[image: image1.jpg]Obesity more common in the South

The South is the nation’s fattest region with three of the top five
states reporting an obesity rate greater than 30 percent in 2007.
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Austin City Council Hears ROMA Mobility Plan for Downtown

Presentation of the Downtown Austin Plan Rail Analysis

City Hall – Council Chambers 

Thursday, July 24th – 10:30 am

Capital MetroRapid
Capital Metro Press Release

Recently, Capital Metro has been working on a revised rapid bus proposal that could earn some federal funding. Before a final proposal is submitted to the Federal Transit Administration, Capital Metro wants to hear from customers and the community by hosting three public meetings this month.

Initial service will include two routes: North Lamar/South Congress and Burnet/South Lamar. This is just the first phase in the plan to have as many as 10 routes in the next 20 years.  Capital MetroRapid is a part of the All Systems Go Long-Range Transit Plan that includes expanded local and express bus service, MetroRail service, and new and improved park and ride lots.

Click here for more information on MetroRapid.

Community Meetings

Monday, July 28 11:30 a.m. - 1 p.m. - Capital Metro Transit Store 323 Congress Ave.  Served by bus routes: 1L/1M, 3, 5/26, 7/27, 9/14, 15/16, 17, 10/20, 30, 101, Orange `Dillo, Red `Dillo, Gold `Dillo, Silver `Dillo

Monday, July 28, 6 - 7:30 p.m. - Redeemer Lutheran Church, 1500 W. Anderson Ln.  Served by bus routes: 5, 350

Wednesday, July 30, 6 - 7:30 p.m. - Skyline Terrace-Foundation Communities (1st floor conference room) 1212 W. Ben White Blvd. Served by bus routes: 16, 328

Cap Metro rail manager leaving

Krisak, who had job for three years, taking comparable job at much-larger Atlanta system

AMERICAN-STATESMAN

Thursday, July 17, 2008

By Ben Wear

Rich Krisak, who has run Capital Metro's commuter rail and freight rail program for three years, is leaving the agency to take a similar position with Atlanta's transit agency. His departure, set to occur July 25, comes just months before Capital Metro opens its first passenger rail line.

He will be replaced on an interim basis by Bill LeJeune, who had been the agency's freight rail manager before Krisak arrived. LeJeune currently reports to Krisak.

Krisak will be assistant general manager of rail operations at the Metropolitan Atlanta Rapid Transit Authority. According to an e-mail he sent Wednesday to Capital Metro executives, he will be in charge of the agency's rail operations. MARTA's passenger rail, Krisak said in the e-mail, has 250,000 boardings a day.

Capital Metro's sole line from Leander to downtown Austin is expected initially to have about 2,000 boardings a day.

Much remains to be done if that line is to meet a December target date for opening, including construction of three stations where work has just begun or has yet to begin, resolution of a long-pending Federal Railroad Administration permit for the service, and final testing of the six rail cars.

Fred Gilliam, Capital Metro's president and chief executive officer, characterized Krisak's leave-taking as a "kink in our system."

"We have depth in this organization," Gilliam said. "If I had had my preference, I would have liked to have (Krisak) stay until we had the project up and running. One thing for sure: This project will not suffer."

Krisak's decision, officials said, reflected a good opportunity, not any problems here.

"There are few rail systems in the U.S. with this size of impact on a region, and it is an opportunity that I find extremely challenging," Krisak's e-mail said. "Atlanta also puts me much closer to my family."

Krisak will be the second top Capital Metro official to leave for MARTA in the past four months. 

When it comes to our energy future, we're chasing the wrong goal

Austin American Statesman

Thursday, July 17, 2008 

Op-Ed by Andrew Grove

Energy independence is the wrong goal. 

Oil, like all other goods, flows toward the highest bidder. Consequently, talking about "independence" in a global economy ruled by market forces is a contradiction. 

As national policy, we must protect the U.S. economy from interruptions in the supply of such a critical commodity — whether those interruptions stem from natural or political causes. The appropriate aim is to strengthen our energy resilience to adjust to such changes.We can do this by increasing our reliance on electricity. 

Electricity can be transported only over land. Consequently, it will stay in (or stick to) the continent where it is produced. Equally important is that electricity can be produced using multiple sources of energy. Petroleum, yes — but also coal, which is abundant in the United States; wind; hydroelectric; nuclear; and solar energy. If one source suffers a shortage, we can produce electricity from another. Electricity will give us the greatest degree of energy resilience. 

Most everything today runs on electricity. A big exception is the transportation sector. Transportation uses more than half of the petroleum consumed in this country. If we don't convert a large portion of the transportation sector to electricity, we cannot make real progress toward energy resilience. 

This conversion will not be easy. It requires growth in generation capacity as well as in the capacity and reach of the transmission infrastructure. Most important, it requires vehicles to run on electric power. 

Given the size and weight of ordinary automobiles, current technology allows electric cars to run only 100 miles or so before their batteries need to be recharged — the way we recharge our cellphones, by plugging them into the national electric grid. Few drivers can live with this limitation all the time; still, today's capabilities can get us off to a good start. 

The automobile industry has been waiting for batteries to improve until they can allow electric cars to enter the marketplace with the same driving range as gas-fueled cars. Battery developers have been waiting for demand from the automobile industry to develop before committing the resources required to do the job. The generation and transmission infrastructures have not been built up to service the potentially explosive demand from transportation. 

To be sure, this situation is changing. Start-ups such as Tesla Motors and Project Better Place have begun to experiment with all-electric cars, and important developments are underway at Nissan and General Motors. But our exposure to the vagaries of oil supply is growing by the month. 

We must sharply accelerate the conversion to electricity. The U.S. government should lead the way by requiring that a growing percentage of cars be built with dual-fuel capability. These cars would have an electric engine and an auxiliary gasoline engine. The car would run on electricity and switch to the gasoline engine after the batteries were depleted. 

The forces of disruptive technology would eventually bring improvements in battery technology, allowing the production of an all-electric car with satisfactory driving range. 

Our biggest problem, however, is how long all this takes. No matter how fast the production of dual-fuel cars is ramped up, replacing the bulk of the approximately 250 million cars on America's roads will take a decade. 

We must mobilize all segments of our economy to accelerate the process. Enterprising folks are working to devise ways in which existing gasoline cars could be converted to dual-fuel. Pickups and SUVs represent about 80 million vehicles, with mileage of perhaps 13 to 16 mpg. Converting these should be a priority. 

Estimates show that converting vehicles to dual-fuel operation, even with electricity providing no more than 50 miles of driving range between daily rechargings, could cut petroleum imports 50 to 60 percent — a stunning opportunity. 

A task of this magnitude requires changes in the behavior of millions of consumers. We may need to apply tax incentives to offset the cost of the retrofit and couple them with discounts on the cost of electricity used by the vehicle. 

The move to electric miles also has the added advantage of helping to mitigate a major environmental threat. A shift from petroleum-based vehicles to electricity-based ones would move the locus for addressing carbon emissions from millions of individual vehicles to far fewer centralized electricity-generating plants. Controlling emissions thus becomes an industrial task, easier technologically. Estimates indicate a potential reduction of carbon emissions of around 50 percent. 

There is no issue more urgent. History shows a pattern of using access to energy to influence diplomatic outcomes, with events often escalating into violence. We must prevent this from happening to our country. 

