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New vision for eastern Round Rock: 1,000 acre project with homes, stores, offices

AMERICAN-STATESMAN STAFF

Friday, July 11, 2008

By M.B. Taboada

Developer Bob Wunsch is proposing an ambitious mixed-use development for nearly 1,000 acres near the Round Rock Higher Education Center and Seton's new hospital on University Boulevard.

The project would include as many as 1,200 single-family homes and 5,500 condominiums and apartments, including townhomes, student housing and upscale homes for doctors who work at the hospital. The hub would be a 132-acre town center with shops, restaurants and offices. One hundred acres would be reserved for open space, with a lake, trails and parks. Space will be set aside for at least one church, a school and a child care center.

Wunsch is working with the City of Round Rock to develop a bus system to serve the area, so residents could easily get from their homes to classes or jobs at Seton.

Wunsch, the chief executive of Waterstone Development, is partnering with the Avery family, which owns the land, on the project off University Boulevard and FM 1460.

"My job is to take the vision that the Averys have for this land and execute to the standards they expect," Wunsch said Thursday of the project, to be called Avery Centre. "The vision is that when we're done with this, it's a place like no other."

The area, once pasture land and cornfields, has undergone significant transformation in the past several years. Major retail centers include the Round Rock Premium Outlets, IKEA and a J.C. Penney at Interstate 35 and University Boulevard.

When it is finished, the higher education center, built on land that the Averys donated or sold, will include the branch of Texas State University-San Marcos, an Austin Community College campus and a new Texas A&M Health Science Center.

Wunsch said it would take 10 to 15 years to build out the project, which would add

$1.6 billion to Round Rock's tax base when completed.

Although the economic slowdown has stalled some other projects, "East Round Rock is one of those areas of town that is doing well," said Mark Sprague, the Austin partner of Residential Strategies Inc., a consulting and research firm.

"With (Texas) 130 and employment centers so close, it makes sense long term," he said of Avery Centre.

Wunsch "is getting done what very few people can get done right now " amid a national credit crunch and housing slowdown, Sprague added.

Builders have not been selected for the single-family homes in Avery Centre. Wunsch said homes probably will be priced from $180,000 to more than $1 million.

Waterstone will design the exterior of the homes, and builders will have to adapt their own plans to that to be part of the project. Wunsch also said he will be choosy about the apartment builders.

"No outside forces can make the Averys and I do something we don't want to do. If we don't get the type of developer to create the apartments we want, then we'll wait," he said.

Waterstone was scheduled to make a presentation on the project Thursday night to the Round Rock City Council.

Wunsch focuses his projects in Williamson County. He is working on Pearson Place, a 195-acre residential development near Parmer Lane and Texas 45 North. Another current project is Somerset Hills, a 1,352-acre master-planned development in Georgetown.

PUTTING AUSTIN ON THE MAP

Daily Texan

Metro plan to finish by 2025

7/11/08

By Ines Min

In a meeting between Capital Metro and the UT Urban Development Society on Thursday, Austin's public transit service discussed plans to implement further public transportation options, including a streetcar system, commuter rail network and more express buses.

A commuter rail for the city is part of the long-range transit plan to be completed by 2025. This fall, however, the Capital MetroRail service will begin providing transportation for Austinites from Leander to south Austin in "sleek, new trains" that offer "high-back seats, bicycle and overhead racks and Wi-Fi connections," according to CapMetro's Web site. The MetroRail will largely cater to commuters, with more trains in the mornings and evenings. 

A proposed streetcar system would traverse through UT campus, the capitol and downtown, offering greater mobility for people getting off the commuter rail once inside the city, said architect and UT architecture professor Sinclair Black. Since the three most populated areas of Austin are in a direct line, a streetcar system would be easily integrated, Black said. 

Although public and private investors have yet to contribute to the project, the commuter rail is "really cheap" compared to other transit projects, said Matt Curtis, CapMetro's assistant director for community involvement. 

CapMetro is funded predominantly by sales taxes with roughly one-tenth of the revenue coming from bus fares. Future projects will be funded by the City of Austin, Travis County and other private investors, Curtis said. 

"I think [the MetroRail] will make a really big impact, and I do think that people will actually ride it," said Yola Blake, president of UT's Urban Development Society. "I like to think that we're a very green, forward city."

