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Promote public transportation that improves our regional quality of life, economic development, affordability, and the environment.
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Capital Metro’s Fares Proposal Receives Local Government Approval
August 4, 2008

NEWS FACTS

· This evening the Local Government Approval Committee approved Capital Metro’s proposed fare structure that would increase the local bus fare by twenty-five cents, from $.50 to $.75 in fall 2008, and to $1.00 in fall 2010. 

· The fares were accepted as proposed with the amendment that fares for senior riders and riders with disabilities will remain free. 

· The committee’s actions bring Capital Metro one step closer to adjusting its fares, which have not increased since the agency formed in 1985. Simply due to inflation, that original fifty-cent one-way fare is today worth barely a quarter. 

· Capital Metro has been involved in an extensive, thorough process to develop a new fare structure that included a several-month dialogue with the community about the impact of the proposed fares. The final proposal presented this evening reflects improvements made as a result of community input, including the addition of a seven-day local bus pass for $7.

· Throughout the process, Capital Metro has sought federal guidance and assistance to ensure our actions comply with Title VI of the Civil Rights Act. Additionally, we have complied with the state law that governs fare increases.

· The fare proposal is one part of a long-range financial sustainability plan to help Capital Metro mitigate the rising costs of labor and fuel. 

· At a time when more people are riding and depending upon Capital Metro, its responsibility to maintain its financial health is critically important. 

· The committee encouraged the Capital Metro Board to further explore the financial impact of increasing fares for MetroRail and Express routes and establishing a sliding scale for fares for the working poor. The next meeting of the Capital Metro Board is Aug. 27.

Cap Metro contract plan troubling to transit union leaders

Drivers and mechanics to vote Aug. 20 on proposal that includes 10 percent wage increase over three years, health care changes.

AMERICAN-STATESMAN STAFF

Friday, August 01, 2008

By Ben Wear

Union drivers and mechanics at Capital Metro, who have been working under an expired contract for more than a year, will vote Aug. 20 on a proposal that would give workers a one-time $1,000 bonus and raise wages about 10 percent over the next three years.

But that management proposal includes numerous provisions that union leaders don't like, including the bonus (instead of a percentage increase in base pay for the contract year that ended June 30), higher out-of-pocket health care costs and a provision that would allow Capital Metro to reduce health benefits in the future without union approval. The Aug. 20 union vote will also include a what-if vote on authorizing a strike.

If the proposal fails, management could choose to declare talks at an impasse and unilaterally put its contract proposal into effect. That might trigger official complaints by the union to federal labor officials, or a strike.

The transit agency's four years of labor strife show little sign of ending anytime soon.

"I would not recommend this contract," said Jay Wyatt, president of Amalgamated Transit Union Local 1091, which represents about 825 Capital Metro workers covered by the union contract. Wyatt, despite the offer of an immediate 3.5 percent raise and 3.25 percent raises each of the next two years, said that only the union had given ground.

"There has been no dialogue; they just shove papers across the table," he said.

Capital Metro management said it had raised the ante from an earlier offer that had a $550 bonus and two years of 3.25 percent raises.

"I personally find it hard to believe they would strike with that kind of money on the table," said Tom Hoch, a Cincinnati-based labor lawyer who led the management negotiating team. "But stranger things have happened."

Austin City Council Member Mike Martinez, also a member of the Capital Metro board and a former firefighters union president, noted that the proposal has higher annual increases than the city is offering its workers,and that city, county and State of Texas health plans cost workers much more out of pocket.

"I think we have a reasonable proposal on the table," Martinez said.

"It is not reasonable to us," Wyatt countered.

This protracted and seemingly stalemated effort to reach a Capital Metro union contract comes on the heels of what was arguably the ugliest labor episode in the agency's history.

When a five-year contract expired in July 2005 and talks ran aground, the union staged a surprise one-day strike in September 2005. That walkout came right as Austin was playing host to thousands of transit-dependent evacuees from Hurricane Katrina and was widely perceived as a strategic error by Local 1091.

The following January, with another strike just hours away, the two sides agreed on a stopgap, 17-month contract that raised wages 3 percent in each of two years and made minimal changes to health care benefits. That contract expired July 1, 2007. Drivers, mechanics and maintenance workers at Capital Metro last saw a general wage increase more than two years ago.

The main sticking point in 2005 was a proposed lower wage scale for newly hired workers, a gambit management largely abandoned. This time, the union's main concern is Capital Metro's desire to have union workers covered by the same health plan as the agency's 320 nonunion administrative employees.

Under a proposal management made at the last negotiating session, on July 24, union workers would pay higher co-payments than before — $25, versus $15 — and for the first time would have an annual deductible of up to $600 per family. Ambulance trips, now fully covered, would go to 90 percent coverage. However, some provisions under the new plan, including the monthly premiums, would be better.

What has the union most concerned, however, is elimination of a guarantee in the current contract that any changes in insurance coverage during the contract would be "equal to or greater than the current benefits." Wyatt's worry is that later, during the remaining three years of the deal, Capital Metro will unilaterally worsen the benefits.

The union opposes the bonus, which, depending on the employees, would amount to 2 percent to 4 percent of their annual pay, because by not having it reflected in base pay rates, the effect of all future percentage wage increases would be reduced. And the union opposes another suggested provision that would allow the agency to fire drivers with three preventable accidents over a two-year period. The current contract requires three such accidents in a one-year period to trigger possible termination.

Who'll Take a Streetcar? 32,000 Riders a Day.

Austin Chronicle

AUGUST 1, 2008: NEWS

BY KATHERINE GREGOR

At long last, real systems planning for a Central Austin streetcar have arrived at the City Hall station. At the July 24 City Council meeting, consultants ROMA Austin and LTK Engineering unveiled the highlights of a detailed proposal for circulator rail transit. The Phase I analysis includes essential data on: 1) projected ridership and benefits for mobility, environmental, and other regional goals and 2) a route alignment and estimated cost. The broad outlines: Recommended is a 15.3-mile system projected to serve more than 32,000 riders daily by 2030, at an estimated capital cost of $36 million to $40 million per mile, or $550 million to $614 million overall. Electric-powered streetcars would run every 10 minutes from about 6am to 11pm, along tracks in dedicated street lanes (outside of vehicular traffic), with two overlapping lines connecting major central-city destinations. (The ridership estimates assume no transit-oriented development upzoning; in fact, ridership-boosting density increases along Manor Road and Riverside Drive are likely.)

"I was really pleased with the level of detail that staff and the consultant team were able to present Thursday," said Mayor Will Wynn. "The proposal is far more refined than lots of folks had anticipated." Council could act as soon as its next session, Aug. 7, to direct the city manager to move forward on the recommendations.

Under the current political mandate, via the Transit Working Group of the Capital Area Metropolitan Planning Organization: Items 1 and 2 above must be fully vetted before proceeding to: 3) a financing analysis and plan and 4) a voter referendum. Thus, key goals defined in the CAMPO Transportation Investment Decision Tree informed the ROMA recommendations: Connect existing destinations, link jobs and housing, serve low-income and transit-dependent populations, maximize ridership, support and catalyze transit-oriented development, and be cost-effective. Assembling a viable, multipartner financing plan is considered a Phase II project for city staff, Capital Metro, and other potential partners. Only after benefits, ridership, and costs are vetted will a financing plan and voter referendum become politically viable. Yet, due to the financing complexities of engaging multiple regional partners, that research needs to move forward now on its own parallel track.

Notable progress: For the first time, a detailed phasing plan was publicly aired for how to build the system in increments. Each could be submitted separately to voters for approval. (State law appears to allow a public vote on a system expansion of "not more than 12 miles of track" – perhaps an ultimate rationale for short increments – in theory, enabling an election that could be ordered by the Cap Metro board at any time.) ROMA recommended a four-stage construction project, adding vehicles at each stage:

Increment 1: 4.4 miles (Seaholm to Manor Road), $192 to $231 million capital cost. Serves Downtown, Capitol Complex, and the UT campus. Connects with two Red Line commuter rail stops (and thus potentially Leander, Cedar Park, Manor, and Elgin) and proposed future Austin-San Antonio passenger service.

Increment 2: 3.2 more miles (Downtown to Riverside Drive at Pleasant Valley), $133 to $147 million capital cost. Includes spur to Long Center and Auditorium Shores.

Increment 3: 2.2 miles (Manor Road to Muel ler), $68 to $78 million.

Increment 4: 5.4 miles (Riverside Drive to Austin-Bergstrom Airport), $157 million.

Future Expansion: The core system could be expanded later to serve additional destinations in North, South, East, and West Austin and to connect with expanded regional-rail service.

