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Capital Metro Ridership Rises

Fox News 7

Tuesday, 22 Jul 2008

AUSTIN  --  Capital Metro's newest ridership statistics show the bus system's Express Route ridership is up 55 percent, and there are double digit advances in other areas of ridership as well, such as City of Austin employees and UT students and faculty. The entire system is up 9 percent from last year.

For the full broadcast newscast.

Public transit group uses aid from UT

The Daily Texan

7/23/08

By Mohini Madgavkar

When Austin's Alliance for Public Transportation wanted ideas for improving public transit in Central Texas, they went straight to the University.

"There are little things, small differences in point of view we would never consider, that are so important to students," said Glenn Gadbois, a member of Austin's Alliance for Public Transportation, a group formed in 2006 by Austin Mayor Will Wynn and Leander Mayor Will Cowman to address public transportation in Central Texas.

The alliance is composed of state and city government officials, local non-profit organization members and business community leaders.

The Alliance contacted UT earlier in the summer to organize a focus group of UT students to get input on student public transportation needs. On Tuesday, the 15-member student group met with Gadbois in the Texas Union to debate cultural, financial and practical obstacles to proposed initiatives such as light rail, streetcar services and more frequent bus routes.

Gadbois listened to ideas and complaints from the group, which included members of Student Government, University Democrats and the UT Urban Development Society, about Central Texas' public transportation.

Gadbois said the impact of the focus group would be huge.

"We wouldn't have really considered the differences between summer and school-time transportation needs," Gadbois said. "We need to know the importance of issues like bringing streetcar service to West Campus instead of just the San Jacinto-East Campus area."

Gadbois says public transportation's popularity is growing in the face of rising fuel costs.

"Four-dollar [a] gallon gasoline doesn't hurt," Gadbois said. "People say in the high 70 percent range that they want a network including buses and rail. People get it."

The first light rail lines in Central Texas should be constructed by the end of the year, servicing Austin areas including downtown, Lakeline Mall and The Domain. Further rail connecting the Mueller development, UT, downtown and the capitol area will be open to public discussion Thursday at 9 p.m. at city hall.

"[UT] is a big part of the city in terms of culture, economy, and residents," said Keshav Rajagopalan, Student Government president and Plan II senior. "Student government wants to get students more involved in the city of Austin."

Architecture Junior Dhruv Singh, who attended the meeting, said American culture is not public-transportation-friendly.

"No matter the amount of public transport, I think people will always want to drive cars in the U.S.," Singh said.

Other students stressed the need for more dense, vertical development and other changes in urban planning to make public transportation more efficient.

"Austin needs to create hubs, central areas of population and activity, so that building bus and rail routes is quick and easy," said Blake Manson, an urban studies senior.

The alliance will hold similar focus groups in several areas of the Austin community to help plan transport initiatives for the May 2009 elections.

Streetcar line is great, but who pays?

Monday, July 28, 2008

EDITORIAL

The latest proposal for a streetcar line connecting downtown Austin with the airport, the University of Texas and the Mueller redevelopment has the same problem as previous proposals: Who is going to pay for it?

A report in April that recommended a similar route was roundly criticized for lacking specificity. Last week's report by the ROMA Design Group was clearer on the cost — about $600 million to build the 15.3 mile line and about $22 million a year to operate it. But there is still no decision on how it will be funded or who will pay for it.

Until those issues are nailed down, there should be no vote to authorize the line. It makes no sense to approve construction of such a massive project without having the means to pay for it clearly understood.

Mass transit proponents, including Mike Krusee, outgoing chairman of the state Legislature's House Transportation Committee, are pushing for a November vote on the streetcar proposal. But there are too many unanswered questions to put it to voters with only three month's notice.

Krusee sees great opportunities for mass transit in the Austin area. He supports the streetcar line, proposed by Austin Mayor Will Wynn last fall, and extending the commuter rail line between Leander and Austin set to begin late this year or in early 2009. He also sees an opportunity to use existing rail lines for service to other suburbs.

Those are all good ideas for a growing area in desperate need of transportation alternatives. With gasoline at $4 a gallon and exasperating traffic congestion, mass transit is truly appealing.

Appealing, but expensive. The commuter rail line, still beset with problems that could delay its start date, was cheap at more than $100 million because it will be running on existing track. A streetcar line down Manor Road, Congress Avenue and across the Colorado River would be much more expensive.

Krusee and others argue that the need for a streetcar line and other mass transit alternatives is now, and the cost will only rise if construction is delayed by a year or two. Completing the line will also be pushed back, possibly to 2015, if an authorization vote isn't held this fall.

Though those points are inarguably true, they aren't the only considerations. Voters need to know how they will be paying for the streetcar line — and it will be them paying — and who will be operating it. Capital Metro? City of Austin? Will there be an additional sales tax, higher property taxes?

In this crippled economy and with construction costs rising, taxpayers shouldn't be saddled with a massive construction project before all the questions are answered. And at this point, the big questions — who is going to pay for the streetcar line and how — are still dangling in the ether.

Voters need to know exactly what they're voting on because they'll be the ones shelling out for it.

Congress Avenue redeveloped at a crawl

Some new stores opened or planned but challenges remain

AMERICAN-STATESMAN

Sunday, July 27, 2008

By Kate Miller Morton

More than 30 years after Austin's first suburban shopping mall supplanted it as the city's main shopping destination, the boulevard once so grand it was known simply as The Avenue has yet to redefine itself.

Pocked with surface parking lots, empty storefronts and bland office buildings, the 12 blocks on Congress Avenue between two of Austin's most famous landmarks -— Lady Bird Lake and the Texas Capitol — remain primarily a place that tourists and office workers pass through on the way to someplace else.

"There are too many vacant buildings," said artist and real estate agent Aralyn Hughes, who moved above Authenticity Gallery in the ninth block of Congress last year. "It feels like it's still a little bit of the old days where nobody went downtown after 5 o'clock."

Some changes are on the way.

Construction of a luxurious condominium tower, the Austonian, is under way at the corner of Second Street.

Two popular national retailers — Patagonia and Jos. A. Banks — plan to add stores between Third and Fourth streets this year, and the upscale men's store Keeper's Clothing is thriving on the corner of Fifth Street nearly three years after it opened.

The high-profile Internet search giant Google recently leased the second floor of a historical building at Sixth and Congress for a new engineering center.

Things are improving, Mayor Will Wynn said, but Congress Avenue has a ways to go.

"I think we are approaching what might be a tipping point, but I don't think we're there yet," he said.

It's been decades since throngs of shoppers lined Congress to visit retail giants such as Sears, Montgomery Ward, Woolworth's and Scarbroughs.

The story of the street's decline is the same as that of post-war downtown shopping districts across the country.

Austin grew, people moved to the suburbs, and retailers followed.

Highland Mall, Austin's first, began siphoning businesses and shoppers away in the early 1970s and city beautification efforts — including millions of dollars spent to install wide granite sidewalks and decorative iron benches and planters in the 1980s — failed to staunch the flow.

Economic prosperity from 1983 to 1985 brought several new office towers but little retail, and a recession soon followed.

By 1988 more than 30 storefronts stood empty.

Today, only three adjacent buildings on the north end remain boarded up, and just three more storefronts are empty and available.

But there are still only 11 retailers — excluding bars, restaurants and the two national clothing stores yet to open.

They sell everything from T-shirts and souvenirs to art, skin care products and jewelry. They are spread out from one end of the strip to the other, frequently separated by office buildings, fast-food restaurants and neighborhood and business services.

Walking between them can be unpleasant.

"When you get down into the nuts and bolts of the street and walk the Avenue, it's not as clean as it should be," Wynn said. "There isn't a lot of uniformity between benches and trash cans and newspaper stands. The right-hand lane tends to be clogged with buses, and the left hand lane tends to be clogged with people turning left."

