter dated May 23, has asked Gov. Rick Perry to sit down and talk about the proposed closure of Capital Metro’s much-used bus stop at 11th Street and Congress Avenue.

Board vice chairwoman Margaret Gomez, in the letter, says that the agency could rejigger bus routes to have fewer stopping there than the current two dozen (the agency has already reduced the number of Dillo routes there from three to one, effective in late August though increased frequency could negate that). And she says the agency is working on the possibility of a downtown bus transfer center. However, the enormous cost of downtown real estate will make realizing that goal difficult.

“On behalf of the Board of Directors, I respectfully request that you reconsider your fall deadline for closure of this location,” Gomez says in the letter. For now, Gomez is essentially acting chairman because long-time board chairman Lee Walker left after last week’s meeting.

“The removal of this bus stop would have a tremendous impact on our service and is an essential access point to Capitol visitors, state employees and the many Austinites who use this stop daily,” Gomez says in the letter.

The State Preservation Board, made up of Perry appointees, has mandated that the stop close, asserting that it represents a security risk because the westbound buses might stack up at the stop and block the exit from the Capitol at Congress. The stop’s shelter sits on state-owned land on the north side of 11th, about 100 feet west of the south exit from the Capitol. The Capitol grounds are no longer open to public vehicular traffic and state troopers guard the gates to assure that only authorized drivers enter the drive.

Eight Travis County legislators, the entire delegation, sent a letter to the Preservation Board some months ago asking for the stop to be preserved, and asserted that none of them could ever remember buses blocking the south exit from the Capitol grounds. That exit is in the middle of the Congress and 11th intersection. Buses would have to break the law to block it.

In the letter, Gomez requests that she and Perry talk and asks to hear from him by June 11.

Such a conversation appears unlikely, given the reaction today of the governor’s office.

“The State of Texas has been a more than generous partner with Capital Metro,” Perry deputy press secretary Allison Castle said in an e-mail. “This agreement ended in 2005 and was not renewed, so they have had plenty of time to explore all of their options. The improvement to the Capitol’s security and traffic flow project will move forward.”

A seat on the bus looks better with $3.75 gas

Austin American Statesman

Monday, June 02, 2008

BEN WEAR: GETTING THERE

This may be Capital Metro's moment. Traffic congestion couldn't drive more people to public transit. Al Gore and his PowerPoint didn't do it. Even $3-a-gallon gas couldn't make it happen.

But $3.75-a-gallon gas and old-fashioned self-interest appear to have done the trick.

"I started about three weeks ago," said Caleb Shanafelt, a Texas Department of Criminal Justice worker, as he settled into a seat Friday on the 935 express bus near Pflugerville.

"This is my first week," Elizabeth James said from her nearby seat.

The 7:15 a.m. run was set to leave from the Tech Ridge park-and-ride in about three minutes. James works for Stephens Insurance in downtown Austin. Her express bus pass costs $17 a month. She figures she'll save $300 a month in gas.

Sandy Webb, across the aisle, pulled the trigger on transit in January. She's seen an explosion in bus ridership since then.

"They're full now," she said. "You see new faces every day."

Ian Robertson, a state employee waiting for the 7:30 a.m. 935 route, has been riding for two years. I told him that Capital Metro statistics showed overall ridership up 11.3 percent in April over the previous April.

"On the route I take, I wouldn't say it's 11 percent. I'd say it's about double," Robertson said. And he said ridership exploded about two weeks ago, about the time that all of us were starting to cringe at $50 or more fill-ups.

Now he sees standing-room-only, and a couple of times people have been turned away because the bus was full.

I rode the 1L bus from Tech Ridge after those conversations. That route, mind you, is more of a milk run down Lamar Boulevard, with many, many stops. Unlike the 935, which makes just one intermediate stop near the University of Texas on its way downtown and gets there in 34 minutes, the 1L takes an hour to get to the Capitol.

It was close to full most of the way. Driver Alvin Mueller and regular rider Marti Harris told me that the route has also experienced a surge and that people often have to stand.

So what does Capital Metro do with this sudden popularity? It's not like the agency can run to the corner store, buy 20 more buses and then rustle up 40 more trained drivers. It changes its schedules only about twice a year, and buses take about two years to acquire.

As it happens, Capital Metro just finished the latest changes, which will take effect in August. Spokeswoman Misty Whited pointed out some changes that will add capacity, including extending the 101 route north to Tech Ridge and the 1L south to Slaughter Lane. The agency just got 13 new 40-foot buses, and they'll take the place of 35-foot buses on some routes.

Whited says that with next year's budget being prepared, agency bosses are watching the emerging phenomenon and will make changes as needed. People, a whole lot of people, are suddenly demanding Capital Metro's product. If the agency can supply it well, its moment could become something more enduring.

IBM "Commuter Pain" Survey Focuses on Fuel Spending Limit, Frustration and Sleep Deprivation

CNNMoney.com

May 30, 2008

-- $4.50 per gallon gas is driver "break point"

-- 35% have cancelled a vacation trip in the last month due to anticipated traffic

-- 63% say traffic has gotten worse

-- 27% have "turned around and gone home"

-- Los Angeles drivers experience the most pain, Minneapolis drivers the least

The first IBM Commuter Pain Survey released today shows a substantial number of drivers in U.S. metropolitan areas are fed up with longer commutes, higher fuel prices and increased pollution and are seeking to reduce the daily toll on their emotional well-being and wallets.

The survey of 4,000 drivers in 10 U.S. cities, conducted by IBM's Institute for Electronic Government, revealed that $4.50 per gallon of gas is the break point at which many drivers will seek alternatives to driving; and overall findings showed that commuter pain is highest in Los Angeles and lowest in Minneapolis.

Analysis of the commuter responses indicated that a substantial percentage of daily commuters in New York, Boston, Washington, D.C., Atlanta, Miami/Ft. Lauderdale, Chicago, Minneapolis/St. Paul, Dallas/Fort Worth, Los Angeles, and San Francisco are seeking transportation alternatives via more flexible working hours, better mass transit and other commuting solutions.

"Traffic is choking our cities and our economy, causing a significant drag on productivity and reduced quality of life," said John Nyland, Managing Partner, IBM Public Sector, and responsible for the company's Intelligent Transportation initiatives. "To reverse this trend, we need a systemic approach that incorporates everything from new congestion management technologies to effective work-at-home programs that can ultimately improve environmental and economic conditions in our cities."

"These new insights from U.S. commuters highlight the urgent need for the use of technology and creative policies to reduce congestion on our community roadways," says Scott Belcher, President and CEO of Intelligent Transportation Society of America. "We believe relief is in sight for those cities that implement congestion fighting programs that combine technology, tolling, and public transportation."

IBM Commuter Pain Survey -- Key Findings

Analysis of the survey results indicated a number of key findings related to how traffic impacts commuters:

-- 25% will reconsider driving if fuel prices near $4.00 per gallon (and 46%, if prices near $4.50). Looking for new options to driving is occurring fastest in Atlanta, Dallas and Minneapolis, and slowest in San Francisco.

-- 19% say traffic has negatively impacted work or school performance, and that reaches 27% in Los Angeles (the highest).

-- 45% report increased stress (above 50% in Dallas, Los Angeles and Miami), and 28% reported increased anger (36% in Los Angeles, the highest).

-- 12% report less sleep (18% in Los Angeles, the highest).

-- 63% say traffic has gotten worse in the last three years, and 24% think it has gotten much worse.

-- If commuting time could be reduced, 43% would spend more time with family/friends, 34% would enjoy recreation, 31% would exercise, 31% would sleep more, and 9% would work more.

-- 30% say they want the option to work from home. (42% report that they can work from home now one or more days per week.)

-- 27% report that roadway traffic has been so bad within the last three years that they turned around and went home. This figure is highest in Miami (33%) and Los Angeles (32%).

-- 35% decided not to make a driving trip in the last month due to anticipated traffic. (46% in Los Angeles, the highest.)

IBM Commuter Pain Index

IBM has compiled the results of the survey into an Index that ranks the emotional and economic toll of commuting in each city on a scale of one to 10, with 10 being the most onerous.

The Commuter Pain Survey was conducted by IBM to better understand consumer thinking toward traffic congestion as the issue reaches crisis proportions nationwide, the price of gas continues to rise without letup and higher levels of auto emissions stir environmental concerns. These events are impacting communities in the U.S. and abroad, where governments, citizens and private sector organizations are looking beyond traditional remedies like additional roads and greater access to public transportation to reverse the negative impacts of increased road congestion.

"Transportation congestion is one of the single largest threats to U.S. economic prosperity, and the problem reaches to cities around the world," said Gerry Mooney, IBM General Manager, Global Government. "Less traffic is certainly more convenient for citizens, but it is also a key factor in how cities improve economic competitiveness by fostering greater access to goods, increasing business investments and expanding the ability for communities to develop highly-skilled workforces."

IBM is actively working in the area of 'intelligent transportation' using a team of 150 scientists and a group of IT services professionals to research, test and deploy new traffic information management capabilities in cities such as Brisbane, London, Singapore and Stockholm. Findings from the Commuter Pain Survey will be used to assess citizen concerns about traffic and commuter issues; expand solutions like automated tolling, real-time traffic prediction, congestion charging, and intelligent route planning; and serve as a basis for pioneering innovative new approaches to traffic mitigation.

