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CLIPPINGS provide by 

Promote public transportation that improves our regional quality of life, economic development, affordability, and the environment.
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On board with Cap Metro proposal

Bus drivers, mechanics should approve Capital Metro contract offer

Austin American Statesman

EDITORIAL

Monday, August 11, 2008

Most private sector workers offered a $1,000 bonus, a 10 percent pay increase over the next three years and excellent health benefits would jump at it.

It's different in the world of public employee unions. Austin's police union initially asked for nearly 20 percent over four years for its members, already the highest paid in the state. Austin's teachers' union wants a 5 percent hike each of the next two years and millions more for health coverage. Both would mean higher taxes for Austin residents who pay for those salaries and benefits.

Now Capital Metro's union leadership seems to be balking at a proposal for a $1,000 bonus and a 10 percent pay hike over three years. The 825 unionized drivers and mechanics really have to wonder why.

That's the same leadership that called a disastrous strike while Austin housed thousands of Hurricane Katrina evacuees who needed mass transit, the same leadership that has kept workers without a contract for more than a year.

Capital Metro is offering a solid contract in a difficult economic time. Management is asking for employees to pay slightly more in heath benefits, but no more than non-union employees pay. Capital Metro's union employees will still have the best health care plan around for public employees, better than the City of Austin's plan and the state's.

One legitimate concern that should be on the table for discussion is that the proposed contract appears to allow Capital Metro to reduce the health care plan without union approval. Health care is too important to allow it to be changed during the contract period without membership approval.

Capital Metro Board Member Mike Martinez is also an Austin City Council Member intimate with both sides of union negotiations. He's a former head of the city's firefighters union now on the other side of the bargaining table representing taxpayers.

Martinez said the contract offer is a good one, and if the health care issue can be worked out, union members should OK it. The 10 percent pay increase, he noted, is higher than growth in the sales tax that funds Capital Metro. It's also more than the city is offering its employees. "It has to be acknowledged that this is a good proposal," he said.

Capital Metro's bus drivers are the highest paid in Texas and among the highest paid in the country. New drivers will start at more than $12 an hour and reach $20 an hour after six years. The top salary, with overtime, approached $90,000 last year.

Martinez is optimistic that, with some tweaking, the contract will be acceptable to union members, who vote on it Aug. 20. It should be.

In these dark economic times, there is no good reason for union members to reject Capital Metro's proposal, and thousands of dollars worth of good reasons to ratify it.

More riders rally to rail

Austin prepares to get on track as other cities expand train services.

AMERICAN-STATESMAN STAFF

Saturday, August 09, 2008

By Helen Anders
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DALLAS — The train pulls out from Mockingbird Station packed with people of all ages and ethnicities wearing suits, hard hats, cute summer dresses and paint-spattered overalls. Silently staring forward, the riders look preoccupied, tired, happy, hung-over, anxious, bored.

They have one thing in common: They have someplace to be, and the train's the way they're getting there.

"Public transportation mixes groups from all walks of life and puts them in a fairly confined space," says Gary Thomas, executive director of the Dallas Area Rapid Transit agency, known as DART. "For some people, it takes time to get used to that."

Clearly, Americans are on board with the idea of getting cozy [image: image4.jpg]


to get to work.

As Austin puts its toe on the commuter track with a 32-mile rail line from Leander to downtown Austin scheduled to launch by the end of the year, cities such as Dallas, Houston and Seattle are scrambling to build new tracks and add cars to trains to keep up with a demand spurred largely by the high cost of gas.

City light-rail systems (trolleys and short-ride electric train lines such as DART in Dallas and Metro in Houston) logged a national average 10.3 percent increase in ridership in the first quarter of this year compared with the same time last year, according to the American Public Transportation Association.

Long-distance commuter rail of the sort Austin will launch is up 5.7 percent for the same quarter. Heavy subway and elevated train ridership (New York, Boston) is up an average 4.4 percent.

Transit association spokeswoman Virginia Miller traces commuters' stampede to trains to 2005, when the price of gas hit $3 a gallon.
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"It was such a huge jump (in price) that we started hearing more and more that people were taking buses and trains," she says. "The United States has been a very car-oriented country for a long time. To get people to change their behavior, there had to be a really good reason."

That reason this year has pushed up first-quarter train ridership 3 percent in Houston, 7 percent in Dallas and Denver, and a whopping 28 percent in Seattle.

Austin is the caboose in this train trend. Capital Metro couldn't get started on a rail plan until voters approved a referendum in 2004; they'd rejected a light-rail proposal in 2000.

"We are behind the curve in that costs have gone up dramatically in that time," Capital Metro President Fred Gilliam says, but he adds that Cap Metro can expand quickly at a savings because it owns rights to other rail corridors, including about 20 miles of unused rail bed that could quickly be re-laid with tracks.

Downtown Austin streetcars have also been proposed, and there's a movement afoot to bring light rail back to the ballot. Austin's future rail-transit plan probably hinges on how many people ride the first line. Gilliam says he is confident the number will surpass Cap Metro's initial projection of 2,000 trips a day.

Austinites champing at the bit include event promoter Tim Hayden, who says he and his wife chose their home in Austin's Crestview neighborhood because it will be on the upcoming commuter line.

"Having a train station nearby was a big factor," he says.

How does a car-driving Texan learn to love a train?

"It's kind of like learning how to swim. You just have to jump in," says filmmaker Scott Nyerges, who moved to New York from Austin two years ago. "You have to get used to sharing your space, because on a train you're going to be face to face, back to back, body to body with a whole lot of people."

Of course, New York's old, crowded, heavy-rail subway is a far cry from the sleek, clean light-rail systems of Dallas and Houston, where electric trains are quiet and most riders are seated. Austin's trains, powered by diesel-electric hybrid engines, will offer a similar quiet ride with roomy cars complete with bike racks.

In contrast, New York's trains are noisy and often packed so tightly that it's hard to get on the train. During a typical recent ride on New York's A train, a doo-wopping quartet walked through a car offering a solid rendition of "Why Do Fools Fall in Love," carrying a coffee can in search of contributions. And that's one of the less aggressive panhandling attempts. New York riders report being spat on, sat on and thrown up on.

Crime, including pickpocketing, can occur on any train anywhere in America. But the fear factor is lower on the less crowded trains in places such as Dallas and Houston.

In Houston, some riders say their biggest worry is remembering to buy a ticket on the off chance that a Metro officer will check it. In New York, you can't get on a train without going through a turnstile that checks your ticket. In Dallas and Houston, you can just hop directly on the train. You're supposed to buy a ticket, but officers do only spot checks for compliance. Austin's rail will operate the same way.

"I'm a true Texan, and I love my car, but I use the train as often as possible to commute to work" says Adam Gibson, a business developer for an interior design firm in Houston. "My apartment is one block from the nearest station and work is also only a block; the whole trip takes me about 20 minutes."

Stevette Walton, a concierge at Houston's Hotel Icon, not only uses light rail but recommends it to the hotel's guests. The hotel is on the rail line, which runs to the Museum District.

Houston had its initial 7.5-mile line in place in time to take fans to Reliant Stadium for the 2004 Super Bowl. Ridership quickly took off, and not only because of the cost of gas.

"People are tired of sitting in traffic," says Metro spokeswoman Sandra Salazar. Plans are to add five new lines with a total of 30 miles by 2012, including trains to the Galleria shopping and Uptown dining areas.