The estimated capital cost per mile steadily drops (from as much as $53 million down to $29 million per mile) with each successive increment. Brewster McCracken later noted: "Toll roads were coming in with per-mile costs of $70 million-plus back in 2004. The price tag needs to be viewed in a context compared to roads – this is cheaper than roads to construct." He also pointed to ROMA's data that an electrified streetcar would be less expensive to operate than diesel-powered public transportation: "We've long talked about a transportation crisis, but always in the terms of the roads. But as a city, we're now like the airlines – locked in 100% to running on a fuel source that is experiencing massive cost inflation." Overall, the annual operating and maintenance cost estimate for the proposed system is $21 million to $23 million or less.

ROMA emphasized that the Downtown Urban Rail Connections plan – even upon official approval – represents just the first 2% of the necessary system design and planning process. Corridor planning would take the project to 10% completion; preliminary engineering, to 30% completion; final design, to 100% completion. Then it would take another year or two to complete construction and take delivery on vehicles. Questioned by McCracken at council, consultant Tom Matoff, director of Transportation Planning for LTK Engineering Services in California, said the project-cost numbers are highly reliable – in fact conservative, as they are based on a "string of conservative assumptions," including a 30% construction cost contingency.

But City Manager Marc Ott took pains to warn everyone against locking into any cost numbers. "There's a lot to be defined and refined along the way," cautioned Ott. "You don't get numbers you can truly rely on until you get to 60%" completion of planning and design. He specifically referenced the media in warning, "The numbers are going to change; we're very early in this process."

A risk now is that City Council may get mired in early-stage planning. "That's the perennial struggle for Austin: to stop talking and make hard decisions," observed transit advocate Glenn Gadbois of the Alliance for Public Transportation. "Increment one should be a no-brainer; frankly, we've been talking about this long enough. If we sit around and wait to get the finances perfect, it keeps it stuck at the council decision-making level. We'll never get it done. Let's go forward and let staff and the Transit Working Group do their stuff."

ROMA's presentation included three recommended next steps (already blessed by Ott) that require council direction to staff: 1) Seek further public input, 2) work with Capital Metro to prepare a submittal to the Transit Working Group, and 3) present that submittal to council for final approval, prior to going forward to CAMPO. But will council members – particularly newbies Randi Shade and Laura Morrison – be ready to take action at their next session?

"Above all, we need to proceed with a sense of urgency," said McCracken. "The rise in gas prices is hurting Central Texans' family budgets. The modern electric-powered rail system, operating in a dedicated lane that ROMA recommended, will save Austinites time and money, and it will improve air quality."

Austin Streetcar Proposal: A Play in Two Acts?

Austin Chronicle

AUGUST 1, 2008: NEWS

BY KATHERINE GREGOR

Here's the latest political drama for the Austin streetcar project: In how many acts should a city of Austin/Capital Metro proposal be submitted to the Transit Working Group of the Capital Area Metropolitan Planning Organization? All at once? Or in two phases: First a proposal that addresses substantive questions of project benefits, ridership, and costs, then – if it's deemed worthy – a proposal for how to finance it?

Austin City Council members represent the city – and its interests – on the regional boards of both CAMPO and Capital Metro. This overlapping representation makes for some interesting plot twists, not to mention confusion on who's wearing which hat in any one scene. From an Austin perspective, here's the cast of characters:

CAMPO Transit Working Group: Will Wynn (chair), Brewster McCracken, Mike Martinez;

CAMPO board: Wynn, McCracken, Lee Leffingwell, Sheryl Cole;

Capital Metro board: McCracken, Martinez;

City Council Audit & Finance Committee: McCracken, Martinez, Leffingwell, Cole.

Martinez recently auditioned to move over to the open CAMPO appointee position on the Cap Metro board; he has since withdrawn that application and will remain a city of Austin rep, but he is considered a strong candidate to replace Lee Walker as chairman. City staff is preparing the council Audit & Finance Committee, who will be running lines on a streetcar system cost and financing options, expected to include regional partners.

Directing the show is CAMPO Chair Kirk Watson, who wields unusual political powers in his multiple roles as state senator, former Austin mayor, et al. Watson has made it his mission to reframe all regional transportation decisions so that proposed projects are publicly evaluated on their merits, not championed or killed on the basis of positional politics. To date, his political will has trumped all other agendas – including Wynn's call a year ago for a November 2008 rail referendum. As one council member put it – understandably anonymously – "Nobody wants to piss off the senator."

Earlier this year, conflicting visions and agendas killed the opportunity to get a required rail referendum to the voters this November. The next potential opportunity is May 2009. McCracken said recently that he would ask City Manager Marc Ott for an official legal opinion as to whether and how a voter referendum could be prepared so as not to violate the state edict that Capital Metro can hold such elections only in November of even-numbered years. If a May election is viable, the streetcar proposal would need to be blessed by CAMPO and equipped with a sound financing plan by early next year to make it presentable to voters.

Thus the delicate political process Austin now faces: Moving a streetcar project proposal (prepared by the city and Capital Metro) through the CAMPO Transportation Investment Decision Tree vetting process. The decision tree is a step-by-step list of project evaluation and cost/benefit criteria, organized in 11 sequential boxes; projects are meant to pass the test of each box in order.

Submitting a proposal to the TWG is politically virgin territory under an exciting but uncertain new regional-consensus paradigm; political missteps in April already have created some bruised sensibilities. No project has yet been tested publicly by the TWG decision tree, although teams preparing both the city of Austin proposal and an Elgin-Manor commuter rail line proposal have privately tested them against the decision tree.

We asked four key Austin players for insight into how they see the process proceeding.

Will Wynn: "It wouldn't surprise me if the Transit Working Group is prepared to accept proposals that include everything but 'How would we pay for it?'" the mayor remarked from the dais at the July 24 council session. Then, only "after agreement that it's the right product, at the right time, at the right price" – e.g., a blessing by the TWG on a Stage I proposal – a financing plan would be pursued.

Wynn clarified later by e-mail: "By the time staff presents the preliminary proposal back to council publicly – hopefully during one of our next two meetings – I trust we will be prepared to do just that; that is, direct the manager to work up the partial, or Phase 1, submittal to the TWG. While that's occurring, we could have Audit & Finance [the council committee] begin their analysis of financing options and partners."

Brewster McCracken: "I agree with the mayor. We need to pursue methodically, openly, and aggressively a sound financing plan to build and operate this system. This process will include working with Capital Metro and the TWG and potentially the Austin-San Antonio Commuter Rail District. We of course will not take anything to the voters until we have a fully developed financing plan."

Mike Martinez: "Our issue is finance. Before the citizens vote for anything, the question we must answer is how we pay for it and who pays for it. I don't want to rush it, and I don't want to talk about a May 2009 goal [in the sense of] announcing it will be on the ballot. The mentality of having to hit a date – I think that creates distrust with the citizenry."

Martinez said this week: "I believe we have a great foundation to begin vetting the latest proposal. The decision tree of the TWG is a great start to a communitywide conversation. If we are able to gain community support and buy-in, then I believe an election at some point in the future would occur."

Kirk Watson: "The purpose of the Transit Working Group and the decision tree is to create a mechanism and thought process that would get you to a good outcome. It is not meant to say, 'Only when you get a complete all-or-nothing proposal can you talk about it.'

"I can see very easily somebody bringing a proposal to the TWG where only the questions in the first several boxes are answered. ... I've always seen it as a way to train ourselves to make reasonable, rational, thoughtful, step-by-step decisions.

"That's the way policy ought to be made! We have become so accustomed, unfortunately, to 'all or nothing' decision-making. People just take a position, even when we don't have all of the questions answered. ... That's the whole point of having the decision tree – to help guide that process and to make it public at each step."

The CAMPO Transportation Investment Decision Tree is among the materials posted under the May 5 Transit Working Group meeting agenda at www.campotexas.org/comm_twg_agendas.php.

Moving freight line for commuter rail could cost up to $2.4 billion

Study details cost of bypass to open up tracks for intercity commuters, not how to pay for it.

Austin American-Statesman.

Thursday, July 31, 2008

By Ben Wear

Building a 145-mile-long freight rail bypass around Austin and San Antonio at a cost of $2.4 billion, making commuter rail possible between the cities, would generate about $1.4 billion in public benefits over 20 years, a study to be released today says.

That $2.4 billion, however, does not include the estimated $600 million cost of building passenger rail between Austin and San Antonio, or the $41 million annual operating costs estimated by the agency charged with running such a line.

And at this point, no matter the public benefit, it remains unclear how either the state or Central Texas governments will raise the money for the freight line bypass or the commuter line.