IBM's Institute for Electronic Government has compiled the survey findings into a report, which also details how the Commuter Pain Index was determined. It is available by visiting http://www.ibm.com/press/attachments/IBM_Traffic_Congestion_WhitePaper.pdf

Founded in 1996, IBM's Institute for Electronic Government is a research organization based in Washington, DC that focuses on timely government topics, specifically those related to technology in the context of benefits to citizens, the economy and society.

Ridership on mass transit breaks records

USA TODAY

June 2, 2008

By Marisol Bello, 

More people are riding the nation's buses and trains, breaking records for the first quarter of the year. Transit operators expect the increase to be greater in the second quarter as gasoline prices soar.

A report set for release today by the American Public Transportation Association (APTA) shows trips on public transit January-March rose 3% over the same period last year to 2.6 billion rides. Light rails saw the biggest jump: 10% to 110 million trips.

Early figures for April show ridership going even higher as gas hovers near $4 a gallon, says APTA president William Millar.

In 2007, he says, "we had higher numbers than we've seen in 50 years, and the trend is continuing in 2008."

Still, only 5% of workers commute by public transit, according to a U.S. Census survey in 2006. Millar says no more than 20% of households have easy access to buses or trains.

FIND MORE STORIES IN: California | Miami | Pennsylvania | Georgia | Fort Lauderdale | January-March | Harrisburg | Palm Beach County | Oceanside | Pompano Beach | Public Transportation Association | William Millar | Sound Transit | South Florida Regional Transportation Authority

Rising gas prices present an opportunity for the transit industry to beef up service, says Anastasia Loukaitou-Sideris, chairwoman of the Urban Planning Department at UCLA. She says cities have not provided an alternative for people to leave their cars at home: safe, reliable, convenient service.

"In many places, they are not reaching capacity," she says. "But if gas prices keep rising, we'll see it more and more."

Transit managers say systems are underfunded.

The South Florida rail system, which runs from Miami to Fort Lauderdale and Palm Beach, had a 13% increase in riders during the first quarter. In April, travel jumped 28%, says Joe Giulietti of the South Florida Regional Transportation Authority.

Yet his agency faces an $18 million budget hole that may mean cutting train service by more than half, he says. The system is funded mainly through grants from the state and the three counties it serves, and he says Palm Beach County is considering reducing its funding.

"So at a time that ridership is at an all-time high and people are desperate to use mass transit," he says, "we are in a terrible spot."

The APTA ridership report covers 262 transit systems. It shows the biggest increase in rail travel in Oceanside, Calif., Seattle and Harrisburg, Pa. Gainesville, Ga., and Pompano Beach, Fla., saw some of the biggest gains in bus ridership.

"There are a number of factors. … An obvious one is high gas prices," says Linda Robson of Seattle's Sound Transit. She says the system has added trains

"We're hearing from riders that gas prices got them to consider riding the system," she says. "But what keeps them coming back is service and convenience."

Urban Areas on West Coast Produce Least Emissions Per Capita

New York Times

May 29, 2008

By FELICITY BARRINGER

The West Coast’s metropolitan areas had among the lowest carbon emissions per capita in the country in 2005, according to a new ranking of 100 urban areas.

The region’s mild climates, hydropower and aggressive energy-reduction policies give its residents smaller carbon footprints, on average, than those of their counterparts in the East and Midwest.

The Honolulu area ranked No. 1 in the study, from the Brookings Institution, followed by the area including Los Angeles and Orange Counties in California, the Portland-Vancouver area in the Northwest and the New York metropolitan area. A cluster of Rust Belt urban areas were at the bottom of the rankings, including Toledo, Cincinnati, Indianapolis and  Lexington, Ky., which ranked last.

The authors offer a partial portrait of overall emissions, concentrating on residential electricity and fuel use and the  mileage traveled by cars and trucks — factors that contribute about half of overall  carbon emissions. The calculations do not include industrial emissions, those from commercial or government structures and those from air, rail or sea  transportation. But they provide a new look at metropolitan areas.

The report was accompanied by policy recommendations, including federal legislation setting a price on carbon emissions,  increasing financing for energy research and development, revising federal  policies that reward states with high levels of travel and fuel use and providing more,  and more predictable, financial support of mass transit.

While the report did not go into the precise  causes of each ranking, it provided hints at the factors that correlated with higher  or lower scores. Population density and the availability of rail transportation were  associated with lower per capita carbon emissions; the Los Angeles area is the most densely populated in the country, according to Brookings figures.

Other metropolitan areas in the top 25 included Boston, Buffalo, Chicago, New Haven, Poughkeepsie, N.Y., and Rochester.

Also associated with high rankings were government policies that promoted energy efficiency, particularly electricity  rate-setting policies. Rate-setting by state regulators has traditionally been geared to  make more money for a utility if it sells more electricity. While rates may remain relatively low, pleasing customers, utilities have little incentive to encourage energy conservation. 

“The worst footprints are in the traditionally  regulated states,” said Marilyn A. Brown, a professor of energy policy at the Georgia Institute of Technology, who is one of the report’s three authors. “Utilities  are reacting to what turns a profit for their shareholders,” and get no economic benefit from conservation, Dr. Brown said.

The Washington metropolitan area ranked No. 100 in per capita residential carbon emissions and No. 89 on the overall list; also in the bottom 25 over all were the Augusta, Ga., Birmingham, Ala., Knoxville, Tenn., Nashville, Oklahoma City and St. Louis metropolitan areas.

“The Washington, D.C., metro area’s residential  electricity footprint was 10 times larger than Seattle’s footprint in 2005,” the  report said. “The mix of fuels used to generate electricity in Washington includes high-carbon sources like coal while Seattle draws its energy primarily from essentially carbon-free hydropower.”

By contrast, California set extensive energy efficiency requirements for home appliances; per capita energy use has remained largely flat in the state for 30 years. This factor, combined with its low-carbon  electricity and warmer climate, were the most likely reasons that 8 of 10  California metropolitan areas ranked in the top 25 on the Brookings list.

Among the report’s recommendations was a change in federal law that would require home sellers to disclose the annual energy costs of the dwelling in the years before the sale.

The combination of transportation and residential emissions data sometimes masked the forces driving a region’s per capita carbon emissions up or down.

For instance, the proximity of a port, with its  related freight traffic, depressed the overall scores of some areas, including Jacksonville (No. 80 over all) and Sarasota, Fla. (No. 81) and the Riverside-San Bernardino area east of Los Angeles (No. 32).

Considering only residential emissions, Jacksonville and Sarasota ranked Nos. 42 and 46, respectively; the Riverside area  ranked No. 4. But both Florida areas have ports, and the Riverside area is the destination of many trucks carrying freight from the ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach. All three ranked near the bottom on the list of transportation-related carbon emissions per capita.

The measurement system was created by three Brookings authors — Dr. Brown, Frank Southworth, who is on the senior research staff at Oakridge National Laboratory, and Andrea Sarzynski of the Brookings Institution.

Letting the Market Drive Transportation

Washington Post

Monday, March 17, 2008; A01

By Lyndsey Layton and Spencer S. Hsu

It took a few moments for Tyler Duvall, the top  policymaker at the Department of Transportation, to digest the news from the Hill. But when he realized what it meant, he was stunned.

Last year, Congress decided not to dictate how the department could spend its discretionary funds. No earmarks, no strings, no arm-twisting from lawmakers to direct money to bus systems or other mass-transit projects in hundreds of communities nationwide.

Duvall and other top department officials were  staring at nearly $1 billion. And they knew exactly how to spend it.

They used the money to seed five high-profile experiments, in New York, San Francisco, Minneapolis, Miami and Seattle, that feature "congestion pricing" -- tolls that increase when traffic is heavy. The idea is to reduce traffic by discouraging some motorists from driving during peak hours.

"It's almost sort of un-American that we should  be forced to sit and be stuck in traffic," said D.J. Gribbin, the department's  general counsel and liaison to the White House, who worked closely with Duvall on the project.

For Gribbin, Duvall and Transportation Secretary  Mary Peters, the goal is not just to combat congestion but to upend the traditional  way transportation projects are funded in this country. They believe that tolls  paid by motorists, not tax dollars, should be used to construct and maintain roads.�
They and other political appointees have spent  the latter part of President Bush's two terms laboring behind the scenes to shrink  the federal role in road-building and public transportation. They have also sought to turn highways into commodities that can be sold or leased to private  firms and used by motorists for a price. In Duvall and Gribbin's view, unleashing the private sector and introducing market forces could lead to innovation and more choices for the public, much as the breakup of AT&T transformed telecommunications.

But their ideas and actions have alarmed transit  advocates, the trucking industry, states struggling to build rail projects and members of Congress from both parties.

"They have a myopic view," said Rep. John L. Mica (Fla.), ranking Republican on the House Transportation and Infrastructure  Committee. Pricing transportation to drive down traffic may make market sense, but it  harms the public, he said. "This was a country based on some system of equality. People are paying their taxes and have representation. You can't exclude them from having a fair return."