National security as well as economic needs require that we urgently adopt a strategy to strengthen our energy resilience. The most practical and immediate way is to encourage the mass manufacture of vehicles, as well as the retrofitting of existing ones, so that they first run on electricity. 

Grove was chairman and chief executive of Intel Corp. from 1987 to 1998 and now serves as senior adviser.

Cap Metro backing away from special shuttles

Austin American-Statesman

Friday, July 18, 2008

By Ben Wear

Federal rules, now to be enforced, give private shuttle companies first shot at events like ACL music festival and UT football shuttles

Capital Metro will no longer provide shuttle service to a long list of community events, including University of Texas commencement, Martin Luther King Jr. Day festivities and the Texas Relays because of federal rules — long unenforced — designed to give private bus companies first shot at the business.

The transit agency says it would like to keep supplying shuttle service to the Austin City Limits Music Festival, UT football games and, perhaps, the Trail of Lights at Christmas. But if private charters want to and can provide the shuttles, the federal rules require Cap Metro to step aside.

That could mean higher costs for event organizers or riders. Cap Metro itself plans to begin charging $5 for a round-trip ride to UT games, agency spokeswoman Misty Whited said, up from $2.

Charlie Jones, a partner in C3, the promoter of the ACL Fest, said that if his event has to use private buses, "it would be an extreme disappointment to us because we've put six years into refining our transportation program, and we'd basically have to start over," Jones said. "There isn't a private bus company that can provide the amount of service, and we'll have to put together a dozen companies."

Whited said Cap Metro last year hired private bus companies to supplement its ACL Fest shuttles on Friday of the event, when most of the agency's buses were busy with regular routes. But on Saturday and Sunday, Cap Metro furnished all 70 buses needed. In addition, Whited said, the agency provided about 120 volunteers to work on the shuttle operations, all of whom got one-day tickets to the festival.

The agency received almost $200,000 for the ACL Fest service last year. For UT football games, which used 32 buses, and the Trail of Lights, with 25 to 45 buses, riders paid $2 for a round trip.

Two private companies are pursuing the ACL Fest business, Whited said, and the agency thinks at least one company has interest in the UT game shuttles. Cap Metro has not decided if it will seek the Trail of Lights job this year, she said.

The agency provided a list of 13 events that were in its plans for the current fiscal year but will not be in the fiscal year beginning Oct. 1. In many cases, Whited said, the agency was charging less than it cost to provide the service.

The Federal Transit Administration has since the 1960s had rules giving private charters preference for special events, spokesman Paul Griffo said. But the rules have not been enforced, he said, and there have been complaints from private charter companies.

When Congress passed a federal transportation bill in August 2005, it directed the transit administration to rewrite the regulations. The new version, which became final April 30, for the first time requires transit agencies interested in providing rides to special events to notify qualified private companies.

There are 120 such companies eligible for Central Texas business. However, 72 of them are from outside Texas, including Oregon and Connecticut. Only five are locally based.

The rules, Griffo said, include an exception allowing a transit agency to provide the service at its normal fares or below. In Cap Metro's case, the base fare is 50 cents for a ride.

Cap Metro, in a preliminary version of its 2008-09 budget, estimates it will provide about 202,000 rides for special events next year, down from the 275,000 in the budget this year. As recently as the 2006-07 budget, the agency had thought it would have about 400,000 riders for special events.

Capital Metro special charters in 2007

ACL Fest: 70 buses a day with 99,950 total rides, at a cost of $195,000 to festival organizers.

UT football shuttles: 32 buses each game, with 37,913 rides, at a cost of $2 per round trip to each rider.

Trail of Lights:25 to 45 buses each day, depending on anticipated crowds, with 69,244 rides, at a cost of $2 per round trip for riders 7 or older.

Cap Metro doesn't plan to supply rides to these events or activities:

Halloween (E bus)

Convention Center (shuttles)

Oak Hill World's Fair

Race for the Cure

MLK Jr. Day

Explore UT

UT Project 2009

Urban Music Festival

Texas Relays

UT commencement

Fourth of July — Leander

Fourth of July — Lago Vista

Gone to Texas

SPECIAL REPORT: Texas rising as retirement hot spot

AMERICAN-STATESMAN

Sunday, July 13, 2008

By Charles Ealy

It was bound to happen.

Millions of baby boomers, the post-World War II generation that other generations are probably tired of hearing about, are getting ready to retire. And home builders across the nation — and especially in Texas — are gearing up to offer plenty of choices for life after work.

In nearly every retirement study during the past decade, boomers have said they want to be active in retirement; to be close to good medical care; to be close to families; and to be near cities with cultural amenities.

The only problem, of course, is being able to afford such things.

That's where Texas comes in.

It's cheaper here.

"You don't go to California to retire these days," says Jim Gaines, research economist at the Real Estate Center at Texas A&M University. "You used to go to Phoenix, but that's become unaffordable. Florida is still expensive, and you sure don't want to go anywhere north."

Perhaps that's why Texas has become the No. 2 state for retirees to relocate, trailing Florida, according to the latest figures from the North Carolina Center for Creative Retirement, which studied 2005 U.S. Census Bureau data.

In 2005, Texas attracted 6.8 percent of America's retirees who moved elsewhere, up from the No. 4 spot in 2000 and leapfrogging over Arizona and California. In the same period, Florida's share began to decline, from 19.1 percent in 2000 to 16.6 percent in 2005.

Developers are responding to the trends and betting on Central Texas.

Ever since Del Webb's Sun City Texas in Georgetown made real estate waves in the 1990s, the area has been one of the nation's retirement hot spots, especially for what's called active adult communities.

Heritage Oaks in Georgetown and the Woodlands Baptist Retirement Community in Burnet are two of the newest active adult resorts, which sell homes, villas and condos to retirees. Usually, the communities require that at least one member of a household be 55 or older. The resorts also are usually located on golf courses or lakes and have a large community pool, walking and hiking trails, fitness centers, clubhouses and maintenance-free living, with monthly fees.

Then there are "age-targeted communities" that are marketed to 55-plus buyers but with no age restriction.

"We are seeing a lot more of these communities being built because they are so appealing to the baby boomers," says Kameron Chicoine, managing editor of Mature Living Choices magazine. "You will find many of these types of communities listed on active adult community Web sites and publications, and when you call them will find that they are actually all-age communities."

Pecan Creek at Horseshoe Bay is a Central Texas example, she says. The Oaks at Wildwood was age-targeted until recently, when it switched to age-restricted.

Continuing care retirement communities are the other popular option in the Austin area, Chicoine says. Such places typically require an upfront deposit on a home, condo or apartment. Typically, the residents stay in the community but can move from independent housing to assisted living as their needs dictate. The communities offer maintenance-free living and numerous amenities, including on-site health care.

Querencia at Barton Creek and Longhorn Village near Steiner Ranch are two of the newest and most high-profile such communities in the Austin area.

There are many other types of retirement projects, of course. Some offer homes or condos with totally independent living and amenities such as meals, transportation and activities usually included in a monthly fee. Some projects offer independent living in rental units, with age restrictions.

And some are strictly assisted living communities, providing assistance with daily medications and activities such as bathing and dressing. Such communities are licensed by the state. But the big target in the real estate community these days are those who are willing and able to buy — or put down a sizable deposit — on homes or condos.

State government is targeting retirees, too.