The rail system will not need to be built from scratch. Curtis said it will run on pre-existing freight tracks that were once used to transport granite to the capitol during its construction.

The bus system will remain CapMetro's main priority. New express buses will further connect Georgetown to south Austin, and routes will extend east and west of the Austin metropolitan area. The company plans on buying new buses every year, Curtis said. Additionally, future express buses will have pre-emptive traffic light technology, enabling the bus driver to hold a yellow light or stale green light in order to cross an intersection. Curtis expects no problems with cross-traffic and the longer lights.

"It works with the greater traffic grid," he said. 

Curtis said the increased modes of public transportation will create more density, changing Austin into a more walkable city. They will also provide relief from gas prices and traffic for people commuting into Austin from outlying areas.

Urban studies senior Greg Anderson thinks the new rail system will change Austin for the better.

"It's never too late to implement [public transportation]," Anderson said, "but the longer we wait the harder it will be and the more expensive it'll be."

Cap Metro rail tour derailed

Federal officials in town to examine commuter line were on steam train that slipped off track.

AMERICAN-STATESMAN STAFF

Friday, July 11, 2008

By Katie Humphrey

A tour for federal railroad and transit officials of Capital Metro's commuter rail line was derailed — literally — Tuesday afternoon.

One wheel of the train they were riding at 5 miles per hour slipped off the track in Abbott Yard near Howard Lane and MoPac Boulevard (Loop 1). No one was injured in the incident, and the engine pulled the car back onto the track.

The officials from the Federal Railroad Administration and Federal Transit Administration were visiting with Capital Metro about waivers to operate commuter and freight trains on the same railroad.

Misty Whited, a spokeswoman for Capital Metro, said the incident shouldn't affect the waiver application because the train used for the tour is owned and operated by the Austin Steam Train Association. They rode the charter because Capital Metro's train-testing waiver permits runs only on weekday nights and weekend days, Whited said.

"It has nothing to do with us because it wasn't our vehicle and it wasn't a problem with our tracks," Whited said.

Andrea Lofye, vice president of Capital Metro, said the incident is still under investigation and noted that it occurred on freight tracks that are parallel to the passenger rail tracks in Abbott Yard.

Steve Kulm, a spokesman for the Federal Railroad Administration, said the investigation isn't complete, but the outcome will not affect the waiver application.

"The waiver is about the equipment being used," Kulm said. "It's not about the infrastructure it's being used on."

Dr. Robert Schoen, president of the Austin Steam Train Association, said it's too early to speculate about what caused the "minor derailment."

"There's a thorough investigation ongoing," Schoen said. "We invited the FRA to come out to our yard early next week to inspect the equipment to see if the equipment was the cause of the problem or not."

The Austin Steam Train Association, a nonprofit that runs weekly trips to the Hill Country on its restored train, has never had a derailment, Schoen said.

Tuesday's tour started in Leander and ended at Abbott Yard after the derailment.

CAMPO Calls for Job Access and New Freedom’s Projects

www.CAMPOTexas.org
The Federal government, through the Federal Transit Administration (FTA), provides financial assistance to develop new transit systems and to improve, maintain, and operate existing systems.

The FTA Job Access-Reverse Commute program supports projects relating to the development and maintenance of transportation services designed to transport welfare recipients and eligible low income individuals to and from jobs and activities related to their employment, and public transportation projects designed to transport residents of urbanized areas to suburban employment opportunities.

The FTA New Freedom program supports projects that provide new public transportation services and public transportation alternatives that assist individuals with disabilities with transportation, including transportation to and from jobs and employment support services. In order to be eligible for New Freedom funds, the project must go above and beyond the service required by the Americans with Disabilities Act. 

The Capital Area Metropolitan Planning Organization is soliciting project proposals for these grant programs within the Austin Urbanized Area. This competitive project selection process will award Federal funding that was authorized for FY 2007, FY 2008, and FY 2009 under SAFETEA-LU.

Fort Worth, 3 other Texas cities in top 10 of growth list

Ft Worth Star-Telegram

July 10, 2008

BY BILL HANNA

By any measuring stick, Texas cities are leading the way in population growth.

U.S. Census data released Thursday shows four Texas cities — Fort Worth, Houston, San Antonio and Austin — in the Top 10 in actual population gain from July 1, 2006, to July 1, 2007. Only one other state, North Carolina with Charlotte and Raleigh, had more than one city in the Top 10.