Critics such as Mica do not oppose all tolling,  but they argue that the traditional mechanism for funding roads and transit, the  federal gas tax, which has not been raised since 1993, must be increased so that the nation's Highway Trust Fund does not run out of money in three years. Some Democrats contend that the Bush administration wants to starve the fund so  that states will be forced to sell off roads to private firms, charge tolls and  ration the best access to those willing to pay for a faster commute.

"Everything they're doing is designed to drive  things to privatization," said Rep. Peter DeFazio (D-Ore.), chairman of the House Transportation and Infrastructure highways and transit subcommittee. DeFazio said the nation long ago settled that roads are public goods. "They're just trying  to undo 200 years of history and go back to the Boston Post Road."

Even if the next president reverses its policies,  the Bush administration will leave a legacy of new toll roads across the country, a growing number of public roads leased to private companies, and dozens of stalled commuter rail, streetcar and subway projects -- including the $5 billion extension of Metro to Dulles International Airport.

A New Focus on Tolls

Tyler Duvall was on his way to a departmental retreat in 2006 when he hit 25 miles of traffic on Interstate 270. At the  retreat, the Bush administration officials agreed that congestion should be the focus of their remaining time in office. 

Since the 1990s, the Department of Transportation (DOT) has spent about $10 million a year to study tolls. Inspired by the writings of economist and Nobel laureate William Vickrey, considered the "father" of congestion pricing, Duvall decided it was time to crank up that work.  Polling data said the public was fed up with traffic and willing to try something new.

"We thought, let's expand and let every state try congestion pricing," he said.

When Democrats took control of Congress and stripped most earmarks from last year's federal budget, Peters took $850 million that would have been shipped to hundreds of municipalities and poured it into  Urban Partnerships, a pilot program awarded to five cities on the condition that they test congestion pricing.

The focus on toll roads alarmed the transit industry, which argues that public transportation is the best way to fight gridlock  in cities. Industry leaders say the DOT has made it increasingly difficult for  expensive rail projects to qualify for federal dollars. The number of major new rail and bus projects on track for federal funding dropped from 48 in 2001 to 17 in  2007, even as transit ridership hit a 50-year high last year and demand for new service is soaring.

William Millar, who heads the American Public Transportation Association, says he set up three appointments with Duvall to try to influence how the Urban Partnership money would be spent, but each was cancelled. "They just see no role for transit," Millar said.

Duvall, 35, is a fourth-generation Washingtonian whose father is a well- connected lawyer. He had no transportation experience when he was plucked from his job handling corporate mergers and acquisitions at Hogan & Hartson and was offered a political appointment at the  DOT in 2002. "It was a friend of a friend of a friend sort of thing," he said.

Within four years, he was setting national policy.

Tall and lanky, Duvall is a kinetic intellectual  who talks animatedly about pricing theories and e-mails stray thoughts to colleagues  in the middle of the night. In his office, he keeps a bust of Dwight D. Eisenhower,  father of the interstate system. One recent day, he was reading a paperback copy of Barry Goldwater's book "The Conscience of a Conservative," lent to him by Peters.

Fans say Duvall savors a good policy debate; critics call him an ideologue who doesn't know how to compromise. All acknowledge his influence on major DOT initiatives and statements.

"Tyler Duvall is a little pointy-headed neocon  with grand ideas about the future of transportation, and they all involve tolling,"  DeFazio said. "He's bright, young, energetic -- just totally wrong, and has a  bizarre, neocon view of transportation."

Soon after Duvall arrived at the DOT as a "schedule C" -- the lowest-level political appointee -- Peters asked him to  interview for the job of general counsel at the Federal Highway Administration. He lost out to another lawyer -- D.J. Gribbin.

Duvall and Gribbin soon became allies, bonded by a shared passion to inject free-market theory into transportation policy.

Gribbin, 44, grew up well connected to the Republican Party. His father was a longtime aide to Vice President Cheney and a former head of Halliburton's Washington office. The younger Gribbin worked as a lobbyist for the National Federation of Independent Business and as a national field director for the Christian Coalition under Ralph Reed. For six months in 2005, he moved his wife and seven children to Guatemala, where they performed missionary work.

A cautious man who leaves nothing on his desk at the end of the day, Gribbin hatched the DOT's controversial plan to charge  airlines a fee for landing at New York's JFK and other busy airports during peak hours -- a proposal the airlines say they will fight.

"Milton Friedman said 30 years ago you should price roads for users, but you couldn't because you can't have a toll booth on every corner," Gribbin said, invoking the Nobel Prize-winning conservative economist. But now, transponders and automatic toll collection have made Friedman's prescriptions possible, Gribbin said.

The cities that won the Urban Partnership grants -- New York, San Francisco, Minneapolis, Miami and Seattle -- are represented by Democratic leaders and a key Republican. "Basically, they bought off five urban areas," said Mica, who represents Miami. "I got the smallest amount, probably because I squealed the most about what they were doing."

Mica and other lawmakers curtailed the program  this year by barring it from using more than 10 percent of the department's bus money.

But communities on the losing side last year were  hit hard. Without funds for new buses, Dubuque, for example, had to rely on volunteers such as Shorty Harris, who drove passengers around northeast Iowa in his 2002 Chevy Cavalier.

"I couldn't believe they could get away with  this, to just take that money away," said Mark Munson, director of the Regional Transit Authority in Dubuque, which has been frequently forced to deny trips to the elderly and disabled because there are not enough buses and volunteers can't fill all the gaps.

Duvall is unapologetic, saying the traditional  pork-barrel process of divvying up transportation dollars is bad policy. The proof,  he said, is the fact that increased government spending on transportation has not slowed congestion.

None of the five Urban Partnership projects has opened yet, and several face local opposition. New York faces a deadline this month for approval from the state legislature and city council or it will  lose the money. Duvall hopes at least one project -- on I-95 in Miami -- will be operating by summer and will demonstrate the value of his theories.

"There are 250,000 people a day sitting on I-95 in Miami," he said. "In four months, thousands of people will have faster commutes, guaranteed trip times."

Highways and Wall Street

By limiting the federal role in transportation,  the Bush administration has sped the growth of a new business: private investment in roads.

As they have crafted policy, Duvall, Gribbin and other Bush officials have been working closely with private equity funds. The DOT persuaded Congress to change the tax code to make $15 billion in  tax-exempt bonds available for private firms to build road and freight projects.

The department waived regulations to speed development of toll road projects and wrote sample laws to help state legislatures  permit the lease or sale of their roads to private companies, with laws now enacted in 23 states.

As a consequence, private equity funds focused on transportation attracted an estimated $100 billion to $150 billion in 2006, according to industry analysts.

The new opportunities for private equity have  also created job opportunities for government officials. In the past three years, nine current and former top DOT appointees have worked for such funds or for engineering or construction firms interested in tolling projects subject to federal review.

Gribbin is one of those officials.

He came to the department in 2003 from Koch Industries, which has a road- building subsidiary and is owned by a prominent donor to Republican and libertarian causes. As general counsel at the  Federal Highway Administration, he wrote a report to Congress praising  private-public partnerships, citing a study he commissioned on the benefits of tolling while he was at Koch.

That report also included ideas attributed to Macquarie Holdings, a major toll- road builder based in Australia. Gribbin left the federal government in 2005 to work at Macquarie, where he earned $265,000. He returned to the DOT last year as general counsel.

Peters followed a similar path. She served as  federal highway administrator from 2001 to 2005, then worked as a senior vice  president at HDR, a construction firm with several tolling projects, where she was paid  a salary and bonus of $225,833 to craft its public policy. She returned to  federal government as transportation secretary in 2006.

Peters said she sees no conflicts.

"Having someone like D.J. Gribbin who has worked in the private sector helping us decide what kinds of protections [are needed in tolling deals] is a big advantage," she said. "I don't think the policies that we're advocating are premised on the fact that it creates this  opportunity for people to go out and work in this industry at all. We're doing so because  we firmly believe these are in the best interest of America."

Public distrust of privatization, however,  remains high. Republicans lost control of the Indiana state legislature in 2006 partly because of controversy over the governor's lease of a public highway to  Macquarie. Political opposition has also forced governors in New Jersey and Pennsylvania to suspend plans to lease roads. Texas lawmakers put a two-year freeze on the governor's strategy to privatize a 4,000-mile network of tolled highways.

Last month, the Government Accountability Office  warned that tolls on privatized roads are typically higher than if the roads  remain under public control, because of the need to generate steady profits for  private investors. The report said the federal government needs to better protect the public interest.�
"This is all about making money," said Frank Busalacchi, the Wisconsin transportation secretary and a member of a congressionally chartered commission that last year studied transportation funding and supported raising the gas tax. "The financiers, bankers, people coming in -- the foreign dollars coming in and buying infrastructure in this country that American people put down."

For Macquarie, the Dulles Toll Road has enormous appeal. The company approached Virginia in 2005 about leasing the road, pocketing motorist fees and financing the rail extension to the airport. But  Virginia officials had other ideas. They wanted to keep the road in the hands of a  public entity -- the Metropolitan Washington Airports Authority -- and let it build the rail line.�
According to four former senior DOT officials, Virginia's decision upset Duvall and then-DOT chief of staff John A. Flaherty. "They went ballistic," one of the officials said. "[They] wanted that to be their  pet project in the nation's capital. Tyler would mention that frequently . . . that it  would be better for the project to go to Macquarie."

