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New Fares Effective Oct. 13, 2008 

Capital Metro Board Approves Fare Increase Implementation 

August 27, 2008 

Capital Metro Press Release

This afternoon, the Capital Metro Board of Directors approved a plan to implement a new fare structure on Monday, Oct. 13, 2008. The fare structure rate adjustment was approved by the Local Government Approval Committee earlier this month. 

The new fares will increase local bus fare from 50 cents to 75 cents; most other fares will also increase.  Fares will be adjusted to $1.00 in fall 2010. Visit www.capmetro.org/fares.asp for more information on the new fare structure.  

Capital Metro staff will begin the next phase of outreach efforts to inform customers of the fare increase.  

Austin-Manor-Elgin Proposal is Heading to the Transit Working Group 

August 27, 2008

This afternoon the Capital Metro Board of Directors gave staff the nod to take the proposal for Austin-Manor-Elgin rail services to CAMPO’s Transit Working Group.  The proposal utilizes the “deliberation tree” developed by the Transit Working Group using existing rail lines owned by Capital Metro.

Upcoming Public Meetings on Urban Rail

The public is invited to attend any of the following meetings to learn about and provide input on the streetcar proposal. The meetings will be organized around the three major segments of the proposed system: the segment along Riverside Drive to ABIA; the segment through the central business district, including the State capitol complex; and the segment that would serve UT, Manor Road, and Mueller. There will be two meetings focusing on each of the segments and the content of each corridor-specific meeting will be the same. After the six meetings, the team will conduct a "Town Hall" type meeting at which we will present a summary of the public input provided to date and receive additional public comment.

Riverside Corridor 
Downtown Core Area 
UT/Mueller/Manor Rod. Area

Friday, Sept. 5, 2008 
Thursday, Sept. 4, 2008 
Wednesday, Sept. 3, 2008

Location: Daniel Ruiz 
Location: City Hall Council 
Location: Rosewood Library Recreation Center 
Chambers

1600 Grove Blvd. 
301 W. 2nd St. 
1182 N. Pleasant Valley Rd.

Time: 10 AM to Noon 
Time: 9 AM to 11 AM 
Time: 9 AM to 11 AM

Riverside Corridor 
Downtown Core Area 
UT/Mueller/Manor Rod. Area

Monday, Sept. 8, 2008 
Wednesday, Sept. 10, 2008 
Tuesday, Sept. 9, 2008

Location: To be Announced 
Location: City Hall
Location: Rosewood Rec. Center


Council Chambers

--- 
301 W. 2nd St. 
1182 N. Pleasant Valley Rd.

Time: 6 PM to 8 PM 
Time: 6 PM to 8 PM 
Time: 6 PM to 8 PM

Town Hall Meeting

Monday, Sept. 22

Location: TBA

Time: 6 PM to 8 PM

For more information
Rail 4 Real

Forum Discussion

September 10, at 6pm

Goldsmith Auditorium (3.120) on University of Texas campus

Students at UT are ready for a sustainable transportation option. Recently, the UT Student Government, along with the Campus Environmental Center and the Urban Development Society, have joined forces in hopes of bringing rail to the University where it can best be utilized.  Rail4Real.org is the result of this collaboration. 

This group is dedicated to serve as an outlet for the thousands of students who are ready to ditch their cars for a more walkable, pedestrian friendly campus and a better Austin as a whole. 

Dean Fritz Steiner, State Rep. Mike Krusee, and Mayor Pro Tem Brewster McCracken will discuss and answer questions from the audience regarding rail and current plans that would have rail virtually bypass the University by placing it on San Jacinto. 

Our goal is to locate rail where the people are, somewhere between San Antonio and Speedway. Our great University is worthy of such a great endeavor, and to misplace rail at this time would be criminal.  Please join our group whether you are a concerned student, or just lucky enough to call yourself an Austinite.

CapMetro changes surprise some riders

KVUE News

Sunday, August 24, 2008

By MARI ALVAREZ

Video
Capital Metro bus riders will find some changes to their bus routes Sunday morning.