DART, launched in Dallas in 1996, now logs about 64,000 trips every weekday. May's ridership was 9 percent higher than it was a year earlier, and park-and-ride lots at some stops fill up by 7:30 a.m., so commuters have to leave the house early just to find a parking spot to ride the train. (DART is hoping to persuade more people to ride the bus to get to the train.)

"The train's great," says Tom Battles, a Dallas picture-framer who says he uses DART primarily to dodge parking fees and hassles when he attends downtown music events.

DART is working on a 28-mile expansion that will include a line to the State Fair grounds in 2009. DART now has 45 miles of light rail and connects with the 35-mile Trinity Express heavy-rail commuter line between Dallas and Fort Worth.

As early as 2013, DART plans to run a line out to DFW International Airport. Trains to the airport have proved to be popular in cities such as San Francisco, where a ticket downtown costs about $5 as opposed to a $40 cab ride.

Another boost to ridership is development that springs up along rail stops. Dallas' Mockingbird Station is a good example. It's surrounded by residential buildings, shops and a movie theater. Gilliam expects the same to happen in Austin.

Riding the train isn't all sweetness and light, of course. Riders on San Francisco's new Muni light-rail trains complain that they don't run on time. In New York, one line or another seems always to be down for repairs. Ticket machines sometimes malfunction in every city.

And you can use a train effectively only if its stops are convenient for you. That's why Houston marketer Brittany Zucker says she doesn't use Metro.

"It never goes anywhere I need to go," she says. But she concedes that the one trip she took on Metro to a game at Reliant Stadium was a clean ride. "In New York, the subways were smelly and gross and disgusting."

So near, yet so far ... and so long

Some taking Metro endure labryinth of transfers that could turn 10-minute commute into 2 hours

Houston Chronicle 

Aug. 7, 2008

By LESLIE CASIMIR 

Metro bus rider Pablo Camarillo's daily commute to work is so long that he often sees both sunrise and sunset — when he manages to stay awake.

To arrive on time, the auto parts warehouse worker sets off on an odyssey that starts at 5:40 a.m. with him boarding the 88 Hobby Airport bus at the corner of Sabo and Fuqua streets. He gets off on Broadway and Morley to transfer to the 73 Belfort Crosstown, which takes him to the Texas Medical Center. There, he gets on the 14 Hiram Clarke bus that takes him to his job on the southwest end of town. If things go well, all this happens by 8 a.m.

His evening commute starts at 6 p.m.

"I wish I had a car," said Camarillo, 30, who spends four hours of his day on a maze of Metro buses. "I have to get some sleep on the bus."

While some residents inside the Loop continue to hotly debate massive light rail projects that could potentially bring relief to tens of thousands of mass transit riders, there are others who live just outside the Loop who spend hours commuting and have no relief in sight.

Their daily treks to work, to school, to church are precarious ones, filled with unexpected waits, long walks and a labyrinth of bus transfers.

Sundays are the worst, when the number 88 bus is suspended.

"A lot of people get stuck out here on Sundays," said Leonard Meacell, 63. "To go to church, I try to get a ride from somebody. Forget going to the grocery store."

But some people say they have stopped complaining. They gave up around the same time the 89 South Park Circulator was discontinued because of low ridership, transit officials explained. That was back in 2005. Now they rely on roughly four bus routes to connect them to the rest of the city: The numbers 52, 55, 73 and 88.

"Metro said there was low ridership, but many people out here now have to walk to get to where they need to go," said Mary Roberts, a civic club president who three years ago provided Metro officials with a community survey. But she said nothing came of it. "We just moved on and left it alone."

'It's a problem'

In recent years, the neighborhoods planted in the shadows of Hobby Airport have experienced considerable growth.

The area has seen the construction of many new affordable housing. Since 1998, for example, 17 apartment complexes were built within a five-mile radius of the airport, said Bruce McClenny, president of Apartment Data Services, which monitors the apartment construction industry, among other things. Of that number, 14 were built under the state's Low Income Tax Credit Housing Program, which means the units are rented out based on household income and not market rate.

It is an area rich with new single-family homes, as well, said David Jarvis, Houston director of Metrostudy, a residential consulting firm. In 2007, 836 homes were constructed; in 2006, 1193; and 2005 saw 1154 new homes erected.

Margaret Jenkins, 72, who has to transfer four times before she gets to her part-time office job near the Reliant Park, believes the bus routes are mind-boggling for commuters who don't work downtown or at the medical center.

"It's a problem," said Jenkins, whose itinerary takes anywhere from one hour and 20 minutes to two hours one way. Each morning, she boards the 52 Scott bus on Rosehaven and Airport Blvd. She transfers for the 73 Crosstown on Scott and Belfort streets and then makes another transfer for the 18 Kirby bus heading northbound at the Fannin South Park & Ride center. Once she gets to Kirby Drive near the Loop 610, she jaywalks to take the southbound 18 Kirby which drives along the Southwest Loop.

That is where her office is located.

Mass transit challenges

When someone offers her a ride to work, the commute time drops considerably — to 10 minutes.

That's part of the challenge of using mass transit in Houston today, said Kari Hackett, transportation program manager of the Houston-Galveston Area Council.

"That kind of crosstown trip is difficult in Houston because the radial flow on the major roadways leads to downtown," Hackett said. "But more job opportunities are outside downtown."

Metro officials say they understand Jenkins and Camarillo's frustrations, but the street infrastructure has to be in place, said Jim Archer, manager of service evaluation. Roads don't go all the way through and many are incomplete, Archer said.

"When you look at Airport (Blvd.), Airport would be a nice logical route except the road doesn't go all the way through," he said. "The streets make it very difficult for us to operate buses. ... This is not because of Metro."

More crosstown bus opportunities are being planned for the Southeast region, but it all depends on when the city decides to build up the roads that go from the east part of the city to west.

Raequel Roberts, spokeswoman for Metro, said she doesn't know when that will be.

In the meanwhile, Camarillo and Jenkins and the countless of others will just have to make do.

"I don't have any other choice," Camarillo said.

Consultants finding top issue at the pumps - and in the polls

As federal candidates from the president to Congress point fingers over energy policies, state legislative candidates are wrestling with the same issue.

AMERICAN-STATESMAN STAFF

Tuesday, August 12, 2008

By Laylan Copelin

Socialite Paris Hilton and billionaire investor T. Boone Pickens aren't the only ones getting mileage out of high energy prices.

As federal candidates for president and Congress try to blame someone else for the lack of a national energy policy, state legislative candidates, reacting to polls, are trying to frame the issue to their advantage.

"I don't care if you are going to be running for dogcatcher, you are going to have to talk about gas prices," said GOP consultant Ted Delisi of Austin. "If you are not talking about energy, you are not talking about the top issue for four of 10 voters."

A summer of sticker shock at the gasoline pump has the broader topic of energy prices polling at levels not seen in recent election cycles, consultants of both major political parties say.

The issue also is entangled with concerns about job security, food prices, electric rates, foreclosures and the general state of the national economy.

It is pushing other perennial issues (border security or school finance, for example) further down the list of what state candidates may be talking about this fall.

Prices have cooled somewhat in recent weeks, and after falling nearly $10 a barrel last week, oil prices finished at a three-month low Monday at $114.45 a barrel.

Still, the polling has consultants retooling their plans so their candidates — no matter what office they are seeking — can speak to the top concern of voters.