Duvall said the DOT is not trying to steer Virginia toward a public-private partnership for Dulles rail and that Flaherty was angered because the state did not notify the department, not by the substance  of its decision. "My interest in this was solely to make sure the taxpayer was getting the right deal," he said.

When the DOT said in January that it would not fund the rail project, Macquarie repeated its interest to Virginia officials, as  did another private equity firm, the Carlyle Group, which created a $1.5 billion fund  to invest in U.S. infrastructure and has hired Flaherty to head it.

A final decision on the Dulles extension is on  hold. But Duvall and his colleagues have ignited a national argument -- the first real debate about how to fund transportation in 50 years.

"This is as big as it gets in terms of policy  changes in America," Duvall said. "It's clear that we've ruffled feathers -- right, left  and center -- in talking about new approaches. That said, I think the public is  really dying for new ways to do things. . . . The genie is somewhat out of the bottle."

Private sector is key to better public transit

Globe and Mail Update

May 30, 2008

NEIL REYNOLDS

The four Canadian MPs who travelled to Taiwan last week for the inauguration of President Ma Ying-jeou found themselves moved by this remarkable affirmation of Asian democracy – in Mr. Ma's words – “as a beacon to the world.” Raymond Chan (Liberal-Richmond), himself Hong Kong-born, wept. But the MPs returned home impressed by more than Taiwan's democracy. They were taken, too, by Taiwan's high-speed trains. And, from a Canadian perspective, why not? Taiwan (population: 23 million) moves people at 300 km/h – reducing to 90 minutes the kind of trip that Via Rail can't accomplish in four hours.

But then Taiwan isn't obsessed with “public transit” – with government-owned and government-run transit services. It's obsessed with rapid transit. Thus it delegated its high-speed rail service to a consortium of private companies. Using Japanese technology (developed by Kawasaki), the consortium raised more than $15-billion (U.S.) to accomplish the task, one of the most expensive projects of its kind in the world. For this same investment, Toronto could be as close to Ottawa by rail as it is to Scarborough by road – at rush hour.

The question for Canadians is this: Do we want public transit or fast transit? Do we want public transit or efficient transit? Do we want public transit or innovative transit? The question is important. Many Canadians define public transit as public first, transit second. This makes it hard to know whether one is discussing collectivist ideology or physical mobility.

For people who swear by public transit, this could have unfortunate consequences. Canadian fidelity to an anachronistic concept of public transit could, by itself, ensure the overwhelming supremacy of the private car over the public train or public bus in the century ahead. Why? Cars will adapt, trains and buses won't – and the country does need 21st century trains and buses, too.

It's not that trains and buses can't adapt. Throughout North America, public transit authorities won't permit it. Fast, efficient and innovative transit exists in a number of European countries and in Japan. (Stockholm, for example, uses the private sector to run its entire subway system. Japan operates the largest transit system in the world with no government subsidies of any kind, moving more people than all the public transit systems in North America combined.)

An astute observer of the dynamic differences between private cars versus public trains and public buses, Virginia blogger Jim Bacon concluded an essay the other day with this succinct observation: “Mass transit enterprises are owned by governments or quasi-government agencies. They enjoy monopoly protections. Relying upon public subsidies, they have few resources to invest in innovation – and no one is rewarded for risk taking anyway. Is it any surprise, then, that the mass transit experience of 2008 is pretty much the same as the mass transit experience of 1958?” Compared with the automotive industry, he said, public transit “has the metabolic dynamism of a flatworm.”

Mr. Bacon cited Ford Motor's new voice-activated Sync technology, which integrates the entire electronic universe – cellphones, laptops, BlackBerrys, iPods, GPS navigation systems – into cars that effectively operate as Microsoft-designed mobile computers. Ford is, in fact, an appropriate example. The company celebrates the 100th anniversary this year of the Model T. Although now making its way through hard times, Ford has proven that it's still an innovator. The Automobile Journalists Association of Canada gave Ford its Best Technology Award for 2008 – as did Popular Mechanics. By the end of 2009, the Sync technology will operate in more than one million cars.

Jim Buczkowski, a senior executive with Ford, says a car's technological capacity in the future won't be dependent on its model year. Instead of buying a new car to get new technology, people will drive to their dealership and download the software applications they want. He describes the car of the future as “a second home, on wheels.” He says these cars will essentially drive themselves.

And this is only Ford. GM, Toyota, Mercedes and all the other major car makers are making serious investments in the cars of the future. Entire new industries are at work, managing traffic flows and making roads less congested. Inrix, a Microsoft spinoff company based in Washington state, proposes to use data from 750,000 GPS-equipped cars, travelling on 1,200,000 kilometres of highway, to predict traffic flows on specific roads – days and weeks in advance. (The company says it can calculate “predictive traffic patterns” on specific roads as much as one year in advance.)

Sixteen states have already hired Inrix to produce detailed traffic prediction reports for the I-95 interstate highway that runs from Maine to Florida.

Judged by historic performance, Canada's public transit – union-controlled, subsidy-funded monopolies – won't stand a chance against this kind of technological advance or this kind of dynamic vision. Oh, yes. One other thing. Monopolies diminish democracy.

Let's get serious about public transit 

NPR - Marketplace

June 4, 2008

Robert Reich

For years, policy makers have wondered just how high gas prices would have to go before drivers switch to public transportation. Now we know: it's around $4 a gallon, because millions of Americans are switching to buses, trains and subways to go to work.

Rather than bemoaning the spike in gas prices, we should be celebrating. Public transit not only reduces congestion but also reduces the nation's energy needs and cuts carbon emissions that bring on global warming.

Problem is, we don't have nearly enough public transportation. Even more absurdly, right now when they're needed the most, public transportation systems across the land are cutting back on services. Why? Because their costs are rising -- their budgets are strained by the same sky-high fuel prices that are forcing people out of their cars -- and because their revenues are dropping. Public transit systems are financed largely through sales tax revenues, which are declining as consumers spend less.

This is crazy. If public transit officials need more to cover extra fuel costs and declining revenues, they could raise ticket prices a bit. But they should do far more. Expand whole systems -- more buses, more trains, more light rail. If they can't finance this by floating bonds, they should go to Congress and make public transit a key part of the next stimulus package.

Look, fuel costs aren't going down. Global demand is increasing faster than supplies. This is the perfect time to expand and modernize public transit systems.

America hasn't been really serious about public transit for almost a century. Most of New York City's subway system was built over 100 years ago. Los Angeles ripped out its trams long ago. Boston's Big Dig, the most costly infrastructure project in memory, is entirely for cars. In recent years, only a few farsighted and ambitious cities, like Portland, Oregon, have invested in light rail.

What better way to get the economy going and save energy and the environment in years to come, than to create a modern, efficient system of public transportation in America?

Governors, Mayor Form Coalition to Rebuild Ailing U.S. Infrastructure
Environment News Service (ENS)

January 22, 2008

LOS ANGELES, California, January 22, 2008 (ENS) - California Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger, a Republican; Pennsylvania Governor Edward Rendell, a Democrat; and New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg, an Independent, stood beneath a Los Angeles highway interchange on Saturday to announce the formation of a non-partisan national coalition that will lobby for federal investment in America's decaying infrastructure.

The need amounts to at least $1.6 trillion  dollars over the next five years, they said, a need too great for any one level of government to handle alone.

"So we all got together and we decided that we should form a partnership, that we'd form a coalition," Schwarzenegger said. "You have an Independent here, you have a Democrat here, a Republican. I mean, how much better can you get? And we are soul mates. We totally believe that we must rebuild America."

In the short term, the coalition will work with presidential candidates and the platform committees of the national political parties to ensure that the next president understands the enormity of the  infrastructure crisis and is committed to increasing federal funding, the three officials said.

"This coalition is going to demand that the presidential nominees tell us what their position on infrastructure is, talk to us  about what their goals and dreams are for building a better American infrastructure," said Governor Rendell.

"In July of this year I take over as the chair of the National Governors Association," said the Pennsylvania governor, "and with Governor Schwarzenegger's help, we the governors are going to focus attention like a laser on infrastructure." 

The new coalition, called Building America's Future, will be not-for-profit

organization made up of elected and executive  officials serving at the state and local levels of government.

"Our coalition is going to be made up of literally hundreds of local and state government officials and leaders," Governor  Rendell said. "It's going to include private sector associations and individuals, and  it is going to go everywhere to beat the drum for infrastructure for America's future."

"We have an infrastructure crisis," said Mayor Bloomberg. "Nonstop television showed us in New Orleans when the levees broke, and Minneapolis when the bridge collapsed. But the governors and the  mayors of this country every day see at an operational level bridges that are rusting  away, and tracks that can't carry high speed trains, and power transmission lines that can't keep up with demand, and airports that need new runways, and water lines that need backup systems, and sewage plants that leak into the rivers and the oceans."

"If we continue to ignore these problems we are going to suffer more collapses, more human tragedies, and more economic pain, and that's just in the short term," Bloomberg said. "Over the long run we  really are going to risk losing our place as the world's leading super power."

