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BY KATHERINE GREGOR

Capital Metro could extend bus and rail service beyond its existing service area to include Cedar Park and Round Rock in Williamson Co., Elgin in Bastrop Co., and Kyle and Dripping Springs in Hays Co.

New rail transit service between Elgin and Austin – enthusiastically advocated by Elgin leaders – came a step closer to reality Monday. So did the broader initiative for a transit system linking the entire Central Texas region. Capital Metro's board approved a new Service Expansion Policy that paves the way for actively inviting surrounding communities to become contractual partners in new or expanded transit services. The board's action signals a major policy shift for Cap Metro. Until now, efforts to create regional rail systems linking Austin with surrounding communities have been stymied by the fact that many are outside the Cap Metro service area – that is, they've been unwilling or unable to cough up the 1% of their local sales tax that's the price of admission. But under "pay to play" contracts, these communities could simply agree to pay for service outright, unhindered by state restrictions on raising local sales tax.

"We're excited to have the opportunity to take our discussions to the next level," said Jeff Coffee, city manager of Elgin and an advocate of transit-oriented development. "Elgin has incredible potential to implement the development strategies that this region wants and needs. In order to achieve this vision, we will need partners who share our common goals. Capital Metro's actions are an essential step toward developing the Austin-Manor-Elgin transportation corridor." Manor is already in the service area. A detailed proposal for commuter rail service is chugging toward consideration by the Transit Working Group at the Capital Area Metropolitan Planning Organization. Start-up would be relatively affordable because the right-of-way and track are already in place.

Cedar Park now wants a stop on the new commuter rail Red Line, linking Downtown Austin to Leander, of course; as it stands, the train will zip right through town with no stops. Why? Cedar Park and neighboring Pflugerville pulled their money out of Cap Metro about 10 years back. But today they'd like to talk. So would Kyle, Dripping Springs, Round Rock, Hays County, and other surrounding communities. Expanded passenger rail service from San Antonio to Austin and potentially north to Georgetown also could be done on existing tracks. Cap Metro spokesman Adam Shaiv­itz said, "Regarding who we want to pursue as active partners, the answer is 'everyone.' Capital Metro is ready and willing to work with all communities." New financial partnerships could generate revenues to help fund new Central Austin circulator transit – the much-discussed streetcar circulator – cited as critical for regional rail to work. "Getting around Downtown Austin is just as much of a problem for the regional partners as it is for Austin­ites," noted Leander Mayor John Cowman.

Six Vie for Post

Austin Chronicle

July 3, 2008

By Katherine Gregor

Meanwhile, the Cap Metro board needs a new Capital Area Metropolitan Planning Organization representative and a new board chair. Since Lee Walker, who held both positions, resigned in early April, a two-step search process has been moving along quietly. As the first order of business, CAMPO (specifically, the elected officials on its Transportation Policy Board) must select another rep to replace Walker. The application period closed June 27, yielding just six candidates: Mike Martinez (Austin City Council member), John Cowman (Leander mayor), John Trube (former mayor of Buda), and private citizens Norm Chafetz of Austin, Paul Hamilton of Texas State University, and Mike Manor, a Travis Co. employee. Cowman and Martinez are already on the board at Capital Metro, representing their respective cities. Shifting over to become the board's CAMPO representative could allow them to take a more regional, big-picture stance, open new board seats for their cities – and better position them to be tapped as chair. Travis Co. Judge Sam Biscoe, leading the search process, said it could take a month or more for CAMPO to name the rep.

Cap Metro board members select their own officers; historically, the chair hasn't been a city representative. Who doesn't get an official vote in either selection process? CAMPO board Chair Kirk Watson. But no one imagines that he won't have a strong voice. (One insider's guess: If Watson prioritizes a Cap Metro board chair with the skill set to build consensus around CAMPO's peer review and strengthen regional partnerships, that could favor Trube; if the priority is resolving Cap Metro's labor-union fight and other clear-cut issues, Martinez could be the man.) Meanwhile, a Cap Metro fare increase is heading toward a vote by a committee made up of three mayors, three Travis Co. commissioners, and five Austin City Council members.

Noted Biscoe of the demanding, unpaid Cap Metro board chair position, "If you don't like politics, this would not be the job for you."

Bus price hike headed to fare board

Cap Metro board approves 50 percent hike, doubling over two years, and sends it to committee of local officials for final approval.

AMERICAN-STATESMAN STAFF

Tuesday, July 01, 2008

By Ben Wear

The Capital Metro board voted unanimously Monday to send a 50 percent bus fare increase to a body of local elected officials for approval. The proposal includes a second increase in 2011 that, taken with the first, would essentially double the transit agency's long-frozen prices.

Under the plan, the agency would also begin charging fares to seniors and to people whose disabilities are not severe enough to qualify them for the door-to-door rides required under federal law. The fare for those 65 or older, and for this class of people with disabilities, would be essentially half of the full cost. And rides on the downtown Dillo trolleys would no longer be free.