"Stuff that was perfectly acceptable to hand out to voters is now out of date," said Delisi about mail being prepared for voters this fall.

Democratic consultant Kelly Fero of Austin agrees.

"Energy has replaced the war in Iraq as the top issue — by far — for federal candidates," Fero said, "and is even crowding out education, health care and transportation issues in state House and state Senate races."

Federal candidates so far have dominated the headlines on the issue.

Sen. John McCain, the presumptive GOP presidential nominee, dropped his opposition to offshore drilling, followed by Sen. Barack Obama, the Democratic presumptive nominee.

Congressional Republicans are blaming the Democratic leadership for not scheduling a vote on lifting the offshore ban, while the Democrats point to the Bush administration's close ties to oil companies, the industry's tax breaks and the delay in raising mileage standards for vehicles.

Democratic consultant Dean Rindy of Austin says McCain has gotten some traction with the offshore drilling debate on the national stage, but he thinks it doesn't play as well in Texas because "we already drill like crazy in the Gulf."

Rindy says high energy prices ultimately don't work to the Republican Party's advantage.

"There are too many pictures of Bush and his dad holding hands with Saudi sheiks," he said. "There are too many Republican oil men calling the shots in D.C."

However the national debate plays out, Democrats and Republicans in Texas legislative races must decide how to position themselves.

For one thing, Texas is an energy-producing state with a history of offshore drilling. It's not only a state of consumers; it's also a state of producers and property owners who cash royalty checks.

"It's a pocketbook issue, not only for folks going to the corner service station," said GOP consultant Ryan Gravatt of Austin. "There's real income derived from oil and gas wells for school districts and property owners."

Democratic consultants see the pocketbook issue playing in their favor.

Their candidates can talk about higher food prices, a sluggish economy and larger utility bills that they will blame on deregulation.

They'll talk about the need for more conservation, alternative forms of energy and, yes, more drilling in the U.S.

Fero argued that oil companies are drilling on only 12 million of the 68 million acres of federal land where they already have drilling rights. He is urging a "use it or lose it" tactic to expand drilling on those acres.

A newspaper column by Rep. Myra Crownover, a Denton Republican and member of the House Energy Resources Committee, may offer the best insight into the Republican argument in Texas.

First, she said that the state is on better footing than the national economy.

Half of the jobs created last year, she said, were created in Texas.

She touts offshore drilling as so safe that there was "no significant environmental event" when Hurricane Katrina swept through the Gulf in 2005.

Finally, Crownover defends free-market economics. She said state government didn't bail out the industry when oil was $10 a barrel in the 1980s, and Congress would make a mistake in passing a windfall profits tax on the producers that will be needed in the future.

The question is, how will the consultants' best efforts play at the pump?

Kirk Biggins, a San Antonio salesman, and Allan Barrios, a retired electrical designer from Austin, offered their views in a recent interview at a South Austin service station.

"There's probably lots of blame to go around," Biggins said. "I don't think you can pinpoint it on anybody, Democrats or Republicans, for that matter."

Barrios is skeptical about what a politician can do about it. "I seriously don't think anybody can do anything about it," he said. "It's world events."

Additional material from staff writer David Shieh and The Associated Press.

Texas Land Office commits $100 million to infrastructure fund

Austin American Statesman

Tuesday, August 5, 2008

By Robert Elder | 

The Texas School Land Board today voted to invest $100 million in an infrastructure fund run by Goldman Sachs. (To recap the hierarchy of these investments: The school land board approves investments for the General Land Office, which does real estate and land investing on behalf of the Texas Permanent School fund. Income from the PSF helps pay for public education. Got it?)

Rusty Martin, deputy commissioner for funds management, told the land board that the Goldman fund will top out at about $7.5 billion and invest primarily in transportation and utilities infrastructure.

The generally dismal state of global infrastructure has spurred great interest in infrastructure as an investing asset class. The need is obvious, from bridge collapses in the U.S. to China’s goal of adding the equivalent of the U.S. highway system in the next few years.

SEO color headshot 07.jpg

The area has also drawn the attention of Texas lawmakers such as Sen. Steve Ogden (right), chairman of the Senate Finance Committee. The Bryan Republican has floated the idea of Texas public pension funds as a source of capital for infrastructure in the state. If the funds are investing — or contemplating investing — in infrastructure deals all over the world, Ogden reasons, why not put some of that money work in Texas?

To date, Texas public pensions have not committed large sums of money to infrastructure, although some funds hold stock in publicly traded infrastructure companies.

The Goldman Sachs investment is the General Land Office’s second infrastructure deal. The GLO in February committed $100 million to Macquarie Infrastructure Partners II. Macquarie Group Ltd. is an Australian investment bank.

Report: Texas' tax burden 43rd in the nation

Austin Business Journal

Thursday, August 7, 2008

Texas has one of the nation's least-burdensome tax climates, according to an annual report from the Tax Foundation.

Texas ranks 43rd on the list of state-by-state tax environments, with No. 1 being the worst.

The Washington D.C. anti-tax group's 2008 study evaluated states by the state and local taxes paid by residents, dividing the amount by total state income to compute a tax burden measure. According to its report, Texas taxpayers pay 8.4 percent of their income in state and local taxes, including taxes paid to other states, or $3,580 per capita. The state's per-capita income totaled $42,796.

The Tax Foundation distinguishes its annual report from the U.S. Census Bureau's, which counts taxes paid by non-residents in the taxing state. The Tax Foundation, however, includes those taxes in the taxpayers' state. Non-residents include tourists, commuters, businesses and non-resident property owners.

Texans paid $1,498 per capita in taxes to other states, and Texas collected $2,082 per-capita in taxes from non-residents, the group says.

The foundation said Texas has jumped five places in its ranking in the past 30 years, from 48th in 1977 when Texans paid 8.1 percent of their income in state and local taxes, to No. 7 for the fiscal year ended June 30.

The nonprofit foundation says New Jersey residents are the most burdened, paying 11.8 percent of their income in state and local taxes. Alaskans pay the least at 6.4 percent.

Nationally, citizens on average paid 9.7 percent of their income in state and local taxes. The figures dropped from 9.9 percent last year as income grew faster than tax collections between 2007 and 2008, according to the study.

TxDOT seeks public input on draft strategic plan

Public comments are being sought on the Texas Department of Transportation's proposed Strategic Plan for 2009-2013 that outlines TxDOT's mission and the state's transportation challenges in the upcoming five years.

The plan will be available for a 30-day period of public comments and Texans are encouraged to put their two cents in on the draft plan.

Texas Transportation Commission Chair Deirdre Delisi, in a letter accompanying the draft plan, said Texas faces "difficult transportation challenges" as the state's effort to improve the transportation system in Texas "continues to outstrip our financial resources."

Delisi points out that increased costs for construction, improvements and maintenance as well as increases in prices of supplies such as cement, oil and steel have created a "huge gap that exists between what it takes to efficiently move people and products and the funds available to do so." The Commission chair said the five-year plan "reaffirms TxDOT's commitment to innovation, greater efficiency and cost savings" with a goal of faster completion of projects at less taxpayer expense.

Delisi said TxDOT is using numerous financial options - from public-private partnerships to empowering local government entities with tools to assist them in having a bigger hand in local transportation projects and seeking to reduce prices through healthy competition.