"China, Japan, India, Dubai, Malaysia, Europe, all of them are investing in modern infrastructure at higher rates that we are  here in the United States," the mayor said. "But Congress is setting back and resting on its accomplishments of past generations, our parents' generation. And they can only go on this way for so long before the rest of the world starts to  pass us by. And we are here to say we cannot let that happen. We cannot hand our children a country that is crumbling from neglect."

"America needs $1.6 trillion worth of  infrastructure over the next five years, yet federal investment has been cut in half as a percent of gross domestic product since 1987," said Governor Schwarzenegger. "This is disastrous because without adequate infrastructure to quickly and safely move goods and people our economy and our traffic will stop dead in its tracks."

The problem has two parts, Bloomberg said, "we under-invest in infrastructure, and we invest badly. And both problems spring from the same source; short-term political calculations."

But in his view, the timing of the new  coalition's push for funding "couldn't be better" because "there's a lot of talk in Washington about putting together an economic stimulus package."

"Democrats can say that investing in  infrastructure is in the great tradition of Franklin Delano Roosevelt, and Republicans can  say it's in the great tradition of Dwight D. Eisenhower. I think it is in the great  tradition of America, and if both parties want to take credit for it, I think  that's great. Let's just get the job done," said the mayor.

Governor Rendell said he and the other other two founding members are good people to lead the coalition "is not just, as  Governor Schwarzenegger said, that we represent parts of the political spectrum, but each and every one of us has made a significant commitment in our own jurisdiction to rebuilding our infrastructure."

"In the past 20 years, state and local governments have been forced to pay more and more of the cost for infrastructure repairs and expansion," said the Pennyslvania governor. "Three-quarters of our  nation's infrastructure spending is by state and local governments. In the past five years Pennsylvania has increased state funding for bridge repairs by 300 percent, yet the number of structurally deficient bridges has increased. Our country can't do it without federal leadership."

One organization has already offered its support  to the fledgling coalition. The Rockefeller Foundation has committed funding for staffing and resources.

"For almost a century, the Rockefeller Foundation has supported breakthrough solutions to society's most pressing problems, and one of the most urgent challenges today is our aging and inadequate  transportation infrastructure," said Rockefeller Foundation President Judith Rodin, who joined the Mayor and the two governors under the L.A. highway interchange.

"A few years ago, the Rockefeller Foundation funded the hurricane recovery planning process in New Orleans, and so we saw deeply and personally what happens when infrastructure and transportation  fail. Lives are lost, vast amounts of property are damaged, elected officials are held in account. All of this was after the fact," Rodin said.

"We've seen now the need for robust advanced planning, and much more focused attention on investments and infrastructure and transportation," she said. "We can no longer rely on FEMA and the federal government to solve our infrastructure disasters after the fact.

"First, it is very clear that our aging and  insufficient infrastructure makes us frighteningly vulnerable to natural and to manmade disasters," said Rodin. "We can do better; we must do better."

"Second, as the governors and mayor articulated, continuing environmental degradation and climate change are inextricably linked with the choices we make, not just about the roads we build or the railways we need, but about land use and zoning and housing," she said.

The bottom line, said Governor Schwarzenegger, is that we cannot wait for people to die in floods and bridge collapses before we get the message.

"I think we got the message," he said, "that we must rebuild America, we must invest in America, and that is the bottom line."

Design, build communities more intelligently

Milwaukee Journal Sentinel

May 31, 2008

By STEPHEN FILMANOWICZ

Soaring gas prices have revealed an inconvenient truth about the communities we've been building around greater Milwaukee: They're designed perfectly for the cheap oil of years past.

in the "Happy Motoring" days of $1-per-gallon gas - and back when the earth's climate seemed stable. But designing communities this way leads people to rack up lots of costly, carbon-generating driving miles, about 23,000 per year for the average U.S. household.

With the world's thirst for oil threatening to outpace exploration, the smartest thing we can do is design cities and towns to ease both our pain at the pump and the pain we inflict on the planet.

Fortunately, these communities don't have to be invented. Examples in our backyard include downtown Whitefish Bay, the older parts of West Allis and Milwaukee's fast-growing Third and Fifth wards. Here, stores, schools and often workplaces can be found around the corner - or even downstairs - from residences. Trips are shorter and don't always require a car.

Experts say that neighborhoods and their transportation options play a major role in determining our vulnerability to gas prices and our contributions to climate change. Even rail critic Randal O'Toole acknowledges that when you look not just at Priuses but at all cars, minivans and light trucks on the road, these vehicles generate 70% more CO2 per passenger mile than light rail systems and twice as much carbon as commuter rail like the proposed KRM line. They use 50% more energy per passenger mile than either commuter or heavy rail like Chicago's "L."

And because traditional neighborhoods conveniently mix uses, the daily distances people travel - whether by car, transit, bicycle or on foot - drop significantly. A transit ride becomes just one aspect of reduced car dependency. A 2007 study by the American Public Transit Association found that public transportation is so closely linked with efficient neighborhoods that every passenger mile on transit is actually associated with two miles of eliminated automobile travel. That means 37 billion fewer pounds of carbon in the atmosphere each year.

To see these differences at work around Milwaukee, explore the new interactive maps created by the Center for Neighborhood Technology for the Brookings Institution (htaindex.cnt.org). The maps use neighborhood characteristics across 52 metropolitan areas to calculate the amount of driving and transit use that result (based on detailed Census surveys).

A click shows, for instance, that in the subdivisions north of Highway 60 beyond Cedarburg, average households drive an estimated 22,386 miles per year, pretty typical for our exurbs. Around downtown Wauwatosa, the figure is 12,291 miles. In the Third Ward, it's 9,344. At Cass and Kilbourn, it's 7,974. In a compact Chicago suburb like Evanston with great transit service, these driving miles (and resulting emissions) are lower still. And the report has eye-opening comparisons of what happens when you factor transportation costs into monthly budgets. Those lured to "drive till they qualify" in far-flung subdivisions shoulder a heavy burden.

Fortunately, many southeastern Wisconsin leaders now recognize the value of connecting the region's walkable neighborhoods - and fostering new ones - with rail transit. Homebuyers recognize their convenience and value, too.

Yet in too many places, zoning still prohibits traditional neighborhoods. Whether it's funky Brady Street or Main Street USA, you can't build it. Transportation policies hurt, too. While transit projects usually require a local funding match, there are no such requirements for highway projects. So the state is plunging ahead with a $500 million widening and redesign of I-94 from Milwaukee south to the state line (on top of $1.4 billion simply for rebuilding), even though the project's environmental impact statement says much of that stretch is "not currently encumbered by congestion" so "reductions in travel time will be minimal."

Meanwhile, proposed commuter rail waits for local governments to create a new or expanded tax to cover "their share." If we stay on this course, future generations will wonder why the Doyle administration and Legislature invested so many tax dollars upgrading the transportation system of the dying cheap oil era, while starving the alternatives that offered relief and long-term efficiency.

Of course, it's more than future generations that are taking notice. Business investment is flowing to energy-efficient locations protected from gas-price risk. If we were connected to Chicago's Metra rail system, we might better see what's happening at the other end. BP Amoco announced this month that it is moving 1,000 jobs downtown from Chicago's western suburbs, accommodating "the desire of its workers" for an urban environment within "walking distance of rental housing and condos." BP joins United Airlines and CDW in moving jobs to the Loop to benefit from transit and proximity benefits that save employees many millions on gas and parking.

It's time for Milwaukee to get on board before our long-term competitiveness and quality of life are left at the gas station waiting for the big numbers on the sign to get smaller.

Foreclosures Prompt Cities to Make Plea for Aid
New York Times

January 24, 2008

By IAN URBINA

WASHINGTON — Facing a collapse in the subprime mortgage market that has pockmarked their cities with vacant houses and crippled their budgets, the nation’s mayors pleaded Wednesday for a huge infusion of federal aid. 

As more than 250 mayors gathered in Washington for the winter meeting of the United States Conference of Mayors, many agreed that the collapse of the subprime market had left a growing problem of vacant houses, depressed property values, tighter credit, and a need to cut services to close municipal budget gaps.

“It’s an economic tsunami that is hitting our cities,” said Mayor Douglas H. Palmer of Trenton, the president of the conference. “We need federal action not six months from now, but within the next 30 days.”

The conference called on Congress to raise the limits on loans bought by Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac to stimulate the mortgage market, and increase Community Development Block Grants to help stabilize neighborhoods.

In December, the conference released a study that said that home values would drop by $1.2 trillion in 2008, hitting city  budgets the hardest. States are also beginning to suffer; on Wednesday, the Center for  Budget and Policy Priorities in Washington reported that at least 16 states had predicted budget shortfalls for 2009 totaling over $30.1 billion.

“We’re the ones left boarding up these places, cutting their grass, doing demolition on the abandoned structures, picking up the trash, making sure no one breaks in,” said Mayor Frank Jackson of Cleveland.

Cuyahoga County, Ohio, which includes Cleveland, has more than 16,800 homes that have been abandoned because of foreclosures.

“Anything from the federal government short of a massive infusion of resources into urban centers to rebuild infrastructure and  pay for services is too little, too late,” Mr. Jackson said.

Speaking to the group, Robert E. Rubin, a former Treasury secretary, urged the mayors to be more aggressive in pressuring Washington for strong federal action, particularly in reviving the housing market.

Mr. Rubin said the government needed to provide more aid to homeowners struggling with mortgage payments.