The proposal, in a change from the previous version, also includes "zoned" fares for the commuter rail service scheduled to begin late this year. The 32-mile line and its nine stations from Leander to downtown Austin will be divided into two zones, with the dividing line between the Kramer Lane and Crestview/Lamar Boulevard stations.

Capital Metro fares, with the exception of a brief period almost 20 years ago when the system made all rides free, have been unchanged since the agency was created in 1985. The base fare of 50 cents had lost essentially half its value to inflation.

The fare committee, made up of five Austin City Council members, three Travis County commissioners and three suburban mayors, is expected to act by early August, Capital Metro President and Chief Executive Officer Fred Gilliam said. After a last vote by the Capital Metro board, the fares would go into effect by about Oct. 1, Gilliam said.

The board backed away last year from an instant doubling of fares, a plan that eliminated certain discounted fares and thus would have had the effect of quadrupling the cost for some people. Those discounts are maintained in the proposal that the board endorsed Monday.

Among the highlights of the proposal:

The base fare for a one-way ride on regular bus service, which is now 50 cents, would rise to 75 cents and then to $1 in 2011. A 31-day pass on regular service would go from $10 to $18.

The fare for express bus service would go from $1 to $1.50, with the 31-day pass increasing from $17 to $36. Commuter rail fares would be identical to express bus fares. However, there would be two day-pass fares, which allow a person unlimited rail and bus rides that day: $2 for travel within a single zone, $3 for an all-zone pass.

A 10-ride ticket book for people with disabilities who qualify for door-to-door rides would go from $3 to $7.

The "rideshare" cost — vans and sedans provided, along with agency-covered fuel, to carpool groups — would go from $25 a month to $45 a month.

The Dillo fare would be 50 cents, good for unlimited rides for two hours. A 31-day Dillo pass would be $5.

bwear@statesman.com; 445-3698

Who will consider transit prices?

The Capital Metro board Monday sent a plan for a 50 percent bus fare increase and for commuter rail fares to the Local Government Approval Committee for its consideration. The panel is an ad hoc body that state law requires pass judgment on any Capital Metro fare levels. Its members:

Austin City Council members

Mayor Will Wynn

Lee Leffingwell

Mike Martinez*

Brewster McCracken*

Unnamed**

Travis County commissioners

Sam Biscoe

Ron Davis

Sarah Eckhardt

Suburban mayors

John Cowman (Leander)*

Joe Sanchez (Manor)

Mayor Jan Yenawine (Volente)

* Also a Capital Metro board member

** Betty Dunkerley, who just retired from the Austin City Council, had been named to the committee but must now be replaced. 

For more detailed information, visit www.capmetro.org/fares.asp.

Houston’s Regional Commuter Rail Connectivity Study - Draft 

June 13, 2008

    * Executive Summary 6.8M

    * Chapter 1 - Introduction 2.1M

    * Chapter 2 - Principle Corridor Selection 814K

    * Chapter 3 - Ridership Corridor Selection 1.0M

    * Chapter 4 - Operating Facilities 8.2M

    * Chapter 5 - Baseline System Plan 1.0M

    * Chapter 6 - Findings and Recommendations 946K

    * Appendix A - Study Description 248K

    * Appendix B - Commuter Rail and Connectivity 2.6M

    * Appendix C - Houstons Heavy Rail Network 26.4M

    * Appendix D - Terminal Circulation Loop Concept 3.8M

    * Appendix E - Relative Demand Potential 2.2M

    * Appendix F - Preliminary Operating Plan 141K

    * Appendix G - Economic Development and Environmental Justice 1.0M

    * Appendix H - Funding Mechanisms 176K

Maps and Screening Analysis

    * Houston Area Railraod Subdivision Map 307K (small)

    * Houston Area Railroad Subdivision Map 34M (large)

    * Commuter Rail Corridor Screening Analysis

http://www.hgaccommuterrail.com/docsmaps.htm
Today's suburbs, tomorrow's slums?

'Peak oil' theorists say house prices outside cities will collapse as the cost of gas rises, forcing people to choose urban living

Globe and Mail

June 30, 2008

JEFF GRAY

According to some doomsday scenarios, spiking gas prices could turn the cul-de-sacs and two-car garages that surround North America's cities - built over the past 60 years and designed for the convenience of people with cars - into tomorrow's slums.

The predictions for the most part come from subscribers to the theory of "peak oil," which holds that crude prices will shoot permanently upward as global demand outstrips dwindling supply, ruining the economy. But their predictions are getting a second look now, as suburbanites, especially in the United States, grumble at the rising price of a fill-up.

Some warn the cost of gasoline will make the most sprawling U.S. suburbs so unattractive that housing values there will collapse, forcing many people to abandon their homes for urban areas better served by public transit and leaving only squatters, criminals and those who can't afford to leave the outskirts.

Could it happen in Canada? Many experts doubt that gas prices, while bound to rise, will shoot up so suddenly as to strangle the suburbs, which do not sprawl to the extent that many do in the U.S. But it is clear that a shift away from the traditional suburb is also under way in Canada. Suburban municipal governments are scrambling to retrofit sprawl with denser development and better public transit to keep people moving, responding to concerns not just about the rising price of gas, but also about carbon emissions and traffic congestion.