Todd Staples, commissioner of the Texas Department of Agriculture, estimates that the Texas economy gets an additional $751 million a year from older migrants, and it sees the future as even bigger.

Each retirement-age household gained in Texas equals about 1.5 jobs for the state, according to department research posted on its "Retire in Texas" Web site.

The average retiree household spends about $36,000 a year and pays about $3,000 in state and local taxes, the department says. And when baby boomers start retiring in the next decade, that group will have about $2.3 trillion in annual spending power.

There's also a tourism component, the department says. Potential retirees usually come to the state to check out various communities, and people 50 or older account for 70 percent of tourism spending, the department says.

One of the newest trends in retirement communities focuses on university-related projects, says Gaines. "There's been some talk in College Station about building a retirement community for graduates of Texas A&M," he says.

And in the Austin area, Longhorn Village is being developed in affiliation with the Ex-Students' Association of the University of Texas.

Cooperative Retirement Services of America Inc. is heading up the development, marketing and sales for the not-for-profit community in the Steiner Ranch area.

Residents, who don't own the home and hence don't have to worry about reselling, pay a one-time entrance fee that is 95 percent refundable, as well as a monthly service fee.

A 732-square-foot apartment residence with one bedroom and one bathroom has an entrance fee of $276,380 and a monthly fee of $2,425. The monthly fee covers a variety of amenities as well as maintenance. The rates rise according to size, with the most expensive two-bedroom apartments requiring an entrance fee of more than $700,000 and a monthly service fee of $4,250.

There are also villas, with entrance fees ranging from $699,400 to $1,034,800. Details can be found at www.longhornvillage.com and in the community's brochures.

"A lot of people want to reconnect with the universities in retirement," Gaines says, "and there are plenty of alumni at both the University of Texas and Texas A&M to support such places."

Additional material from staff writer Shonda Novak.

Record numbers hopping on DART

The Dallas Morning News 

Friday, July 18, 2008

By MICHAEL A. LINDENBERGER 

More weekday riders boarded DART's light-rail and commuter trains in June than ever in the agency's 25-year history.

 DART riders clamored to switch from a rail line to the Trinity Railway Express on Thursday afternoon at Union Station in Dallas. June was the second-busiest month ever for Dallas Area Rapid Transit's buses and trains.

Weekend trips were up, too, compared with a year ago. And on buses, where total ridership has remained flat or even down in recent months, the numbers jumped 6 percent from June 2007 – making this June the second-busiest month ever for Dallas Area Rapid Transit's buses and trains.

When the 4.5 million passengers who used DART's fast-growing network of HOV lanes are included, the month was the best ever for DART, agency spokesman Morgan Lyons said.

That doesn't surprise Jack and Aaron Glenn, who said Thursday that they often visit friends in downtown Dallas by taking a 20-minute express bus from their home in Irving. Or, as they did Thursday, they drive to Dallas for one errand, park their car for the day and hop on a light-rail line to move throughout the city.

"I never realized how convenient it is," said Jack Glenn, 50, who was looking for a bag at Whole Earth Provision Company near the Mockingbird Station rail stop Thursday and stopped for coffee at Starbucks. "It's like the transit station is the hub and then there are all these other businesses around it."

That's exactly what DART officials want to hear, and a reason why the agency says $7 billion worth of transit-related real estate developments are either already on the ground near its stations or on planning maps for future development.

The prospect of all that development lured dozens of officials from Fort Worth, including Mayor Mike Moncrief, to Mockingbird Station, too. They took a 95-minute ride from downtown Fort Worth to Mockingbird Station, the 10-acre development seen as the prototype for similar live-work-and-play projects in North Texas.

"We wanted to experience the seamless interconnectivity you have here with DART," Mr. Moncrief said as he stepped off the rail car. "I don't think people realize how nice it is, until they get on the train."

'We are spoiled'

Dallas operates the Trinity Railway Express jointly with Fort Worth's transit agency, and in June it provided 251,000 trips. That's a lot, officials said, even as Mr. Moncrief later conceded that for many, transit and North Texas still seem an odd fit.

"We are spoiled," he said. "Just spoiled by our cars. We like to go where we want and leave when we want to. And I readily admit, I am one of them that is spoiled. We need a change of attitude, but I can tell you this, too – $5 gas is doing a lot to change the way people are thinking."

DART's numbers show he may be right. The TRE gave 31,000 more rides in June compared with May, and about 45,000 more than June of last year.

Increases on TRE have been steady for months as commuters have recoiled from gasoline prices that have topped $4 per gallon. But increases on the light-rail lines, which have much higher ridership than the TRE, have been more modest. And on DART's busiest mode of service, its buses, ridership hadn't grown at all.

But that all changed in June, when any ambiguity about transit ridership trends appears to have vanished, at least for now. In June, light-rail passengers took 1.69 million trips, about 200,000 more than June 2007.

Each weekday in June, on average, light-rail passengers took 70,000 trips. TRE passengers took about 11,000 trips each weekday. Both numbers set all-time highs for DART.

That's welcome news for Dallas' efforts to add density to development downtown and elsewhere, Mayor Tom Leppert said Thursday. "Dallas, like a lot of cities in the South and Southwest where land was so plentiful, grew so fast that the growth happened before we even really thought of transit. Now, we're trying to change that."

Studying streetcars

Dallas and Fort Worth are studying ways to add streetcars downtown, something they may work together on to try to get better prices for the trolleys. Fort Worth has no light-rail service, but wants to build a commuter rail line to the Dallas/Fort Worth International Airport by 2013.

Still, even the big numbers in June don't change the fact that DART buses and trains still service only a fraction of area residents. Just 2 percent to 3 percent of the Dallas area's daily commuters use transit, for instance.

Lakewood resident Greg Gardner, 39, is in the majority when he says that when he's going someplace in Dallas, he's driving. He was at Mockingbird Station on Thursday, too, but he said he had simply walked from his office for a midday break. He rarely uses DART.

"If DART had serviced Deep Ellum in my 20s, then I might have used it," he said with a laugh. "But it didn't. And it's probably too little, too late for that."

The trend is clearly upward for DART, however. And officials there hope to prove Mr. Gardner wrong, even about Deep Ellum. A new station is scheduled to open there in September 2009.

Decreasing vehicle miles traveled a sign of the times

Fort Worth Star-Telegram

July 20, 2008

By KATERI CALLAHAN

Is there anything Congress or the president can do to help beleaguered American drivers as we approach the height of the summer driving season with average gasoline prices now well over $4 a gallon?

The flurry of bills on Capitol Hill creates the appearance that Congress is addressing the problem, but most of the legislation is gimmickry that will do little or nothing to attack the symptoms of our energy crisis, much less cure the underlying illness. Claims of rampant speculation and nefarious market manipulation remain unproven.

The inescapable fact is that while global economic slowdowns could temporarily drive energy prices down, the rapidly growing global economy marks the end of the age of cheap oil.

The positive news, however, is that higher oil prices will drive desirable changes in the U.S. energy economy that policymakers have heretofore been unwilling or unable to achieve.

Americans appear to be responding quickly and smartly to higher gasoline prices.

For the first time in decades, Americans are driving less by combining trips, reducing discretionary driving and using public transportation. According to the Federal Highway Administration, vehicle miles traveled dropped by 2 percent in the first part of this year compared to a year ago — the steepest decline since 1942, when the highway administration began keeping records.