It's a far cry from the Second Street retail district just a few blocks west, where 19 clothing, furniture and jewelry stores have opened in the past three years, and four more are scheduled to open by the end of the summer.

Clean, attractive and distinctive, the district is frequently held up by city leaders as a model for all downtown streets, but recreating it on Congress would be difficult.

Austin owned five of the six blocks in the core of the district and still owns four. It invested more than $9 million to build retail shell space on the ground floors of the Computer Science Corp. office buildings and hired one group to market and lease the space, the same group in charge of marketing and leasing an adjacent block in the district.

That unified strategy is impossible on Congress where 84 property owners are in charge.

Second Street retail space also was built for modern retailers whereas storefronts on Congress are often long and narrow, too big for many retailers but difficult to divide.

"The biggest hurdle we have is matching the right tenant with the right space," said Molly Alexander, associate director of the Downtown Austin Alliance, an advocacy group for businesses and property owners. "When most local tenants only need 1,000 square feet and you have average footprints of 4,500 square feet, that's tough."

'Things are happening'

The advocacy group does what it can to market Congress properties to tenants, but the number of properties and owners makes it difficult for them to keep track of when spaces will become available. Ultimately, it is up to the building owners to work things out with potential tenants.

Craig Holmes said the group didn't help him and his partners land Jos. A. Banks in their building on the southwest corner of Fourth and Congress.

When the art gallery that occupied the 4,000-square foot space on the first floor went out of business he put an ads in newspapers across the state and on Craigslist.

Holmes said he supports the group's and the city's vision of making Congress a retail destination, and given the choice between a financially stable retailer and another business he would choose the retailer.

But he said he wouldn't wait around for a retailer to knock on his door if another attractive candidate presented itself.

"In the end I've got to lease my building," he said.

Rent rates on Congress vary from a price comparable to the Arboretum or Sixth and Lamar for spaces in new buildings like the Austonian to rates comparable to a suburban strip center for mid-block storefronts without surrounding retail, according to leasing Eric DeJernett, a broker and senior vice president at the Austin office of CB Richard Ellis. DeJernett is in charge of retail leasing at the Austonian, where he said demand is strong.

"Austin is sexy right now," DeJernett said. "Austin has a good image across the country and even really across the world and downtown in particular is a place that people now perceive that you can do business and make money as a retailer."

But the lack of a critical mass is making it difficult for some of the first wave of new retailers to succeed.

Former Blockbuster Video executive Mary Ober moved from Dallas in 2006 so that she could open an art gallery and gift shop in the heart of downtown.

"I wanted to be on Congress Avenue," Ober said. "It was like: 'I don't want to be anywhere else.' "

Aided in her search by the Downtown Austin Alliance, which receives funding from the county and the city, Ober settled on a 2,500-square-foot former CPA office at 910 Congress. She said she was delighted with the limestone walls, 14-foot high ceilings and mezzanine-level display area.

Visitors flooded the shop when she opened in time for the Capitol Christmas tree lighting just a few blocks away, but things have been hit or miss since.

The additional retail stores she imagined would steadily open on Congress mostly haven't materialized. The trash-strewn storefront of what used to be Gem's Jewelers sits dark and empty under a torn awning next door and the three remaining boarded up buildings are across the street.

The gallery, which sells everything from $1,000 contemporary art work to $40 jewelry and $4 greeting cards, isn't turning a profit yet, but Ober said she doesn't regret locating there.

"I believe things are happening. It's just slower than I anticipated when I first signed on," Ober said.

She said there are some low-cost things the city could do to help retail succeed on Congress, including closing the street for more special events and sprucing up its appearance with more flowers and tree lights.

She said she'd also like the downtown portion of Congress to participate in the successful First Thursday program on South Congress, which regularly attracts throngs of shoppers.

SoCo revamp tough to follow

There is no easy answer as to why the once-seedy portion of Congress south of Lady Bird Lake now thrives as a hip shopping area while the area north of the river continues to struggle, though the proximity of some of the city's most desirable neighborhoods likely probably played a role.

The juxtaposition of the two areas illustrates the difficulties in revitalization efforts playing out around the country. What works for one area or street may not work for others for myriad reasons, including timing, style and age of the buildings, and unique characteristics of the neighborhoods and their residents.

In the case of Congress Avenue, many storefronts have been converted to offices and other uses unrelated to retail. Changing them back to storefronts frequently triggers upgrades for things like sprinkler systems, access for the disabled and rest rooms.

Longtime business owner David Kruger, whose father opened Kruger's Diamond Jewelers in 1939, said if the city is serious about bringing new businesses to Congress it needs to motivate property owners by providing code variances, tax breaks and money to improve the ground-floor retail spaces.

Just moving the buses off Congress would be a big help, he said.

"If they moved the buses to Colorado and Brazos it would create just a different atmosphere on Congress Avenue," Kruger said.

Wynn supports the idea of moving the buses, and Capital Metro officials have said it would not be difficult to do, but there has been no push to do so.

The city recently created a business retention and expansion loan program using money generated by development on and near Congress. The money can be used by existing or new businesses and building owners on Congress and East Sixth Street for things like bringing old buildings up to code and restoring historical facades, making it easier for existing businesses to stay and new businesses to open on Congress.

One $250,000 loan has been made to Apple Annie's restaurant, which plans to open a place on Congress.

Visiting elementary school art teacher and amateur photographer Dirk Brandon doesn't understand the worry about Congress.

No one seems to hang out there after business hours, Brandon observed, but the street is clean and safe and there is plenty of activity nearby. It reminds him of the core of downtown Miami.

"I think maybe people expect it to be a hub of activity all day long, but I find most cities don't really have that," he said.

Texas facing loss of millions in federal highway funds

Texas Government Insider

July 25, 2008

Highway Trust Fund being depleted as motorists buy less gas

Facing as much as a $5 billion shortfall in the federal Highway Trust Fund that could dramatically impact transportation funding for Texas and other states, the U.S. House earlier this week passed legislation that would pump $8 billion in general revenue into the fund, despite the threat of a presidential veto.

The current shortfall for 2009 is estimated at $3 billion, but new estimates in the $5 billion to $6 billion range are expected to be released next week. While some officials say losses to states could be one-third of their federal funding, a spokesperson in the office of Sen. Kay Bailey Hutchison, said it is "very unlikely we'd lose one-third of Texas funding." He said that the state could stand to lose approximately 8 percent of the national shortfall, meaning Texas losses could be up to $400 million based on a $5 billion shortfall.

Unless more revenue is infused into the fund, hundreds of projects authorized in the 2005 Highway bill would be postponed and some already under construction would have to be stretched out over a longer period of time.

In Texas, like across the nation, "People are driving less and the number of miles traveled per month is starting to go down," said Chris Lippincott, spokesman for the Texas Department of Transportation (TxDOT). He said a new word may well make its way into the next version of the dictionary - "staycation" - where people stay home on their vacation or take their vacation closer to home to save on gas costs. "People are cutting down on their discretionary travel," added Lippincott, because of the increased price of gas.

Report: Texas drivers spend 6 percent of income on gasoline

Austin Business Journal

Wednesday, July 23, 2008

Drivers in Texas spend nearly 6 percent of their income on gasoline, twice as much as what drivers in some states spend, according to a report released today by the Natural Resources Defense Council.

The report highlights two areas: state-by-state vulnerability to high oil prices and implementation by states of alternatives and solutions.

Texas is the 16th most vulnerable state when it comes to gas prices. The average Texas motorist spent $2,174 on gasoline in 2007, or about 5.85 percent of income, the report shows.

Motorists in Mississippi, which ranks at the top of the list, spend an average of more than 8 percent of their income on gasoline, while drivers in Connecticut, the least vulnerable state, spend 3.17 percent of income on fuel.