Evidence that the suburbs are under siege as oil prices skyrocket is easy to find. In a recent essay in the Atlantic Monthly entitled The Next Slum?, Christopher Leinberger writes that the slide of many U.S. suburbs goes deeper than that country's subprime mortgage crisis. Mr. Leinberger is a real-estate developer, a professor of urban planning at the University of Michigan and a visiting fellow at the Brookings Institution, a liberal think tank.

While foreclosures caused by the mortgage meltdown have left, in Florida's Lee County, one in every four homes empty, Mr. Leinberger argues that a profound shift is taking place, driven by demographics, lifestyle changes and gas prices, as people choose urban, denser areas friendly to walking, cycling and public transit.

According to one study he cites, by 2025 the U.S. could have a surplus of 22 million large-lot homes, or about 40 per cent of the stock that exists now.

"For 60 years, Americans have pushed steadily into the suburbs, transforming the landscape and (until recently) leaving cities behind," he writes. "But today the pendulum is swinging back toward urban living, and there are many reasons to believe this swing will continue. As it does, many low-density suburbs and McMansion subdivisions, including some that are lovely and affluent today, may become what inner cities became in the 1960s and '70s - slums characterized by poverty, crime and decay."

Although U.S. house prices have fallen dramatically - in many areas as much as 20 per cent - the worst-hit neighbourhoods have been those outside urban centres, while prices in denser neighbourhoods have either not fallen as fast or have continued to rise, according to recent studies by economists.

Richard Gilbert, a transportation and energy consultant and former Toronto city councillor, believes changes are on the way for the suburbs, but says many people will simply adapt to paying more for gas, giving up luxuries instead.

"As far as possible, people will keep on with the life that they have," he said. "They won't flee the suburbs because gas goes up to $2 a litre. But over time ... you will see ... a weaker inclination to live there."

Trying to improve public transit across Toronto's suburbs is the task set for Metrolinx, the new regional authority created by the province and governed by a board of mostly municipal politicians. It is expected next month to release a draft long-range transportation plan that could include billions of dollars in public transit along with controversial measures such as road tolls.

Metrolinx board member Paul Bedford, former chief planner for the City of Toronto, says suburban residents will need to wrap their minds around a more urban lifestyle, taking public transit more often and living with denser development around them.

"So many people I know, probably two generations, have grown up in the suburbs," he said. "All they've known in their life is a subdivision, two or three cars and shopping at the mall. They don't know any other life."

In the Vancouver area, where sprawl is less dramatic, the debate has been driven not just by gas prices, but also by B.C.'s new carbon tax, which takes effect July 1, said Cheeying Ho, executive director of Smart Growth B.C., a non-governmental organization.

Both the carbon tax and rising gas prices "will definitely influence how development is moving forward, and how suburbs get recreated, redeveloped and retrofitted," she said.

"There's going to be a lot more focus on making suburban communities more complete and compact."

Brian Pincott, an environmental activist and theatre lighting designer who won a city council seat in Calgary last year, says the city used to be in denial about its sprawl, but is now at least planning for denser growth.

"Our pattern of growth is unsustainable," he said. "There is broad recognition of that."

Waiting for one of York Region's new Viva rapid transit buses north of Toronto, Andrew Snider, 22, said it will take gas prices of at least $1.60 a litre before he contemplates giving up driving. When he can borrow his mother's car, driving from his suburban Richmond Hill home to his courses at York University takes just 30 minutes, compared with 90 minutes on the bus, he said.

"Fuel prices are out of control, but for my time, I can justify the fuel expense," he said. "... My car is still the better choice, unfortunately."

What makes a neighborhood walkable?

Walkable communities tend to have the following characteristics:

    * A center: Walkable neighborhoods have a discernable center, whether it's a shopping district, a main street, or a public space.

    * Density: The neighborhood is dense enough for local businesses to flourish and for public transportation to be cost effective.

    * Mixed income, mixed use: Housing is provided for everyone who works in the neighborhood: young and old, singles and families, rich and poor. Businesses and residences are located near each other.

    * Parks and public space: There are plenty of public places to gather and play.

    * Accessibility: The neighborhood is accessible to everyone and has wheelchair access, plenty of benches with shade, sidewalks on all streets, etc.

    * Well connected, speed controlled streets: Streets form a connected grid that improves traffic by providing many routes to any destination. Streets are narrow to control speed, and shaded by trees to protect pedestrians.

    * Pedestrian-centric design: Buildings are placed close to the street to cater to foot traffic, with parking lots relegated to the back.

    * Close schools and workplaces: Schools and workplaces are close enough that most residents can walk from their homes.

Your Walk Score is a number between 0 and 100. Here are general guidelines for interpreting your score:

    * 90 - 100 = Walkers' Paradise: Most errands can be accomplished on foot and many people get by without owning a car.

    * 70 - 90 = Very Walkable: It's possible to get by without owning a car.

    * 50 - 70 = Some Walkable Locations: Some stores and amenities are within walking distance, but many everyday trips still require a bike, public transportation, or car.