The bus service instituted a major service change August 24th that included the opening of the new South Congress Transit Center and the closing of a very popular stop.

“That’s going to throw me off for quite a while,” said Antoine Klinefelter.

He uses the 11th and Congress bus stop just about every day.

“Going up north, going south, east, west, anywhere in Austin, I count on this stop to be there,” said Klinefelter.

Sunday evening he learned the stop is now closed and relocated to 10th and Congress.

Jonathon Fresh was on his way home from work.

“Yeah now I’m kind of trying to figure out where I’m going to have to catch my bus and what I’m going to have to do just to get home now,” said Fresh.

Sunday marks the beginning of a major service change for CapMetro. Several routes have been moved or changed. Others will be running more frequently during peak hours.

The Dillos have been revamped, replacing some routes with new ones and increasing service.

Still, the biggest change may be at the capitol.

With 1,400 riders a day, it was the busiest bus stop in Austin, “was” being the key term. The change was made to help improve security at the capitol.

The south side of the capitol is now under construction, but when it's all done it will serve as only an exit. That exit would have been blocked by the bus stop, so it had to go.

Route changes aren't the only thing causing concern for Capital Metro riders. Contract negotiations with drivers derailed last week over health care costs.

If drivers do strike, CapMetro says bus service will continue, but will be slowed down. Fresh just hopes his Monday morning commute is a lot smoother than today's.

“I’m really kind of disappointed in Capital Metro because I really depend on them,” said Fresh.

Riders we talked to said they were not aware of the route changes.

Capital Metro says people will be out at major transit centers Monday to help riders adjust to the changes.

Union Considers Final Offer in Cap Metro Negotiations

Austin Chronicle

August 15, 2008

By Justin Ward

After more than two years of uneasy peace, there are once again rumors of war on the labor front over at Capital Metro. Next week, members of bus driver union Amalgamated Transit Union 1091, who have been working under an expired contract for more than a year now, will vote on the final offer from StarTran, Capital Metro's primary labor contractor. If the union rejects the offer, the only option left is to strike, or the company can declare an impasse and impose the contract on the union.

StarTran officials say that the company is making a generous offer. The proposed contract includes an initial raise of 3.5%, followed by raises of 3.25% each of the next two years, plus $1,000 in bonus compensation to make up for wages lost while the union was working under the expired contract. "There are a lot of dollars on the table," said Terry Garcia Crews, StarTran's general manager.

While Garcia Crews may consider Star­Tran's proposal an offer they can't refuse, to the union, it's more like an offer they can't accept. The proposed major changes to the company's health insurance plan, in particular, are a sore issue. The new health insurance plan, which is the same as that for nonbargaining StarTran administrators and staff, includes greater out-of- pocket expenses all around. Union workers, who never had to meet deductibles under the previous plan, would pay $300 for themselves and $600 for family, while co-payments for doctor visits would increase from $15 to $25.

Garcia Crews pointed out that the proposed plan is roughly comparable to that of city and state employees and that it provides out-of-network benefits. While this may be true in some cases, StarTran's plan has higher premium costs than most, and several other state and local agencies do not require employees to meet a deductible. Also, unlike state and city employees, insurance for StarTran workers ends at retirement, forcing many to work until they are old enough to qualify for Medicare.

But it's a moot point anyway, says Bill Kweder, union representative for ATU 1091. Since public employees have no right to collective bargaining, it's like comparing apples to cantaloupes, he said. "Because we have collective bargaining rights, we negotiate for our pay and benefits. Just as now, we have bargained in the past to get and keep our health-care plan. We have given up things to get things," Kweder said. City and state workers "did not have the opportunity to trade wages for benefits or other quality-of-life issues. They get what they're given."

ATU President Jay Wyatt says that negotiations have been unproductive, so far. In fact, there hasn't been much negotiating going on at all, he said: "They're just going through the motions." Wyatt said the union offered StarTran considerable wage concessions in order to keep the health plan the same, and the company hasn't even considered the offer. The union offered to reduce its wage increase to 1% for the first year from 3.5%, and 3% for the following two years, instead of the 3.25% that the company was offering.