The Texas Department of Transportation, which did the study, and Union Pacific, which owns the existing freight tracks through the area, have been in talks for many years over whether such a bypass is necessary and feasible — and who would pay for it. The agency and the railroad would have to reach some sort of agreement before any sort of relocation occurs.

The Central Texas Rail Relocation Study looked at various alternatives to how freight currently moves through Central and South Texas. More than two dozen freight trains a day typically run on the Union Pacific corridor between Taylor and San Antonio, passing at street level past almost 200 city roads and highways.

The long, creeping trains cause delays for motorists at those crossings — San Marcos in particular is bedeviled — as well as a safety hazard. Four people died in various train accidents in San Antonio in 2004.

And the frequency and idiosyncratic scheduling of those freight trains on the current track, controlled by Union Pacific, would render commuter rail service nonviable, transportation officials say, because guaranteeing on- time departures and arrivals would be impossible.

Most of those trains are carrying loads destined for points beyond San Antonio and Taylor, so commuter rail advocates have been talking for years about a possible bypass. The 110-page report by TxDOT looks at each segment of such a bypass in detail, outlining the needs for overpasses, new track, straightening of some sections, smoothing out of areas too steep for greater freight speeds and a possible shortcut from Bastrop to Red Rock east of San Marcos.

The report also attempts to estimate benefits to the public from having a commuter rail system such as lower emissions from freight trains and reduction of waiting time for cars at rail crossings on the existing Taylor-to- Austin-to-San Antonio line. Property values in the vicinity of the line, for instance, would increase by $106 million, TxDOT estimates.

Officials had estimated in the past that a bypass of Austin would cost about $700 million. According to the TxDOT report, a bypass from Taylor, through Lockhart to south of San Marcos instead would cost about $883 million. If the bypass instead continued south from Lockhart to Seguin and then into San Antonio, the cost would be about $1.72 billion.

If the line were to go from Seguin around the south side of San Antonio, the total cost would be $2.4 billion, the report says.

A Union Pacific official, in a letter to TxDOT, said he does not like that last alternative. That more circuitous route would add 15 miles to many east- west routes, using about 1 million extra gallons of fuel annually, Union Pacific Vice President of Network Planning and Operations John H. Rebensdorf said in a letter.

Texans passed a constitutional amendment in 2005 creating a rail relocation fund. However, the Legislature in 2007 failed to appropriate any money for the fund. And, if it does, the Houston and Dallas-Fort Worth areas have relocation needs of their own that would compete for any available money.

The Austin-San Antonio Intermunicipal Commuter Rail District, created by the Legislature to build and run passenger trains between the two cities, has almost no taxing authority; it can collect some property taxes from development that might occur around train stations. In its five years of existence, the agency has so far engaged only in planning, using federal grants.

Officials with the district have been talking to TxDOT and Amtrak, which runs a few trains a week between the two cities (and points beyond) and is often delayed by Union Pacific trains, about the possibility of using Amtrak trains for some sort of commuter service.

$2.4 billion - Estimated cost of building a freight rail bypass around Austin and San Antonio

$1.4 billion - Amount of public benefits over 20 years

$600 million - Estimated cost of building passenger rail between Austin and San Antonio

Architecture students to design Cap Metro bus stops

Daily Texan

8/4/08

By Natalia Ciolko

UT's Landscape Architecture department will transform three city bus stops into urban oases with help from a $2,500 grant.

Graduate architecture students will submit proposals to design three bus stops on First Street, South Lamar Boulevard and Red River Street. 

According to the grant proposal, the stops should have a "thermal cooling effect, mitigate the 'urban heat island' effect and take advantage of sustainable and recycled materials whenever possible." Native plants could be used to provide shade and offset heat amplified by concrete, according to the proposal. The use of alternative materials for bus stop benches will also help to create a cooler environment.

The Neighborhood Beautification Grant is distributed annually by Keep Austin Beautiful, a local nonprofit organization. 

"The stops should be performative, incorporate better storm-water management practices and be environmentally friendly," said Ilse Franck, UT landscape architecture professor.

He said the site-specific designs will reflect the personality of their locations.

"Rather than just be one type of bus stop, we want to respond to the type of character of the neighborhood where the stops are located," Franck said.

The designs must also coordinate with Capital Metro's guidelines for operability. 

"The stops have to meet certain criteria regarding vandalism, being in the way of the operator's line of business and withstanding the elements," said Alissa Schram, a Capital Metro spokeswoman.

All School of Architecture graduate students may enter the design competition, Franck said. College of Fine Arts graduate students are also encouraged to apply. Students will work in teams, and one winning design for each site will be chosen. 

The department is working with Capital Metro's Adopt-a-Stop program to work on the stops. Through Adopt-a-Stop, citizens or groups can take responsibility for a bus stop and take care of it.

"The program allows people to pick up after it, make sure it looks nice, and, in response, they will get a plaque with their name on it," said Capital Metro spokeswoman Misty Whited. 

The design contest is slated to begin in January, Schram said, and construction will begin after teams submit proposals and a winner is chosen. 

"Just imagine having a plant next to you instead of dead August grass," Franck said. "We want to make Austin realize that public transportation doesn't have to be dreadful.”

Firms would have to provide transit passes or shuttle service or help employees set up pretax accounts

San Francisco Chronicle

Thursday, July 31, 2008

Rachel Gordon, Chronicle Staff Writer

(07-30) 21:11 PDT -- Businesses with more than 20 employees working in San Francisco would be required to help their workers ditch their cars and commute to work on transit or in vanpools under a proposal being considered by city officials.

The goal of the plan, which would be the first in the nation, is to cut greenhouse gas emissions and improve air quality by getting more people out of polluting cars.

Vehicle emissions account for 50 percent of the air pollution in San Francisco, so "getting more people onto public transit is critical," said Supervisor Ross Mirkarimi, chief sponsor of the legislation.

The plan is the latest attempt by San Francisco officials to impose a mandate on businesses. The city has required paid sick leave, health care benefits and a minimum wage that is one of the nation's highest.

In this case, city officials say encouraging commuters to use public transit would reduce health threats caused by auto emissions, such as asthma and other respiratory diseases, and reduce congestion on the city's roadways caused by solo drivers. The idea dovetails with the city's "Transit First" policy that makes it City Hall's business to discourage the use of the private automobile.

But unlike the past mandates on the private sector, this one has not run into major opposition from business leaders because of the potential economic benefit to them.

The proposed law would require businesses with 20 or more employees to establish a program to promote the use of transit by its workforce. Participation by employees would be voluntary.

Businesses would have to select one of three options. Two of them would place a financial burden on the employer, and one is considered cost-neutral or, in the best-case scenario, a money-saver for businesses.

The two choices that come with an added cost:

-- Offering workers free transit passes or vanpool reimbursement;

-- Providing door-to-door shuttle service on vans or buses.

A third option would allow businesses to tap into an established federal program in which employees can set up pretax commuter accounts to pay for travel on train, bus or ferries or by vanpool. The accounts could not pay for parking under the San Francisco proposal.

The benefit of the pretax program is that employees would save what amounts to 40 percent on their commute costs. A San Francisco Municipal Railway FastPass, for example, would cost a participant $27 instead of $45. Employers, meanwhile, would save 9 percent on the participating employees' payroll taxes.

Boosters of the federal program say that even when administrative costs are factored in, employers can come out ahead financially. That's the chief reason the San Francisco Chamber of Commerce and other business groups have not opposed the plan.

"We have problems with all the employer mandates imposed by City Hall, but this is something we can live with," said Jim Lazarus, the chamber's senior vice president of policy, who supports the push to get people out of their cars.

City officials said they have heard privately from some national businesses that the local mandate would be difficult to enact because their payroll systems would have to be adjusted. But no one voiced objections during a public hearing at City Hall on Wednesday in which the Board of Supervisors' budget committee gave unanimous approval to the proposed law. Passage at the full board is expected.

City officials said they plan a major outreach program once the plan is adopted and will give businesses sufficient time to comply. Those that don't would be subject to fines of up to $500 a year.

While an estimated 40,000 to 50,000 employees in San Francisco already take advantage of the federal pretax commuter program, tens of thousands more could tap into it, said Jared Blumenfed, who runs the San Francisco Department of the Environment.

Mirkarimi said the hammer of a city requirement is the needed tool to compel participation.

"It's a modest action that could have a huge impact," he said.

The Department of the Environment, which helped craft the legislation, would administer the program.

Rudy Miguel, a Daly City resident who works behind the counter at a Starbucks in San Francisco, said he'd welcome the help in paying for his commute via bus or BART. He now spends about $98 a month on transportation.