"We are confident we can continue to produce what our state has come to expect of the Texas Department of Transportation: a transportation system that reduces congestion, enhances safety, improves air quality, preserves and builds on the existing infrastructure and underpins the continued economic prosperity of Texas and the nation. Texans deserve no less than the world-class transportation system we plan to deliver."

Among the goals outlined in the draft proposal are:

    * Reduced congestion;

    * Enhanced safety;

    * Expanded economic opportunity;

    * Improved air quality; and

    * Preservation of the value of transportation assets. 

The financing strategies outlined in the plan include the use of motor fuels tax revenues, debt financing, pass-through financing, tolls, registration fees and public-private partnerships.

Agency officials note they are committeed to maintaining an "honest, open and accountable agency that instills public trust and confidence" and that they will continue to seek ways to become "more efficient in planning, designing, building, operating and maintaining Texas' extensive transportation system."

The period for public comments will end Sept. 15 and the Commission will consider approval of the plan at its Sept. 25 meeting.

The Results Are In: TODs Really do Produce Fewer Car Trips

Effects of TOD on Housing, Parking, and Travel 

The TCRP Report 128 

Expected to be available in mid-October

You drank the Kool-Aid; you know that if you link transit and land use to create transit-oriented development (TOD) the result is fewer car trips and a host of benefits. From Portland to Miami, Boston to Los Angeles, a record number of TODs are being built in the US. Yet most bankers, developers and regulators are drinking from a different cup. As a result the majority of new development adjacent to transit stops in America has been built in a manner oblivious to the fact that a rail stop is nearby. Therefore many of the hoped for benefits (less time stuck in traffic and lower housing costs to name two) are not being realized from a public investment of nearly $75 billion dollars in rail transit over the past 11 years. 

New Research

New research recently completed for the Transit Cooperative Research Program provides the ammunition to build TODs that take the benefits of transit into account. The study completed by PB PlaceMaking, Dr Robert Cervero, The Urban Land Institute and the Center for Transit Oriented Development looked at how automobile use of residential TODs compared to conventional development.

Our research looks at the actual transportation performance of 17 built TOD projects. This was done by counting the passage of motorized vehicles using pneumatic tubes stretched across the driveways of TOD housing projects of varying sizes in four urbanized areas of the country: Philadelphia/N.E. New Jersey; Portland, Oregon; metropolitan Washington D.C.; and the East Bay of the San Francisco Bay Area.

Suburban Bias 

One motivation for this research was to provide original and reliable data to help seed new professional guidance for building TODs. In part that means an update of the Institute of Transportation Engineers (ITE) trip generation and parking generation rates, from which local traffic and parking impacts are typically derived and impact fees are set. 

Some analysts have identified a serious "suburban bias" in the current ITE rates.  Most of the empirical data used to set generation rates are drawn from suburban areas with free and plentiful parking and low-density single land uses. Moreover, since ITE's auto trip reduction factors, to reflect internal trip capture, are based on only a few mixed-use projects in Florida; there has been little or no observation of actual TODs. The end result is that auto trip generation is likely to be overstated for TODs. This can mean that TOD developers end up paying higher impact fees, proffers and exactions than they should since such charges are usually tied to ITE trip rates.

TODs Produce 50% Fewer Trips

In fact, the results of this research clearly show TOD-housing produces fewer automobile trips in the four urbanized areas. The research confirms the ITE trip generation and parking generation rates over estimate automobile trips for TOD housing.

The ITE manual presents “weighted averages” of trip generation that this study showed to be flawed for TODs. The weighted average vehicle trip rates for this study were computed for all 17 projects combined for weekday, AM peak, and PM peak. Over a typical weekday period, the 17 surveyed TOD-housing projects averaged 44% fewer vehicle trips than that estimated by the ITE manual (3.754 versus 6.715 daily trips per unit). The weighted average differentials were even larger during peak periods – 49% lower rates during the A.M. peak and 48% lower rates during the P.M. peak. 

Peak hour impact fees and traffic impact studies based on the ITE manual could be overstating the congestion-inducing effects of TOD-housing by as much as 50%. One result may also be unnecessary impact mitigation and roadway improvements. This means that policy makers and planners can “afford” to give TODs as much as 50% lower fees than traditional developments with no adverse effects on other areas of government budgets caused by traffic impacts.

New Standards Needed to Reflect Reality

Existing suburban standards assume virtually everyone drives. It should now be indisputable: TODs perform differently than conventional development. New parking and trip generation rates are necessary to reflect reality. Implementing the findings of this research will allow communities across America to capture the benefits of TOD and reap additional benefits from the substantial investment in transit.

New standards could result in wholesale changes in how we address the cost, impact and feasibility of residential development near transit. The implications of new standards are varied:

Local officials and neighborhoods may be more apt to support increases in residential densities near transit if they are shown proof significantly fewer trips result from TODs than in conventional development. 

Developers would likely pay lower fees and extractions by as much as 50% to reflect the actual performance of residential TODs. Those savings can be passed on to consumers in the form of lower housing costs. For instance, a 700-unit condominium development proposed for a city in California could see its traffic impact fee reduced by half—from $4,500 per unit to $2,250 per unit—if it were based on the likely traffic generation of a TOD rather than the ITE rates.  In this case, the developer would save $1.6 million—presumably making the units more affordable.

Parking availability and cost has a major impact on transit use. Transit agencies should plan for increased ridership from lower parking ratios for residential TODs.

Housing affordability is a crisis facing the nation. More affordable TOD housing should be available to the public because of lower development costs and the need for less expensive parking.

More compact environmentally sustainable development can result from less land being consumed for parking. U.S. EPA estimates each on-site parking space in infill locations can reduce the number of new housing units or other uses by 25 percent or more.

Implementing these findings should help result in better planned communities, less time stuck in traffic and more affordable housing. Let’s get going.

Appendix: Snapshot from the study (The TCRP Report 128 Effects of TOD on Housing, Parking, and Travel is expected to be available in mid-October. Once published, the full document can be downloaded from http://www.tcrponline.org/publications_home.shtml).

All 17 projects studies were within an easy walk of high quality transit with a mix of modes – heavy rail, commuter rail and light rail. Projects ranged in size from 90 to 854 units. The primary use was residential though 6 of the 17 sites had incidental retail uses on the first floor. 

Washington, D.C.        - 59.9% below ITE A.M. peak rate                                     The biggest effects were found in the Washington, D.C. metropolitan area.  Among the five mid-to-high rise apartment projects near Metrorail stations outside the District of Columbia, vehicle trip generation rates were more than 60% below that predicted by the ITE manual.

Portland, OR – 49.63% below ITE A.M. peak rate                               After the Washington area, TOD-housing in the Portland area tended to have the lowest weekday trip generation rates – on average, around 40% below that predicted by the ITE manual.  The Portland projects which performed best were those on the fringes of the City Center. Collins Circle on the western edge of downtown produced trip rates 78% below those predicted in the ITE manual.  

San Francisco Bay Area – 47.5% below ITE A.M. peak rate                       The San Francisco Bay Area also averaged vehicle trip generation rates substantially below those estimated by the ITE manual.  Among the East Bay TOD-housing projects studied, Montelena Homes had the lowest weekday rate: 2.46 trip ends per dwelling unit, 63% below ITE’s rate. 

Philadelphia / Newark – 30.53% below ITE A.M. peak rate                  Lastly, the two apartment projects near suburban commuter rail stations outside of Philadelphia and the Newark metropolitan area of northeast New Jersey averaged weekday vehicle trip generation rates that were roughly one-quarter less than that predicted by the ITE manual.  This is an appreciable difference given the relatively low-density settings of these projects and that commuter rail offers limited midday and late-night services.