State demographer Karl Eschbach said Texas continues to create jobs and has a strong economy compared to the rest of the nation. He noted that some states such as Florida and Arizona that were competing with Texas for population have seen their economies cool because of the real estate slump.

The continued growth of Fort Worth and Austin caught Eschbach’s eye.

"They are both core metropolitan cities that are attractive to in-migrating middle-class populations," Eschbach said. "A lot of major cities, including both Houston and Dallas, have immigrants replacing U.S.-born citizens."

Texas’ big gain

Eschbach notes that Texas gained an estimated 3 million people from 2000 to 2007, the most of any state. The Texas State Data Center, which Eschbach leads, estimated the Texas population at 23,904,380 in 2007. The data center projects the state will gain another 19 million in population by 2040 for a total of 43,581,928 if growth continues at same rate it did from 2000 to 2004.

In the Metroplex, he projects Fort Worth and Arlington to gain another 2.7 million in population by 2040 and Dallas-Plano-Irving to see an increase of 6.4 million by 2040.

"If you look at our projections, I don’t necessarily see any short-term caps on growth," Eschbach said.

Killeen, with a 6.5 percent jump was sixth and Denton, with a 4.7 percent increase. was 10th on the list of cities with top percentage growth. Fort Worth’s population grew by 4.5 percent, which was good enough for 11th. But Fort Worth was the largest U.S. city to crack the Top 20.

"As they get bigger, cities growth rates tend to slow down," Eschbach said. "I’d say I expect that to eventually happen for Fort Worth but I don’t see any reason why Fort Worth can’t sustain these current growth rates for some time."

New Orleans rebounds

The latest census estimates show New Orleans residents steadily returning to the Crescent City following Hurricane Katrina.

With a gain of 28,926, New Orleans’ population had rebounded to an estimated 239,124 by July 1, 2007. That’s still well short of the 453,726 that lived in New Orleans on July 1, 2005, before Hurricane Katrina devastated the city on Aug. 29, 2005.

"They still have lots of problems of houses without electricity or areas where schools haven’t reopened," said Louisiana Tech demographer Caroline Leung. "People are coming back but how fast they can come back is still in question. A lot of the people are still in Texas in the Houston area. And I think a lot of people who are coming back aren’t going to New Orleans, they’re settling somewhere between Baton Rouge and New Orleans."

Leung said New Orleans could eventually come close to a population of 400,000 but she doesn’t believe it will ever reach its pre-Katrina population.

"New Orleans was losing population before the storm," she said. "People were leaving for the suburbs long before Katrina hit."

A University of New Orleans study released this week found that 62 percent of flooded homes in New Orleans and St. Bernard Parish were being renovated or repairs had been completed.

The survey was conducted in May. A similar survey from early 2007 found that 35 percent of flooded homes were being renovated.

New Orleans’ 13.8 percent population jump was the largest percentage increase in the U.S. from July 1, 2006 to July 1, 2007. McKinney, northeast of Dallas, was third with an 8 percent jump.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau Population Estimates from July 1, 2006, to July 1, 2007

San Francisco Tests Dynamic Curbside Parking

TerraPass

June 12, 2008 1:56 PM

By Adam Stein

Congestion pricing failed to gain approval in New York, but other cities are quietly pushing forward with plans to bring innovation to a more prosaic but no less important part of the transportation puzzle: parking.

The struggle to find a good parking space in a city is so commonplace as to have become a cliché. But really what it represents is a market failure. Parking spots, like roads, are an odd sort of beast: the supply is fixed, but the demand fluctuates greatly by day and by hour.

For most goods, pricing aligns supply with demand. But the price for parking is inflexible. Most spots are free. Others are metered at an artificially low rate. Residential permit parking creates odd local monopolies. Private lots skim those willing to pay the most.

The traditional solution is to increase the number of spots, providing yet another subsidy to drivers and pushing yet another cost onto everybody else. More importantly, fiddling with supply doesn't really work any more so than building an extra lane on a highway relieves congestion. Oversupply of parking encourages driving. Undersupply creates a lottery system, in which people circle endlessly looking for a spot or choose to park illegally. In either case, the result is more congestion, more carbon emissions, and less livable cities.