Kari Bedgood, who works for the small health club chain Club One, already participates in the federal commuter program, having about $100 a month in pretax wages deducted from her paycheck to reduce the cost of her commute between Foster City and San Francisco.

What employers would have to do

Proposed legislation in San Francisco would require employers with 20 or more people on the payroll to participate in a program to encourage transit use. Employees who work at least 10 hours a month in San Francisco would be eligible for the benefit. Employee participation would be voluntary. Employers would get to choose from three options:

Pay for some fares

Pay for workers' transit fares on the San Francisco Municipal Railway, BART, Caltrain, Golden Gate Transit or other mass transit system. Vanpool expenses also would be eligible for reimbursement.

Pretax wages for passes

Set up a deduction program under existing federal guidelines, which would allow employees to use up to $115 a month in pretax wages to purchase transit passes or vanpool rides. The program provides financial incentives. Employers would save 9 percent on payroll taxes. Employees would save 40 percent on their transit costs.

Company shuttle service

Offer workers a free shuttle service on company-funded buses or van between home and place of business.

"Getting more people onto public transit is critical."

Supervisor Ross Mirkarimi chief sponsor of the legislation

"We have problems with all the employer mandates imposed by City Hall, but this is something we can live with."

Few get to airport by bus, train

USA TODAY 

August 5, 2008

By Thomas Frank

WASHINGTON — The USA may have the world's largest airport network, but it lags far behind Europe and Asia in getting passengers to and from airports on public transit, a new report shows.

At many of the USA's largest airports, more than 90% of passengers arrive or leave in taxis or private cars, according to a report by the Transportation Research Board, a government-funded research group. In Europe and Asia, some airports see two-thirds of passengers using trains, buses or shared vans.

The heavy reliance of airport-bound travelers on cars concerns aviation experts who say it may hinder airport expansions because the cars add to emissions that the government factors in when deciding on a new runway or terminal. "Regulators are going to care more about vehicles driving to the airport," said Dick Marchi, policy chief at the Airports Council International.

Trains and buses are usually much cheaper than taking a taxi or driving a car and parking in an airport lot, said Stephen Van Beek, president of the Eno Transportation Foundation, a Washington, D.C., research group.

The report says some U.S. airports don't make public transit a priority.

FIND MORE STORIES IN: Washington | Europe | Asia | Oslo | Philadelphia International Airport | Airports Council International | Transportation Research Board

At Philadelphia International Airport, commuter trains stop near the terminal. But only 3% of airline passengers use them, largely because of infrequent service, the board says. Another 4% take buses and vans.

Cleveland Hopkins International Airport also has trains that stop at the terminal. But use has fallen to 2% because air travelers think it's slow and costly, the report says.

In Oslo, however, 39% of air travelers use trains that travel at 95 mph, making a 30-mile trip between the airport and downtown in 19 minutes. Another 25% of Oslo's passengers take a bus or van.

In the USA, "most people think of a bus as a dirty, smelly thing for poor people to get around the inner city," Marchi said.

The report says many U.S. airports are spread out, making them hard to serve with trains and buses. The airports also provide little information on their websites about mass-transit options, focusing instead on flight status, the report adds. On the Amsterdam Airport Schiphol website, travelers can compare the cost of taxis and trains to nearby towns.

'Place First' Parking Plans

Planetizen

4 August 2008 - 5:00am

Author: Wes Marshall and Norman Garrick

Parking has long been treated as a commodity of little value, one that is given away cheaply as part of the cost of running a city. In fact, most cities mandate a minimum level of parking in their zoning codes, in essence saying to developers ‘go ahead and provide as much parking as you want just so long as there is enough to satisfy the demand’. But, as we all now understand, this approach has had some unexpected and far-reaching consequences. As we begin once again to put a premium on urban places in the face of rising gas prices and global climate change, the long-standing approach of treating parking as a loss leader that can be overlooked is becoming increasingly untenable. We are at a turning point that provides an opportunity to craft parking policies that support the need for more vibrant cities.
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One idea that deserves a fresh look is the concept of a parking cap. The use of parking caps explicitly acknowledges that some parking is necessary in a modern city, but at the same time, too much parking is highly detrimental to urban life. This approach basically flips the conventional parking mindset on its head. It is a method that helps to make sure that the need to provide parking does not dominate all other considerations in creating viable urban places. Surprisingly, even though a cap has been adopted in a handful of cities, this sensible approach has been a non-starter in most places, and we are still stuck arguing about how to satisfy the so-called parking demand.

One major problem with the current focus is that parking demand is tricky to pin down, since demand itself is a function of supply, especially in urban places. Those cities that have been busy ripping themselves apart to provide enough parking are the same ones that use the most parking. So we end up with this curious situation: in our state capital, Hartford, people complain that there is not enough parking - when in fact over 30 % of the surface area in the downtown area is covered with some type of parking facility. The truth is that many cities like Hartford have simultaneously too much and too little parking. They have too much parking from the perspective that they have degraded vitality, interest and walkability, with bleak zones of parking that fragment the city. The have too little parking for the exact same reason - they have degraded walkability and thus increased the demand for parking.

A 2003 study we conducted of six medium sized New England town centers provides strong support for this point. Three of the centers we looked at were traditional urban downtowns with their fabric largely intact (West Hartford, Northampton and Brattleboro). Three were centers built or transformed along more contemporary suburban patterns (Glastonbury Center, Somerset Square in Glastonbury, and Avon Center). The traditional urban centers in our study provided 50% less parking and ended up using 50% less parking than the more contemporary centers. Of course, it should be recognized that the differences between the traditional and contemporary centers lie not just in terms of the amount of parking supplied, they also differ on a range of other dimensions. The traditional centers have managed parking, they charge for parking, they have on-street parking, and they exist in the context of a connected network of streets. All of these factors contribute to the differences in use, but the smaller parking supply is a key element, as it allows for the existence of a much more coherent urban place than would have otherwise been possible.

The traditional town centers not only supplied less parking and used less parking, but they were also much more vibrant - with more than three times as many people on site at any one time. Surprisingly, the three traditional town centers in our study had very conventional parking policies in their zoning regulations, to the point where it would not be possible to replicate these well loved centers given existing parking regulations where minimum parking requirements far exceed the amount actually used. These traditional centers are basically a fortunate legacy of an older approach to urban planning.

So why have more places not adopted proactive parking policies that put place first? Judging from the responses to our study, the existing policy approach to parking used by most cities does not appear to have any natural allies; both town officials and developers alike have told us that they dislike the current practice. Each group thinks that the other is to blame for the muddle of the existing policy. What this tells us is that it is time to start paying more attention to an issue that is often an afterthought, but which has such a big effect on the performance of urban places and on transportation sustainability.

Another New England city, Cambridge, MA is one example of a place that has developed a parking policy structured around limiting the amount of land and other resources that can be devoted to parking. In addition to the parking maximums established in the early 1980s, Cambridge tries to tackle the source of the parking demand issue with regulations that focus on reducing the number of people driving alone. Whenever a new or expanded non-residential parking facility is proposed, the Parking and Transportation Demand Management (PTDM) ordinance requires developers to implement multiple transportation demand management strategies such as providing bicycle parking, discounting transit passes, and prioritizing carpool parking. For projects of twenty of more parking spaces, the developer must commit to a mode share goal typically specifying at least 10% percent reduction in single occupancy vehicles compared to the last census as well as prepare a full PTDM plan for review by the city. Without an approved PTDM plan, projects cannot receive building permits, variances, etc.

Not only has Cambridge been able to increase the use of alternative modes, they have also reduced traffic congestion and maximized the amount of land available for uses other than parking. One key to the success of the plan is accountability, since the mode share pledges are regularly monitored and enforced by a PTDM officer. Another is the fact that the parking policy is strongly linked to wider community goals, including urban vitality and environmental stewardship. In fact, their PTDM division is a division of the Department of Community Development; also under the same Community Development flag are the planning, economic development, and housing divisions. This organizational structure supports a coordinated effort toward reaching the wider community goals. This is an overall model that is worth emulating for cities searching for a more balanced, multimodal approach to transportation and parking. Developing an urban friendly parking policy is perhaps the most effective tool that can be employed at the local level to encourage a greener and more sustainable approach to transportation.

New American Narrative: Strong Cities, Suburbs Allied?

Citiwire.net

Sunday, July 27, 2008

By Keith Schneider

That insistent rumble and scraping you hear. It’s the sound of the American story of the 20th century colliding with the new American narrative of the 21st.

More so than anyplace else, the shift is loudest and most visible in the nation’s cities, signalled by the steel on steel shriek of light rail and commuter lines carrying the most riders in 50 years.