Gas Prices May Revive Cities 

Urban planners finally see a way to curb sprawl

US News and World Report

By Bret Schulte

Posted July 17, 2008

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Gas Prices Apply Brakes To Suburban Migration

Washington Post

Tuesday, August 5, 2008

By Eric M. Weiss

That 1958 brick rambler inside the Beltway is suddenly looking a lot better to Dawn and Jeff Schaefer, who are buying their first house in Northern Virginia.

Not too long ago, they were looking farther out -- for a newer house, a bigger yard and all the amenities. But no more. "You get less house and property for the same price, but we're willing to make that sacrifice to save on gas prices and commuting costs," Dawn Schaefer said.

Cheap oil, which helped push the American Dream away from the city center, isn't so cheap anymore. As more and more families reconsider their dreams, land-use experts are beginning to ask whether $4-a-gallon gas is enough to change the way Americans have thought for half a century about where they live.

"We've passed that tipping point," U.S. Transportation Secretary Mary Peters said.

Since the end of World War II, government policy has funded and encouraged the suburban lifestyle, subsidizing highways while starving mass transit and keeping gas taxes much lower than in some other countries.
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Americans couldn't wait to trade in the cramped city apartments of the Kramdens and Ricardos for the lush lawns of the Bradys. Local land-use policies kept housing densities low, pushing development to the periphery of metropolitan regions and forcing families who wanted their dream house to accept long commutes and a lack of any real transportation choices other than getting behind the wheel.

Even the way the government pays for roads and transit is dependent on gas taxes, which is effective only if Americans keep driving.

"There is a whole confluence of government policies -- tax, spending, regulatory and administrative -- that have subsidized sprawl," said Bruce Katz, director of the Metropolitan Policy Program at the Brookings Institution. A gallon of gasoline costs more than $8 in Britain, Germany, France and Belgium, according to the U.S. Department of Energy. Much of the price difference is due to higher taxes.

Federal spending is about 4 to 1 in favor of highways over transit. Today, more than 99 percent of the trips taken by U.S. residents are in cars or some other non-transit vehicle, largely as a result of decades of such unbalanced spending.

The policies -- building so many highways and building so many houses near those highways -- have had a direct bearing on how and where people live and work. More Americans, 52 percent, live in the suburbs than anywhere else. The suburban growth rate exceeded 90 percent in the past decade.

But there's been a radical shift in recent months. Americans drove 9.6 billion fewer highway miles in May than a year earlier. In the Washington area and elsewhere, mass transit ridership is setting records. Last year, transit trips nationwide topped 10.3 billion, a 50-year high.

Home prices in the far suburbs, such as Prince William and Loudoun counties, have collapsed; those in the District and inner suburbs have stayed the same or increased. A recent survey of real estate agents by Coldwell Banker found an increased interest in urban living because of the high cost of commuting.

Brookings says transportation costs are now second only to housing as a percentage of the household budget, with food a distant third.

The people are leading the revolution, but land-use experts wonder whether a government policy so etched into the American fabric will follow.

"When people bought homes, they punched the numbers and said can we afford the mortgage payment and taxes," Katz said. "This new paradigm is going to have families being more deliberate about the cost of transportation spending and energy costs. That's a new phenomenon in the United States. That will be the change that will change development patterns."

Katz and others said high fuel prices will increase demand for transit-oriented development, where homes, townhouses and office buildings cluster around transit hubs that link jobs with population centers.

That is Fairfax County's policy at Tysons Corner, where the Board of Supervisors has approved high-rise office buildings, condominiums, a hotel, restaurants and stores -- on the condition that the area receive four Metro stops as part of the proposed rail extension to Dulles International Airport. The idea is that residents of Tysons would never have to leave and those wishing to shop, eat or work there could leave their cars at home and take the train.

On a much smaller scale, the county, for years derided for pro-sprawl policies, has approved or is considering similar proposals near the Dunn Loring, Springfield and Vienna Metro stops. Although the policy changes were in the works before fuel costs skyrocketed, the guiding philosophy was getting people out of their cars.

"We need to change the patterns of development," said Gerald E. Connolly (D), chairman of the Fairfax County Board of Supervisors. "We have to move to a new transit-oriented development paradigm and concentrate development and avoid the sprawl that we've allowed in the past and undo some of the environmental damage."

He pointed to nearby Arlington County and its Rosslyn-Ballston corridor, alive with pedestrians and dense housing development.

"We actually know it works," Connolly said.

That is also the model that Tom Darden, chief executive of Cherokee Investment Partners, is betting on. His Raleigh-based firm snaps up urban land, often used industrial sites, near transit stations and transforms it into housing.

He said the days of building giant houses on former soybean fields on the outer fringes of metropolitan areas are over.

"What were pluses of that lifestyle are now liabilities: a big SUV, a big home to heat, the energy needed to mow the lawn," he said.

He said his urban properties in Charlotte, Raleigh, N.C., Montreal and Denver are doing well, while exurbs like those in California's Central Valley are "turning into ghost towns."

"And we're only at the shallow end of the pool," Darden said.

In Montreal, Cherokee bought a former General Motors plant in 2004 and is creating a mixed-use development that will include 1,200 residential units on a transit line stop. In Denver, Darden's company is doing something similar with an abandoned rubber plant.

"Longer term, rising fuel prices produces a positive effect: people living closer-in and in smaller homes and close to transit," Darden said.

David Ellis, a researcher with the Texas Transportation Institute, said the desire for such development is driven by demographics and public demand, not government fiat.
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"Government can facilitate only when there is a demand," Ellis said. "If government does something against the market, it is going to fail."

But density remains a tough sell to those who want a house with some land and who don't live or work where the trains go.

"It is fatuous to believe that because fuel costs $4 a gallon today that we will all decide to live in apartment houses," said Alan E. Pisarski, author of Commuting in America and a leading national expert on driving habits and trends.

"The economic reality is that people get forced to the edge of metropolitan areas," Pisarski said, adding that the decades-long outward march made economic sense in the days of lower home prices and cheaper commuting costs.

Even at these high gasoline prices, he doesn't foresee a major shift in those trends.

"The only answer over time is that the jobs come to them," he said, referring to employers moving out to be closer to their exurban workers. That phenomenon is in play in the Washington area, with high-tech jobs along the Dulles corridor and Interstate 270 in Maryland and all the government contracting work near Tysons Corner.

Pisarski and others say technological advances, telecommuting, flexible scheduling, carpooling and stringing errands together can reduce vehicle use. After all, most vehicle trips and miles are compiled not on commutes to work but on other trips. The eventual turnover of the nation's vehicle fleet, with the shift to more fuel-efficient vehicles, will also ease the pain.

Guy Saffel is thinking along those lines. Saffel, who works in the District but lives in South Riding, a fast-growing exurb near Dulles, is trying to sell his family's GMC Yukon Denali. He said he is sick of buying gas for a vehicle that gets 12 miles a gallon.

The Saffels recently upgraded to a 6,000-square-foot house that doubled their mortgage payment. Saffel, his wife and his son are living what many in the country's far-out suburbs describe as "The American Dream" of a big house, a big lawn and a big vehicle in the driveway.

"We kind of fell into the trap of our neighbors," he said.