It is difficult to know how much of the reduction is the product of temporary changes in driving patterns caused by oil price sticker shock; drivers could quickly revert to their old behavior if prices fall again.

Still, some developments suggest that more lasting societal changes may be under way. Public transportation systems in some parts of the country are operating at or near capacity and are developing expansion plans.

There has been a dramatic surge in the demand for hybrid and fuel-efficient vehicles, while sales of large SUVs and trucks have dropped by nearly a third. This more efficient fleet of vehicles will be around for more than a decade.

Housing development patterns will also have an impact for many decades, so evidence that home buyers are considering public transportation availability and commute distances is particularly encouraging — 96 percent of Realtors participating in a June 2008 Coldwell Banker survey said fuel prices are a factor in deciding home location.

Throughout the country, home prices in the outer suburbs and exurbs are falling faster than prices closer to city centers.

These are positive and necessary responses to high gasoline prices. Despite the undeniable hardship faced by American drivers being forced to drive less, drive smaller vehicles, use more public transportation, postpone vacations and make other lifestyle changes, record-high gasoline prices may be the best thing that could happen to us.

If uncurbed, America’s insatiable appetite for gasoline would further contribute to climate change and increase reliance on insecure energy resources. In other words, high gasoline prices are good for our country, good for the world, good for us and good for our children.

Congress and the Bush administration should reinforce these trends rather than undermine them. Specifically, Congress should:

Let the energy markets work. If manipulation is demonstrated, then by all means crush it. If the problem is excessive reliance on oil, then acknowledge it and begin addressing it;

Quickly enact a strong climate policy that caps or taxes carbon emissions to allow time for adjustments to price signals;

Increase support for research and development of new and existing efficiency technologies;

Increase federal funding to expand and improve the nation’s public transportation and multimodal infrastructure to make it easier for more people to walk, bike or take public transportation to work;

Adopt policies that directly reduce energy use, such as stronger fuel economy standards for vehicles, higher appliance efficiency standards, and more stringent building codes; and

Encourage telecommuting, teleconferencing, compressed schedules and other policies that reduce commuting and business travel.

In contrast to the flurry of bills currently on Capitol Hill, these policies form the cornerstone of a comprehensive national strategy to address our energy problems.

There is no easy or quick way out of the present energy crisis. Congress has little influence over the increasing worldwide demand for oil, which is driven both by rapidly developing nations and continued high demand by developed economies.

Instead of wasting time on gimmicks like gasoline tax holidays, Congress can help Americans move to the next energy era.

When you are in a hole, the first rule is to stop digging. Well, the American people are in a very deep hole when it comes to energy. The recent high prices of gasoline could help us stop digging.

Kateri Callahan of Rockville, Md., is president of the Washington-based Alliance to Save Energy, a coalition of business, government, environmental and consumer leaders promoting efficient and clean use of energy worldwide.

U.S. cities scrambling to meet raising mass transit demands

CNN

July 16, 2008

By Manav Tanneeru

ATLANTA, Georgia (CNN) -- U.S. cities are racing to cope with ever-increasing demand on public transportation as gas prices remain at record levels.

High gas prices in recent months have had a considerable impact on commuters using public transportation, statistics show.

High gas prices in recent months have had a considerable impact on commuters using public transportation, statistics show.

Even regions that have traditionally resisted giving up cars and have limited access to mass transit are reporting a surge in public transportation use.

From trains and trolleys to subways and buses, the growth encompasses all modes of travel, according to the American Public Transportation Association, a Washington D.C.-based industry group.

Cities are using a variety of measures to meet that demand, according to an informal APTA survey of some transit systems.

For example, the Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority, which is currently operating at capacity during peak periods, ordered more subway cars, buses and coaches for its commuter rail.

In North Carolina, the Charlotte Area Transit System has increased the frequency of light rail service on the weekends, ordered new buses and is taking a look at low-performing routes to cut down on costs.

Don't Miss

And the Southeastern Pennsylvania Transportation Authority, which serves Philadelphia and has seen about 20,000 new daily customers since last July, has ordered 400 new hybrid buses and 120 new rail cars.

Other measures being used or considered by transit systems include changing schedules to increase frequency of buses and trains, creating bus-only lanes and taking out seats on trains to make more room for commuters.

'The paradox of public transportation'
While the rise in ridership has been a relatively easy adjustment for some systems, others are facing difficulties in meeting operating costs, which hampers their ability to ramp up service or maintain normal levels.

Cal Marsella, the head of Denver, Colorado's transit system, calls it the "paradox of public transportation."

Denver's system, like many U.S. cities, is partly funded by revenues from sales taxes. As consumers spend less because of high fuel costs and a sour economy, the city earns less revenue. Consequently, funding for the transit system is decreasing just when their operating costs are higher than ever before.

"Just when our demand is highest, our ability to provide is being undermined by the whole crunch," Marsella said. "The last thing we want to do is curtail service but there is not a lot you can do when revenues are down and fuel prices are up."

The Denver Regional Transit District, however, saw the high prices coming and was able to lock in the price of diesel fuel earlier this year at $3.20 a gallon -- a price far cheaper than what the market is right now. That contract expires at the end of this year. See a map of gas prices across the country »

Marsella is pessimistic prices will drop much by the end of the year. "I'm budgeting next year for $4.55 a gallon," he said. "Everybody is hurting, and I have real concerns about our ability to sustain services and maintain infrastructure."

A sharp rise in ridership

Americans used public transportation in record numbers the first three months of this year, according to the APTA. They took 2.6 billion trips on public transportation during that period, an increase of 85 million more trips compared with the same period last year.

Meanwhile, the number behind the wheel dropped. Americans drove 1.4 billion fewer highway miles from April 2007 through April 2008, according to figures released by the Department of Transportation in June. The numbers represented the sixth consecutive monthly drop.

In some places, the growing embrace of public transportation has been an ongoing trend for the past few years, reflecting a steady and gradual change in commuter behavior. iReport: Show us your commute

For instance, ridership increased during a period of high fuel prices from 2005 through 2006 in Tulsa, but did not decline after fuel prices went back down, said Cynthia Stabb of Tulsa Transit.

"Once people get a chance to try public transit and they find it works for them, they stick with it," she said via e-mail. Asked about the current high levels, she responded, "We believe the demand is here to stay."

Turning point?

Some observers such as Dr. Robert Lang, an expert on urban affairs and planning at Virginia Tech University, say the gas crunch could be a turning point in perceptions of public transportation and how cities plan development.

Consumers are beginning to believe the high prices are a result of structural changes in the global economy, not the result of a single event like Hurricane Katrina, which produced a period of high fuel prices earlier this decade, Lang said.

That change in perception is providing more momentum for some cities that were already moving away from six-lane highways and suburbs dozens of miles apart, to a series of urban centers connected by light rail and other mass transit systems.

He cited cities like Denver and Phoenix, Arizona, where residents, motivated by traffic frustrations and the promise of economic development, approved massive transportation projects during the past few years despite the costs to their pocketbooks.

Marsella said Denver's suburban and exurban commuters were as enthusiastic as its urban residents in approving the multibillion dollar project in 2004. "People want to drive their cars a mile or two to a park-and-ride, and then take the rail in on the most congested part of the trip," he said.

Other cities, like Atlanta, Georgia, for instance, are struggling to make the pivot.