And there’s a new buzz, too. The coffee shops and bars and lofts and shops and entrepreneurial businesses in Denver and Dallas, New York and Boston and dozens of cities in between, are being fired up by America’s bright, young, and ambitious people.

Meanwhile, the advent of $4 gas has triggered the biggest traffic downturn in a generation. Growing numbers of suburbanites sit in their McMansions’ great rooms clicking away on laptops, buying online instead of going to the mall.

If the half century after World War II was the great age of the suburb, the first half of the 21st century is unfolding as the era of a stronger, more cohesive American citistate of combined center city and much more urban suburbs. Today’s economy, politics, and culture mirror that shift. The nation’s survival - our sustainability - will depend on it.

Here’s why. The spread-out civilization that America invented in the 20th century was largely the result of a handful of major market trends — cheap energy, cheap land, rising incomes, formidable government wealth. Our drive-through economy, and the culture of convenience and plenty (and anonymity) that it fostered, was possible because families could afford the homes and cars, and government built the highways and subsidized the housing that tied it all together. The big losers were cities, which hemorrhaged jobs, and marooned millions.

That description, though, now applies to hundreds of American suburbs, especially those without public transit, located far from city centers. In many of these, housing values have dropped 40 percent or more in the last 18 months. Yet nearer to the city center, in the seasoned older suburbs where transit and parks and sidewalks and neighbors are in closer proximity, America’s successful 21st century suburban form is taking shape. And we’ll be needing these more efficiently conceived, metro-connected suburbs in a nation that will add 140 million people by mid-century.

Meanwhile, according to recent studies, a growing number of cities are attracting residents and seeing their housing values either hold their own or slip much less precipitously than many suburbs. There are exceptions in still-struggling areas like Cleveland and Buffalo. But check San Francisco - it’s the only city in the Bay Area that saw housing prices actually rise — about 1 percent in the last year. Or Seattle, expected to grow to 680,000 residents and add 84,000 new jobs by 2022. Chicago is building more than 10,000 new units of housing within blocks of its $475 million Millennium Park, near the Lake Michigan shoreline, the prosperity wave including neighborhoods that were blighted a decade ago.

These trends represent an absolutely sane response to critical new 21st century realities — high energy prices, high land costs, static family incomes, scarce resources, government deficits, flagging competitiveness, global climate change, and strong U.S. population growth.

But even as downtown, neighborhoods and smart suburbs start to coalesce, they need to move - quickly and courageously - to assure they’ll become success points of a new American Dream.

More than $200 billion in private and public capital needs to be invested over the next decade to build rapid transit for our metro regions, plus regional high-speed rail lines to connect them. Maximizing energy efficiency in community design, and in buildings and homes, is essential to cope with the energy crisis and address global warming. And we need new zoning to locate people and businesses and shopping and schools alongside each other, something that’s now actually illegal in many American communities (and critical if we’re to promote biking and walking and combat our alarming obesity epidemic).

The heartening news is that some cities have revived once all-but-dead downtowns, overcome the doubters to start building a new generation of rail transit, reformed zoning to link new residential hubs, enlarged parks, cleaned up and redeveloped once-abandoned industrial properties, made new office buildings more energy efficient and environmentally sensitive. Increasingly, such cities as Charlotte, Dallas, Denver, Boise and Grand Rapids are showing how much steps create cleaner, greener places bustling with jobs and Millennium generation attitude.

Now, as we become a nation experiencing a new future- driving less, riding transit more often, living closer together - a new vision is taking root. It’s that our major cities, many wrecks 30 years ago, are positioned to be the livable, desirable centers of the metro regions that embody our top wealth, talent and hopes. Our ambition should be nothing less than pushing them to number among the most livable, energy-efficient and prosperous places on the planet.

What More 'Livable Streets' Could Mean for New York

New York Observer

Jul 31, 2008

By Tom Acitelli
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"The Dutch call it a woonerf—a “livable street” resplendent with wide sidewalks, ample retail, greenery and minimal automobile traffic. It’s designed to boost quality of life for citizenry, the till for retailers and property values for landowners. Perhaps you’ve noticed that New York City doesn’t have many woonerfs amid its warren of streets, which make up one-fourth of the city’s land area."

"But what if it did?"

"Retail sales and property values would jump; pollution and noise would drop; and contentment among those lucky enough to live near or on a livable street would abound. That’s the idyllic outcome, according to a preliminary report shared with The Observer by the nonprofit group Transportation Alternatives. (The report is out officially Aug. 6.) The report aggregated studies of livable streets performed in other cities and found tangible benefits—not Valhalla, perhaps, but serious economic and social benefits that might be replicated in New York."

Full Story: The Woonerf Deficit
Trading Places 

The demographic inversion of the American city.

The New Republic

Wednesday, August 13, 2008

by Alan Ehrenhalt

Thirty years ago, the mayor of Chicago was unseated by a snowstorm. A blizzard in January of 1979 dumped some 20 inches on the ground, causing, among other problems, a curtailment of transit service. The few available trains coming downtown from the northwest side filled up with middle-class white riders near the far end of the line, leaving no room for poorer people trying to board on inner-city platforms. African Americans and Hispanics blamed this on Mayor Michael Bilandic, and he lost the Democratic primary to Jane Byrne a few weeks later.

Will Chicago, the city of slaughterhouses and skyscrapers, soon look like haute bourgeois nineteenth-century Vienna?
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Will Chicago, the city of slaughterhouses and skyscrapers, soon look like haute bourgeois nineteenth-century Vienna?

Today, this could never happen. Not because of climate change, or because the Chicago Transit Authority now runs flawlessly. It couldn't happen because the trains would fill up with minorities and immigrants on the outskirts of the city, and the passengers left stranded at the inner-city stations would be members of the affluent professional class.

In the past three decades, Chicago has undergone changes that are routinely described as gentrification, but are in fact more complicated and more profound than the process that term suggests. A better description would be "demographic inversion." Chicago is gradually coming to resemble a traditional European city--Vienna or Paris in the nineteenth century, or, for that matter, Paris today. The poor and the newcomers are living on the outskirts. The people who live near the center--some of them black or Hispanic but most of them white--are those who can afford to do so.

Developments like this rarely occur in one city at a time, and indeed demographic inversion is taking place, albeit more slowly than in Chicago, in metropolitan areas throughout the country. The national press has paid very little attention to it. While we have been focusing on Baghdad and Kabul, our own cities have been changing right in front of us.

Atlanta, for example, is shifting from an overwhelmingly black to what is likely to soon be a minority-black city. This is happening in part because the white middle class is moving inside the city borders, but more so because blacks are moving out. Between 1990 and 2006, according to research by William Frey of the Brookings Institution, the white population of Atlanta has increased from roughly 30 percent to 35 percent while the black population has declined from 67 percent to 55 percent. In this decade alone, two of Atlanta's huge suburban counties, Clayton and DeKalb, have acquired substantial black majorities, and immigrants arriving from foreign countries are settling primarily there or in similar outlying areas, not within the city itself. The numbers for Washington, D.C. are similar.

Race is not always the critical issue, or even especially relevant, in this demographic shift. Before September 11, 2001, the number of people living in Manhattan south of the World Trade Center was estimated at about 25,000. Today, it is approaching 50,000. Close to one-quarter of these people are couples (nearly always wealthy couples) with children. The average household size is actually larger in lower Manhattan than in the city as a whole. It is not mere fantasy to imagine that in, say, 2020, the southern tip of Manhattan will be a residential neighborhood with a modest residual presence of financial corporations and financial services jobs. What's happening in Lower Manhattan isn't exactly an inversion in the Chicago sense: Expensive condos are replacing offices, not poor people. But it is dramatic demographic change nevertheless.

If you want to see this sort of thing writ large, you can venture just across the Canadian border to Vancouver, a city roughly the size of Washington, D.C. What makes it unusual--indeed, at this point unique in all of North America--is that roughly 20 percent of its residents live within a couple of square miles of each other in the city's center. Downtown Vancouver is a forest of slender, green, condo skyscrapers, many of them with three-story townhouse units forming a kind of podium at the base. Each morning, there are nearly as many people commuting out of the center to jobs in the suburbs as there are commuting in. Two public elementary schools have opened in downtown Vancouver in the past few years. A large proportion of the city's 600,000 residents, especially those with money, want to live downtown.

No American city looks like Vancouver at the moment. But quite a few are moving in this direction. Demographic inversions of one sort or another are occurring in urban pockets scattered all across America, many of them in seemingly unlikely places. Charlotte, North Carolina, is in the midst of a downtown building boom dominated by new mixed-use high-rise buildings, with office space on the bottom and condos or rental units above. Even at a moment of economic weakness, the condos are still selling briskly.