But even though he'll trade in the Denali, he's not leaving the big house. "My son is happy with schools and friends," Saffel said. "But I'll be honest, if I was single guy -- if we didn't have a kid and my wife was for it -- I would probably move out of the area."

The debate over density is not just limited to the East and West coasts.

Mayor Randy Pye, mayor of Centennial, Colo., a suburb of Denver, has been called a socialist by fellow Republicans for his pro-density and pro-transit views. He was a supporter of the Denver area's new light-rail system, a system built largely without federal funds.

Pye said he doesn't see a way out of high gas prices and our collective national traffic jam that doesn't involve higher-density development and mass transit.

"We hate density; we hate sprawl," he said. "But we can't continue doing what we're doing."

Metros Move to Forge Their Own Transit Futures

CitiWire.com

August 3, 2008

Neal Peirce By Neal Peirce

America’s major metro regions may be on the verge of transit independence.

They tap federal aid whenever they can. But increasingly they’re being obliged to find money for system expansion right at home. They’re learning to get cities and suburbs on the same page as they prepare for a post-petroleum age.

And where they’re not succeeding, anger is mounting. Take the Atlanta region, legendary for its traffic tie-ups. It added 2 million people in 20 years but built little new capacity, and now needs to invest $50 billion in rails and roads. As recently as April, Georgia’s legislature refused to let citizens of the region even vote on a sales tax boost to finance transit lines and roadway expansion.

“The business community is screaming for relief at the top of our voice,” says Sam Williams, president of the Metropolitan Atlanta Chamber of Commerce. He’s not only urging early transportation investments but warning that “failure to invest would spell economic disaster for Georgia.”

The good news: only few other regions — metro Detroit, for example — are as stalemated as Atlanta. Indeed, just check what’s happening elsewhere:

Houston, legendary capital of Big Oil, has decided to plunge ahead with building an integrated five-corridor light rail system. “With gas headed to $8 a gallon and oil to $200 a barrel,” said Councilman Peter Brown, “we have to rethink Houston as a happy motoring paradise.”

The Denver region continues to construct its ambitious 119-mile, $4.7 billion “Fastracks” system of light rail and commuter rail that voters decided, 57 percent to 42 percent, to fund in 2004.

Charlotte is celebrating 13,000-passenger-a-day patronage, 4,000 ahead of projections, on the first corridor of its Lynx rail system, inaugurated last November.

The Seattle region’s Sound Transit Board has just voted unanimously to put a 15-year mass transit package, including bus, commuter rail and a 53-mile regional light rail system, on this November’s ballot. It’s a daring move because just last autumn the region’s voters turned down a combined highway-transit funding measure. But Seattle Mayor Greg Nickels is hailing the big rail expansion as the right response to high gas prices and rising congestion: “the right plan for us, our kids and our planet.”

This December Phoenix opens a 20-mile light rail link from its downtown to neighboring Tempe and Mesa, using funds from a designated sales tax voters approved 2-to-1 in 2000.

And so it goes across the U.S.– check Dallas, Salt Lake City, Sacramento, Washington, Portland, Los Angeles, St. Louis, Minneapolis-St. Paul, Norfolk and more. In amazing numbers, rail transit systems are either experiencing record ridership, or expanding, or both.

There’s a serious impediment right now: as public demand soars, so do fuel bills, triggering serious budget shortfalls for transit systems nationwide. About a fifth of rail and bus systems have been obliged to cut back service. And there’s another cloud: fast rising construction costs for new lines.

But the future path of metro rail systems in America is unquestionably upward, triggered by congestion, spiraling gas prices, and citizen demand.

And it’s those regions smart enough to get past old city-suburb divisions, using local sales tax increases to fund expansions and rely less on cumbersome federal aid flows, that are making the fastest progress.

Well aware of that, the Atlanta Chamber has consulted with and sponsored a series of field trips to other city regions that have successfully used local sales tax referendums for transportation expansions. “Our counterparts in St. Louis, San Diego, Charlotte, Salt Lake City, Phoenix have all gone through the same thing,” says Williams.

Now there are even signs that Georgia’s wall of resistance to rail transit may be crumbling. Republican Gov. Sonny Perdue, after six years of scorning any kind of transit, suddenly reversed course in June and endorsed a pilot commuter rail line south from Atlanta toward Macon.

A “Get Georgia Moving Coalition,” a powerful group of 60 organizations ranging from business to the Sierra Club, is pressing for transit lines and highway fixes. Support’s even increasing in suburban Gwinnett County, long hostile to any kind of rail.

Political reality says few if any state legislatures will enact statewide taxes to finance metro transit systems. But they can give the green light to their metro regions to tax themselves. Then it’s up to regional business and civic leaders, in this increasingly metropolitan nation, to make a sufficiently compelling case to city and suburban voters alike. With long commutes inceasingly unaffordable, and with city-suburb antagonisms much milder than in past times, selling well-conceived regional transit plans should be achievable.

Indeed, why shouldn’t these regions pay for themselves? They hold the vast majority of wealth in American society today. The time is at hand, the need overwhelming, for them to “go for it.”

We must spend more to fix existing bridges and roads

Pittsberg Post-Gazette

Friday, August 01, 2008

By Phineas Baxandall

A year ago today America saw the horror of Minnesota's I-35W bridge collapse, which sent drivers tumbling to their deaths into the Mississippi River. As we mark the anniversary of this tragedy, it is important to understand its systemic causes in order to avoid future disasters.

Phineas Baxandall is a senior analyst for tax and budget policy for the Pennsylvania Public Interest Research Group (phineas@pirg.org).

The bridge collapse should not have been unexpected. The Minnesota tragedy is part of a broader nationwide problem with structurally deficient bridges.

The span on I-35 had been classified as structurally deficient since 1990, meaning that significant load-bearing elements were impaired, although not necessarily in dangerous condition. Bridge inspectors have assigned this status to one in eight bridges across America, totaling more than 70,000, with Pennsylvania topping the list at 5,798. More than 50,000 bridges nationwide are sufficiently damaged that inspectors recommend they be replaced entirely.

The major reasons for this systematic failure are short-sighted politics and misguided policies that cause funding for bridge repair to compete unsuccessfully against money for new highways.

No powerful interest group lobbies to make sure bridge-repair funds don't get diverted to new highways. On the contrary, well-connected developers and road builders lobby aggressively for wider lanes, new branch roads and additional off ramps. Builders often prefer lucrative contracts to pour concrete and steel for new highways rather than the uncertainty of relatively complex and labor-intensive restoration and repair. Preventative maintenance is scarcely noticed or celebrated by the public, and politicians far too often prefer shiny new roadways that they can cut ribbons for and point to as accomplishments.

Any homeowner with a leaky roof or cracked foundation knows how tempting it is to put off repairs until next summer.

The state of Minnesota consistently gave in to that temptation. In fact, the state auditor found that since 2002 more than half of the highway spending in the state was directed to expanding rather than maintaining roads, despite the department's own "preservation first" policy to do the opposite. Minnesota repeatedly borrowed money for ambitious highway expansion projects while leaving insufficient funds to maintain existing roadways. State officials and local governments repeatedly pushed the transportation department in that direction.

A 10-year study by the Minneapolis Star-Tribune similarly found that state spending on new road and bridge construction rose every year and doubled between 1997 and 2007. Bridge repair funds stayed flat during the same period, despite rising costs.