The key to solving the puzzle, as Alex notes, is information. And for consumers, that information must ultimately be embodied in price. Which is what makes San Francisco's $23 million experiment in dynamic curbside pricing so intriguing. According to streetsblog:

The underlying premise of SFpark is that the city wants to reduce driving, and will not attempt to do so by building more parking. Nor does the city want to suffer from parking shortages, manifested as double parking and congestion caused by cruising for spots. Instead, SFpark will raise meter prices so that demand is reduced to equal the existing parking supply. During peak periods, meters will be priced high enough to ensure some parking is always available. During off-peak times, meter prices will go down, so that most spots are used. The idea is that if you really have to drive, you shouldn't have to cruise around or risk a ticket. Along with an easier time finding parking during peaks, and lower prices when and where there is lower demand, other carrots for motorists include easing time limits during periods of low demand, enabling payment by cell phone, and delivering text messages to drivers when their meters are running out.

The "smart-meter" program will encompass 6,435 spots--roughly one quarter of San Francisco's curbside parking. The pilot program will undergo a year of trials and adjustment, before being considered for rollout to the entire city.

Others will be watching closely. Although congestion pricing is dead (for now) in New York, the city is charging ahead with its plan to replace all the old-style parking meters with more intelligent Muni meters by summer of 2009. Although the smart meters are presently programmed to behave a lot like the old, dumb meters, the groundwork for dynamic pricing is quietly being laid. As with congestion pricing, it's only a matter of time before someone flips the switch.

Fuel prices create a critical situation for Metro Transit

There are few options remaining other than raising prices or cutting service.

Minneapolis-St. Paul StarTribune

July 12, 2008

By PETER BELL

The skyrocketing cost of oil has been a mixed blessing for transit. On the positive side, it has helped boost Metro Transit ridership to the highest levels in more than 25 years.

But the fuel costs of Metro Transit and suburban providers have more than doubled since 2005, the last time transit fares were increased. And we buy a lot of fuel. Metro Transit uses nearly 8 million gallons of diesel fuel per year.

Labor represents 77 percent of our operating budget, and fuel consumes 9 percent. This doesn't leave a lot of places to cut as we attempt to erase a projected $15 million budget shortfall for 2009. That's one reason the Metropolitan Council is holding public hearings on a proposed fare increase.

The proposal calls for a 25-cent increase beginning Oct. 1 on all regular-route service, and a 50-cent increase on Metro Mobility service for people with disabilities. In addition, the morning rush-hour, and rush-hour fares, would start at 5:30 a.m. instead of 6 a.m.

If approved, new cash fares would be $1.75, $2.25 or $3, depending on the type of service and time of day. New Metro Mobility fares would be $4 during weekday rush hours and $3 at other times.

A possible second fare increase in 2009, at a date to be determined, could add up to an additional 50 cents to the cost of a ride.

The initial fare increase -- which would generate about $7 million a year -- won't solve all of transit's budgetary challenges. We could face a revenue shortfall of $30 million to $40 million a year in 2010 and 2011.

The primary reason is that revenues from the Motor Vehicle Sales Tax (MVST) -- one of the major funding sources for transit -- continue to fall short of projections. For understandable economic reasons, many people simply aren't buying cars.

In 2001, the Minnesota Legislature eliminated the regional property tax levy for transit and substituted MVST. And in 2006, the voters approved a constitutional change that -- when fully implemented -- guarantees transit a larger percentage of MVST revenues. So far, however, this has proven to be a larger slice of a diminishing pie.

The Metropolitan Council does not want to cut transit service. Indeed, our long-range transit vision calls for expanding service and doubling ridership by 2030. We are off to a good start with the opening of our first light-rail transit (LRT) line in the Hiawatha corridor, the construction of our first commuter rail line in the Northstar corridor and the planning for our second LRT line in the Central corridor.

Even with our proposed fare increase, riders will pay only about 30 percent of transit operating costs. The other 70 percent will come from the taxpayers -- in the form of MVST revenues and legislative appropriations.

Over the last four years, the taxpayers have contributed additional public resources to help fund transit service. It seems reasonable to ask transit users to pay a little more as well.

Peter Bell is chair of the Metropolitan Council, which operates Metro Transit and Metro Mobility.

Study: Highways Don’t Pay for Themselves

StreetBlog

July 9, 2008

by Damien Newton

As debate over the merit of congestion pricing rages on throughout LA County, a new report by the Texas Department of Transportation, hardly a hotbed of anti-car radicalism, throws cold water on one of the leading arguments against road pricing: that the roads where Metro wishes to place variable tolls are already paid for by gas taxes. 