The subprime mortgage problem has left many cities scrambling to cut services to try to close budget gaps.

City officials in Sacramento have responded to a $55 million projected budget shortfall for next year city by ordering an  immediate hiring freeze and an end to some discretionary spending.

In Virginia, Fairfax County is facing a $220  million deficit for the coming fiscal year and is considering cuts to school districts.

This month, Baltimore’s mayor and City Council announced plans to sue Wells Fargo Bank, contending that the bank’s lending practices discriminated against black borrowers and led to a wave of foreclosures that has reduced city tax revenues and increased its costs.

Cleveland has sought monetary damages from 21 lenders.

“By driving down the value of nearby homes, foreclosures also drive down city revenues and place additional financial burdens on the city and its residents,” said Mayor Sheila Dixon of Baltimore. “It is our  responsibility to do what we can to stop it.”

Mr. Palmer said the conference had not taken an official stance on the issue of cities suing lenders. He said that Trenton had had a 14 percent increase in foreclosures in the past year but that suing did not seem prudent because litigation would take at least two years.

He said cities should require lenders to pick up the cost of upkeep for abandoned properties after foreclosures occur.

Private Cash Sets Agenda for Urban Infrastructure

New York Times

January 6, 2008

By LOUIS UCHITELLE

NEW HAVEN — Conceived as a freeway, the Route 34 Connector still promises to whisk motorists across New Haven as they exit  Interstate 95. But in less than a mile, the three broad lanes abruptly end,  forcing traffic onto side roads that skirt the unbuilt right-of-way — a wasteland of  elongated asphalt parking lots and scrub grass.

Mayor John DeStefano Jr. calls the aborted project a tragic example of public infrastructure gone awry. He has drawn up detailed plans to rip up the highway and parking lots and restore the neighborhood of homes and stores that once existed. But lacking money, the mayor’s project only inches forward.

A few streets away, there is no such obstacle. On either side of New Haven’s highway to nowhere, city streets throb with  construction activity. A different kind of infrastructure spending — unrelated to roads  or rapid transit, airports or levees — is under way.

Yale University is rebuilding itself — drawing on its huge, rapidly growing endowment and on multimillion-dollar gifts, mainly from alumni — to renovate 54 buildings and construct 16 new ones. Not since the 1930s has Yale undertaken so ambitious an expansion.

The message in this outburst of activity, here and in other places across the country, is that private spending, supported handsomely by a growing number of very wealthy families, is gaining ground on  traditional public investment. In the case of New Haven, once the recipient of more federal dollars per person for urban renewal than any other city, private investment now far surpasses public outlays.

“For us,” the mayor said, “infrastructure spending has come to mean growing the university. Yale has the money, and what they get from us is the approval to grow.”

But for all the wealth going into private  philanthropy, its reach is limited. Richard C. Levin, Yale’s president, is not committing  money to the mayor’s reconstruction plan or to other items on Mr. DeStefano’s wish  list, like high-speed rail service to Manhattan or lengthening the runway at Tweed New Haven Regional Airport so more airlines will fly here.

Philanthropic spending adds mainly to the  nation’s stock of hospitals, libraries, museums, parks, university buildings, theaters and concert halls. Public infrastructure — highways, bridges, rail systems, water works, public schools, port facilities, sewers, airports, energy grids, tunnels, dams and levees — depends mostly on tax dollars. It is hugely expensive and the money available, while still substantial, has shrunk as a share of the national economy.

The American Society of Civil Engineers estimates that government should be spending $320 billion a year over the next five  years — double the current outlay — just to bring up to par what already exists.

A few decades ago, after the Depression and World War II, the nation rapidly added infrastructure and “maintenance was a less pressing issue,” Casey Dinges, a society spokesman, said. The entire interstate highway system, for example, was built in just 35 years.

But now 14 years are likely to pass before a  widening of just one bridge in that system, spanning the Quinnipiac River here on I-95, is completed. The traffic- congested bridge is to become six lanes in each direction, from the present three.

Nearly six years into the expansion, the approaches are gradually being widened, but the bridge itself is untouched. The  first pilings have yet to be sunk to support the additional lanes. The state transportation department, which is handling the $2 billion project, blames the slow flow of money, mainly from the federal government. That flow has averaged less than $45 million a year, according to Albert A. Martin, the department’s deputy commissioner.

“If we had had the $2 billion in hand right from  the start, that would have reduced the construction time by half, to seven years,”  Mr. Martin said. “The problem is, we don’t have the dollars readily available. That is one of the big differences between us and Yale.”

Yale’s Expansive Makeover

Yale’s reconstruction proceeds at warp speed. Scaffolding and gauzelike scrim, to protect pedestrians from falling debris, cover  buildings on nearly every block of the urban campus. The emphasis is on those devoted to science and medicine, to enhance Yale’s stature in these fields. But every other department is a beneficiary, too, and all of the 12 residential  colleges are being renovated. To keep this work going year-round, Yale built a  four-story brick dorm, almost large enough to fill a city block, as temporary student housing.

The 90-year-old football stadium, the Yale Bowl, got a share of the largesse. A mansionlike field house is soon to be built alongside it, which, among other things, will allow the opposing teams to spend halftime in greater comfort. For years they have rested in roped-off exit tunnels beneath the stands; the locker rooms are too far away.

“The field house is a luxury item in a way,” Laura A. Cruickshank, an architect employed by Yale as university planner, acknowledged. “But when you have a stadium that is so old and iconic, you have to do things differently. And how much of a luxury is it when you have players who play the way they do and you have to tape them up at halftime in the tunnels?”

Propelled by the construction on campus, Yale has become a big owner of commercial real estate in the surrounding downtown, engaging in a form of urban renewal not unlike what Mayor DeStefano wants for Route 34. But while the mayor has to extract state and federal  subsidies, Yale goes forward with its own money.

Biotech start-ups, restaurants and stores now occupy Yale-owned buildings. Wanting its new campus in upscale surroundings, the university even employs two people full time to recruit boutique retailers in New York and Boston as tenants on spruced-up streets.

“The mayor was far-sighted enough,” said Mr. Levin, who has been Yale’s president since 1993, the same year that Mr.  DeStefano first won his office, “to recognize that working with us, with our capital, we could actually revive the downtown, which we’re doing.”

The person in charge of improving the neighborhood around Yale is Bruce Alexander, 64, a former real estate entrepreneur who helped develop the Inner Harbor in Baltimore. Mr. Levin recruited him in  1998 and, during a recent tour of the city, Mr. Alexander pointed out one of his favorite achievements — the purchase of a group of contiguous buildings occupying a square block in the heart of the city.

The owner had gone bankrupt, and to avoid having the buildings auctioned piecemeal, Yale bought them all, at the mayor’s request, and filled them with stores and restaurants at street level, and apartments and offices on the upper floors.

“When you own a block of property,” Mr. Alexander said, “you can create an identity.”

Infrastructure Spending Lags

The shift from public money to private wealth in shaping the nation’s cities is evident in national data. Government outlays on physical infrastructure have declined to 2.7 percent of the gross domestic product, from 3.6 percent in the 1960s. Philanthropic giving, in contrast, has jumped to nearly 2.5 percent of G.D.P., from 1.5 percent in 1995 and 2 percent in the ’60s.

Most of this money goes into endowments and foundations, or comes in the form of individual gifts, and then is increased  through leverage. Of the $3 billion that Yale has spent so far on its vast building  program, for example, slightly less than two-thirds came from gifts and from the endowment, which now totals $22.5 billion. The rest was borrowed, Mr. Levin said.

Yale now spends more than $400 million annually on its renaissance, nearly six times its outlays for construction and renovation in the mid-1990s. New Haven, by contrast, budgeted $137 million in the current  fiscal year for all its capital projects, including those subsidized by state and federal governments. That is less than twice the amount budgeted in the mid-’90s.

Government investment nationwide has lagged for several reasons, say business leaders, academics and public officials. Tax cuts have helped to hold down overall government spending. So has the view, widespread in recent decades, that public investment is often inept  and wasteful. And politics intrudes, with the widely criticized earmark process in Congress cited lately as a prime example of misdirected spending.

“Governments are accountable to the democratic process, which has many, many virtues; I would not trade it for anything  else,” Mr. Levin said. “But it is not particularly good at focusing resources and driving things efficiently.”

Perhaps most important, big businesses no longer put as much clout and attention behind public infrastructure  investments. In an earlier era, corporations, many with deep roots in local communities,  lobbied government for the railroads, highways and many other facilities they needed to operate successfully. And they served as a crucial fountain of local tax revenue.

But companies are more mobile today. And many of the urban manufacturers most dependent on public infrastructure have moved or gone out of business. The Winchester Repeating Arms Company, once New Haven’s largest employer, is among the departed. Yale, which pays some taxes and escapes others that most corporations pay — particularly property taxes — is now the city’s biggest employer.

Anthony P. Rescigno, president of the Greater New Haven Chamber of Commerce, is struggling to revive the commitment of his members. He is trying to drum up stronger support among local businesses to lengthen the airport runway to 5,000 feet from the present 4,000 so  that commercial airlines will bring in more flights. His members favor the longer runway, but not passionately. 