Federal policies fail to foster proper stewardship of America's bridges. Perverse incentives encourage deferred maintenance. Federal formulas dole out money to states according to their outstanding costs for replacing deficient bridges, but there is little accountability to ensure that states use the money for this purpose. On the contrary, states that conduct preventive maintenance have traditionally been forced to pay for it out of scarce state general funds that are fiercely fought over for education, health care and other programs. States that defer maintenance and allow bridges to deteriorate to the point of replacement can tap into more readily available federal capital funds -- albeit at a much greater total cost to taxpayers.

The federal Highway Bridge Program allows states to transfer money between their bridge programs and other highway programs. States can steer funds in either direction. A congressional study found, however, that 36 states transferred more money out of bridge-repair accounts than into them during the last five years. Minnesota and Arizona were most lopsided, with 49 percent of bridge-fund balances going to other highway programs.

Led by Minnesota Rep. James Oberstar, the U.S. House of Representatives overwhelmingly passed much-needed legislation this month that would provide federal direction and funding, while requiring state accountability, to repair existing infrastructure. Sadly, this reform appears stalled this session as no companion legislation has been taken up by the Senate.

Unless we change the way America finances bridge repair, we remain doomed to repeat the tragic mistakes of the past.

This anniversary should be an occasion to refocus on priorities that will otherwise remain forgotten. Without public pressure for reform, our nation's crumbling bridges will remain neglected by the short attention span of politicians.

American Driving Reaches Eighth Month of Steady Decline 

FHWA 17-08  

Wednesday, August 13, 2008  

WASHINGTON – New data released today by the U.S. Department of Transportation show that, since last November, Americans have driven 53.2 billion miles less than they did over the same period a year earlier – topping the 1970s’ total decline of 49.3 billion miles. 

Americans drove 4.7 percent less, or 12.2 billion miles fewer, in June 2008 than June 2007. The decline is most evident in rural travel, which has fallen by 4 percent – compared to the 1.2 percent decline in urban miles traveled – since the trend began last November. 

As Americans drive fewer miles, less revenue is generated for the Highway Trust Fund from gasoline and diesel sales – 18.4 cents per gallon and 24.4 cents per gallon, respectively. During the first quarter of 2008, motorists consumed nearly 400 million fewer gallons of gasoline, or about 1.3 percent less than during the same period in 2007, and 7 percent less – or 318 million gallons – of diesel. 

To review the FHWA’s “Traffic Volume Trends” reports, including that of June 2008, visit http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/ohim/tvtw/tvtpage.htm.

Campaign will market older towns

Philadeliphia Inquirer

July 28, 208

By Nick Pipitone and Diane Mastrull

An ordinarily low-profile agency known for dispensing planning advice is unleashing a marketing campaign to promote older towns as a viable alternative to living in the far-flung suburbs.

Today, the Delaware Valley Regional Planning Commission will launch a push to get people to move into inner-ring suburbs such as Collingswood and Lansdowne, or to Philadelphia's lesser-known neighborhoods.

It will do so with the help of nine boroughs in Pennsylvania and New Jersey and two city neighborhoods that the DVRPC has designated the inaugural "Classic Towns of Greater Philadelphia."

"We think the time is right that people rediscover these kinds of communities," said Barry Seymour, executive director of the DVRPC - and someone who walks the talk as a resident of the Main Line inner-ring town of Narberth.

An official announcement is scheduled for 11:30 a.m. today at the Independence Visitor Center. Officials from each of the Classic Towns will attend.

The selected Classic Towns represent the challenges and potential of the region's older communities, said Alison Hastings, an environmental planner with the DVRPC.

They are places that have been long suffering as homebuyers the past few decades have opted for more spacious homes on large lots in new subdivisions on the suburban fringe.

The result has been crippling to the region's so-called first suburbs, left to struggle with declining population, aging infrastructure, and loss of industry that once bolstered their tax base.

All the Classic Towns - the boroughs of Ambler, Bristol, Collingswood, Doylestown, Haddon Heights, Lansdowne, Media, Riverton and West Chester, along with Philadelphia's Manayunk and Overbrook Farms neighborhoods - have made significant comeback strides with a variety of revitalization efforts.

What they - and nearly 100 older communities like them in this region - now need is a way to get the word out that they are worth considering as a place to live, Hastings said.

Beyond offering promotional advice to those towns, the planning commission hopes to inspire more investment in them with educational outreach to the finance industry, community-development professionals and the general public.

That takes money. Consequently, one of the conditions of participating in the Classic Towns program - whose start was enabled by a $250,000 grant from the William Penn Foundation - is an annual contribution of $2,500 from each town. The fee will be matched by the DVRPC.

The combined annual pot of $55,000 will be used to advertise the Classic Towns and help cover the cost of a promotional Web site also set to debut today: www.phillyclassictowns.com.

Organizers already have worked up a sales pitch that plays off the budget-busting gas situation: If you live in these walkable mixed-use communities with convenient access to public transit, you probably can get rid of at least one car in your driveway.

While planners have been advocating for years a return to older communities as a way to curb suburban sprawl, Seymour said, "I think now with gas prices, the market is finally catching up to those policy objectives."

Hallelujah is the response in Collingswood, population 14,220, which has watched the blight from Camden creep ever closer.

Borough leaders took a big gamble in the mid-1990s with an $8 million bond - just about the size of Collingswood's budget - to buy a 45 percent stake in the massive Sutton Towers apartment complex. The 1,000-unit facility, the town's largest taxpayer, was more than half vacant and its owner bankrupt.

Now, the 10-story towers are renovated and brimming with residents. The turnaround "changed people's perceptions" and "made them believe we would not go the way of Camden," Mayor M. James Maley said.

Maley said last week that the decision to put up the $2,500 fee for Classic Towns was a "no-brainer."

That opinion is shared by Jayne Young, mayor of Lansdowne, a Delaware County community of 10,861 residents, with a downtown that in 2004 was determined to have met the state's definition of blight.

Town leaders have fashioned a redevelopment plan for the business district and adjacent neighborhoods. The plan calls for converting many of the tired shopping centers along Baltimore Avenue into mixed-use complexes of retail on the street level, topped with apartments and condominiums.

But getting the word out is a problem for cash-strapped older communities, Young said.

In Philadelphia's Overbrook Farms, homeowners association president Terry Henry said the Classic Towns buy-in "was a stretch for us" considering the group's annual budget of $12,000, used primarily for neighborhood beautification.

But Henry is hoping to leverage that contribution into additional funding from the planning commission. Indeed, DVRPC officials say Classic Towns will be given priority status for transportation and community development planning grants. Henry said the Overbrook Farms homeowners association wants funding to pay for a comprehensive traffic and parking plan for the neighborhood of about 400 homes dating from 1896.

Situated close to City Avenue, it is a little-noticed community of 3,000-square-foot-plus homes of stunning architecture, slate roofs and stained-glass windows.

"We think that the Classic Towns program will help shed some light on . . . one of the hidden jewels of Philadelphia," Henry said.

Placemaking is Alive and Well in Denver

Next American City

4 August 2008 

By Simmons Buntin

"We finished our first full day by driving up to Longmont’s Prospect New Town, a mixed-use development built on the site of a former tree farm by owner/developer Kiki Wallace. Though this was my third visit to Colorado’s first New Urbanist community, I had not previously spent as much time onsite, even though I wrote a brief case study on it for Terrain.org just before moving to Tucson. At 80 acres, Prospect is only two-thirds the size of Bradburn Village, and yet it feels larger—in many senses it feels larger than life, given the Modernist and otherwise highly eclectic architecture and mix of uses. The site plan was created by celebrated town planners Duany Plater-Zyberk & Company, but the architecture is rarely neotraditional, especially in the second and third phases of the project, which at buildout is expected to house nearly 2,000 people.