While the specific numbers would doubtless be different because Texas has a different gas tax than California and a different amount of traffic density; the study shows such a wide disparity in the funds generated by a road project increased fees and the cost of a project that it's hard to imagine any road project producing the funds to justify the cost of building it.

For example:

Applying this methodology, revealed that no road pays for itself in gas taxes and fees. For example, in Houston, the 15 miles of SH 99 from I-10 to US 290 will cost $1 billion to build and maintain over its lifetime, while only generating $162 million in gas taxes. That gives a tax gap ratio of .16, \ which means that the real gas tax rate people would need to pay on this segment of road to completely pay for it would be $2.22 per gallon. This is just one example, but there is not one road in Texas that pays for itself based on the tax system of today. Some roads pay for about half their true cost, but most roads we have analyzed pay for considerably less.

Of course, the ramifications of this study go beyond just congestion pricing.  Thanks to the Texas DOT, transit advocates have the perfect counter to any argument that transit is some sort of affront to the free market because of the subsidies it receives.

The Metropolitan Era

Governing Magazine

June 30, 2008 

By Peter Harkness

Cities and their surrounding suburbs are the new building blocks of an economy both global and local.

Forget about states, cities and counties.

They are so yesterday. What's in now is metro. No, it has nothing to do with sexual orientation or furniture design. We're talking about metropolitan areas: the cities along with their environs — including their suburbs, their exurbs, even some of the surrounding rural areas that are tied to the center by employment or commerce.

For decades, urban affairs columnist and author Neal Peirce has trumpeted the underappreciated importance of "citistates," which he defines as "one or more historic central cities surrounded by cities and towns which have a shared identification, function as a single zone for trade, commerce and communication, and are characterized by social, economic and environmental interdependence."

Now, as the general election contest gets under way, the Brookings Institution's Metropolitan Policy Program has embarked on an ambitious and clearly well-funded bid to change the way we look at the country and its economy, with the hope of influencing the debate during the campaign and then policy making by the new administration and Congress.

The message goes like this: The top 100 metropolitan areas cover only 12 percent of the national land mass but are home to about two-thirds of its population and its jobs — and even larger shares of "innovative activity": 78 percent of its patents, 75 percent of those with graduate degrees, 79 percent of air cargo, 94 percent of venture capital funding, and so on. In all, they generate three-quarters of the gross domestic product.

Add in more than 200 other smaller metro areas, and we truly are looking at a metropolitan nation. Peirce puts it in context: "As economic actors, major U.S. citistates compete in size with major world nations. In gross product, the New York region ranks 13th among the world's top economies, just ahead of Australia, Argentina and Russia. The Los Angeles citistate is bigger than Korea, Chicago greater than Taiwan or Switzerland." And so, he says, citistates are how "our world is now organizing itself" away from an old way of thinking (federal, state, local) to a new way: global, regional and neighborhood.

The first of two reports from Brookings notes that "we are part of a highly networked global economy in which the world's major metropolitan areas generate an outsized share of world output. Politics, custom and language continue to separate us into individual nation-states; but trade, migration and investment link Seattle more closely to Shanghai than to Sacramento."

The problem is that Washington doesn't get it. Federal officials see only one economy, or occasionally perhaps 50 state economies; the population is divided into 435 congressional districts. The feds "adopt policies that betray no understanding of how our metropolitan dominated economy works," the Brookings report argues. "And they saddle metropolitan leaders with fragmented, diffuse programs that ignore how thorny public policy programs interrelate and spill across state and local borders."

Investments Needed

We're paying a price for this myopia. Productivity is slipping, the supply of scientists and engineers has stalled, research and development funding has declined and patent activity is faltering. K-12 education is underperforming; higher education for the first time on an international scale is slipping. Growth patterns are creating a situation where we're gobbling up farmland, increasing commuting times well above population growth, and pushing more tons of greenhouse gases into the air.

In short, Brookings concludes, we are ignoring the economic engines that give us the prosperity we now enjoy: our metro areas. To rectify that, it advocates investment in education and training, particularly for new immigrants; in infrastructure to move people, goods and ideas; and in amenities — libraries, museums, public spaces — that draw people into urban centers. And Brookings advocates changing the intergovernmental relationship so that it's more holistic and flexible. Of course, "investment" is code for "more federal aid," and so recommendations for a National Innovation Foundation and a Cluster Information Center will be viewed skeptically by Congress.