“We had an example of a biotech company in New Haven bringing people here all the time,” Mr. Rescigno said. “Because he  couldn’t bring them here easily by air, he would bring them to New York. The meetings and conferences took place there, not here. He had an option.”

Some government-business alliances still carry weight. In the Seattle area, for example, Microsoft has pushed its headquarters city, Redmond, to spend millions to upgrade roads for its expanding  campus, along with the millions that the software giant has spent.

Now Microsoft wants the state to replace a 40-year-old, two-lane bridge on a highway that connects Seattle and Redmond. “We joined the city in arguing for the new bridge,” said Lou Gellos, a Microsoft spokesman, “and that was instrumental in bringing the issue to the forefront.”

But such examples are increasingly rare these days.

“If you had 30 C.E.O.’s saying, ‘Damn it, we need  new bridges or faster trains,’ then that would happen,” said Peter R. Orszag, director of the Congressional Budget Office. “The fact of the matter is that  public infrastructure spending does not have much momentum behind it at all.”

Money Tight, Progress Slow

Mayor DeStefano, 52, an intense man who grew up here, has chosen to spend most of his limited capital budget to renovate New Haven’s public school buildings and add three high schools.

His goal, he says, is to raise the quality of the  education so that families will choose to use the public schools, even moving back from the suburbs. His argument is not unlike Mr. Levin’s: Newer  buildings, better equipped, make for a better education.

“The high school dropout rate has been cut in  half,” the mayor said, arguing that the multiyear reconstruction project is showing  results. “Eighty-two percent of the kids go on to two- and four-year colleges. That  is higher than the state average.”

Mayor DeStefano’s efforts to rebuild New Haven as a city of middle- and working-class neighborhoods represent a reversal of the large urban renewal projects that once dominated public infrastructure spending. New Haven was at the forefront of that movement. Under an earlier mayor, Richard C. Lee, federal tax dollars poured in for slum clearance, highway  construction, big public housing projects, a coliseum and a huge downtown shopping mall.

Most of this is gone now. A community college rises where two department stores stood, and the mall is closed. The 10,000-seat coliseum, a Mecca for wrestling matches and minor-league hockey, was torn down last January.

The Route 34 Connector would have linked I-95,  south of the city, to the existing Route 34 in the north. Environmentalists helped  to halt the project, objecting in particular to a section of the freeway that would have crossed wetlands. More recently, low-income families living near the  right-of-way petitioned the mayor to return the land to streets, stores and homes.

“They want to recreate the neighborhood in which they grew up, or where their parents and grandparents grew up,” said Karyn M. Gilvarg, executive director of the New Haven City Plan Department. She estimates the cost of doing so at $150 million, a relatively small sum for Yale,  but too expensive for the mayor to proceed quickly.

There are other delays. The mayor would like Metro-North Railroad’s New Haven line to offer a high-speed service to Manhattan, cutting the 80-mile run to an hour, from an hour and 40 minutes.

“The largest cluster of hedge fund managers after New York and London is in Fairfield County,” the mayor said, arguing that New Haven would get some of that business “if it were a half-hour or an hour closer” by train to Midtown Manhattan.

The state government, which owns the New Haven line, is indeed gradually building up an infrastructure to make faster  train service possible. Three hundred new rail cars, built to run at high speeds, will start arriving in 2010.

“We are in the process of repairing bridges and upgrading power lines,” Mr. Martin, the transportation official, said. “And  we are looking at installing concrete ties as replacements for the wooden ones.” 

Given the limited pool of federal and state  money, however, the project moves at a snail’s pace. Under the best-case schedule,  high-speed service will not arrive in New Haven for a decade.

“We don’t have the big companies pushing the government to get the work done, because they don’t need it,” Ms. Gilvarg said. “They are all going to China or wherever, and the business sector is smaller in New Haven than it was.”

Blurred Lines in New Haven

For New Haven, that leaves Yale.

“There are no corporate citizens left in New Haven except Yale,” Mr. Levin, the university president, said. He, too, would like to see the airport runway lengthened and high-speed rail service to New York. But they are not central to what he considers his mission, which is to make Yale pre-eminent among universities, not just in science and the arts,  but in the students’ daily lives.

Eight of the 12 residential colleges have already  been rebuilt, at a cost of at least $40 million each. In appearance, the colleges are the same elegant gray sandstone Gothic structures dating from the early 20th century. The new comforts and efficiencies, though, are evident on closer inspection.

Visiting Trumbull College, next to Sterling Library, Ms. Cruickshank, the university planner, points to the leaded glass windows, which are double paned now, eliminating the unsightly plexiglass that had been screwed to the windows to keep down heating bills.

The bedrooms are still small, but they are  organized for the first time in clusters of four or five around a common room, creating a much more social environment. “You cannot walk from one place to another without passing students,” said Janet B. Henrich, the master at Trumbull.

Reconfiguring rooms and passageways is costly without being as noticeably expensive as the changes in the basement, which long housed a small theater for student productions, a gallery for their art,  a music practice room and a snack bar. But exposed pipes ran along the ceiling, limiting the space.

That was solved by enlarging the basement and encasing the intrusive mechanicals, so that the basement no longer seems like one. The theater in particular benefited. It has 60 cushioned seats, banked steeply over the stage, and equipped with the latest lighting and sound devices.

“I am not sure it makes for better performances,” Ms. Henrich said, “but it is probably safer and easier to learn the basics.”

As Yale invests, pursuing its goals, Mayor  DeStefano falls increasingly into step, blurring the line between public and  philanthropic infrastructure spending. Yale has acquired land to build two more residential colleges, and the mayor contributed by closing off and giving portions of  two streets to the university.

In return, Yale has agreed to spend $10 million  to repair bridges, streets, lights and sidewalks in the neighborhood — in effect,  picking up a bill that would strain the city’s budget.

“The streets of their campus are the streets of  the city,” Ms. Gilvarg, the city planner, said. “They are part of the public infrastructure, not private roads.”

WALKABILITY = LIVABILITY = BILLIONS
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By Neal Peirce

WASHINGTON - Could it possibly be that Washington, for years bashed by poliicians, its population shrinking and at one point almost bankrupt, has become a model of how the entire nation might smartly develop in the 21st century?

I never thought I’d see the day. But Christopher Leinberger, one of America’s top real estate analysts and now  Brookings Institution fellow, makes a startling case for it in his just-published book,  The Option of Urbanism - Investing in a New American Dream (Island Press).

Leinberger’s case isn’t about Washington’s radically improved politics and city management. Rather, it’s about walkability.  It’s about dramatic reinvestment -- some $8.2 billion worth -- pouring in the city’s downtown since 1997. Complementing monumental Washington, there’s been a rush of new cinemas, theaters, quality restaurants and trendy retail  stores and a wildly popular sports arena, all helped along by a downtown business district providing special security, marketing and planning. But the success story’s not exclusively a downtown one -- the entire Washington citistate of 5.3 million people is now booming. And it’s starring especially in what Leinberger calls “walkable  urbanism” -- places with the mix of destinations people want, from shops and parks and schools to pubs and entertainment, all accessible on foot. In a sense walkable urbanism is nothing new; it was the way towns and cities were organized from the first urban  settlements some 5,500 years ago into the 20th century.

But after World War II, with Americans’ rush to thousands of new suburban locations, a never-before-seen norm appeared. Leinberger calls it “drivable sub-urbanism.” And what a market smash it proved, offering Americans a sense of freedom, mobility, privacy, their own  piece of turf and a yard for the kids to play. Plus plenty of jobs and profits,  from autos to oil to real estate to fast food. The new form became virtually synonymous with the American Dream. Two generations of Americans knew practically nothing else. But in the 1990s the model began to lose some of its luster. Suburbia’s big parking lots and low-density zoning meant an auto for every trip. Walking and transit were impractical. Older suburbs began  to decline, inducing families to drive farther and farther to new suburban rings. Thousands of malls and shopping strips were abandoned. Traffic congestion -- and Washington’s no exception -- became so severe many families were obliged to build their lives around it. Kids had to be driven everywhere. Vehicle miles driven in America shot up a stunning 226 percent from 1983 to 2001, while population increased just 22 percent. So by the mid-1990s a significant number of Americans -- and not just the poor and minorities long-consigned to inner  cities -- began to ask: Isn’t there a better way? Popular media began to shift its images of the city from crime and violence to the exciting, hip, place to be (such television shows as Seinfeld, Friends, and Sex in the City).

Urban crime rates took a deep dive. Most downtowns began a surprising revitalization, with more offices, entertainment,  restaurants, and a leading edge of middle-class people (often youth and empty  nesters) returning. And the ideas of walkable town and city life, spread with  fervor by the architects and planners of the New Urbanism movement, gnawed at the decades-old supremacy of the suburban ideal.

None of this, Leinberger insists, means “drivable sub-urbia” will disappear any time soon: a huge weight of custom, continued consumer choice, zoning and the sheer vastness of today’s spread-out suburbia  assure it will remain dominant for years to come. Nor will cities’ problems,  from poverty to schools, disappear soon.

But walkable urbanism has demographics going for it. The share of U.S. families with children at home has been declining  sharply; the largest household growth in the decades ahead will be empty nesters, never-nesters and singles, many likely to look to cities and their  excitement. And cities, competing, will likely keep heeding advice to lure creative young  professionals; in fact those that don’t offer true walkable urbanism, Leinberger suggests, are “probably destined” to lose out economically.