The states in which drivers are most at risk to high gas price increases are Mississippi, South Carolina, Georgia, Louisiana, Kentucky, New Mexico, Indiana, Arkansas, Oklahoma and Iowa.

States doing the most to promote energy-saving policies to reduce oil dependency and protect residents from oil price spikes include California, New York, Connecticut, Washington, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Rhode Island, New Mexico, Colorado and Maryland.

Despite a growing focus on alternative energy, Texas, where the petroleum industry remains a large part of the economy, has a long way to go to wean itself from oil dependency. The report ranks the Lone Star State 36th on the solutions list.

To see the full report go to www.nrdc.org
Nearly 10 Billion Fewer Miles Driven in May 2008 than May 2007 Seven-Month Decline in Travel Reflected in Highway Trust Fund  

DOT 102-08 

Monday, July 28, 2008 
Contact: Doug Hecox Tel.: (202) 366-0660  

WASHINGTON - New Federal data showing further steep declines in the number of miles Americans are driving is additional proof that the country needs new means - other than the gas tax - to finance the nation's transportation infrastructure, U.S. Secretary of Transportation Mary E. Peters said today.  

Vehicle Miles Traveled (VMT) on all public roads for May 2008 fell 3.7 percent as compared with May 2007 travel, the Secretary added, marking a decline of 29.8 billion miles traveled in the first five months of 2008 than the same period a year earlier. This continues a seven-month trend that amounts to 40.5 billion fewer miles traveled between November 2007 and May 2008 than the same period a year before, she said.  

As Americans drive less and rely increasingly on mass transit, carpooling or other options, the federal Highway Trust Fund receives less revenue from gasoline and diesel sales - 18.4 cents per gallon and 24.4 cents per gallon, respectively.  

"Less driving means less money for the Highway Trust Fund," said Acting Federal Highway Administrator Jim Ray. "The status quo cannot and will not work in the 21st century."  

To review the FHWA's "Traffic Volume Trends" reports for May 2008, visit http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/ohim/tvtw/tvtpage.htm.

RTD to implement parking fees

Charges aimed at transit riders who live outside district

Rocky Mountain News 

Wednesday, July 23, 2008

By Kevin Flynn

Cars sit in a park-n-Ride lot at I-25 and Broadway on Tuesday. RTD plans to impose a parking fee in its lots, but only on commuters living outside its taxing district.

RTD is set to impose parking fees at its most crowded park-n- Ride lots, but the program it fought for three years to implement will impact only about one out of 10 transit riders.

Commuters who live in the RTD taxing district, about 88 percent of the total using its park-n- Ride lots, won't be charged the $2 to $4 daily fee.

The transit agency has long said its push for paid parking wasn't about the revenue, but was a way to ensure more turnover of parking spaces in its busiest lots - and the revenue projection bears that out.

RTD expects to net only about $200,000 a year from the program, a figure that is a drop in the bucket when compared with an expected $21.4 million budget gap due to rising fuel costs and lower-than- projected sales tax collections.

It is so little, in fact, that RTD board members at a briefing Tuesday night suggested the parking fees be earmarked for some special purpose - building new parking spaces, subsidizing feeder buses to park-n-Rides to reduce parking demand, or to fund public art at park-n-Ride lots, for example.

The plan could be in place for some lots starting in February, with all 40 targeted lots charging by May.

Fare increase eyed

Board members on Tuesday also reviewed data on RTD's fare structure in advance of considering a fare increase. RTD staff is looking at the impact of a 25-cent and 50-cent across-the-board increase, which would raise the local fare to $2 or $2.25.

A specific increase won't be recommended until next month, with public hearings to follow and a board vote by October.

The RTD district covers all or part of eight metro counties, twice the land area of the state of Rhode Island. But still, some riders drive in from outside the district and park in the outlying lots. Castle Rock voters, for example, recently voted themselves out of the district.

The parking charge is aimed at offsetting the lack of sales taxes being paid by nonresident users of the system.

RTD plans to charge nonresidents $4 a day to park at 16 high- demand lots and $2 a day to park at 24 lower-demand lots.

RTD also proposes charging $2 a day to any in-district vehicle parked in those lots for more than 24 hours, a move aimed at people who, for example, take a skyRide bus to Denver International Airport and leave their vehicles at RTD lots while they are gone.

"If this program is successful, it will free up space in high-demand facilities and that space will be filled by new patrons," said Errol Stevens, RTD's chief property manager. He said fare revenue from new riders could bring in another $250,000 a year.

RTD also is setting up a reserved parking program. Up to 10 percent of the spaces in park-n- Rides will be set aside for drivers willing to pay $42 a month. RTD came up with this program in response to regular commuters who go in to work later in the morning and can't find spaces in the most crowded lots.

In order to keep some spaces available, reserved spots will be kept open until 10 a.m. After that, they will be open to anyone.

RTD board member Bruce Daly said he feared the charges would discourage some people from riding transit. He represents the mountain area of south Jefferson County and noted some commuters from Park County use the crowded lot in Pine Junction.

10 lame reasons to delay mass transit

The Seattle Times

July 23, 2008

Guest Column By Greg Nickels

A ballot measure the agency is considering would ask voters to raise sales taxes, by a nickel per $10 purchase, for projects in urban King, Snohomish and Pierce counties. Highlights of the 15-year, $17.6 billion package:

· Light rail: 34 miles of track to reach Lynnwood, Overlake and north Federal Way

· Sounder trains: Six more round-trip trains between Pierce County and Seattle, and station expansions

· Express buses: New Highway 520 service and more-frequent Snohomish County trips

As Sound Transit prepares to move forward with a proposal for the November ballot, there are those who favor more investments in mass transit, just not this year. We have helpfully compiled a "top 10" list of the reasons to wait:

10) Everything has been said, but not everyone has said it. A two-year delay will enable us to hear from those who are still mustering up the courage to make up their minds.

9) True, the 15-year Sound Transit plan would add light rail, commuter rail and regional buses. If we wait two years, though, it might include hydrogen-powered, personal hovercrafts. That'd be cool.

8) Local media need an infusion of advertising cash from a certain Eastside shopping center developer who wants another two years to tell you that freeways are still the best transportation for the region. No matter what.

7) More debate will give us more information. There's so much more to discuss, it just seems premature to have a vibrant light-rail system after only 40 years of talking about it.

6) There is so much room for new highways, it just makes sense to build new lanes. Interstate 5 through downtown Seattle seems like it is ripe for a little widening. And the Eastside and Montlake are united in wanting a bigger Highway 520, right? Right? Oh, wrong.

5) Mass transit is popular. So popular, you may not have a seat on the bus. But standing all the way home improves your calf muscles and physical stamina. This strength-building exercise works even better in high heels.

4) You can worry more about climate change. Need an extra two years to get your head around species collapse and widespread global drought? Waiting for mass transit will give you time to bone up on the latest news about how our indecision and bad habits are torching the planet. Books on tape are great for the car!

3) By waiting two years, we can do the same project but spend about $1 billion more. With the price of everything going up — steel, concrete, gas — a delay will cost big bucks. But indecision is worth it. Isn't it?

2) Congestion will only get worse. That leaves more time in the car to listen to talk-radio hosts jawbone about the lack of transportation alternatives.

And the No. 1 reason why we should wait for mass transit ...

1) Pumping the car with $70 of gasoline feels more special when there isn't an alternative. Let's face it — gas prices aren't coming down. Why ruin gas-station heartburn by giving people a way out of their cars and into light rail?

(If you have your own reasons, share them at seattletransitblog.com.)

In all seriousness, Sound Transit has a plan. It is reasonable, well-conceived and has regional support. When it comes to adding more mass transit, the people are way ahead of the politicians and pundits. Folks are tired of paying $4.30 for a gallon of gas and seeing no relief at the pump. 

The debate before us this November is simple: inaction versus action, stalemate versus solutions. We have the backing of business, the environmental community and, according to polls, the majority of residents. Let us no longer delay, but roll up our sleeves and start building the best regional transit network in the nation.