Often cited in discussions about urban sprawl, Atlanta has been bedeviled for years by a lack of consensus among city and regional leaders on the need to expand its transit system.

"Some of it is just the fear of change," Atlanta Mayor Shirley Franklin said. "People acted as if transit was a dirty word and the only thing that would be successful in Atlanta would be to build more roads, but we can see from the congestion that you need an integrated transport system." Video Watch Mayor Franklin talk about Atlanta's transit system »

"Unfortunately, there's no quick answer for the problems that we have."

advertisement

Roads, and the cars on them, will not likely disappear anytime soon, Lang said. "We're a settler nation. And people had to get moving to do that," he said. "There's something deep within the American psyche about the freedom of movement."

But the current environment may lead to a future where hybrid cars coexist with denser transit systems. "2007, for all we know, might be the peak use of gas in the United States," he said.

The days of urban sprawl are over...but not for the reasons you think

Globe and Mail

July 11, 2008 at 6:11 PM EDT

RICHARD FLORIDA

One of the few things increasing as fast as the price of oil lately has been the amount of commentary linking higher energy costs to the death of suburbia. Clearly, higher gas prices have affected where people want – or can afford – to live. Just as the demand for SUVs plummets and consumers have finally begun to see the point of hybrids, people are turning away from sprawling exurbs toward urban neighbourhoods and inner suburbs.

A recent report from CEOs for Cities, a group of U.S. business leaders, mayors and university presidents, declares: “Now that the era of cheap gas is over, demand for development on the fringe is down, and consumer interest and market potential lie in developing and redeveloping neighbourhoods closer to the urban core.”

“Could it happen in Canada?” this newspaper asked recently. While Canada is not suffering from the one-two punch of rising gas prices and subprime mortgages, it's abundantly clear that the same kind of shift away from sprawling suburbs and toward the urban core is under way from Toronto and Montreal to Vancouver and Calgary.

But what's happening here goes a lot deeper than the end of cheap oil. We are now passing through the early development of a wholly new geographic order – what geographers call “the spatial fix” – of which the move back toward the city is just one part.

Suburbanization was the spatial fix for the industrial age – the geographic expression of mass production. Low-cost mortgages, massive highway systems and suburban infrastructure projects fuelled the industrial engine of postwar capitalism, propelling demand for cars, appliances and all sorts of industrial goods.

The creative economy is giving rise to a new spatial fix and a very different geography – the contours of which are only now emerging.

Rising fuel costs are one thing, but in today's idea-driven economy, it's time costs that really matter. With the constant pressure to be more efficient and to innovate, it makes little sense to waste countless collective hours commuting. So the most efficient and productive regions are the ones in which people are thinking and working – not sitting in traffic. And, according to detailed research by the Nobel Prize-winning economist Daniel Kahneman, commuting is among the least enjoyable, if not the single least enjoyable, of all human activities.

Thus, urban cores are again becoming centres for technology, jobs and economic growth. Leading-edge companies are recognizing the value of an urban location. Google runs a shuttle bus that takes employees who live in downtown San Francisco to its Silicon Valley headquarters. On a recent visit to the company's new facility in lower Manhattan, I was shown a map of where the employees lived. Most were clustered in a tight band across lower Manhattan, Brooklyn and nearby areas such as Jersey City and Hoboken in New Jersey. Remember, these are well-paid people who could live behind picket fences on suburban Long Island, Westchester or Fairfield, Conn., if they so chose.

The new spatial fix is simultaneously more global and more concentrated – oriented around a smaller number of large world cities and global mega-regions. For every San Francisco or London, there is a Detroit or a Cleveland, regions where both the urban core and the suburbs are in decline.

Zach Neal, a sociologist at the University of Illinois, Chicago, writes that the city-regions of the past were essentially self-contained markets that operated as “functional hierarchies” – i.e., they produced just about all they needed themselves and supported everything from agriculture and factory complexes to downtown office centres and residential suburbs.

But Neal says the new global system of cities is built on “relational hierarchy” – it's the relationships between key cities and regions globally that matter. A Brookings Institution report finds that global cities such as New York, London, Tokyo and Shanghai are strongly connected to one another, much more so than, say, New York and Louisville or Toronto and Edmonton.

As these global centres grow ever larger and more strategically important, they essentially usurp many of the functions once played by second- and third-tier cities – in effect, growing larger at their expense.

And it's within these global centres – from London, New York and Tokyo to Toronto, Los Angeles and Sydney – that the shift from the suburbs toward the urban core is most pronounced, as talented, ambitious people trade more space for shorter commutes. As housing prices in suburbs and second-tier cities stagnate – or, in the case of certain U.S. suburbs, nose-dive – prices in these superstar urban centres continue to rise, in some cases to stratospheric rates.

While we are in the early development of this new economic geography, one trend is clear: The history of economic development and of capitalism revolves around the more intensive use of urban space. The coming decades will thus probably see greater concentrations of people, increasing densities, and further clustering of industry, work and innovation in a smaller number of humongous cities and mega-regions globally. Alongside that will come ever more concentrated economic opportunity and deepening social and economic divides between people and places.

Rising energy costs may be the proverbial straw that is breaking the camel's back, but the geographic transformation we are living through is driven by something far bigger than high prices at the gas pump.

Richard Florida is the author of Who's Your City? and director of the Martin Prosperity Institute at the University of Toronto.

Gas Prices May Revive Cities

Urban planners finally see a way to curb sprawl

U.S. News and World Report

Posted July 17, 2008

By Bret Schulte

Andres Duany is thrilled by the prices he's seeing at the gas pump. The urban planner and high priest of the New Urbanism movement sees today's (and likely tomorrow's) gas prices accomplishing what he and others in his field have long sought: a wholesale re-creation of the American lifestyle. "The urbanism of the United States has been premised on two things," Duany says. "One is inexpensive land. And the other is inexpensive fuel. Both have led to sprawl."

Sprawl - that scourge of urban designers who prize a tightly packaged city, walkable neighborhoods, and mixed-use development that brings together homes with businesses and shops - may have finally met its match. At least, that's the hope of the enclave of people who study settlement and land use, and who now sheepishly admit they're rooting for high energy prices. "Urban planners have been beating their heads against the wall for decades trying to get Americans to settle in a more compact pattern on the landscape for the very reasons we're starting to see now," says Thomas Campanella, an associate professor of city and regional planning at the University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill. "To be honest, I feel that rising gas prices...are going to do more for good, sustainable urban planning than the entire urban planning profession."

Sure, they feel guilty admitting it, but high energy prices - gasoline as well as heating oil and natural gas - could prove to be the force that brings the dreams of urban planners to fruition: a greener, more sustainable society that is also a throwback to the preautomobile age, when it wasn't realistic to have tracts of homes miles away from business centers, which were, in turn, miles away from shopping centers. "There are vast swaths of the landscape that are inaccessible to anything but the automobile," Campanella says. "Obviously, we're going to see real changes if oil is going to skyrocket, and I think we can all assume it's not going to return to levels of the past."

On one hand, the story of the car, and the far-flung communities of huge homes and cul-de-sacs they enabled, is a testament to America's enormous economic success. But it has also meant more obesity, pollution, and, say urban planners, social isolation. They argue that in some ways, the quality of life was higher when Americans had less money to purchase things like cars. "The great cities that people love," Duany says, "were the result of a substantially less wealthy nation that had to be far more intelligent about its assets." He notes cities such as New York, Boston, and San Francisco, which were built for people to live close to their daily needs. A fringe benefit: more opportunities for interaction with and reliance on neighbors.