In the 1980s the Washington region had two highly walkable places-- Georgetown and Old Town Alexandria. Today, Leinberger calculates, it has 17 highly walkable, beckoning urban centers, with at  least five more emerging -- the most of any U.S. metropolis.

Significantly, 16 of Washington’s walkable centers have subway stops; the modern Metro system, begin in the 1970s, has transformed the region as communities -- Arlington County, Va. is the star -- have consciously planned dense, multi-use development around the stops. But Washington started its Metro when generous federal aid still flowed. Denver’s doing it the harder way, with a $4.7  billion light rail system that’s 80 percent financed by local taxpayers. But the  Denver region will end up with 119 miles of track, many walkable centers, and a burnished reputation. In the process it, too, is setting a national model.

Reinventing suburbia
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Phinjo Gombu

European-style piazzas for after-work mingling, towering office and residential towers stacked behind tightly packed street-friendly low-rise buildings, thousands of people streaming out of subways or headed home via a network of bicycle paths.

It's not downtown Toronto, or Manhattan or Paris, but how parts of suburban GTA communities such as Vaughan, Richmond Hill and Markham could look in 25 years.

The result of a sea change in planning principles and policies that promotes density instead of sprawl, the visioning exercise underway across the GTA is nothing less than the re-imagining of suburbia.

Propelling the change is a dawning realization that planners got it wrong the first time, yet change, after more than 50 years of unparalleled suburban growth in and around Toronto, doesn't come easy.

In some cities residents are already pushing back, fearful that the quiet suburban life they bought into will be swept aside. And developers – eager to recoup their investments now, not later – could try to move ahead with their own ad hoc plans.

Driving the change is the province's Places to Grow Act, an award-winning work-in-progress that aims to manage expansion and curtail sprawl by focusing growth in urban centres. Municipalities have to show how they'll conform by June 2009.

So, what's out?

Sprawling surface parking lots; city centres anchored by shopping malls; and an endless sea of detached homes on large lots.

And what's in?

Downtown hubs fed by public transit; densely populated communities along major roads; and buildings that have little or no setback from the street.

Valerie Shuttleworth, Markham's ebullient director of planning and urban design, sums up a recurring theme among many planners and politicians.

The goal, she says, is a "six- to eight- to 10-storey European urban centre where the pedestrian takes (precedence) over the vehicle and transit is key."

"That's the evolution of growth in the GTA," says Shuttleworth.

"That's the evolution Markham is going through right now, from a suburban bedroom community into an urban municipality.

"It's painful, but because we got to learn so much from Scarborough and North York when they went through it 20, 30 or 40 years ago, we hope we are going to manage it in a way that is more comfortable and acceptable to our residents."

Here's what's being planned:

A subway is coming to the 905 region for the first time, with plans to extend the TTC line into Vaughan. With it comes the possibility of realizing a decade-old plan – which planners are re-focusing because it is out of date – on what's now mostly vacant land. It could house 20,000 residents and 16,000 jobs within 500 metres of the line's final stop at Highway 7.

Richmond Hill has plans to build a GTA-wide transportation hub near Highway 7 and Yonge St. that could connect the Yonge subway line, GO Transit and Viva local and express bus services.

Markham, whose long-range plan is the most advanced, has already begun constructing its long-awaited downtown (east and west of Warden Ave. off Highway 7), which will house more than 35,000 people.

In Mississauga, re-imagination projects are under way in Lakeview and at Mississauga's Square One, where planners dream of rapid transit along Hurontario St. down to the lake.

In North Pickering, local officials are salivating at the impending development of the Seaton Lands, future home to 70,000, already billed as Canada's first planned, environmentally sustainable community.

The province has encouraged this movement by shielding land from future development with the Places to Grow Act and the Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan, and by protecting a swathe of green space – the so-called Greenbelt – around the Golden Horseshoe.

Nowhere is the impact more apparent than in York Region, which, like many other regions, will see its population double within 25 years.

Almost 70 per cent of it is now protected from development. With 25 per cent already developed, just 6 per cent of the region's land is available for future development.

Planners have a name for that limited space: Whitebelt.

But the province says it can only be used after intensification targets are met within existing built-up areas.

In essence, the province is outlining targets for where and how much development will be allowed across the GTA until 2031.

And to make sure it happens, Queen's Park has issued an anti-sprawl directive stating that at least 40 per cent of all new growth must occur within the so-called urban boundary – the line at which buildings stood two years ago.

In Markham, where a vision for a more urbanized downtown emerged as far back as the early '90s, the provincial moves have helped to protect about 250 hectares of land that otherwise would have been filled with "singles, semis and townhouses" but was kept intact long enough to allow for the more compact, managed community that is now underway.

It's a bit different in Vaughan, where the city also managed, through zoning, to protect a key piece of vacant land, near Highway 400 and Highway 7 – despite the encroachment of big box retail at the edges of the proposed corporate centre.

The now real possibility that the subway would eventually be extended there has allowed Vaughan to revisit a decade-old plan for the city centre.

Markham wants low but dense cities and has planned its city centre on a field off Highway 7.

Vaughan, which has done away with height restrictions, plans to use the same long thoroughfare as its anchor, a sort of Bloor St. north.

An artist's conception includes a TTC subway stop in a landscape packed with pedestrians and "higher order transit" – that is, light rail – along the main street.

The question these days is no longer whether developers will buy into intensification, but whether they can be restrained from pushing forward ad hoc plans for towers that don't conform to the municipal vision.

In Markham, experience has shown that with the right incentives and market conditions, developers can be convinced to conform to a planner's ideas.

Yet the town is still faced with a proposal for a 29-storey building smack in the middle of what is supposed to become a more modestly scaled city centre.

Maverick developers are a challenge, acknowledges Alan Shefman, a Vaughan councillor who sits on a committee of landowners, politicians and citizens charged with coming up with a similar vision for his city's centre.

"We don't want to end up with an OMB fight," he says. "We want to develop. There will be some compromises."

One thing Vaughan's corporate centre won't be, Shefman vows, is another Scarborough Town Centre or Mississauga City Centre, both anchored by massive shopping malls and giant surface parking lots.

Vaughan's decision this month to quietly approve the first phase of the Royal Empress Development, which had plans before the OMB for towers 14 to 34 storeys high to house about 4,000 people, is the sign of a tall-tower rush yet to come.

Prominent developer Silvio DeGasperis, who has significant land interests in the proposed Vaughan downtown, says it is doable and the market – fuelled by the subway – will accommodate such growth.

But he warns that the municipal trend of raising development levies could make these developments unaffordable.

The biggest and loudest battles, however, are likely to be with residents who think intensification is a great idea – somewhere else.

In Vaughan, hundreds of residents have demonstrated on the streets and jammed council chambers to protest a proposed 17-storey tower at a strip mall at Highway 7 and Kipling Ave., saying it doesn't fit with the neighbourhood.

They got a stern lecture from York Region councillor Joyce Frustaglio and other politicians, who pronounced that intensification was here to stay, given the provincial mandate and the billions being poured into public transit.

But Woodbridge residents say the fight isn't over and such intensification isn't appropriate near where they live.

"None of them campaigned that they were going to turn Woodbridge into a concrete jungle," said a fiery Nick Pinto, a failed council candidate who has led the residents' charge.

"We are going to push back as long as it takes," he told the Star. "That's just the tip of the iceberg ... We are not going to be pushed over by anybody."

But whether they like it or not, these residents are likely to see at least a 10-storey building go up. Planning commissioner John Zipay told residents recently it was the new reality. The region and province want it, and the municipality has little choice but to go along.

Similar dissent is rising in Bolton, where local councillor Jason Payne told a packed meeting recently: "I'm not for intensification, I never have been, never will be.

"I don't believe we can squeeze in any more houses (in Bolton)," he continued, oblivious to the provincial directives.

Housing and Transportation Affordability Index

Center for Neighborhood Technology’s Interactive Map

http://www.htaindex.org/map_tool?region=Austin--San%20Marcos,%20TX

The Housing + Transportation Affordability Index, developed by CNT and its collaborative partners, the Center for Transit Oriented Development (CTOD), is an innovative tool that measures the true affordability of housing. Planners, lenders, and most consumers traditionally measure housing affordability as 30 percent or less of income. The Housing + Transportation Affordability Index, in contrast, takes into account not just the cost of housing, but also the intrinsic value of place, as quantified through transportation costs. 

This work is a project of the Brookings Institution's Urban Markets Initiative and is the most comprehensive study-to-date of the Housing + Transportation Affordability Index.  The key to this report is the finding that the three primary dependent variables in the household transportation model are auto ownership, auto use and transit ridership and that the two primary independent variables are residential density and household income.  The Index has received much attention from policy makers for its benefits to planners and TOD advocates and has already served as the basis for various other research projects. 

Understanding Smart Growth Public Service Cost Savings

Todd Littman, Victoria Transportation Policy Institute, 2004

www.vtpi.org/sg_save.pdf
If attendees from RECA’s lunch are feeling a little woosey from a presentation that so distorts what we see every day in Central Texas, then this more intellectually honest economic analysis may help you regain a sobering view of land use and development challenges we face.