We are not witnessing the abandonment of the suburbs or a movement of millions of people back to the city all at once. But we are living at a moment in which the massive outward migration of the affluent that characterized the second half of the twentieth century is coming to an end. For several decades now, cities in the United States have wished for a "24/7" downtown, a place where people live as well as work, and keep the streets busy, interesting, and safe at all times of day. This is what urbanist Jane Jacobs preached in the 1960s, and it has long since become the accepted goal of urban planners. Only when significant numbers of people lived downtown, planners believed, could central cities regain their historic role as magnets for culture and as a source of identity and pride for the metropolitan areas they served. Now that's starting to happen, fueled by the changing mores of the young and by gasoline prices fast approaching $5-per-gallon. In many of its urbanized regions, an America that seemed destined for everincreasing individualization and sprawl is experimenting with new versions of community and sociability.

Why has demographic inversion begun? For one thing, the deindustrialization of the central city, for all the tragic human dislocations it caused, has eliminated many of the things that made affluent people want to move away from it. Nothing much is manufactured downtown anymore (or anywhere near it), and that means that the noise and grime that prevailed for most of the twentieth century have gone away. Manhattan may seem like a loud and gritty place now, but it is nothing like the city of tenement manufacturing, rumbling elevated trains, and horses and coal dust in the streets that confronted inhabitants in the early 1900s. Third-floor factory lofts, whether in Soho or in St. Louis, can be marketed as attractive and stylish places to live. The urban historian Robert Bruegmann goes so far as to claim that deindustrialization has, on the whole, been good for downtowns because it has permitted so many opportunities for creative reuse of the buildings. I wouldn't go quite that far, and, given the massive job losses of recent years, I doubt most of the residents of Detroit would, either. But it is true that the environmental factors that made middle-class people leave the central city for streetcar suburbs in the 1900s and for station-wagon suburbs in the 1950s do not apply any more.

Nor, in general, does the scourge of urban life in the 1970s and '80s: random street violence. True, the murder rates in cities like Chicago, Philadelphia, and Cleveland have climbed in the last few years, but this increase has been propelled in large part by gang- and drug-related violence. For the most part, middle-class people of all colors began to feel safe on the streets of urban America in the 1990s, and they still feel that way. The paralyzing fear that anyone of middle age can still recall vividly from the 1970s--that the shadowy figure passing by on a dark city street at night stands a good chance of being a mugger--is rare these days, and almost nonexistent among young people. Walk around the neighborhood of 14th and U streets in Washington, D.C. on a Saturday night, and you will find it perhaps the liveliest part of the city, at least for those under 25. This is a neighborhood where the riots of 1968 left physical scars that still have not disappeared, and where outsiders were afraid to venture for more than 30 years.

The young newcomers who have rejuvenated 14th and U believe that this recovering slum is the sort of place where they want to spend time and, increasingly, where they want to live. This is the generation that grew up watching "Seinfeld," "Friends," and "Sex and the City," mostly from the comfort of suburban sofas. We have gone from a sitcom world defined by "Leave It to Beaver" and "Father Knows Best" to one that offers a whole range of urban experiences and enticements. I do not claim that a handful of TV shows has somehow produced a new urbanist generation, but it is striking how pervasive the pro-city sensibility is within this generation, particularly among its elite. In recent years, teaching undergraduates at the University of Richmond, the majority of them from affluent suburban backgrounds, I made a point of asking where they would prefer to live in 15 years--in a suburb or in a neighborhood close to the center of the city. Few ever voted for suburban life.

I can't say that they had necessarily devoted a great deal of thought to the question: When I asked them whether they would want to live in an urban neighborhood without a car, many seemed puzzled and said no. Clearly, we are a long way from producing a generation for whom urban life and automobile ownership are mutually exclusive. In downtown Charlotte, a luxury condominium is scheduled for construction this year that will allow residents to drive their cars into a garage elevator, ride up to the floor they live on, and park right next to their front door. I have a hard time figuring out whether that is a triumph for urbanism or a defeat. But my guess is that, except in Manhattan, the carless life has yet to achieve any significant traction in the affluent new enclaves of urban America.

Not that cars and the demographic inversion aren't closely related; they are. In Atlanta, where the middle-class return to the city is occurring with more suddenness than perhaps anywhere in the United States, the most frequently cited reason is traffic. People who did not object to a 20-mile commute from the suburbs a decade ago are objecting to it now in part because the same commute takes quite a bit longer. To this, we can add the prospect of $5-per-gallon gasoline. It's impossible at this point to say with any certainty just what energy costs will do to American living patterns over the next decade. Urbanists predicted a return to the city during previous spikes in the cost of gasoline, notably during shortages in the 1970s. They were wrong. Gas prices came down, and the suburbs expanded dramatically. But today's prices at the pump are not the result of political pressures by angry sheiks in the Persian Gulf. They are the result of increased worldwide demand that is only going to continue to increase. Some suburbanites will simply stay where they are and accept the cost. But many will decide to stop paying $100 every few days for a tank of gasoline that will allow them to commute 40 or 50 miles a day, round-trip.

Ultimately, though, the current inversion is less the result of middle-aged people changing their minds than of young adults expressing different values, habits, and living preferences than their parents. The demographic changes that have taken place in America over the past generation--the increased propensity to remain single, the rise of cohabitation, the much later age at first marriage for those who do marry, the smaller size of families for those who have children, and, at the other end, the rapidly growing number of healthy and active adults in their sixties, seventies, and eighties--have combined virtually all of the significant elements that make a demographic inversion not only possible but likely. We are moving toward a society in which millions of people with substantial earning power or ample savings can live wherever they want, and many will choose central cities over distant suburbs. As they do this, others will find themselves forced to live in less desirable places--now defined as those further from the center of the metropolis. And, as this happens, suburbs that never dreamed of being entry points for immigrants will have to cope with new realities. It should come as no surprise that the most intense arguments about hiring and educating the undocumented have occurred in the relatively distant reaches of American suburbia, such as Prince William County, Virginia.

The reality of demographic inversion strikes me every time I return to Chicago, the city in which I was born and grew up. My grandfather arrived there in 1889, found his way to the Near West Side, and opened a tailor shop that remained in business for 50 years. During that time, the neighborhood was a compact and somewhat culturally isolated enclave of Jewish and Italian families. (It was also the location of Hull House and the original home of the Chicago Cubs.) The building that housed my grandfather's store was torn down in the 1960s when the University of Illinois built its Chicago campus in the neighborhood. The street corner where the store stood now houses part of the university science complex.

The UIC campus is, to my eyes, one of the ugliest in America. But I have made my peace with that. What interests me is what is going on all around that neighborhood, now called University Village. For a while after the school was built, its environs were a sort of residential no-man's-land, dangerous at night and unattractive to the young academics who taught there. Today, assistant professors at UIC generally don't live there either, but for a different reason: They can't afford it. Demand for the townhouses and condominiums on the Near West Side has priced junior faculty out of the market. One can walk a couple of blocks down the street from where my grandfather's shop once stood and order a steak for $24.

You might respond that there is nothing especially noteworthy in this. A college setting, liberal academics, houses close to the city's cultural attractions: That's garden-variety gentrification. What else would you expect?

If you feel that way, you might want to ride an elevated train going northwest, to the lesser-known Logan Square, a few miles beyond the Loop. Whatever Logan Square might be, it is not downtown chic. It is a moderately close-in nineteenth-century neighborhood with a history fairly typical for a city that A.J. Liebling once called "an endless succession of factory-town main streets." Logan Square was developed primarily by Scandinavian manufacturers, who lived on the tree-lined boulevards while their workers, many of them Polish, rented the cottages on the side streets. By the 1970s, nearly all the Poles had decamped for suburbia, and they were replaced by an influx of Puerto Ricans. The area became a haven for gangs and gang violence, and most of the retail shopping that held the community together disappeared.

Logan Square is still not the safest neighborhood in Chicago. There are armed robberies and some killings on its western fringe, and, even on the quiet residential streets, mothers tell their children to be home before dark. But that hasn't prevented Logan Square from changing dramatically again--not over the past generation, or the past decade, but in the past five years. The big stone houses built by the factory owners on Logan Boulevard are selling for nearly $1 million, despite the housing recession. The restaurant that sits on the square itself sells goat cheese quesadillas and fettuccine with octopus, and attracts long lines of customers who drive in from the suburbs on weekend evenings. To describe what has happened virtually overnight in Logan Square as gentrification is to miss the point. Chicago, like much of America, is rearranging itself, and the result is an entire metropolitan area that looks considerably different from what it looked like when this decade started.