    * 25 - 50 = Not Walkable: Only a few destinations are within easy walking range. For most errands, driving or public transportation is a must.

    * 0 - 25 = Driving Only: Virtually no neighborhood destinations within walking range. You can walk from your house to your car!

Public funds for public transit

EnviroBlog

This post is by EWG's stellar media intern, Sameem.

The buzz on gas prices has people rethinking the way they travel. USA Today recently reported record breaking public transit ridership based on a study by the American Public Transportation Association (APTA). For the months of January through March 2008 ridership increased 10% when compared to the same months in 2007. And while many riders are making the switch due to rising fuel prices, many of them stick to public transit for its “service and convenience”, according Linda Robson of Seattle's Sound Transit. For riders fortunate enough to live and work near major bus and rail lines, the shift makes a lot of sense.

But how many people really have this good fortune? According to the 2006 US census, only about 1 in 5 households. The logical solution: make bus and rail lines more extensive. The bleak reality: no one wants to pay for it.

Most transit systems are already aging and under funded. A recent study by the Brookings Institution reported that "45 percent of the nations subway cars were over 20 years old." The report also noted that of this 45%, half are at least 25 years old – the age at which the Federal Transit Administration recommends replacement. The percentage of rail stations in good condition has fallen from 61% in 1995 to 35% in 2004. It’s evident that the transit system was in dire need of reworking even before these record breaking ridership numbers.

So where does the money come from? At the moment, most transit projects are state and locally funded, with some federal money. The Brookings report also noted that the federal government will generally match state and local funds up to 80-90% for highway projects, but only up to 50-60% for transit projects. Under current policy, it’s clear that spending on public transit takes a backseat. But with the recent increases ridership, it’s time policy makers rethink their spending habits.

APTA is hopeful that an increased investment in transit systems will lead to a reduction on CO2 emissions. According to an APTA report, public transit could potentially reduce CO2 emissions by 37 million tons annually. Currently, they estimate that 55% of household CO2 emissions are a result of privately owned vehicles. With policy and planning reform, this number could be reduced by 30%.

With all that said, I love driving. It’s fun, convenient, and sometimes very necessary. But, given the option, I’d rather have access to a walkable community with easy public transport for my day-to-day activities, and leave driving as a leisurely and/or occasional activity. At the end of the day, it’s important for people to have a wide array of affordable, clean, convenient and energy efficient options for transportation. Federal spending should reflect the changing needs and demands of its population.

Report Predicts "Mass Exodus of Vehicles off America’s Highways"

Planetizen

3 July 2008 

Posted by: Michael Dudley

A new report for a Canadian bank examining the economic impact of rising oil prices predicts that millions of Americans will be forced to give up driving as gas reaches $7.00 a gallon.

Sponsored Advertisement

Advertise on Planetizen

"As gasoline prices climb inexorably, American driving habits are going to have to undergo a massive change, mimicking the driving habits long adopted by Europeans who have faced much higher gas prices. Average miles driven will likely fall by as much as 15%, while the market share of light trucks, SUVs and vans will be literally halved, reversing the trend of the last fifteen years. But the most fundamental, and unprecedented change will be in the number of vehicles on the road.

Over the next four years, we are likely to witness the greatest mass exodus of vehicles off America’s highways in history. By 2012,there should be some 10 million fewer vehicles on American roadways than there are today—a decline that dwarfs all previous adjustments including those during the two OPEC oil shocks (see pages 4-8). Many of those in the exit lane will be low income Americans from households earning less than $25,000 per year. Incredibly, over 10 million of those American households own more than one car.

Soon they won’t own any.

More fundamentally, the freeways are about to get less congested. Not only will the number of vehicle registrations in the United States not grow over the next four years, but by 2012 there should be roughly 10 million fewer vehicles on the road in America than there are today. For the past half century, America has spent the bulk of its infrastructure money on building highways—only to see that soon, $7 per gallon gasoline prices will lead to fewer and fewer people using them."

Source: CIBC World Markets, Jun 26, 2008

Full Story: Heading for the Exit Lane
Vacant homes spread blight in suburb and city alike

Amid housing bust, foreclosures vex communities trying to hold dereliction and crime in check.

The Christian Science Monitor 

July 1, 2008

By Patrik Jonsson

ATLANTA - In Mesa, Ariz., officials are trying to decide what to do about boarded-up McMansions that become party pads, trashed in raucous "raves" where invitations come by text message.

In Atlanta, thieving from abandoned properties is so bad that police caught one man building a new house entirely of pilfered materials from empty homes.

Flint, Mich., has had to add firefighters and ladder trucks recently even though its population has declined. Up to 90 percent of fires start in homes where no one lives.

From Atlanta's urban core to leafy neighborhoods filled with chirping crickets in Charlotte, N.C., some 2.2 million homes are expected to go through foreclosure – and stand empty – by the time the mortgage meltdown ends, according to Global Insight, an economic research firm. As the housing dominoes fall far from Wall Street, growing urban "ghost towns" of vacant houses are resulting in a costly crush of weeds, trash, and dereliction on a scale unseen in American cities since the Great Depression, economists say.