Washington has neither set a national vision nor any standard for achievement, the report said. It does not lead in areas such as immigration and carbon emissions, where metro governments need guidance. And it doesn't step aside where it ought to, one reason transportation policy still is biased toward cars and not mass transit.

I'm dubious when any group that doesn't command money or votes tries to affect the campaign debate, but Brookings may well exert some influence this year. Only 10 days after the think tank convened a large crowd at a Washington hotel to hear its recommendations, Barack Obama spoke in Miami to the nation's large-city mayors. In language similar to the two reports, he said Washington should "stop seeing our cities as the problem and start seeing them as the solution. Because strong cities are the building blocks of strong regions, and strong regions are essential for a strong America."

But the presumed Democratic nominee also made it clear that, save for infrastructure help, mayors shouldn't expect increased aid out of his administration. The federal debt, he said, is too deep.

Streetcars Could Be Running on D.C. Roads by Late Next Year

Washington Post

Sunday, July 13, 2008; Page C01

By Lena H. Sun

The District's on-again, off-again streetcar project has reached a critical stage: Officials are to unseal bids next month and award a contract this fall for construction of tracks and other infrastructure. Three new modern streetcars have been bought and are sitting in storage in the Czech Republic.

If all goes according to plan, the red-and-gray streetcars could be running along a 1.3-mile stretch from Bolling Air Force Base to the Anacostia Metro station by late next year. That segment, which will cost about $45 million, would be part of an extensive network of streetcars and rapid bus service that transportation officials envision will stretch across the city in coming years.

Like transit planners elsewhere, District officials see the modern streetcar as a way to connect inner-city neighborhoods and jump-start economic development without harming the environment. Transportation officials are to give an update on the project at a public hearing tomorrow convened by D.C. Council member Jim Graham (D-Ward 1).

District transportation planners hope the streetcars can do for Washington what they did for Portland. In Oregon's largest city, the streetcar system that began operating in 2001 is credited with accelerating redevelopment along an eight-mile continuous loop, turning a once-deteriorating area of warehouses into one full of restaurants, upscale hotels and galleries. Planners say that every dollar spent on the system resulted in $18 of development. The Czech-built streetcars, the same type bought by the District, inspired a local brewery to make a beer in their honor, Streetcar Ale.

The renaissance of streetcars, a form of light rail, has been taking place across the country for the past several years. Light rail, which includes modern streetcars, had the highest percentage of ridership increase -- 10.3 percent -- of all transit in the first quarter of this year over the same period last year, according to the American Public Transportation Association.

Streetcars share lanes with automobiles and ride on rails built in existing streets. Power comes from overhead electric wires. The small-size trains are quiet, efficient and environmentally friendly, carrying people through high-density areas on short inner-city trips, reducing automobile traffic and parking.

At a time of "higher-than-ever fuel costs and greater-than-ever concerns about air quality," the appeal of streetcars is especially high, said Chris Zimmerman (D), Arlington County Board member.

Northern Virginia also has a streetcar project, a five-mile line along Columbia Pike in Arlington and Fairfax counties. Progress on that $172 million project is behind the District's, and because of Virginia state legislators' failure to come up with transportation funding, that streetcar line is certain to be delayed even further, officials said.

The projects coincide with plans in Maryland to build a light rail or bus rapid transit Purple Line extending inside the Beltway from Bethesda to New Carrollton.

In the District, the Anacostia streetcar segment is anticipated to have 1,400 daily riders, mostly made up of federal workers, District employees and city residents, according to transportation officials. The cars would travel with automobile traffic, on in-street embedded track occupying one of the lanes. For the past year, the three streetcars have been stored at the manufacturer's site in Ostrava, Czech Republic.

Graham said he called tomorrow's hearing after attending a light rail conference in Istanbul last month representing Metro, for which he is a board member. The conference prompted him to question the project's scope and location, he said.

He has asked for a temporary hold on a budget request to transfer $10 million from another District transportation project, the 11th Street bridge, to the Anacostia streetcar segment. The initial streetcar line is funded entirely with District moneys.

"I don't think there's been a council oversight hearing on this project in more than five years," he said.