Of course, demographic inversion cannot be a one-way street. If some people are coming inside, some people have to be going out. And so they are--in Chicago as in much of the rest of the country. During the past ten years, with relatively little fanfare and surprisingly little press attention, the great high-rise public housing projects that defined squalor in urban America for half a century have essentially disappeared. In Chicago, the infamous Robert Taylor Homes are gone, and the equally infamous Cabrini-Green is all but gone. This has meant the removal of tens of thousands of people, who have taken their Section 8 federal housing subsidies and moved to struggling African American neighborhoods elsewhere in the city. Some have moved to the city's southern suburbs--small suburbs such as Dixmoor, Robbins, and Harvey, which have been among the poorest communities in metropolitan Chicago. At the same time, tens of thousands of immigrants are coming to Chicago every year, mostly from various parts of Latin America. Where are they settling? Not in University Village. Some in Logan Square, but fewer every year. They are living in suburban or exurban territory that, until a decade ago, was almost exclusively English-speaking, middle-class, and white.

There are responsible critics who look at all this and see a lot being made out of very little. They argue that, in absolute numbers, the return to the urban center remains a minor demographic event. They have a point. In most metropolitan areas, in the first few years of the twenty-first century, many more people have moved to the suburbs than have moved downtown. A city of half a million that can report a downtown residential population of 25,000--5 percent of the total--can claim that it is doing relatively well. Charlotte, for all the local excitement it has generated about upscale in-town living, still has no more than about 12,000 residents downtown. Moreover, these 12,000 are not representative of the area's populace; there are few families with school-age children. Downtown Charlotte is mostly attracting the familiar gentrification cohort: singles, couples, older people whose children have left home. The bulk of the married-with-children middle-class has not only been living in the suburbs, it has been moving to the suburbs. Joel Kotkin, perhaps the most prominent of the downtown debunkers, declares flatly that, until families begin turning up in significant numbers on downtown streets, we are talking about a blip rather than a major cultural phenomenon.

But it's not just a blip. The evidence from most American cities--carefully presented by Christopher Leinberger, the real estate developer and University of Michigan urban planning professor, in his recent book, The Option of Urbanism--suggests that the number of downtown residents these days depends more on supply than demand. Few in Charlotte dispute that, if there were 30,000 upscale residential units in the center of that city, there would be 30,000 people living in them before long. The residential population of lower Manhattan has not just increased substantially since 2001; it has all but exploded in the last 18 months. And the strollers have reached Wall Street. Take a walk down there some Saturday morning, and you will see for yourself.

But, even if the critics are mostly right--even if the vast majority of cities never see a downtown residential boom of massive proportions--there is no doubt that a demographic inversion, in which the rich are moving inside and the poor are moving outside, is taking place. The crucial issue is not the number of people living downtown, although that matters. The crucial issue is who they are, and the ways in which urban life is changing as a result.

What would a post-inversion American city look like? In the most extreme scenario, it would look like many of the European capitals of the 1890s. Take Vienna, for example. In the mid-nineteenth century, the medieval wall that had surrounded the city's central core for hundreds of years was torn down. In its place there appeared the Ringstrasse, the circle of fashionable boulevards where opera was sung and plays performed, where rich merchants and minor noblemen lived in spacious apartments, where gentlemen and ladies promenaded in the evening under the gaslights, where Freud, Mahler, and their friends held long conversations about death over coffee and pastry in sidewalk cafes. By contrast, if you were part of the servant class, odds were you lived far beyond the center, in a neighborhood called Ottakring, a concentration of more than 30, 000 cramped one- and two-bedroom apartments, whose residents--largely immigrant Czechs, Slovaks, and Slovenes--endured a long horse-car ride to get to work in the heart of the city.

Paris was a different story. It had always had a substantial inner-city working class, the breeding ground for political unrest and violence over and over again in French history. But the narrow streets that housed the Parisian poor were largely obliterated in the urban redesign dictated by Baron Haussmann in the 1850s and '60s. The Paris that Haussmann created was the city of fashionable inner-ring boulevards that remains largely intact a century and a half later. The poor and the newly arrived were essentially banished to the suburbs--where they remain today, though they are now mostly Muslims from North Africa rather than peasants from the south of France.

Nobody in his right mind would hold up the present-day arrangement of metropolitan Paris, with its thousands of unemployed immigrants seething in shoddily built suburban high-rise housing projects, as a model for what twenty-first-century urbanism ought to look like. Indeed, in the worst case, demographic inversion would result in the poor living out of sight and largely forgotten in some new kind of high-rise projects beyond the city border, with the wealthy huddled in gated enclaves in the center. But I think this is an unlikely scenario. The people who are moving to the downtowns of American cities today are doing so in part to escape the real or virtual "gated-ness" of suburban life. The condos that house them in the coming years may feature elaborate security systems, but the inhabitants will not be walled off from the street. They want to be in contact with the street. Nor do we have to worry about the return of the idea of warehousing the poor in vertical Corbusian ghettoes. That is one beast we have managed to slay.

Less dystopian are the prophecies of Leinberger, who believes that a dramatic increase in middle-class central-city population will in fact take place, and that one consequence will be the deterioration of today's car-dependent, suburban tract homes into the slums of 2030. I don't think this will happen either, at least not in such extreme form. There simply are not enough lofts and town-houses to double or triple the number of people living in the center of a mid-sized American city. As the central-city population continues to grow, so will the demand for skyscrapers--something cities are sure initially to resist. Nor does it seem likely that exurbia will turn into a wasteland. The price of the houses will go down and render them more attractive for newcomers trying to rise in the U.S. economy and society. Urbanists have complained for years that immigrants and poor people in the inner city have a hard time commuting to the service jobs that are available to them in the suburbs. If they live in the suburbs, they will be closer to the jobs. Transportation will remain a problem, but not one that can't be solved.

Somewhere in between, there lies the vision of Jane Jacobs, who idealized the Greenwich Village of the 1950s and the casual everyday relationships that made living there comfortable, stimulating, and safe. Much of what Jacobs loved and wrote about will not reappear: The era of the mom-and-pop grocer, the shoemaker, and the candy store has ended for good. We live in a big-box, big-chain century. But I think the youthful urban elites of the twenty-first-century are looking in some sense for the things Jacobs valued, whether they have heard of her or not. They are drawn to the densely packed urban life that they saw on television and found vastly more interesting than the cul-de-sac world they grew up in. And, by and large, I believe central cities will give it to them. Not only that, but much of suburbia, in an effort to stay afloat, will seek to urbanize itself to some extent. That reinvention is already taking place: Look at all the car-created suburbs built in the 1970s and '80s that have created "town centers" in the past five years, with sidewalks and as much of a street grid as they can manage to impose on a faded strip-mall landscape. None of these retrofit efforts look much like a real city. But they are a clue to the direction in which we are heading.

In the 1990s, a flurry of academics and journalists (me among them) wrote books lamenting the decline of community and predicting that it would reappear in some fashion in the new century. I think that is beginning to happen now in the downtowns of America, and I believe, for all its imperfections and inequalities, that the demographic inversion ultimately will do more good than harm. We will never return--nor would most of us want to return--to the close-knit but frequently constricting form of community life that prevailed 50 years ago. But, as we rearrange ourselves in and around many of our big cities, we are groping toward the new communities of the twenty-first century.

Alan Ehrenhalt is executive editor of Governing Magazine and author of The United States of Ambition and The Lost City.

Bush Calls for New Highway Tolls, More Private Funding of Roads

Wall Street Journal

July 30, 2008

By CHRISTOPHER CONKEY


WASHINGTON -- The Bush administration unveiled a plan to impose new tolls on freeways and encourage more private investment to finance road and mass-transit projects, a move aimed at stirring debate as lawmakers prepare for a major overhaul of transportation policy.

The White House says more tolls and public-private partnerships can solve perhaps the biggest problem confronting the nation's aging infrastructure: There are limited funds available to upgrade transportation networks and too many federal funds are doled out inefficiently through earmarks and pet projects that do little to improve mobility or reduce congestion.

The search for alternative funding sources is ramping up because Americans are driving less and shifting to more fuel-efficient vehicles. That means they will be paying less in gasoline and diesel-fuel taxes, which traditionally have been the biggest source of federal funding for highway and mass-transit construction.

Many states are moving to increase existing tolls. Pennsylvania, for example, is hoping to win federal permission for new tolls on a standing interstate. Meanwhile, several states are turning to business consortiums to finance, build and operate new highways, bridges and tunnels, although a political backlash has slowed the push in recent years.

The administration's proposal comes as Congress gears up to start work later this year on a six-year transportation spending bill that could cost well more than $400 billion. The last multiyear bill, which expires in September 2009, carried a $286 billion tab.