Seattle Mayor Greg Nickels is chair of the Sound Transit Board.

Will Your Bank Card and Bus Pass Become One?

MarketWatch.com

21 July 2008 - 12:00pm

MarketWatch reports on the rise of contactless smart cards in public transit and banking, and speculates that the time is ripe to put the two uses on the same card.

"'Contactless smart card technology is able to provide this common platform and can be designed to create a balance between security and commercial application,' notes Frost & Sullivan Industry Analyst Michelle Foong. 'The market in Asia Pacific is ready for this convergence in many countries, and some are already in the process of convergence to reap the benefits of multi-application.'

However, readers and cards used within the mass transit and banking markets may not always be interoperable and based on common protocols. Their backend systems and infrastructure are often not linked, making interoperability a short-term restraint for the market.

'Retailers and merchant outlets need to have a common platform of readers and terminals to accept cards from a variety of issuers, be it from transit agencies or financial institutions,' says Foong. "This has not happened in most cases and it will take some time before all the readers become interoperable.'

In order to ensure convergence between the two industries, various parties such as transit agencies, financial institutions, merchants, and card issuers need to work together to create a healthy, efficient, and interoperable eco-system. The contactless smart card infrastructure should also be developed further for this to materialize."

Op-ed: Diversity and the changing face of suburbia

Next American City

Fri, Jul 18th, 2008

By Edward Blakely and Robert Lang

The word “suburb” still raises snickers among some thinkers as a place “out there” where middle-class people without taste reside. The harshest critics dismiss suburbs as the “geography of nowhere.”

Yet the American suburbs have grown so immense and diverse, now housing more than half the U.S. population, that no out-of-date stereotypes can capture their complexity, meaning or future direction.

For example, according to Census data, the number of single people living in the suburbs continues to grow. In fact, some suburbs now have more single households than families with children. Another example: The suburbs in all big metropolitan areas except New York and Chicago contain more office space than the regions’ central business districts.

American suburbs now have essentially the same elements that make a place urban - just arranged in a way that differs enough from traditional central cities.

“Cosmoburbs” is the term used in the forthcoming book “Boomburbs: The Rise of America’s Accidental Cities” to describe wealthy suburbs that are also diverse and that increasingly contain non-traditional households. Leading examples around the nation include Naperville, Ill., Plano, Texas, Bellevue, Wash., and Lakewood and Aurora in Colorado.

In Lakewood, a suburb that is now all but built out, singles and childless couples outnumber households with children. Plans for future growth center on Lakewood’s six stations along the West Corridor line of the FasTracks light-rail system. The areas around the stations will feature high-density, mixed-use developments, including many multifamily units. This type of housing does not typically appeal to families.

Lakewood is following a land-use planning model set by Arlington, Va., in the 1980s when it focused denser growth along the Washington Metro system’s Orange Line. Arlington in 1980, like Lakewood today, contained mostly post-World War II single-family housing in mostly homogenous neighborhoods. But the Orange Line changed the city into a more diverse and vibrant place. Lakewood is poised to do the same over the next decade, as will other suburbs with new light-rail systems, such as Tempe, Ariz.

Aurora is another increasingly diverse suburb. By 2000, less than 60 percent of Aurora was non-Hispanic white. This booming suburb continues to gain minority residents as it grows - it passed 300,000 people in 2005. By 2010, Aurora may even become a “majority minority” city.

Like Lakewood, Aurora will have a branch of the FasTracks system and has started planning for mixed-use development at the stations. Projections are for Aurora to keep growing at its edges as well. Already Colorado’s third-largest city, Aurora may someday rival Denver in overall size.

Even some of Denver’s smaller suburbs have been swept by change. Englewood, just south of the city, was a quintessential 1950s suburb. In fact, Englewood’s Arapahoe Acres neighborhood is the first post-World War II subdivision to be listed in the National Register of Historic Places. Arapahoe Acres’ mid-century modern homes are good examples of the small horizontal ranches that were home to baby-boom families across the U.S. Where in the past such neighborhoods contained mostly households with children, Arapahoe Acres and other similar neighborhoods now have a mix of singles, retirees and childless couples.

Outdated conceptions of suburbia arise from the image developers have marketed to the public. Suburbs are supposed to be safe from the dangers of the cities, for instance. Interestingly, it is this image of safety that attracts a rising influx of minorities. According to the 2000 census, minority groups constituted the largest shift from cities to suburbs in the 1990s. In 65 of the largest 102 metropolitan areas, “minority flight” equaled or outpaced “white flight” to the suburbs.

Much of the Hispanic and Asian gains in the suburbs were due to new arrivals that jumped past central cities. At the turn of the last century, immigrants flocked to the city centers. Today, half of immigrants move directly to suburbs. Asian immigrants, more than any other group, select suburban lifestyles.

In many respects, the Cosmoburb may be the coming America where race is part of the ambiance. Ethnic restaurants and shops with exotic goods draw people into these communities. In such places, it does not matter what race the neighbor is - as long as the lawn is mowed.

The new Cosmoburbs will be part of a global economy. For planners this means that suburbs should not be thought of as merely bedroom communities, but as new economic hubs for an increasingly “brain"-oriented economy. Planners need to think of ways to mix people as well as land uses to build new communities. Suburbs today don’t have less sophisticated economies than cities but are equal to central cities. This shift will require not only new thinking about design, transit and infrastructure in the suburbs, but also new thinking about how the suburbs can truly accommodate singles, seniors, the foreign-born and people of every color.

Suburban Economic Refugees are Heading Our Way

New York Post

July 20, 2008

By ERIC TORBENSON

Want to get us out of what's looking like a capital "R" Recession?  Defibrillate the suburbs - if you can.

The tenets of suburban life are the oxygen in the economic bloodstream, and the nation is suffering hypoxia. The reason a lot of folks think we're just getting warmed up on an economic swoon is that the global economy has neatly garroted all the drivers that make suburbs flourish.

For New York and other cities with respectable public transportation, it's still relatively good times; maybe too good. But have you found a seat on the subway recently?

New York City, already projected to expand to 10 million people over the next 15 years, will grow even more rapidly if these trends continue. After a half century of suburban flight, demographers from John Fregonese to Richard Florida are predicting the return of urban sprawl.

"The subprime crisis and the gas price crisis are accelerating the trend that people want to be in walkable urban areas," said Christopher B. Leinberger, a visiting fellow at the Brookings Institute, who is also a real estate developer. "It's been happening for the past 15 years and these trends have just accelerated it."

Is it any wonder that the greatest number of new housing construction starts last month - that's nationwide - were apartment buildings in New York City?

America in the early 2000s was a frothy brew of low inflation and cheap houses financed by what we'd later find out were mortgages handed out like those little dum-dum lollipops at the dentist; everybody got one no matter how bad their teeth. Nothing percolates GDP like the need to fill the screaming maw of a new home with stainless steel appliances, memory foam beds and body sculpting equipment that gathers dust while owners horf down cheese fries at TGIFridays.

To transport those consumer goods from Sam's Club, new homeowners found that cheap fuel allowed a fleet of trucks and SUVs. Their viral proliferation helped create the "virtuous" circle of the profits that flowed up and down Wall Street. The big trucks were some of Detroit's most-profitable autos. We fought terrorism with consumer spending and declared victory.

Except today the suburbs have a sort of fiscal staph infection. The nation's middle class can no longer live in a 3,500-square-foot home and drive a Chevy Yukon 30 miles to work and back each day, fork down a $20 strip steak twice a week at Outback and still make the monthly nut. What leaves that party first is the steak, then the truck, then the house, then the color from the face of the Fed chairman.