Although he supports streetcars and light rail, Graham questioned whether the planned Anacostia route made the most sense. It would be convenient for federal workers, he said, "but what are the direct benefits for the people of the District of Columbia? . . . Is this the most bang for the buck that we can get?"

Streetcar routes along H Street NE and K Street downtown might have more benefits, he said. City transportation officials say they hope to eventually run streetcars along K Street and in Capitol Hill and other corridors, adding a layer to the transit options created by the increasingly strained underground Metro system.

One streetcar route under consideration would follow the path of the popular DC Circulator bus from Benning Road and H Street NE to Union Station, then K Street, and then to the west side of downtown, according to Emeka Moneme, District transportation director.

"We have limited roadway capacity in the city, and this is a way to move more people," Moneme said.

Officials say Anacostia was chosen because it is underserved by transit and economic development. Several housing, retail and commercial projects are planned for the area around the Anacostia station. Streetcars can "really spur economic development," Moneme said.

Streetcars and the other infrastructure needed to run them are viewed by developers as a permanent commitment to improving a community, he said. By comparison, a new bus route can always be eliminated.

The streetcars to be used in Anacostia, manufactured by Skoda-Inekon in Plzen, Czech Republic, are about eight feet wide and 66 feet long, smaller than a typical Metrorail car. The District cars cost $3 million each.

The District project began several years ago. As part of the planning, city officials and residents traveled to Portland a few years ago -- some went twice -- to see its streetcar system firsthand.

Kenneth Davis, a District resident who made the trip, said he was sold on the merits of streetcars after riding. Some earlier proposals had irked residents who feared that any benefit the light rail line might bring would be outweighed by increased traffic and reduced curbside parking.

"It was impressive to watch the streetcars moving down very narrow streets," he said. "They didn't interfere with traffic or parking."

D.C. officials say one concern is the high rate of pedestrian traffic incidents around the Anacostia Metro station. Adding a transit service will require more control over pedestrian access, they said.

Officials said a 12-inch deep track slab design will reduce the time needed to construct the tracks.

The Anacostia project was originally slated to be longer, about three miles, and to run along CSX tracks between Bolling Air Force Base and Pennsylvania Avenue. But the city and CSX couldn't agree on a lease.

In 2005, officials proposed running the tracks along a stretch of Martin Luther King Jr. Avenue and Good Hope Road SE to Minnesota Avenue SE but abandoned those efforts after community opposition. Residents said the roads were too narrow for streetcars.

In January 2006, the project was shortened to 1.3 miles, running on its current alignment from Bolling, on South Capitol Street, to the Anacostia Metro station, with stops at the Navy Annex and Barry Farm on Firth Sterling.

The last District streetcar stopped running in January 1962. But for almost a century, streetcars clattered along steel tracks dug into the broad boulevards of the District and its suburbs, in one of the most extensive trolley systems in the country.

In Washington, a congressional ban on overhead wires in the heart of the city poses a special problem.

Unlike the Anacostia demonstration, where cars would draw power from a pole that connects with overhead wires, a more extensive streetcar network would need to rely on newer technology, such as a self-propelled system powered by battery, Moneme said.

Beseeching oil sheiks to open their spigots and bring back cheap oil for Americans doesn't work any more

Houston Chronicle

July 12, 2008, 11:16AM

By AMY MYERS JAFFE

There is only one thing I used to need to know to predict the price of oil: What was Saudi Arabia thinking?

For decades, the Saudi oil minister could declare a target price and the market would gravitate toward it. We can recall some of those targets nostalgically — $18, $25, even the more recent $55 price floor. They seem romantically quaint now.

Sheikh Zaki Ahmed Yamani shocked the oil world in 1984 when he declared the kingdom, which had struggled in 1983 to defend $40 oil, was initiating an oil price war and had set its sights on a $15 oil price. Armed with lots of spare crude oil productive capacity and the realization that the 1979 oil crisis was bad for long-term business, Saudi Arabia tripled its oil output, hoping competitors would cry uncle. Between the 1973 oil embargo to the upside and the 1984 price war to the downside, the kingdom showed it had the clout and the political will to change oil price trends virtually overnight.

In sum, for almost four decades, when Saudi Arabia spoke, oil speculators listened. That is why U.S. presidents, starting with Franklin Roosevelt and including most recently George W. Bush, have courted the king of Saudi Arabia on matters related to oil.