Earlier this year, a bipartisan commission concluded the nation is spending only about 40% of what is needed to reduce congestion, improve safety and spur economic growth. Transportation Secretary Mary Peters served on the commission but dissented from the majority view that gas taxes should more than double in coming years to support a big increase in transportation spending.

[Chart]

Ms. Peters says gas-tax rates should hold steady -- at 18.4 cents a gallon for regular gasoline and 24.4 cents a gallon for diesel, where they have stood for more than a decade -- and private money and toll revenue can address any needed increases in funding. She declined Tuesday to say how much more the U.S. needs to increase its overall spending on transportation infrastructure. Instead, she suggested ways to make transportation spending less wasteful.

"Our federal approach to transportation is broken," she said. "And no amount of tweaking, adjusting or adding new layers on top will make things better."

Many Democrats objected to the administration's plan, saying it could have gone further in identifying ways to raise investment and spur projects that could unclog major choke points. Perhaps the most common complaint centered on the shift in reliance from gas taxes to private-sector dollars.

"It's basically an opportunity for people who have wanted to systematically reduce the federal participation in infrastructure," said Rep. Earl Blumenauer (D., Ore.), who is spearheading a transportation debate in the House. "It's going to fall with a thud."

The two major presidential candidates haven't released detailed plans on transportation funding, even as the issue is sure to be one of next year's biggest legislative battles. Republican Sen. John McCain has stressed the need to eliminate earmarks and pet projects. Democratic Sen. Barack Obama supports the creation of a $60 billion national infrastructure bank that would fund projects of regional and national significance. The two have also sparred over Mr. McCain's proposal to give consumers a gas-tax holiday this summer.

Drop in Miles Driven Is Depleting Highway Fund; Loan From Mass Transit Is Urged

New York Times

July 29, 2008

By MATTHEW L. WALD

WASHINGTON — Gasoline tax revenue is falling so fast that the federal government may not be able to meet its commitments to states for road projects already under way, the secretary of transportation said Monday.

The secretary, Mary E. Peters, said the short-term solution would be for the Highway Trust Fund’s highway account to borrow money from the fund’s mass transit account, a step that would balance the accounts as highway travel declines and use of mass transit increases. Both trends are being driven by the high price of gasoline and diesel fuel.

Ms. Peters said vehicle miles traveled on the nation’s roads fell in May by 3.7 percent from May 2007, a drop first reported Monday by The Wall Street Journal. That made May the seventh consecutive month of year-to- year decline, and the ninth in the last 12. Historically, miles traveled have risen by 1 percent to 2 percent a month compared with the year earlier.

Put another way, for every 25 miles that Americans were expected to drive, they are now driving about 24.

That dampens proceeds from the federal tax on motor fuel: 18.4 cents a gallon on gasoline, 24.4 cents a gallon on diesel. Revenue from the tax goes to the Highway Trust Fund, with most of it designated to the highway account, which finances construction and repair of roads, and a much smaller share to the mass transit account.

The highway account had a balance of about $8 billion at the beginning of the fiscal year, and the expectation was that it would have some $4 billion by year’s end. But it has been emptying faster than anticipated, and the Bush administration now projects that at some point in the next fiscal year, beginning Oct. 1, it will hit zero, causing payments to be made from it only as revenue arrives. Ms. Peters predicted a shortfall of $3.1 billion.

Transferring the money from the transit account would require Congress’s approval, according to Congressional aides. And it is sure to face opposition.

“Robbing Peter to pay Paul is not the way to go,” said the president of the American Public Transportation Association, William W. Millar. “The administration proposal is shortsighted and would mean that the mass transit account would be reduced to the point where there would not be enough money to fund the federal transit program in 2010, even at the current level.”

Last week the House passed a bill that would spend $8 billion of general tax revenue on highways. But the White House said President Bush’s senior advisers would recommend that he veto any such provision, and called for borrowing from the mass transit account instead. That account is currently in surplus, the White House said, and the transfer “would not harm transit spending and would not increase the deficit.”

As for a longer-term solution, Ms. Peters said that on Wednesday she would propose a new arrangement for paying for highways, based in part on private capital financing and use of tolls that vary by time of day.

A New Plan for Transportation: Reform, Refocus, Renew

Fast Lane - Department of Transportation blog

July 29, 2008

-Secretary Peters

This morning I am in Atlanta – a city that knows what it means to be rebuilt and reborn – to unveil the Bush Administration’s comprehensive new transportation plan.

We propose to refocus, reform, and renew our approach to the nation’s highways and transit systems by completely overhauling the way U.S. transportation decisions and investments are made.

Any commuter, shipper, or business owner can tell you our current approach is broken, which is why we are proposing a clean break from the past. Our plan is intended to spur local, state, and federal debate about how best to incorporate the new reforms into the highway legislation Congress will begin work on this fall.

The plan starts by refocusing the nation’s transportation programs. The federal government will take responsibility for maintaining and improving the condition and performance of the Interstate highway system. These highways carry over 25% of the nation’s traffic and three quarters of the nation’s long-haul trucks. Making sure they are safe, well maintained, and un-congested must be a key federal priority.

Our plan confronts the growing problem of urban traffic by giving officials the flexibility to make investments based on what gets people where they need to go as quickly and as reliably as possible. If new subways, street cars, or bus routes represent the best investment, communities will have greater freedom – and significantly more resources – to pay for those projects.

We also refocus and redouble our efforts to make our roads and bridges as safe as possible using a strategic, data-driven approach. Our criteria will be clear: make our roads safer.

Our plan reforms the nation’s approach to transportation by consolidating the 102 various programs that have sprouted up over the past two decades. And we pilot changes to the federal review process because it shouldn’t take more than a dozen years to design and build new highway and transit projects.

We also begin the long overdue process of weaning ourselves from the gas tax. Our transportation policies must not contradict our national objective to reduce fossil-based fuel consumption. So we make it easier for states to create infrastructure banks, expand the use of federally backed transportation loans, and eliminate federal taxes the discourage facilitate investments in transportation projects.

And yes, we make it easer to implement road pricing, making it easier for states to take advantage of the over $400 billion in private-sector funds available worldwide for infrastructure investments. The idea is simple: have federal funds leverage new investments in transportation, instead of replacing them.

Finally, our plan will renew the nation’s transportation network by encouraging massive new investments in our Interstate highways – to expand roads and support new transit systems in the nation’s cities, to bring easier and quicker commutes, and to cut shipping times. 

Most important, this plan will renew America’s belief in our transportation network.

Trying something new is never easy. But we must if we are going to keep our cities competitive and clean, if we are going to keep our economy vibrant and vital, and we must if we are going to get America moving again.

Click here to read more about the plan.
Ambitious State Proposals to Improve Intercity Passenger Rail Service Compete for Federal Funding Under New DOT Grant Program

US DOT Press Release

Tuesday, August 5, 2008
Twenty-five forward-thinking proposals from 22 states to improve intercity passenger rail service and help relieve traffic congestion in many regions of the Nation will compete for $30 million in federal funding under a new Bush Administration grant program, announced U.S. Secretary of Transportation Mary E. Peters today. 

“Our goal is to achieve long-term improvements in intercity passenger rail service by supporting state investments that get real results,” said Secretary Peters. She said the Department is currently reviewing the proposals and will determine final grant awards in September.  

Secretary Peters explained that the state proposals received are generally designed to improve the reliability of intercity passenger rail, relieve highway congestion, and increase rail capacity. Some examples of proposed projects include installing advanced signaling systems to increase track speeds, reconfiguring track junctions to enhance operational efficiency, and constructing additional main line track to keep trains moving. Most of the grant applications seek to improve existing passenger rail routes while a few involve planning activities for the creation of an entirely new service. Each federal grant awarded will require a 50-50 funding match, she said. 

The Federal Railroad Administration will evaluate each proposal for key program priorities such as inclusion of intercity passenger rail in state plans to address congestion and a project’s ability to reduce travel times, increase service frequency, or enhance service quality. And, since some projects also will benefit the operations of private freight railroads on whose tracks passenger trains primarily run, a commitment by the host railroad to improve on-time performance will be a major consideration in evaluating proposals, said the Secretary. 

Secretary Peters said that the Bush Administration strongly supports a greater role by states in deciding where and how intercity passenger rail is operated while focusing federal investments on capital projects. She noted that between 1996 and 2006, ridership on state-supported intercity rail routes grew by 88 percent, far more than the 17 percent increase on all other routes combined. 

The Bush Administration called for creation of this first-ever federal-state funding partnership as part of its long standing intercity passenger rail reform effort, and is requesting $100 million for this grant program in its proposed FY 2009 budget. 

For more information, http://www.fra.dot.gov/us/content/1954.