Crews responded that the concessions were not enough to cover the costs of the old health-care proposal, but Kweder says this prompts the question: Why didn't StarTran give a counteroffer asking for more concessions? Kweder said that when the union made its counter- proposal, StarTran returned with the same offer they had previously made, completely unchanged. "They have been pushing paper and killing time," he said.

Another part of the proposed contract that is especially hard for the union to stomach is new language that removes a requirement that the union must approve any changes to benefits or health-plan providers. The new phrasing only requires that StarTran discuss changes with the union and that the benefits of any new plan be equal or greater than the current plan. Kweder says this is trading collective bargaining rights for a "meet- and-confer"-style process. Crews said that the caveats in the plan provide assurances to workers that benefits will stay the same. "We're not trying to take away anyone's power here," she said. "The company just needs flexibility in choosing a provider."

Also, the union is rejecting the $1,000 bonus, in favor of back pay for the wage increase applied retroactively for the period between July 1, 2007, and June 30, 2008. They call the bonus a "payoff" because it is a one- time payment and does not affect an employee's permanent pay rate. Over long periods of time, that increase in wages adds up, Kweder said.

The union will vote on the final proposal at its next meeting on Aug. 20.

Strike Will Affect Cap Metro Bus Routes

FOX 7 News

Sunday, 24 Aug 2008

By Foti Kallergis

AUSTIN, Texas  --  With high gas prices and college students returning to Austin, Capital Metro bus routes have been more crowded than usual. However, last week the bus drivers union voted to reject a contract offer raising the possibility of a strike and reduced number of routes. 

Video
VIEWPOINT: "Forecasting a bus strike"

Daily Texan

August 25, 2008

By Jillian Sheridan

If you ride a Capital Metro bus to campus, you might want to start thinking about an alternate form of transportation. Cap Metro workers are poised to strike after rejecting a new contract offer. The contract has been a source of contention between union workers and the company since May 2007. Besides the fact that the contract offered a 10-percent raise to Cap Metro employees, the main reason the union cited for rejecting the proposal on Aug. 21 were its decreased health benefits.

Under the new plan, employees would face increased co-pays and a new deductible of $600 per family (the old plan did not include a deductible). Though the plan offers more coverage in some areas, including nutrition, diabetes, cardiovascular disease and orthodontia, it is overall a less comprehensive health care plan.

Since complaining about health care is about as popular as the Jonas Brothers, it would be easy to jump on the tour bus and blame Cap Metro for callously denying employees crucial support. On the other hand, we could consider the 47 million Americans who are uninsured. How do many of those 47 million people get to work? Buses. If Cap Metro is forced into a deal that increases benefits and salaries for employees, the people who will really hurt are the customers, as Cap Metro may have to raise fares.

So is the new contract offer a selfish, greedy play by Cap Metro, or a necessary compromise? StarTran, the contractor who handled the negotiations claims that Cap Metro "must control skyrocketing health care costs in order to remain competitive and protect jobs." In comparing the salaries and benefits of those in similar jobs in Austin, we have come to agree.

Minimum wage in Texas is $6.55 per hour. The average base salary of a Cap Metro fixed route bus or paratransit van operator is $18.23 per hour, or $37,918 per year. An experienced driver makes $40,955 per year. In fact, bus drivers for Capital Metro are the highest paid bus operators in Texas.

The average salary of a StarTran mechanic is $45,302 per year, and the top rate is $49,858 per year.

To put that in perspective, a teacher with a bachelor's degree at an Austin public school makes $39,790 per year, roughly the same amount as the average bus driver. A teacher would have to work for 19 years to begin making the same salary as an experienced mechanic at Capital Metro.

Employees at Capital Metro are far from impoverished. Their salaries are well above minimum wage, and they and their families receive health care. To ask for a significant raise in the current economy is wishful thinking. To walk out would be foolish.