As a $4 billion package to help municipalities deal with foreclosure-related blight hangs fire in the US Senate, US mayors met last weekend in Miami to vent about the scourge of abandoned homes. Cash-strapped cities are now scrambling – often using on-the-fly ingenuity – to rescue neighborhoods suddenly vulnerable to crime and stunned by millions of dollars in lost equity wrought by loose credit, opportunistic speculators, and predatory lending.

"Economists and folks from the lending industry will talk about it as a market correction, which doesn't adequately describe it," says Joseph Schilling, an urban affairs professor at Virginia Tech's Metropolitan Institute in Blacksburg. "This isn't just blight in the urban core; it's blight and abandonment in new suburban communities, and that's just never happened before."

In some Sun Belt cities like Orlando, Fla., and Charlotte, officials have tripled or quadrupled the number of liens they've placed on vacant homes in the past year, hoping to recoup at some point the money cities are spending to try to keep the properties from going to ruin. In California and Arizona, neighborhoods of half-million-dollar homes stand nearly empty, with some lonely residents using their former neighbors' yards as driving ranges. Meanwhile, long foreclosure lag times and uncooperative note-holders mean swimming pools go green, rain gutters fall off, weeds grow high, and ne'er-do-wells move in.

Some 44.5 million homes in the US now stand next to an empty house, resulting in a drop of at least $5,000 in property value per house. By that calculation, a total loss of home value of $220 billion across the US can be attributed to the vacancy problem.

"This is a man-made disaster that's had more dramatic impacts on real estate markets than natural disasters [have]," says Bruce Katz, a housing analyst at the Brookings Institution, a think tank in Washington. "In a way, we have a lot of mini-Katrinas across the country."

Banks and other mortgage lenders acknowledge they've been overwhelmed by the sheer number of foreclosures, finding themselves ill-equipped to be long-term landlords of so many properties. But they say the problem is complex, and that a long foreclosure process and the fact that people walk away before trying to work with lenders to rescue their mortgages also play into the dereliction of many neighborhoods. Last year, mortgage lenders helped 889,000 families avoid foreclosure and stay in their homes, according to the Mortgage Bankers Association website.

"You can guarantee that none of our members wants to be a landlord," says John Mecham, a spokesman for the Mortgage Bankers Association in Washington. "Of course, we can also see where local officials are coming from – abandoned and distressed properties are not only a blight, but they drive down property values for entire neighborhoods."

On Drummond Street

One such place is Drummond Street, in the shadow of Clark Atlanta University. On what was once a lively street, half the bungalows and shotgun-style houses are boarded up, with trash strewn about. Here, as elsewhere, the falling market has pierced holes in inflated appraisals used to write mortgage notes.

Bobby Todd, who has lived here 35 years, now sweeps sidewalks and trims hedges around the empty homes next to his. The mostly young, college-educated speculators bought new pickup trucks with money that he says should have gone into fixing up the houses – and then left when the market tanked. Mr. Todd himself is out nearly $7,000 in carpentry work he did on the homes.

"They thought they could come make a profit, but they didn't and they just left it," he says. "I'm an old man, and now I'm working for free."

Farther down Drummond Street, a vagrant moved a bed, a bureau, and other furniture into a boarded-up bungalow, and eventually started a fire that nearly burned the house down, say Joe Strotter and Bernice Roberts, owners and managers of the property. They've now found a tenant but are waiting until move-in day to replace stolen appliances. "People watch, and when they see a house stand empty for a while, they either empty it out or move in," says Mr. Strotter.

Boarded-up homes are an expensive problem for Atlanta, which has already posted "no trespass" signs at as many homes this year as in all of last year. Vandals break in and pilfer copper wire and kitchen fixtures. Then vice moves in, including prostitution and drug dealing. In Charlotte, the overall crime rate has remained flat, but crime in several new but mostly empty suburban areas rose by 33 percent from 2003 to 2006.

In one Atlanta neighborhood, speculators who can't sell homes they'd hoped to "flip" pay homeless men to stay in the dwellings to watch over them. With 11 code enforcers laid off because of budget cuts, Atlanta police are working overtime to patrol blighted streets. "The responsibility is falling more heavily on our shoulders," says Atlanta Police Maj. Joseph Dallas.

That has mayors like Jerry Abramson of Louisville, Ky., worried – and a bit mad. Mayor Abramson calculated that his crews, in one month, spent $102,000 to mow lawns, fix gutters, and empty green pools at foreclosed properties. But even after putting a lien on a property – which should be paid out when the place finally sells – cities seldom collect on those debts. Abramson picked up the phone and called lending executives at Wells Fargo and Countrywide himself to, only half-jokingly, demand repayment.

"All of a sudden what dawned on me was that taxpayers were protecting the assets of banks and mortgage companies," Abramson says in a phone interview.

How cities are coping

Local ingenuity is offering some hope, says Jim Brooks of the National League of Cities (NLC) in Washington.

In Trenton, N.J., city officials asked priests, imams, and rabbis to make congregations aware of new public and private efforts to help people stay in their homes rather than letting them slide into foreclosure.