High energy prices could mean more U.S. cities joining those ranks, growing thicker with residents, shops, and employers-as they were decades ago. Together with the foreclosure crisis, gas prices "will really take the sheen off the distant suburbs," says Bob Dunphy, a senior fellow for transportation and infrastructure at the Urban Land Institute. Experts are predicting that city homes, often smaller than their suburban counterparts, could gain value for being less costly to heat and cool, as well as for their proximity to mass transit, shops, and employers. "It's what I call a return to reason," Duany says.

The obstacles to such a retro future, of course, are staggering. Thriving cities are expensive and cramped and hardly family friendly. Shrinking cities, like many in the Rust Belt, are dilapidated, crime-ridden-and hardly family friendly. Few offer a quality public school system. But the biggest changes would have to take place in the suburbs. New Urbanists such as Duany, who champion mixed-use environments, say suburbs must adapt to high gas prices by becoming more like villages. Central shopping should replace big box stores (and their aprons of parking) on the town edge. And entire swaths of city blocks with nothing but houses and cul-de-sacs must be retrofitted to fully functioning neighborhoods, with corner stores and businesses in walking distance. "Communities will have to look at diversifying their land use," says Eran Ben-Joseph, a professor of urban planning at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. "You'll see more people buying into the idea of a more dense suburb." Public transit would have to not only link to the metropolitan core but to other suburbs, which often have their own employer bases.

That's a tall order that would require billions in public infrastructure investment and a massive shift in taxpayer subsidies from highways to other infrastructure. That's not likely to happen-at least, not yet. At $4 per gallon for gas, Americans are paying an average of about $500 more to fill up a car this year over last year. That may dent the family budget, but it's hardly enough to trigger a wholesale reimagining of the American Dream. Not to mention that new automobile technology that features plug-in hybrids, electric cars, and hydrogen-powered cars may blunt the impact of gas prices and allow plenty of Americans to enjoy life as they've known it for decades.

Nevertheless, changes in settlement patterns are already occurring, albeit incrementally. And if the price of energy continues to snowball, so will the changes in people's behavior. "American zoning has largely separated land uses," says Tom Murphy, a former mayor of Pittsburgh and a senior resident fellow at the Urban Land Institute. But across the country, officials are already rethinking that notion. California's new effort to reduce greenhouse gas emissions is requiring some developers to assess how far residents will have to drive to reach schools, work, and shopping by automobile. "That can be reduced by putting a shopping center in the middle of a development instead of the edge," Murphy says. The once prototypical car-centered western metropolis of Salt Lake City is aggressively adding light rail commuter lines. So is Denver. With the help of Campanella and his students, modest Hillsborough, N.C., recently lobbied for commuter rail service to the state's bustling research triangle in Raleigh. Chicago, Minneapolis, and other Midwestern cities are joining their East Coast counterparts in growing dense with condominiums. "That was a trend beginning anyhow," Murphy says. "There's every reason to believe that's going to accelerate significantly."

Lawrence Yun, an economist for the National Realtors Association, is already seeing the evidence. Yun was amazed at the 3,000 responses he received from a recent survey of the nation's realtors. "People are now saying affirmatively they want to live closer to town centers and have a shorter commute," Yun says. "And smaller homes mean less energy consumption." Homes in the exurbs are "being hammered on two fronts, gas and heating and cooling costs." Realtors are reporting that they are having a difficult time even getting people to show up at open houses in some distant suburbs. Homes in cities and close-in suburbs are not only selling faster than homes in far-flung suburbs, they are appreciating more rapidly. That's especially noteworthy. While homes inside thriving cities, such as New York or Washington, have always been more expensive than in the suburbs, they tended to appreciate at the same clip. Not any more. Houses closer to the urban core are now outpacing their peers on the fringes. "Areas in the suburbs requiring long commutes are very weak," he says.

Some cities are better poised to take advantage of this trend than others. Namely, those that are already have strong urban cores and public transit lines. Meanwhile, developers are buying up abandoned rail lines, anticipating their revival as people ditch their cars. Duany says he's betting on oil-rich Texas, the very home of suburban sprawl and the derisively dubbed McMansion. "Dallashas more retrofitted downtown suburbs than any place," Duany says. "I'm always betting on Texas. It's such a can-do place." Duany's calling on American city planners to look at Europe's many thriving cities, where gasoline has always been expensive. But, he says, "we can also learn from our own cities of the past"-back when the automobile was the future.

Toward walkability - and happiness

San Jose Mercury News

07/13/2008 

By Dan Burden

Over the 12 years I've spent advocating for walkable communities in about 2,500 towns and cities throughout the world - including 20 or so in the Bay Area - I've found a disparity in the level of happiness that appears to have nothing to do with levels of income.

In communities around San Jose, residents have an enviable standard of living in many respects, yet many don't seem as happy as one would expect in light of their income and the creative environment of Silicon Valley. What could be the cause? And more important, what are possible solutions?

A recent international study on happiness by researchers at Leicester University in England ranked the United States as only the 23rd happiest place in the world. Denmark is the happiest, according to the research.

It's probably no coincidence that more than 20 years ago, Denmark set a vision to become one of the best places to walk anywhere. It took a long time to get there, but the Danes apparently are very happy with their results.

Silicon Valley can follow this example. It can leverage its standard of living to increase its walkability and improve its quality of life.

One measure of quality of life is the level of access we have to the things we value most - jobs, safe streets, affordable transportation and housing, and quality health care, schools and civic spaces such as parks and other gathering places.

The ability to walk to many of these places from our homes or places of
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employment generally raises that quality-of-life index. When researchers look for places where people are happiest, it's often in communities where they can live near where they work, walk their children to school and shop at stores within walking or biking distance.

In Silicon Valley communities, most people don't live near where they work. In fact, many of the cutting-edge thinkers and innovators of the region have the worst commute times in the country.

Studies also indicate people are least happy when in their cars, largely because they cannot predict what will slow them down, or when. Thus the long commutes of Silicon Valley have gotten more and more costly, not only in terms of money and time, but also happiness.

Unfortunately, over the past several decades, we've designed our communities to move automobiles, not people. Too much is tied to the auto and is out of walking and bicycling range for residents. The happiest places in the world were designed to accommodate and support people, not their cars.

Take a walk and test this out. Walk a street or corridor and look for ways to make it a better place, where people can get to know more people and are within walking distance of the things they love or need.

For existing streets, ask community leaders to redesign the rights of way to support walking and biking - perhaps widening sidewalks and planting trees so that pedestrians feel protected from fast traffic.

For new development, encourage projects that are compact and walkable, with homes near stores and jobs, and streets that are comfortable to walk and bike. Connect streets so it's easy to get from one place to another without going out onto a multiple-lane road with fast traffic.

My work involves walking with people to discover what often turn out to be incredible opportunities and successes. To walk and talk through what changes are needed on a street, in a corridor, or in a downtown, and then see those towns convert to better places to live is both gratifying and encouraging. So, too, is seeing the happiness created in these places.

Silicon Valley's residents have a real opportunity to rethink what makes them most happy. Whether driven by gas prices, long commutes or the need to be more connected to our communities, we can redesign and improve our neighborhoods to get back on our feet.