Heating and cooling a huge home and being scattered far enough from work and shopping turns $5 a gallon-gas and heating oil into 20 percent of your total income instead of 5 percent. Discretionary spending that previously sent folks to Disneyworld, bought Ski-Doos for the lake and parabolic skis for Killington instead blows out tailpipes and furnaces.

Foreclosures are the undertakers of the lifestyle; even at give-away pricing, some suburban homes lie fallow and are simply returning to prairie in a sneak peak of "Earth Without Us." In California, 41 percent of all the home transactions were foreclosures last month. The rising foreclosure rates in New York's Otsego and Chenango counties suggest the plague is closing in on New York's toniest 'burbs. In the Far Rockaways, empty lots sit next to empty apartment buildings; for cash-strapped commuters, it's a home too Far.

"If you look at what is happening in California you see the trend; in Los Angeles, neighborhoods in the western part of the city like Brentwood that are walkable are seeing their home prices go up," Leinberger says. "Homes in the far east - way over the mountains in the desert, they're dropping more than 40 percent in price - that's worse than the Depression. It's the homes on the fringes of the suburbs that are really getting hit. All that's going on is going to make this go faster."

The anathema of suburban blight won't hit New York as quickly because so many suburbanites can take a train to work. And the spending power of 8 million of the nation's most sophisticated and spend-happy consumers may yet keep things humming in the Big Apple.

But those who think this is a "cyclical" series of events, please report to the Phil Gramm Reality Isolation Bunker. Those are some of the same people who are blaming high oil prices on "speculators." I guess if you realize that the planet can't produce as much oil as it needs right now and you choose to put your money where your mouth is, you too can join the reviled ranks of "speculators."

Though more drilling may temporarily lower the price of oil, it will take either a breakthrough in garbage-powered magicmobiles or the invention of the "Star Trek" transporter to bring down the cost of living in the exurbs. As for "telecommuting" - a survey this year by CDW Corporation finds that only 14 percent of employees in the private sector work from home. Businesses have been slow to embrace offices without drones.

When and where will the recovery happen? Not in the far-flung suburbs of Dallas, with its pastoral scenes of half-million dollar homes next to McMansions burned to the ground for the insurance money. Even as prices drop, the associated costs are too high. There's too much inventory. The trouble is that's the only true "bottom" for home prices that everybody can agree on is zero; at that point, we're in Cormac McCarthy territory a la "The Road" - ash falls from the sky all the time and we're burning dollar-denominated currency for heat.

But in cities like Dallas, and Seattle, and New York, misery may find comfort in company. Wall Street's losing jobs, but with enough other urban industries, people can afford to buy - or at least rent - an apartment; sell that car and take the subway; cut up that CostCo card for groceries at the bodega. No more gas grills on the redwood deck. But hey, a kitchenette! Welcome to the new urban renaissance.

The city will survive this; it may even thrive. Something tells me, though, as those huddled masses pour into the city by the thousands, yearning to breath free of filling up the Silverado, New Yorkers will have a political awakening.

Nothing will be more important to city dwellers than hybrid or electric cars. Get these people green lightbulbs and energy-efficient vent systems. Send them back where they came from, to their Best Buy parking lots and Applebee's riblets.

Long live the suburbs! It's our only hope.

Mortgage Crisis Reverses Tide of Urban Renewal

Washington Post

Tuesday, July 22, 2008; D01

By Lori Montgomery

BALTIMORE -- On Reservoir Hill, just north of downtown, one of this city's most hopeful revitalization projects is falling apart. Over the past two years, 95 properties have fallen into foreclosure. On one dismal street, three blocks of apartment buildings and rowhouses -- many freshly renovated -- stand vacant, their doors and windows boarded over to ward off thieves.

Eighteen months ago, Reservoir Hill was a prime example of the progress that cities across the country have made reclaiming blighted neighborhoods as a nationwide housing boom helped lure homeowners and chase away crime. Now the mortgage crisis threatens to reverse those gains as foreclosures multiply, house prices plunge and vacancies rise.

The plight of the cities has become the focus of intense negotiations over a far-reaching housing bill pending in Congress. In exchange for their support for a Bush administration plan to rescue ailing mortgage finance giants Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, Democratic leaders are demanding $4 billion in emergency aid to stabilize hard-hit communities by purchasing vacant and foreclosed properties.

But the White House as recently as yesterday threatened to veto the bill unless the money is removed. "It is astonishing to me that the Democrats would want to say, 'Oh, that's great. Now that we have them over a barrel, let's use this as an opportunity to get spending in the bill,' " said White House spokesman Tony Fratto. "This is a wasteful program that will not help the housing correction and will primarily serve as a bailout to those very lenders who foreclosed on homeowners."

House Democratic leaders say they won't be able to persuade urban liberals to vote for the expanded housing package without the funding. Democrats in both chambers question whether President Bush would veto a bill that included the administration's urgent request for authority to prop up Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac by authorizing the Treasury Department to lend the firms money or buy their stock. As lawmakers and administration officials haggled yesterday over final details of the 600-page housing bill, aides said the House vote could be put off until Thursday.

"I can't imagine how in one breath they could ask me for unlimited authority to give unlimited credit to Fannie and Freddie . . . and turn around and complain to me that we can't provide relief in this situation," said Senate Banking Committee Chairman Christopher J. Dodd (D-Conn.). "I find it somewhat hypocritical, and most people will as well."

The administration's opposition has infuriated a coalition of Democratic governors, big-city mayors and community activists, who say the money is their best hope for stabilizing communities where the battle against blight had so recently been won.

"They don't understand the market dynamics here at all," said Paul Graziano, Baltimore housing commissioner. "We can let the market adjust and see the last seven or eight years of investment go down the tubes. Or we can intervene now to reclaim this inventory and protect these neighborhoods."

The damaging effects of even a single foreclosure on a community are well-documented. Prices of surrounding homes fall, and houses become tougher to sell. The Center for Responsible Lending projects that nearly 41 million properties not facing foreclosure will decline in value by a total of $356 billion by the end of next year.

But foreclosures are even more destructive when they come in clusters, as is happening now. A growing body of research suggests that lenders targeted minority neighborhoods, persuading buyers to take out high-cost mortgages with no money down or low initial monthly payments that later ballooned. In majority black and Latino cities such as Detroit, Miami and Baltimore, nearly half of all home loans in 2006 were high-cost, subprime loans, according to data assembled by the nonprofit Local Initiatives Support Corp. (LISC).

Subprime loans often helped drive reinvestment in the same troubled neighborhoods that local officials had targeted for redevelopment, said Chris Walker, research director at LISC. That appeared to be a good thing until the loans reset, and borrowers began to default. Now those communities are being battered by foreclosures, and many of the properties are either abandoned or left to stand vacant for months.

"These are areas that have really recovered in some ways miraculously from where they were 20 to 30 years ago," said Shaun Donovan, housing commissioner in New York City, where foreclosures have been concentrated in "five or 10 largely minority areas," including East New York; Brooklyn; and Jamaica, Queens. "The progress we made in so many of these communities has the potential to be unraveled by what's happening."

Some communities already are overwhelmed. In Detroit, the vacancy rate jumped from 10 percent of addresses in December 2005 to 16 percent in March, according to Todd Richardson, a Department of Housing and Urban Development official asked by Congress to identify cities with high concentrations of vacancies due to foreclosures.

Unless a property attracts a nuisance complaint, vacancy is difficult to track. But by mapping data on subprime loans alongside information on unused addresses collected by the Postal Service, Richardson was able to pinpoint big spikes in vacancy rates in cities across the industrial Midwest, Florida, Southern California, Arizona and Nevada.

Not every foreclosure leads to a vacancy. Some places have weathered skyrocketing foreclosure rates without widespread decay. Prince George's County, for example, the nation's wealthiest majority black jurisdiction, is awash in high-cost loans and has recorded more foreclosures than any other jurisdiction in Maryland. But the foreclosures are widely dispersed, the market remains reasonably strong, and the houses generally are not vacant for long, Richardson and other analysts said.