In Flint, Mich., a new land-banking program allowed the city and county to leverage $2 million worth of investments into $35 million worth of renovations on derelict foreclosed homes – an innovation other cities may replicate.

Wilmington, Del., has started ticketing property owners quickly for code violations, instead of using the traditional code-enforcement ritual that can take months to complete.

And Pembroke Pines, Fla., is weighing whether to assume mortgages on delinquent homes occupied by renters, so the home won't end up standing empty.

In Washington last week, the Senate cleared the way for a mortgage-relief bill that includes $4 billion to help cities buy and refurbish foreclosed properties.

The White House, however, has threatened to veto the bill over that provision, saying it's an expensive earmark that will primarily benefit the very lenders who loaned money rashly.

The debate is expected go to into July, but experts agree that Washington will play a major role in how cities deal with growing inventories of dark-windowed homes.

"It's fair to say there's a window of opportunity here, with the force of local grass-roots efforts coming from the bottom up and some assistance from Congress and states coming from top down," says Mr. Brooks at the NLC. "That's the policy you'd want, and when they meet, good things happen. We need them to meet now."

Affordability is tough sell in suburbia

Met Council wants suburbs to build their 'fair share,' but many cities aren't going along

TwinCities.com

06/30/2008 

By Bob Shaw

Greg Bogut lives in a $575,000 home.

He can afford it.

To him, that makes it affordable housing.

What bothers him is affordable housing that people can't afford without a government subsidy — such as the town homes he can see from his front porch.

The affordable complex has slashed the value of his Woodbury house, he says.

"If I had known then what I know now," Bogut said, "I wouldn't have moved here."

He would have had many alternatives. While Woodbury embraces affordable housing — government-subsidized or not — dozens of Twin Cities suburbs don't.

Traditionally, homeowners like Bogut have made the suburbs hostile territory for affordable housing. The lack of affordability is written into building codes, integrated into local regulations and woven into suburban culture.

But the anti-affordable way of life is under attack.

The Metropolitan Council has set goals for new affordable housing through 2020 — assigning 86 percent to the suburbs. Its plan calls for nearly one in three new housing units to be affordable, defined as housing for which occupants pay no more than 30 percent of monthly income.

With demand for affordable housing hitting an all-time high, the suburbs have dodged their responsibilities long enough, said Chip Halbach, director of the nonprofit Minnesota Housing Partnership. "We would like to see a fair share of affordable housing in every community," he said.

That raises questions that

Advertisement

will rage through the suburbs for decades: What is a "fair share"? How much affordability should each suburb offer?

GOALS 'HAVE NO TEETH'

Landfall and Hilltop, with their mobile home parks, are full of units listed as affordable. Millionaire enclaves North Oaks and Sunfish Lake have almost none.

But between those extremes, the amount of affordable housing varies greatly, even in similar suburbs. Burnsville, for example, has more than twice the number of subsidized affordable units per capita as Eagan. Stillwater has three times as many per capita as Lakeville.

Looking ahead, the Met Council has set goals for construction of new affordable housing according to a formula that considers:

# Land availability and prices. Affordable-housing developers are usually small businesses and can't compete against big national builders. "They have to buy little parcels and plug in affordable housing where they can," Met Council analyst Guy Peterson said.

# Availability of mass transit that allows workers to commute by bus or light rail, cutting down on highway congestion.

# Availability of nearby jobs.

The Met Council is aiming for 51,000 new affordable units between 2011 and 2020.

But that assumes the suburbs will cooperate. And if history is an indication, they won't.

The Met Council can force suburbs to plan for regional infrastructure such as sewers or roads. But to promote affordable housing, it can only offer incentives — such as payments for future projects to cities that cooperate.

That leaves suburbs free to ignore the goals.

"They really have no teeth," Apple Valley City Council Member Tom Goodwin said.

Suburbs "don't come right out and say they don't want it," he said. "They say, 'Gee, if we had a place to put it, we would.' "

Apple Valley now has more than twice as much subsidized affordable housing per capita as some of its neighbors, which Goodwin said is not fair.

When he has asked supporters of affordable housing if other cities are taking their share, "they just look down at their shoes. I am amazed at communities that turn it down and get away with it."

Afton, for example, has no subsidized affordable housing. Lake Elmo, a city of 7,700, has a single unit.

The reason is simple, Lake Elmo Mayor Dean Johnston said. Voters don't want it.

"Around here, affordable housing has a bad reputation. People think it brings in crime and density, and no one wants either of those," he said.

But does Lake Elmo have a moral obligation to the metro area?

"I don't want to get into the moral-obligation argument," Johnston said. It's better, he said, to provide affordable housing that isn't government-financed — such as the 500 trailer homes in Lake Elmo's Cimarron mobile home park.

The city's stock of unsubsidized affordable homes will soar, he said, with the completion of the Old Village expansion of the downtown area.

Sometimes, local opposition can be so strong that affordable housing can be built only with legal muscle. Forest Lake accepted the Forest Ridge affordable housing complex in December only after losing a lawsuit.

THE RIGHT THING TO DO?

Supporters of affordable housing are honing their arguments, which are bound to be heard more in the future.