And that, to me, is a happy thought.  

What makes a city walkable?  Of 40 Largest US Cities, Austin ranks #29.

Mississippi remains most obese state, CDC reports

Ft Worth Star-Telegram

July 18, 2008

By MIKE STOBBE - AP Medical Writer

This graphic shows the top five and bottom five states’ obesity prevalence.

For Texas - Austin and Fort Worth rank a little better that the state average, but Houston and Dallas are better still.  For more information go to http://apps.nccd.cdc.gov/gisbrfss/map.aspx


ATLANTA -- The South tips the scales as the nation's fattest region, according to a new government survey.

More than 30 percent of adults in Mississippi, Alabama and Tennessee are considered obese. In part, experts blame Southern eating habits, poverty and demographic groups that have higher obesity rates.

Colorado was the least obese, with about 19 percent fitting that category in a random telephone survey done last year by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

The 2007 findings are similar to results from the same survey the three previous years. Mississippi has had the highest obesity rate every year since 2004. But Alabama, Tennessee, West Virginia and Louisiana have also clustered near the top of the list, often so close that the difference between their rates and Mississippi's may not be statistically significant.

The South has had high death rates from heart disease and stroke, health risks that have been linked to obesity, some experts noted.

The CDC study only surveyed adults, but results for kids are similar, said Dr. Miriam Vos, assistant professor of pediatrics at Atlanta's Emory School of Medicine.

"Most of the studies of obesity and children show the South has the highest rates as well," Vos said.

Why is the South so heavy? The traditional Southern diet - high in fat and fried food - may be part of the answer, said Dr. William Dietz, who heads CDC's nutrition, physical activity and obesity division.

The South also has a large concentration of rural residents and black women - two groups that tend to have higher obesity rates, he said.

The study found that about 36 percent of black survey participants were obese, while 28.5 percent of Hispanics and 24.5 percent of whites were.

High poverty rates in the South probably are another factor, said Naa Oyo Kwate, assistant professor of sociomedical sciences at Columbia University's Mailman School of Public Health.

In today's America, poor people tend to be obese: The cheapest foods tend to be calorie-heavy, and stores offering healthier, and more expensive, food choices are not often found in poor neighborhoods, she said.

And why is Colorado so thin? It's a state with a reputation for exercise. It has plentiful biking and hiking trails, and an elevation that causes the body to labor a bit more, Dietz said.

Obesity is based on the body mass index, a calculation using height and weight. A 5-foot, 9-inch adult who weighs 203 pounds would have a BMI of 30, which is considered the threshold for obesity.

CDC officials believe the telephone survey of 350,000 adults offers conservative estimates of obesity rates, because it's based on what respondents said about their height and weight. Men commonly overstate their height and women often lowball their weight, health experts say.

"The heavier you are, the more you underestimate your weight, probably because you don't weigh yourself as often," Dietz said.

Overall, about 26 percent of the respondents were obese, according to the study, published this week in CDC's Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report.

A different CDC survey - a gold-standard project in which researchers actually weigh and measure survey respondents - put the adult obesity rate at 34 percent in 2005 and 2006.

The Best Places to Live

CNNMoney.com

Plentiful jobs, excellent schools, affordable housing - America's best small cities have all that and more. See the top 100 best places to live - including detailed city profiles, homes for sale and million-dollar homes.  More

1. Plymouth, MN
2. Fort Collins, CO
3. Naperville, IL
4. Irvine, CA
5. Franklin Township, NJ
6. Norman, OK
7. Round Rock, TX
8. Columbia/Ellicott City, MD
9. Overland Park, KS
10. Fishers, IN
For details on specific indicators and state-by-state information click here.

Mountain Megas: America's Newest Metropolitan Places and a Federal Partnership to Help Them Prosper

The Brookings Institution

July 20, 2008 —

By Robert E. Lang, Nonresident Senior Fellow, Metropolitan Policy Program; Andrea Sarzynski, Senior Research Analyst, Metropolitan Policy Program and Mark Muro, Fellow and Policy Director, Metropolitan Policy Program.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

For FULL REPORT
Rapid change is enveloping the American West.

States in the southern Intermountain West—Arizona, Colorado, Nevada, New Mexico, and Utah—are experiencing some of the fastest population growth and economic and demographic transition anywhere in the country.

The region is growing up, flexing its muscles, and distancing itself from California, which historically has had an outsized impact on the West’s development.

In fact, thanks to such maturation, the southern Intermountain West is well on its way to earning itself the title of the New American Heartland as its economy, people, and politics become more central to the nation. Politically, the Intermountain West could be home to several swing states in the 2008 election and in time play the storied “kingmaking” role the Midwest does now.

With its growth, the southern Intermountain West is also rapidly pioneering new urban forms. Most notably, the region is home to five emerging “megapolitan” areas—vast, newly recognized “super regions” that often combine two or more metropolitan areas into a single economic, social, and urban system. In the 1960s, Dallas and Fort Worth were clearly colliding, as were Washington and Baltimore by the 1980s. Now regions with more far-flung urban cores such as Phoenix and Tucson are exhibiting the same pattern, as are the urban spaces extending around Denver, Salt Lake City, Las Vegas, and Albuquerque.

In short, an extraordinary new settlement pattern has come to characterize growth in the nation’s fastest-growing region.

Which is where this document begins: Prepared as part of the Brookings Institution’s Blueprint for American Prosperity initiative, “Mountain Megas: America’s Newest Metropolitan Places and a Federal Partnership to Help Them Prosper” describes and assesses the new supersized reality of the Intermountain West and proposes a more helpful role for the federal government in empowering regional leaders’ efforts to build a uniquely Western brand of prosperity that is at once more sustainable, productive, and inclusive than past eras of boom and bust.

Along these lines, “Mountain Megas” assumes that true prosperity is actually based on achieving those three interrelated dimensions of prosperity—sustainable, productive, and inclusive growth—all at once. Such balanced growth depends on the region assembling in its megapolitan areas sufficient stocks of the crucial assets that contribute to such prosperity: topnotch infrastructure, world-class innovation inputs, vital human capital, strong quality-of-place, and the necessary effective regional governance to put it all together:

All aboard for a rational national rail plan

San Francisco Chronicle

Thursday, July 17, 2008

Ed Perkins, Tribune Media Services

Would improved rail service help our nation reduce dependence on foreign oil? My short answer is: "It could, but not the way we're approaching rail now." Those seniors old enough to remember the glory days of fast, frequent passenger trains will have a long wait until we see anything like those days again. Here are some of the hard truths about the future of rail service in the United States:

The basic idea has merit: Trains use less energy per passenger mile than jet airplanes, especially on shorter trips. Even a major switch wouldn't make a huge dent in national oil use or cut total energy consumption. But an improved rail system could cut use of oil substantially: Electrically driven trains can run on no-oil coal and nuclear power.

Sadly, most of Amtrak's current system doesn't help cut either energy or oil use much. Amtrak was conceived, in a political process, as a "nationwide passenger railroad network." As implemented, that resulted in a series of daily or less-than-daily long-haul trains, traveling at less-than-highway (or less than 1948 rail) speeds, each carrying, at best, the equivalent of maybe two 737s full of people.