The problem is that the reality of Saudi oil power has faded and no one, not even our so-called "oil" president or the Saudis themselves, seems to have acknowledged this new fact of life.

For the past three decades, Americans have been able to count on Saudi Arabia to bail us out of almost any energy conundrum. Saudi Arabia raised its production in 1984, lowering oil prices and helping pull the global economy out of a major slowdown. Saudi Arabia raised its production in 1990 after Iraq invaded Kuwait to prevent a prolonged oil supply shock that would have damaged the global economy again. Indeed, Saudi Arabia raised production, with less publicity, after Sept. 11, 2001, and in the early days of the U.S. campaign in Iraq in 2003, again to prevent markets from overheating.

So it is not surprising that for more than 30 plus years, American administration after administration believed that no American energy policy was needed beyond a direct line to Riyadh.

The problem is, Saudi Arabia no longer has a white horse and we, like Cinderella, are thus waiting for a prince who will never come.

In recent years, Saudi Arabia has been slow to respond with the kind of massive investments that would have been required to maintain the kind of excess oil production capacity needed to calm markets as demand soared over the past 10 years. Almost no investment was made in the late 1980s. In the aftermath of the Persian Gulf war, the kingdom added some capacity, raising its production abilities by about 1 million barrels per day. For much of the 1990s, however, little money was spent on expanding new capacity at the kingdom's oil fields. In June 2005, the kingdom announced a commitment of $50 billion in new spending to bring its production potential from just over 9 million barrels a day to 12.5 million by 2009 and $14 billion in new oil field expansion projects (3 million barrels per day) is slated to be completed next year.

But forecasts over the same period had been projecting that as much as 17 million barrels per day (some projections were higher at 24 million) from Saudi Arabia might be needed given expected output declines in the United States and United Kingdom, and problems in the oil sectors of other major producers such as Venezuela, Iraq, Iran and Nigeria.

There is no question that Saudi Arabia had other problems besides investing in its fields. The country was experiencing poverty in its midst for the first time in decades, and unemployment or underemployment of a burgeoning youth bulge has become a major challenge. Moreover, rapid population growth threatened social stability, and the government faced a growing challenge from internal terror cells. In sum, the government in Riyadh had other problems besides worrying about keeping our supplies of oil affordable to average Americans. The kingdom's oil sector only employs 2 percent of the population, so other spending requirements were pressing.

The decision to limit spending on expanding its massive oil reserves into available production has left Riyadh unable to convince speculators, or anyone else for that matter, that it can effectively lower the price of oil. On June 22, Saudi Arabia announced that it was displeased with rising prices and said it planned to raise production from one of its newly expanded fields by more than 500,000 barrels per day. The global oil market barely flinched.

Ever since Saudi Arabia abdicated its market regulator role, whether accidently or on purpose, U.S. leaders have been flailing because, quite frankly, they have never really had to address energy issues in a serious way before. In the past, the Saudi safety net was always there, so calls for real policies seemed unnecessarily costly when shuttle diplomacy might just fix things with one cup of coffee in a palace behind closed doors.

We need to wake up to this new reality. There is no friendly oil sheikh who can fix the current energy mess by a sudden decree as has been done in the past.

It would take billions of additional dollars of Saudi spending, and many years of trying, for the kingdom to get back its oil mojo — short of a major global recession that so cut demand that its current oil capability would seem ample again.

Thus, a comprehensive overhaul of U.S. energy strategy needs to take place. The answer lies not in the fields of the Middle East. A glance at the mess we call the Iraq war should lay that bare without discussion.

There should be no debate between drilling or conservation. We need to do both.

We need a major national initiative in energy research and development.

We need to overhaul our transportation system and our automotive technology.

We will not be able to afford to move everything by road, and we should consider how to arrange our lives to drive less.

If every American reduced on-road travel by 25 miles a week by 2020, that would shave 20 percent from our oil imports.

We will need expanded public transportation, expanded bulk rail systems, more telecommuting. We will need smarter buildings, denser population growth, improvements in energy efficiency in industry and households, and more localized agriculture and services.

Most of all, we will need national leadership. That, unfortunately, seems to be in as short of supply as oil.

When we vote this November, we should demand more than sound bites. We should be looking for a concrete, detailed, long-range plan.

Jaffe is the Wallace S. Wilson Fellow for Energy Studies at Rice University's James A. Baker III Institute for Public Policy.