When promoting the units, backers stress they aren't like the crime-ridden tenements of the 1960s. New affordable units are well managed to keep crime controlled and are built attractively to fit into neighborhoods.

"Affordable housing has learned its lesson," said Ed Goetz, professor of urban and regional planning for the Humphrey Institute of Public Affairs at the University of Minnesota.

Another argument is that affordable housing is "work force housing," where local workers can afford to live. Businesses benefit by having lower-wage workers living nearby, supporters say.

But the most common argument is moral — that providing decent, safe and affordable housing is the right thing to do.

It's an easier sell if officials see affordable housing as helping the elderly or disabled. That's who occupies two-thirds of the units in St. Paul public housing, according to St. Paul Public Housing Agency director Jon Gutzmann.

"I hear this all the time: 'I am 80. I lost my husband. I worked my entire life. Thank God you have a program to allow me to stay in my neighborhood and not a nursing home,' " Gutzmann said.

"I say thank God and Congress," he said.

In some cases, the affordability arguments are already having an impact.

"I am upbeat about it," said Stev Stegner, mayor of Forest Lake, which only last year was fighting affordable housing. "We need affordable housing in all communities."

Woodbury is ahead of its Met Council goals, with more than 1,800 affordable units added since 1996. This is, in part, because Woodbury is the metro area's suburban leader in Habitat for Humanity homes, with 40.

Planning and Economic Development director Janelle Schmitz said affordable housing is part of city policy. "Without it, our own children won't be able to live here," she said.

But there will always be skeptics.

School teacher Erin Burton is planning to have children but not until she and her husband can move away from Forest Ridge in Forest Lake.

"It looks new and nice," said Burton, gazing at the development from her front doorway. But she said crime is common there. She doesn't feel good about the occupants.

But doesn't everyone deserve an affordable place to live?

Burton paused, choosing her words carefully — she teaches some children who live there.

"I have a hard time saying they have to live somewhere else," she said. "But still, I would rather not have it there."
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People tend to think gentrification goes like this: rich, educated white people move into a low-income minority neighborhood and drive out its original residents, who can no longer afford to live there. As it turns out, that's not typically true.

A new study by researchers at the University of Colorado at Boulder, University of Pittsburgh and Duke University, examined Census data from more than 15,000 neighborhoods across the U.S. in 1990 and 2000, and found that low-income non-white households did not disproportionately leave gentrifying areas. In fact, researchers found that at least one group of residents, high school–educated blacks, were actually more likely to remain in gentrifying neighborhoods than in similar neighborhoods that didn't gentrify — even increasing as a fraction of the neighborhood population, and seeing larger-than-expected gains in income.

Those findings may seem counterintuitive, given that the term "gentrification," particularly in cities like New York and San Francisco, has become synonymous with soaring rents, wealthier neighbors and the dislocation of low-income residents. But overall, the new study suggests, the popular notion of the yuppie invasion is exaggerated. "We're not saying there aren't communities where displacement isn't happening," says Randall Walsh, an associate professor of economics at the University of Pittsburgh and one of the study's authors. "But in general, across all neighborhoods in the urbanized parts of the U.S., it looks like gentrification is a pretty good thing."

The researchers found, for example, that income gains in gentrifying neighborhoods — usually defined as low-income urban areas that undergo rises in income and housing prices — were more widely dispersed than one might expect. Though college-educated whites accounted for 20% of the total income gain in gentrifying neighborhoods, black householders with high school degrees contributed even more: 33% of the neighborhood's total rise. In other words, a broad demographic of people in the neighborhood benefited financially. According to the study's findings, only one group — black residents who never finished high school — saw their income grow at a slower rate than predicted. But the study also suggests that these residents weren't moving out of their neighborhoods at a disproportionately higher rate than from similar neighborhoods that didn't gentrify.

This study isn't the first to come to that conclusion. A 2005 paper published in Urban Affairs Review by Lance Freeman, an assistant professor of urban planning at Columbia University, looked at a nationwide sample of neighborhoods between 1986 and 1989 and found that low-income residents tended to move out of gentrifying areas at essentially the same frequency they left other neighborhoods. The real force behind the changing face of a gentrifying community, Freeman concluded, isn't displacement but succession. When people move away as part of normal neighborhood turnover, the people who move in are generally more affluent. Community advocates may argue that succession is just another form of exclusion — if low-income people can't afford to move in — but, still, it doesn't exactly fit the popular perception of individuals being forced from their homes.

The new study found that while gentrification did not necessarily push out original residents, it did create neighborhoods that middle-class minorities moved to. The addition of white college graduates, especially those under 40 without children, was a hallmark of gentrifying neighborhoods — that much fit the conventional wisdom — but so was the influx of college-educated blacks and Hispanics, who moved to gentrifying neighborhoods more often than they to did similar, more static areas. Two other groups tended to move more often into upwardly mobile neighborhoods as well: 40-to-60-year-old Hispanics without a high-school degree, and similarly uneducated Hispanics aged 20 to 40 with children — a counterpoint to the common conception of gentrification, if there ever was one. The only group that was less likely to move to a gentrifying area was high school–educated whites aged 20 to 40 with kids.