We hear a lot about the promise of high-speed rail, but high-speed rail isn't practical for long-haul trains. Even if we could cut today's 60-hour transcontinental trips to 30 hours, for example, trains still couldn't compete effectively with six-hour nonstop flights. And the costs of long-distance track improvements and electrification necessary for high-speed service would be prohibitive.

Where Amtrak does do well is in the Northeast corridor. Its frequent and (relatively) high-speed trains between New York and Washington command a significant and growing share of the market.

What these facts tell me is that a rational national rail policy should concentrate on high-speed service in corridors linking major cities fewer than 400 miles apart:

On trips of that length, high-speed rail can compete effectively on door-to-door travel time with airlines and, in many cases, personal cars.

High-speed trains in these corridors can generate enough of a market to help offset the heavy investment required for track improvements, electrification and maintenance - investments that make sense only where they can be spread over thousands of daily travelers, not just hundreds.

High-speed trains could replace many fuel-inefficient short-haul flights and ease the airport and airways congestion crunch.

Even if the United States adopted a more sensible rail policy immediately, however, any real reduction in oil consumption would be many years in the future.

Currently, Amtrak and the various local and regional rail services are using all the serviceable passenger cars they have. Any significant expansion would require many more cars, probably taking a minimum of three to four years to acquire.

The track work and electrification necessary to permit higher speeds would take at least that many years, as would construction of thousands of highway grade separations required for the safety of high-speed lines.

On some possible routes, geography, urban density, or both, would require acquisition and construction of entirely new rights-of-way - a process that would be extremely expensive and take more than a decade. Fortunately, in the Midwest and South, many existing rights-of-way could be adapted to high-speed use within a year or two.

Any high-speed rail program would require massive, long-term public commitment and investment. Given today's weak economy, a large-scale public works program of rail improvements might make both economic and political sense. However, proclaiming, "Yes, but the private sector should do it," is simply a politically expedient way to deep-six the idea.

In sum, a rational national rail program could help ease dependence on foreign oil. But a truly rational program would require a substantial refocusing from the current Amtrak model. Even if we started today, measurable improvements are probably at least five years away. But if we never start, we'll never see those improvements.

Housing Policy: Turning Around the Disaster

Washington Post Writers Group 

Sunday, July 20, 2008

By Neal Peirce

A real mess.  There’s no other way to describe national housing policy in America today.

There’s the massive subprime crisis -- caused in no small part by lackadaisical federal regulation. 


Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac -- mainstays of the multi-trillion dollar U.S. mortgage system -- face the biggest crises in their histories. 

We have a Department of Housing and Urban Affairs largely ignored by a White House either contemptuous of or oblivious to the critical nature of national housing policy.

Finally, there’s the grim fact: Millions of Americans still struggle to put a roof over their heads.  The National Low Income Housing Coalition reports there’s not a single American community in which a minimum-wage worker can reasonably afford to rent an apartment.

Sums of federal housing assistance do flow -- some through public housing and federal “Section 8" renter subsidies.  But the vast majority of federal housing expenditures -- roughly $80 billion a year -- finance the home mortgage housing deduction.  Only 30 percent of taxpayers use it.  Applicable to homes worth up to $1 million -- even rich second home “McMansions” -- it overwhelmingly benefits the richest Americans.  

So -- assuming Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac can be stabilized -- where do we go from here?

Tackle the mortgage deduction head-on, counsels Bart Harvey, recently retired chairman of Enterprise Community Partners, a major national nonprofit that helps finance housing for low-income families.  “Even in a time of fiscal distress, it can be done,” Harvey told guests at a National Housing Conference gala recognizing him as “Housing Person of the Year.”

The federal dollars now used for the deduction, said Harvey, could be shifted to people in real need of housing.  One suggestion is to convert the deduction into a straightforward tax credit for low-income renters, or to benefit middle-income renters or homebuyers in highly inflated local housing markets.

But at the same meeting where Harvey spoke, staffers from the Senate Banking Committee told me it would never happen -- that the resistance of the homebuilders and real estate industry is so fierce that the deduction is an untouchable “third rail” of American politics.

Maybe so.  But it’s also true that in 2005 President Bush’s bipartisan Advisory Panel on Federal Tax Reform endorsed converting the mortgage deduction to a less regressive tax credit.  And our demographics are changing.  A big wave of “millennials” -- would-be homeowners in their mid- to late-20s -- is now fast approaching, notes John McIlwain, the Urban Land Institute’s top housing expert: “If they received a benefit, there’d suddenly be a huge rise in housing demand -- which the homebuilders should be ecstatic about.”

Right now, Congress has an opportunity to help low-income renters by approving the National Affordable Housing Trust Fund.  It provides a significant new opportunity to assist low-income renters, with funds from the Federal Housing Administration and contributions by Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac (when, hopefully, they’re back on their feet).   

A next big breakthrough would be to restore HUD, now thoroughly demoralized by scandals and the current administration’s disinterest, to its preeminence under such past secretaries as Carla Hills, Patricia Roberts Harris, Jack Kemp and Henry Cisneros.  Imagine the next president appointing a forceful ex-mayor like Tom Murphy of Pittsburgh, an urban policy whiz like Bruce Katz of the Brookings Institution, or a seasoned housing professional like Bart Harvey.  With a will, we could have top-notch leadership and a rejuvenated agency staff focused on a full spectrum of housing for all Americans.

Though maybe with a caveat-- to rename HUD the Department of Housing and Metropolitan Development, suggests McIlwain. Why?  To think more expansively, to make connections, he says: “No other developed country lacks a national policy on cities, recognizing the vital importance of urban regions.  We need such a policy -- and department.”

Incentives for coordinated development could be built not just into housing, but also highway or transit bills, requiring our nationwide set of Metropolitan Planning Organizations to take on land use, working with city and suburban governments to limit wasteful outward sprawl of regions.

But a HUD focused especially on cities and housing could be a special steward of the new relationships, providing incentives for core cities and suburbs, which increasingly need housing supports, to work together.  

Plus, a new HUD could watch to see that housing has meaningful income mixes and works hand-in-glove with transportation -- making sure, for example, that when federal housing dollars are used, there will be upgraded zoning around highway interchanges or transit stops, thus providing higher density, more energy-efficient and socially inclusive housing together with job-providing commercial development.  That way, isolated housing “projects” for the poor and federally-financed roads to developers’ greenfield projects would be history.

We could do all these exciting things.  But first, we’ll have to make some smart choices -- candidates with vision, and some tough political hides -- in the November elections.

Construction material costs continue to climb

Austin Business Journal

July 16, 2008

The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics added more bad news this week for contractors and developers trying to get buildings out of the ground.

Construction material costs increased 10.4 percent during the past year, the agency reported on Tuesday. The bureau's producer price index measures materials used in construction, including diesel fuel. Meanwhile, highway construction materials increased 18.9 percent during the past 12 months.
Ken Simonson, economist for the Associated General Contractors of America, says in a statement "surging prices for diesel fuel, asphalt, steel and other materials are clobbering construction budgets."

He says asphalt prices during the first two weeks in July have increased by 40 percent. Rebar has increased $200 per ton.

And Simonson says the situation could get worse.

"Unless Congress passes additional funding in the next few weeks to keep highway construction funds flowing, many states will stop awarding contracts," he says. "Other public agencies, as well as private owners, must adjust their budgets promptly to reflect the new price realities for construction."