The story is similar in the District. A quarter of home loans in 2006 were high-cost, according to LISC data, and the city has seen more than 2,000 foreclosures since the beginning of last year. But HUD data show no significant increase in vacancy. Deputy Mayor Neil Albert said that because house prices in the District are still rising, most foreclosures are quickly repurchased.

Vacancy appears to be more of a problem in Northern Virginia, where Fairfax County officials recently voted to purchase foreclosed properties to stabilize hard-hit neighborhoods, though HUD data do not show big spikes there, either.

Compare that with Baltimore, which ranks high on LISC's list of jurisdictions at risk for concentrated foreclosures. In 2006, 47.4 percent of all home loans in Baltimore were high-cost loans. (The city has sued Wells Fargo Bank, claiming that it targeted poor neighborhoods with predatory loans.) Over the past year, more than 4,500 properties have fallen into foreclosure, and the vacancy rate has jumped from 5.9 percent in 2005 to 8 percent in March.

Reservoir Hill is Graziano's biggest disappointment. Long riddled with drug dealers and vacant properties, the neighborhood has many positive attributes, including proximity to downtown, Druid Hill Park and the MARC train station. It is also filled with gracious brick townhouses.

About five years ago, the city used tax liens to gain control of dozens of troublesome properties and sold them to a handful of developers, whose rehabs drew a steady stream of new homeowners to the neighborhood. The average home price doubled, from $70,900 in 2001 to $145,000 in 2006, with some rehabs selling for more than $400,000.

"It just needed some intervention to prime the pump," Graziano said. "It was one of the biggest success stories in the city in terms of transformation."

But then the subprime crisis hit, and work ground to a halt. Through April, 95 properties had fallen into foreclosure, nearly 7 percent of the area's addresses. Many were investors who couldn't afford to complete renovations. Among the victims: A six-unit building on Callow Avenue, in the heart of Reservoir Hill, that now stands empty, one new front window shattered, another pocked with bullet holes.

The empty buildings make it impossible to interest buyers. No sales have been made on Callow Avenue in months, said Carl Cleary, director of neighborhood development at the Reservoir Hill Improvement Council. "Realtors say it's an uphill climb just getting folks out of the car," he said.

Three blocks away, developer Chukes Okoro can point to four foreclosed properties from his backyard deck. Earlier this year, he bought and renovated one of them. But no one has responded since he listed it for sale at $395,000 two months ago.

Last year, a similar townhouse sold in a single day for $465,000, Okoro said, adding: "I try not to think about what's happening to the property value."

Nonprofit developers have approached Graziano about buying foreclosures and fixing them up for low-income home buyers. But the banks that hold the properties have so far refused to offer them at a discount, meaning the nonprofits would need city subsidies. But with the slowdown in the housing market, Graziano said, deed transfer taxes have plummeted and the city's budget is tight.

White House officials say that an infusion of federal funds into a place like Baltimore would only enrich the banks, which continue to demand prices the market no longer will bear. Graziano sees it differently. "We know that vacant houses have a profound impact on neighborhoods," he said. "If we could intervene, we could stop the bleeding."

Study: Poor Neighborhoods Not Necessarily Poor

NPR Day to Day

July 24, 2008

Listen Now [5 min 44 sec] add to playlist

A new report from the D.C.-based non-profit Social Compact shows that many "poor" areas have economic potential. Alex Cohen speaks with John Talmage, the director of Social Compact, to find out what people in these neighborhoods are spending their money on and why it makes good business sense to invest in there.

Car-Free Avenue Expands: Opening Up Bedford Avenue

Streetsblog.com

July 21, 2008

by Aaron Naparstek

Bedford Avenue in Williamsburg Brooklyn was de-motorized and opened to the public this Saturday for a new event called Williamsburg Walks. Streetfilms' Clarence Eckerson was there and he's already churned out a nice three-and-a-half minute video to give you a sense of the event.

If you want to check out Williamsburg Walks for yourself, you still can. Saturday's noon to 7 pm event was the first of four pedestrian-only Saturday's on Bedford Avenue, through August 9. That also happens to be the first day of the big "Summer Streets" event along Park Avenue in Manhattan (7 am to 1 pm), if you're looking to make a multi-borough day of it.

Clarence described the event as "quiet, safe, relaxing, and human" and says he'll be returning without a camera next time so he can actually enjoy it as well (Can you actually detach that thing from your hand, Clarence? I'll believe it when I see it). Streetfilms' also notes: "This was not a street fair in any sense of the word." The generic sausage and tube socks vendors were nowhere to be seen. Rather, this was an opening up of the street to the neighborhood. It was an event that allowed merchants, residents and visitors to enjoy other uses for their shared public space than the storage and movement of motor vehicles. And why not?

Harvard Study: Invest in Biking, Walking and Transit

Posted Jul 23, 2008 

Healthy Solutions for the Low Carbon Economy

Guidelines for Investors, Insurers and Policy Makers

A project in collaboration with Wells Fargo Bank and The Global Roundtable on Climate Change.

This report examines the suite of energy choices available - the “stabilization wedges” - through a health and environmental lens.

The methodology includes: a) assessing net energy gains and b) conducting full life-cycle analyses of the potential health, ecological and economic consequences of proposed technologies and practices.

The report takes a critical look at the potential unintended consequences of using tar sands, shale oil, coal with carbon dioxide capture and storage, biofuels and nuclear energy, while presenting a positive vision for smart grids with renewable sources, green buildings, smart urban growth, and hybrids of power generation for mobile and stationary systems.

For Exec Summary and Report
Bikers, pedestrians seeking better Web maps

Mapmakers and route planners say they need to capitalize on existing community knowledge

ASSOCIATED PRESS

Saturday, July 26, 2008

By Patrick Walters

PHILADELPHIA — With the old gas-guzzler in the garage, you've got your bicycle ready and your sneakers laced up. Now all you need is a map of the quickest, safest routes for riding around town. Well, not so fast.

As more commuters consider ditching their cars to save money on gas, Internet mapping services, cities and community groups are being pushed to lay out the best routes for biking and walking — just like drivers have found online for years.

Technical and practical roadblocks prevent such a network from becoming ubiquitous, but there are signs of progress in this world of $4-a-gallon gas.

Google Inc. just launched a walking-directions service. MapQuest is reporting increased use of its "avoid highways" function and offering a walking directions service on cell phones. And some cities have developed detailed online maps to help walkers, bikers and transit-riders find the fastest routes.

"They haven't yet reached the holy grail of 'I want to go from here to there; show me my options,' " said Bryce Nesbitt, a walking and biking advocate in the San Francisco area.

The first challenge: how to account for factors that make bicycle and walking routes different from driving paths.

Pedestrians need sidewalks, but don't have to abide by one-way streets. Walkers and bikers can cut through paths or trails not meant for cars, but they must avoid highways. Bikers, unlike walkers, need to think about whether a road is paved and are prohibited from sidewalks in some cities.

All these variables mean the fastest, easiest route for a driver may not be the same as for someone on foot or riding a bike. And developing a comprehensive system for nondrivers requires a tricky step: collecting volumes of local information and putting them on national databases used by mapping services.

"In the U.S. we are primarily a driving country, or have been for a very, very long time," said Christian Dwyer, MapQuest's senior vice president and general manager.

Advocates say making interactive walking and biking directions available on the Internet could help change that culture, especially in urban areas.

The technical challenge involves overlaying detailed information for walkers and bikers onto existing online maps and then applying it to the algorithms used to lay out the quickest routes. If some path, walkway or shortcut is on a map but not accounted for in the algorithm, it might be useless.

"There are some horror stories of the past of people being routed onto the Appalachian Trail or a couple driving off the ferry dock," said Jay Benson, vice president of global strategic planning for Tele Atlas, an international mapping company that supplies data to Google, MapQuest and others.