The study is under review for publication, but is being circulated early by the National Bureau of Economic Research. The findings, while unexpected, are notable for the depth of data on which they're based. Walsh and his colleagues, Terra McKinnish, an associate professor of economics at the University of Colorado at Boulder, and Kirk White, an economist at Duke University's Triangle Census Research Data Center, compared confidential Census figures from 1990 and 2000 from 15,040 neighborhoods, with an average of about 4,000 residents each, in 64 metropolitan areas, such as Phoenix, Boston, Ft. Lauderdale, Columbus, New York, Atlanta and San Diego. The researchers identified gentrifying neighborhoods as those in which the average family earned less than $30,079 in 1990 — the poorest one-fifth of the country — and at least $10,000 more 10 years later. Taken all together, the study paints a more nuanced picture of gentrification than exists in the popular imagination. But the authors acknowledge that it leaves plenty of unanswered questions, such as why certain demographic groups are more likely to stay in — or move to — gentrifying neighborhoods, and why certain groups, such as blacks without high school degrees, don't see the same income gains as others.

Then there is that most fundamental of questions: does gentrification lead to greater wealth for people in a neighborhood, or are the people who choose to live in such a place otherwise predisposed to make more money? "This study shows us a lot more about gentrification," says Walsh, "but there's still a lot we don't know."

Urban centers on the rise again

Subprime-mortgage crisis and $4-a-gallon gasoline are causing many to think twice about remote subdivisions, rendering long commutes untenable.
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PASADENA, Calif.—Abandoning grueling freeway commutes, Mike Boseman recently found residential refuge in this Southern California city. His apartment building straddles a light-rail line, which the 25-year-old insurance broker rides to and from work in Los Angeles.

Richard Wells is more than a generation older but was similarly attracted to the Pasadena apartment building. The British-born scientist retains what he calls a European preference for public transportation despite his nearly 30 years in California. Plus, he said, the building's location means, "I can walk to a hundred restaurants, the Pasadena symphony and movie theaters."

Boseman and Wells embody trends that are dovetailing to potentially reshape a half-century-long pattern of how and where Americans live: The driveable suburb—that bedrock of post-World War II society—is for many a mile too far.

In recent years, a generation of young people, born between the late 1970s and mid-1990s, has combined with Baby Boomers to rekindle demand for urban living.

Today, the subprime-mortgage crisis and $4-a-gallon gasoline are delivering further gut punches by blighting remote subdivisions nationwide and rendering long commutes untenable for middle-class Americans.

Just as low interest rates and aggressive mortgage financing accelerated expansion of the suburban fringe to the point of oversupply, "the spike in gasoline prices, layered with demographic changes, may accelerate the trend toward closer-in living," said Arthur C. Nelson,director of Virginia Tech's Metropolitan Institute in Alexandria, Va. "There are fundamental changes occurring in demand for housing in most parts of the country."

Christopher Leinberger, a visiting fellow at the Brookings Institution and a developer of walkable areas that combine housing and commercial space, describes the structural shift as the "beginning of the end of sprawl."

Todd Zimmerman, a housing consultant and an early advocate of pedestrian-friendly community planning known as New Urbanism, said demographic and cultural factors explain a big part of the trend. Baby Boomers and Millennials are the country's two biggest generations, with some 82 million and 78 million people born in their respective eras. Both are finding that higher-density urban housing fits their lifestyles.

"Millennials and Baby Boomers are in perfect sync. They are at a stage where they both want the same thing," said Zimmerman, a co-managing director at Zimmerman/Volk Associates Inc. in Clinton, N.J. He said the populations of Americans in their 20s and in their 50s are rising and will add 8 million potential housing consumers by the time their numbers peak in 2015.

"You've got a recipe for reurbanization on a dramatic scale," he said.

While Baby Boomers may be looking to downsize their homes and simplify their lives in urban condos, Millennials often look to cities as a way of rebelling against the suburban cul-de-sac culture that pervaded their youth, Zimmerman said. That is no different than past generations of twentysomethings.

Even families who sought the suburbs or were priced out of cities now have an economic imperative to find their way back closer to town. Transportation is the second-biggest household expense, after housing, and suburban families face a relatively greater gas burden.

At the same time, distant suburbs, or exurbs, where housing growth was predicated on cheap gas, have experienced the biggest declines in home values in the past year, according to a May report by CEOs for Cities, a non-profit group of public- and private-sector officials that seeks to promote urban areas. "The gas-price spike popped the housing bubble," said Joe Cortright, the report's author.

The demand for housing near urban centers isn't going to snuff out suburbs. Satellite towns around cities continue to lure jobs and are reinventing themselves with their own city centers. About half of the walkable urban areas that Brookings's Leinberger identified in a recent survey are located in suburbs, though generally close to major cities.

The challenges for cities are considerable, from investing in public-transportation systems to creating incentives for developers to accommodate the new urban housing demand.

Reconnecting America, a non-profit group committed to transit-oriented development, estimates that the number of households near transit stations will soar to 15 million by 2030, from 6 million now.