Carolyn and I began the afternoon by having lunch at Two Dogs Diner, recommended by Petra. The diner and the broader Prospect 'downtown' did not disappoint. Located along U.S. Highway 287, Prospect’s commercial area is readily accessible from the main north-south thoroughfare of the area, yet deep within the neighborhood there’s also a town square, which not surprisingly is actually triangular, around which is a mix of single-family attached and detached homes and a corner restaurant reminiscent of the many corner stores and restaurants in older Denver and Boulder neighborhoods."

Full Story: http://americancity.org/daily/entry/958/

Car-Free Days Planned for New York

New York Times

9 August 2008

By Sewell Chan

New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg has announced plans for car-free days on a nearly 7-mile section of road in Manhattan.

"The Bloomberg administration plans to bar motor vehicles from a 6.9-mile north-south route in Manhattan for six hours each on three consecutive Saturdays."

"He added: 'This has been done in Bogotá for 30 years. They love it. It’s phenomenally popular and it probably will work here. If it doesn’t, at least we’ll have tried.'"

"The route will be closed to vehicles from 7 a.m. to 1 p.m. on Aug. 9, 16 and 23. It will go from East 72nd Street — down Park Avenue, Fourth Avenue, Lafayette Street and finally Centre Street — to City Hall."

"At most points, drivers will be barred from crossing the route. They may do so only at 24 cross streets that will be fully open, including major thoroughfares, like 42nd, 34th, 23rd, 14th and Houston Streets; East 72nd Street, at the northern terminus of the route, and Chambers Street, at the southern end."

Full Story:
Mississippi's Still the Nation's Fattest State

Governing.com

July 30, 2008

by Zach Patton

For the third year a row, Mississippi has been ranked the fattest state in the nation, with 32.6 % of that state's population coming in overweight or obese, according to CalorieLab.com.


The rest of the fattest states were also all in the South:

West Virginia and Alabama remained as the second and third fattest states this year. The four states of Mississippi, West Virginia, Alabama, and Louisiana have obese populations that exceed 30 percent over a three-year average and two-thirds of the citizens of Mississippi and West Virginia were either overweight or obese by CDC standards in 2007.

Colorado repeated its ranking as the thinnest state in the union. Interestingly, only one place actually lost weight over the past year: Washington, D.C. Maybe our overtapped Metro system is forcing more people to hoof it?

Could Globalization Be Going In Reverse?

WorldChanging.com

August 4, 2008

Alex Steffen

For the last three decades, it's been more or less assumed that globalization was a force that moved in only one direction -- towards ever-greater integration.

And due to the logic of global trade, the assumption of ever greater integration led to the prediction that manufacturing would continue to move from countries with low labor costs to those with even lower labor costs and even looser laws, while supply chains would tend to grow ever-longer and more complex. The world would grow flatter.

So far, these predictions have held true, but will they always? For the first time in recent decades, it seems there are now real reasons to question the logic underlying the official future of ever-increasing global trade.

The biggest, of course, is the rapidly mounting cost of transportation. As oil prices rise, reports the New York Times, shipping costs are driving decisions to shorten supply chains:

    When Tesla Motors, a pioneer in electric-powered cars, set out to make a luxury roadster for the American market, it had the global supply chain in mind. Tesla planned to manufacture 1,000-pound battery packs in Thailand, ship them to Britain for installation, then bring the mostly assembled cars back to the United States.

    But when it began production this spring, the company decided to make the batteries and assemble the cars near its home base in California, cutting more than 5,000 miles from the shipping bill for each vehicle.

    “It was kind of a no-brain decision for us,” said Darryl Siry, the company’s senior vice president of global sales, marketing and service. “A major reason was to avoid the transportation costs, which are terrible.”

But transportation costs are not the only reasons why globalization as we know it might be in for some rapid evolution. Consider:

*Far-flung supply chains may drop costs (even with higher oil prices), but the multiply climate change emissions. That already presents a marketing challenge as consumers grow more aware of their carbon footprints. And if political consensus emerges on pricing carbon (as seems likely), some of the price advantages of global complexity could vanish overnight.

*Manufacturers and others are already increasingly aware of, and worried about, supply chain diversity. When the entire supply of a critical part or material comes from a distant factory or mine, every company that depends on that part or material is at risk. Increasingly, companies are trying to find multiple sources (and alternative sources), preferably close to home.

*Some of the economic advantages of globalization have come from companies gaining the ability to skirt labor and environmental laws by doing business in countries with high levels of political corruption (corruption they have often helped create). But now, transparency activism has blown the cover of secrecy off these practices; now it is easier than ever to cause enormous brand damage simply by revealing an unsavory backstory.

*Much of the logic of globalization assumes a one-way flow of materials, mined and grown in the poorest countries, manufactured into consumer goods in China, Brazil or Mexico, sold on the shelves of megastores in Europe or North America, then shipped away to the landfill. But as we move into zero waste and closed-loop systems (where there is no "away"), reverse logistics start to become a real concern. Producers become responsible for their products, meaning that running their current supply chains in reverse doubles (at least) their already mounting transportation costs. This alone could drive more local manufacturing.

*Globalization suffers from some big disruptive vulnerabilities. An extreme act of terror, say a dirty bomb in a shipping container, could easily bring the whole system screeching to a halt. Ditto bird flu. Same with mass migrations triggered by environmental degradation and climate change in already desperately poor countries. Heck, even the right kind of invasive species scare could put a hiccup in the system, but some of these could stop trade altogether for quite some time.

Now, none of these mean that industrialization itself is likely to stop or even slow down (though the disruption of trade could mean that prices on some things we're used to thinking of as cheap, like clothes and minor electronics, grow suddenly more expensive). Especially in the developed world -- where we can draw on a huge basin of wealth and a huge capacity for innovation -- even a dramatic reversal in globalization would not fundamentally undermine our civilization (though it would certainly contribute to a number of real changes already underway, like greater urbanization, local food movements, cradle-to-cradle design and so on). We won't be headed back to de-industrialized farming any time soon.

But if the scenario of a reversal in globalization in fact comes to pass, there will be some economic upheaval, and that upheaval will create winners and losers -- an effect that will be magnified if economic chaos occurs at the same time that the impacts of climate change begin to be felt in earnest. Some regions will plan ahead and do well. Others will suffer.

What might regional or local economic policy in a time of de-globalization and climate impacts look like? What key industries or capacities should regions be looking to foster? What sorts of infrastructure development should they subsidize? What sort of agricultural capacities and ecosystem services should they aim most to preserve? If you were planning your region's economic future, what would you be looking to do?

One point is probably worth making in conclusion: because communications technologies are (comparatively speaking) dematerialized, a reversal in material trade patterns almost certainly would not also mean a reversal in intellectual trade patterns -- rising oil prices or climate change won't shut down the web or stop Bollywood from making movies or prevent innovators from licensing their ideas in other countries. In fact, it might be that expertise, innovation and culture will flow more freely in a world where goods flow more slowly. We might actually grow more interconnected in a world where supply chains shrank.