But if these tweaks are done correctly, the Internet mapping services could tell a biker to use, say, a riverside trail to avoid congestion, or show a walker where to dart through a parking lot to cut a corner — or at least to head against traffic on one-way streets.

Some local efforts are already having some success.

In Atlanta, a nonprofit group set up a Web site last fall that lets people punch in whether they are walking, biking or using transit — and then get specific directions. New York also has a site that helps bikers avoid roads that aren't meant for biking and make maximum use of roads with bike lanes and greenways.

In Broward County, Fla., planners are working on a project that would let users factor in things such as speed limits, traffic volume, lane widths and shortcuts.

The project, shooting for online launch by next summer, has programmers looking at aerial maps and punching key factors into the route-setting algorithms. They also incorporate things like where people or bikers can make left turns but cars can't.

"I get a lot of calls from people, especially now with gas prices being up, looking for routes for how to get to work," said Mark Horowitz, the county's bicycle and pedestrian coordinator.

This week, Google Maps launched a feature that offers walking directions for trips shorter than 6.2 miles. That is being added to a feature already helping visitors find the best mass transit routes.

Mapmakers and route planners say they need to capitalize on existing community knowledge. That would be a change for companies like Tele Atlas, which typically goes out and test-drives road routes itself. But it is open to accepting bike and pedestrian route information from cities and community groups if it can be verified from multiple sources.

In Philadelphia, for example, regular walkers and bikers know many shortcuts that save time. A bicycle commuter traveling from the northern edge of downtown to residential and commercial areas to the south knows he doesn't need to meander through the congestion of Center City; taking a paved trail along the Schuylkill River takes time and heartache off the trip.

Such "secrets" could be shared with newcomers or tourists if they were added to online maps.

"The easier you make it for people ... the more they're going to do it," said Joe Minott, executive director of Philadelphia's Clean Air Council.

Public-Private Partnerships in Highway and Transit Infrastructure Provision

Source: Congressional Research Service (via OpenCRS)

    Growing demands on the transportation system and constraints on public resources have led to calls for more private sector involvement in the provision of highway and transit infrastructure through what are known as “public-private partnerships” (PPPs). A PPP, broadly defined, is any arrangement whereby the private sector assumes more responsibility than is traditional for infrastructure planning, financing, design, construction, operation, and maintenance. This report describes the wide variety of public-private partnerships in highways and transit, but focuses on the two types of highway PPPs that are generating the most debate: the leasing by the public sector to the private sector of existing infrastructure; and the building, leasing, and owning of new infrastructure by private entities.

    PPP proponents argue that, in addition to being the best hope for injecting additional resources into the surface freight and passenger transportation systems for upkeep and expansion, private sector involvement potentially reduces costs, project delivery time, and public sector risk, and may also improve project selection and project quality. Detractors, on the other hand, argue that the potential for PPPs is limited, and that, unless carefully regulated, PPPs will disrupt the operation of the surface transportation network, increase driving and other costs for the traveling public, and subvert the public planning process. Some of the specific issues raised in highway operation and costs include the effects of PPPs on trucking, low-income households, and traffic diversion. Issues raised in transportation planning include non-compete provisions in PPP agreements, unsolicited proposals, lease duration, and foreign control of transportation assets. On the question of new resources, the evidence suggests that there is significant private funding available for investment in surface transportation infrastructure, but that it is unlikely to amount to more than 10% of the ongoing needs of highways over the next 20 years or so, if that, and probably a much smaller share of transit needs.

    With competing demands for public funds, there is also a concern that private funding will substitute for public resources with no net gain in transportation infrastructure. The effect of PPPs on the planning and operation of the transportation system is a more open question because of the numerous forms they can take, and because they are dependent on the detailed agreements negotiated between the public and private partners. For this reason, some have suggested that the federal government needs to more systematically identify and evaluate the public interest, particularly the national public interest, in projects that employ a PPP. Three broad policy options Congress might consider in how to deal with PPPs in federal transportation programs and regulations are discussed in this report. The first option is to continue with the current policy of incremental changes and experimentation in program incentives and regulation. Second is to actively encourage PPPs with program incentives, but with relatively tight regulatory controls. Third is to aggressively encourage the use of PPPs through program incentives and limited, if any, regulation.

Full Report
Rails-To-Trails

The Advocacy Corner of the July Rail-Trail eNews discussed the three federal transportation bills since 1991 that have provided the majority of funding for trails, walking and biking facilities across the country.

We also mentioned the strong role Rails-to-Trails Conservancy (RTC) believes active transportation (walking and biking) must play in the next transportation bill. Rail-trails and their connections are often the backbone of local transportation systems. That’s why we’re leading the 2010 Campaign for Active Transportation—to double the federal funding for trails, walking and biking.

Walking and biking currently receive less than two percent of all transportation funds nationally. But these modes carry nearly 10 percent of all trips! Additionally, current funds support individual projects all across the country. With so much competition for limited funds, it becomes difficult to build completed walking and biking networks that connect the places where people live, work, shop and play.

RTC is calling for a new model. Through the 2010 Campaign for Active Transportation, we’re working with dozens of communities all over the country that are pushing for focused funds to encourage more walking and biking and less driving. Ultimately, those individuals who want to walk or bike to get where they’re going must be able to do so safely.

If you’re curious as to why we want to see more people walking or biking, be sure to check out these entertaining and inspiring videos! And for those of you looking for more background on this issue, see some of these great presentations from our TrailLink 2007 conference.

P.S. Ask your friends to take the Burn Calories, Not Carbon! pledge now. In addition to promoting more walking and biking and less driving, this will allow your friends to join the movement to speak up for active transportation. Thank you!

Complete Streets

What's Happening on the Hill
A Senate bill was introduced in March by Senator Tom Harkin, and a House bill was introduced on May 1 by Congresswoman Doris Matsui. Your help is needed to build support for both of these bills!

Call or write to your Senator or Representative today! Download the letters below, and be sure to include why this legislation is important for your community. Check the existing policies chart (PDF) to find a local policy to mention.

The Coalition encourages you to ACT! Here are four things you can do:

   1. Call your in-district office to set up a meeting.

   2. Call your member in DC and ask to speak to the staffer working on transportation. Talking points (doc) to get you started.

   3. Fax a letter to your member's office:

          * Senate Letter

          * House Letter

          * Contact info to reach your representatives

   4. Spread the word! Tell others about this federal action and how their support will make an impact!

The bills were introduced to ensure that all users of the transportation system, including pedestrians, bicyclists, and transit users as well as children, older individuals, and individuals with disabilities, are able to travel safely and conveniently on streets and highways.

Project for Public Places

The overarching goal of Building Community through Transportation is to support Placemaking and transform federal, state, and metropolitan transportation policies and practice that currently prioritize moving people and goods over creating walkable, healthy and sustainable communities. This campaign is also focused on influencing the design of streets and transit facilities so they become assets and gathering places for civic life.

Through research, advocacy, training, tool development and its fee-for-service projects, PPS will inspire and organize citizens, policy makers, and the transportation industry to reshape community transportation networks and streets into places that provide greater economic vitality and more opportunities for civic engagement, as well as promoting the priorities of human health and environmental sustainability.

The campaign has three specific goals:

* Goal 1: Help create a Placemaking-supportive policy, regulatory, and implementation framework at the federal level, through partnerships with national organizations and by influencing the 2009 Transportation Bill, which funds transportation design and development, and its implementation.

* Goal 2: Help create a Placemaking-supportive policy, regulatory, and implementation framework at the state and local level (state DOTs, transportation agencies, city offices, etc.)

* Goal 3: Stimulate and support grassroots transportation advocacy by empowering citizens, elected officials, communities and professionals to use Placemaking in their community planning.

The campaign will achieve these goals by focusing on two major areas:

Streets as Places

Approach: Transforming the design and construction of public streets into places that improve the quality of human life and the environment rather than simply move vehicles from place to place.

Thinking Beyond the Station

Approach: Influencing the planning and design of transit centers (bus, railway, subway stations) to become catalysts for increased economic vitality and environmental sustainability as well as improving health, civic engagement, and servicing people’s transit needs.

WHY TRANSPORTATION NEEDS TRANSFORMATION THROUGH PLACEMAKING

Over the last ten years, PPS has begun to address the critical role that transportation plays in the big picture of creating sustainable places and communities. As Carol Murray, former Commissioner of New Hampshire DOT, has often said, “Transportation is the game board upon which all other factors are played.”

The transportation system is everywhere, and its impacts are a major issue for virtually every community. If we can influence decisions on the dimensions and designs of transportation networks and facilities so that they are perceived as public places and improve the quality of the human and natural environments, rather than simply moving vehicles from place to place, we can open the door to visionary community planning and design. With an estimated 140 million new US residents expected in the next 50 years, community planning needs to change, and it needs to change fast.

The transportation industry, too, is poised for a change. More than any other government entity, transportation agencies possess the largest public works budget, giving them the greatest capacity of any government agency to reshape the landscape. DOTs have also begun to face project and program resistance brought on by regulatory change, community dissatisfaction, flat funding resources, rapidly decaying infrastructure, and pressure from reform advocates. This has led to increasing awareness that we need to find new ways of doing business which advance transportation programs while satisfying the triple bottom line of economic, social and environmental goals.

The transportation establishment has clearly organized itself into a well-structured, disciplined, and cohesive profession, designed to deliver on its perceived mandate to provide people with a system for high speed and safe travel. It only follows that if we transform the way the transportation establishment views its mandate, we can positively affect community building.

Smart Growth America

SGA testimony before House Committee Wednesday, June 18th, 2008

As we mentioned earlier, SGA communications director David Goldberg testified earlier this morning before the House Select Committee on Global Warming and Energy Independence. If you are so inclined, you can download the testimony of all the presenters on the committee’s home for this hearing.

David’s testimony is available to download here (pdf). Some highlights:

Smart Growth America comes today with encouraging news: We can significantly reduce our nation’s dependence on oil and shrink our carbon footprint, while helping Americans avoid high gas prices and time in traffic, simply by meeting the growing demand for conveniently located homes in walkable neighborhoods, served by public transportation. The even better news is that we do not have to wait for someone to invent convenient, “green” neighborhoods — we have the know-how to build them right now, as we have for many years…

Smart Growth Solutions to Climate Change

To relieve consumers from gas prices reduce emissions we need to provide transportation options and build our communities in a way that allows better access to school, work, the grocery store and dry cleaner. It is not acceptable for many Americans to have to use a gallon of gas just to get a gallon of milk, especially at a time when the gallon of gas has reached the same price as the gallon of milk and both are continuing to increase…

On public transportation

As I mentioned before gas prices are hitting us hard, especially for the many Americans with no other options rather than driving. In some areas people are quitting their jobs because it costs them more to get to work than what they take home in their paycheck. For many, access to public transportation is the difference between getting by and cutting back on their quality of life. Families in areas with good transit and walkable neighborhoods pay less than 10% of their income for transportation, while families living in areas with fewer alternative transportation options pay upwards of 25%.

    Access to transit can reduce the need of a car in a two-car household, resulting in roughly $6,000 yearly savings and a 30% reduction in transportation-related carbon emissions. Less than 5% of Americans live within one-half mile of fixed guideway transit options, yet of those that do, 33% regularly use transit and 44% regularly travel by walking, bicycle, or transit.

And lastly, a few policy recommendations for the Committee. To read more detail about each of these recommendations and what they entail, download the pdf and read the last few pages. It’s a pretty quick read.

Despite the benefits of and demand for smart growth, there are outdated policies at all levels of government that are biased against this kind of development. Under most zoning codes in the country today, walkable, compact neighborhoods like Georgetown or Old Town Alexandria would be illegal. At the federal level, our current transportation, housing, and many tax policies incentivize energy inefficient development that makes Americans spend more hours in the car and increases emissions from the transportation sector every year.

    We have three main categories of federal policy recommendations:

1. Address our development patterns and transportation choices in climate legislation to encourage walkable neighborhoods with better public transportation options.

2. Ensure that the next surface transportation bill, up for reauthorization in 2009, reduces our dependence on oil and our global warming emissions.

3. Reform the current tax code to better encourage the kind of development and transportation choices that result in more climate-friendly, energy efficient, lower cost options for Americans.

Environmental Defense

Emergency Funding for Public Transit Crisis

July 23, 2008

Posted by Michael Replogle

Today, the New York City MTA proposed another fare and toll hike to manage a projected $900 million deficit next year. To avoid service cuts, according to WNYC, MTA head Lee Sander is "going begging everywhere, to Governor Paterson, Mayor Bloomberg, the federal government, and riders."

But in many other cities across the country, service cuts due to budget shortfalls are unavoidable. Ironically, communities are cutting services just when use of public transit is at a 50-year high due to skyrocketing gasoline prices (see map).

To avoid cutting these crucially important services, public transit systems urgently need federal help.

Consider this plea for help from the State of Pennsylvania:

Public transit systems … are experiencing increased ridership. … However, Pennsylvania lacks a stable, dedicated funding source for public transit and revenues fail to keep pace with operating costs. … Without a dedicated funding source, many of Pennsylvania's 73 public transit systems will be forced to make drastic cuts in service that will have a negative economic affect on local economies because workers will have difficulty getting to jobs, schools, doctor’s offices and stores. 

The same thing is happening in Cleveland. According to the Regional Transit Authority head Joe Calabrese, ridership is up 10 percent, but fares don't cover the cost of diesel fuel:

We may have to cut more service because we have to pay for the diesel fuel. 

This is happening all across the country. Many transit systems depend on revenue from local sales and real estate taxes, and these funds have been plummeting due to the national recession. Public transit systems are in crisis.

Three bills to fund public transit have been introduced in the House:

· Flexibility Incentive Grant Pilot Program (H.R. 1606 - Rep. Matsui, D-CA)

· Saving Energy Through Public Transportation Act (H.R. 6052 - Rep. Oberstar, D-MN)

· The Transportation and Housing Options for Gas Price Relief Act (H.R. 6495 - Rep. Blumenauer, D-OR

The Oberstar bill was passed by the House last month and referred to the Senate, which has not yet decided whether to consider it. The other two bills are still pending in the House, and each have features that would improve the final bill.

The Matsui bill, for example, says that states should allow motorist user fees and gas taxes to be applied to public transit - something that many states do not currently allow.

The Blumenauer bill, introduced only last week, supports new transit alternatives and improved urban planning, as well as current transportation options. It would allocate funds to:

· Expand public transportation to help transit agencies deal with high fuel prices.

· Encourage pay-as-you-drive auto insurance policies that discourage driving by rewarding low mileage drivers with lower insurance premiums.

· Reduce commuting costs by providing incentives to employers and employees to take transit, bicycle, carpool, walk, or telecommute to work.

· Help local governments manage transportation demand, and create walkable, bikeable communities that are well-served by transit.

· Educate consumers on the environmental, energy, and economic benefits of transportation alternatives versus the single occupancy vehicle.

· Spur the availability of "Location Efficient Mortgages" that discourage excessive driving from urban sprawl by making home ownership near transit more affordable.

We hope that the Senate will take up the Oberstar bill that was passed in the House, and improve it with features from these other bills. There could be no better economic stimulus package than a bill to support affordable transit choices for working Americans.

A shift towards public transit can save Americans money, stimulate the economy, reduce dependence on foreign oil, alleviate traffic congestion, and reduce global warming pollution - and it's already happening. Congress can make a big difference just by supporting local governments so transit systems can keep up with the demand.