Employees would likely lose their jobs when others stepped up to take the contract they rejected. In the meantime, students, the disabled, the poor and the environmentally conscious would lose a convenient, intelligent way to commute.

North Texas officials still struggling to pay for rail transit system

Ft Worth Star Telegram

Tue, Aug. 19, 2008

Editorial

There’s no way raising $5.6 billion could ever be easy.

North Texas officials are trying to do exactly that to pay for an expanded public rail transit system for the region. The Star-Telegram and The Dallas Morning News challenged them five years ago to take on the task.

Lawmakers had notable failures in two sessions of the Texas Legislature. Now they’re making some progress, and for that they are to be commended.

But they still have far to go. It will require a Herculean effort to put a new plan into shape before the Legislature meets again in January.

Accomplishments

Previous plans relied on increasing local sales taxes by up to a penny on the dollar. Those plans went down in flames under determined opposition from powerful business interests. Even sympathetic local lawmakers didn’t want to take on the fight.

A committee of officials, members of the Regional Transportation Council led by Fort Worth City Councilman Jungus Jordan, began meeting again in late January to come up with a new plan. This time, they were determined to work with rather than against those big businesses.

They have accomplished that goal. By backing away from such heavy reliance on sales taxes, they have received business support in looking for other ways to pay for a rail system.

Even before finalizing their plan, they are beginning to get some backing from legislators — not necessarily support for specific new taxes or other measures to raise money, but at least for the idea of putting a plan up for voter approval. If the Legislature agrees, that vote could be held in November 2009.

Work needed

Jordan says that legislators want the committee to bring them a menu of revenue options to consider. The committee has come up with a list of choices that, in certain combinations, could provide the needed money.

None of them is likely to be greeted with cheers, but everyone involved must remember that there is no perfect tax. An expanded rail transit system is essential if the region is to solve its congestion and air pollution problems. North Texas has 6.5 million people; 3 million more will live here by 2030.

In the end, the plan has to be good enough that people will vote for it. The committee has yet to decide how the vote should happen — city by city, county by county or one election covering the region as a whole.

The options The committee’s proposals include:

· 3/8-cent increase in the sales tax.

· 1 percent gasoline sales tax.

· 1.75 percent increase in the motor vehicle sales tax.

· $65 to $105 increase in motor vehicle registration fees.

· 4-cent local-option increase in the gasoline tax.

· "new resident impact fee" of $100 per vehicle.

· transportation property tax of 2 cents for each $100 of assessed value.
Downtown Dallas lures firms with transit, residences, vibrancy

The Dallas Morning News

Friday, August 22, 2008

By STEVE BROWN

During the first half of 2008, downtown Dallas had more office leasing than all of the suburban areas combined.

The jump in net office leasing – almost 400,000 square feet so far – represents quite a turnaround for a market that for years suffered losses of business to the suburbs.

But after billions of dollars in private- and public-sector investment, central business district proponents are ready to proclaim that downtown Dallas has turned the corner.

"I can't remember a time since the early 1980s that we had a bigger year for downtown Dallas," said John Crawford, president and chief executive of DowntownDallas, the central business district economic development organization. "And back then, it was purely a commercial district – very one-dimensional.  Today, we have new commercial, residential, retail, entertainment and big cultural components."

From loft apartments on Main Street to the new opera hall in the Arts District, the center city is enjoying the biggest boom in two decades.

At the same time, a renewed interest in urbanism and greater emphasis on public transit are feeding into the downtown area's resurgence.

"Downtown is the one part of town everyone can get to on public transit," said Jon Altschuler, Stream Realty Partners president and partner. "It's amazing to look at the momentum that's being created downtown and the relocations."

During the last year, relocating companies have added almost 6,000 workers downtown and gobbled up more than 1 million square feet of empty office space.

The recent downtown moves include two of the largest companies ever to move to the Dallas area – AT&T's 700-employee corporate headquarters, moving from San Antonio, and last year's move by Comerica from Detroit with more than 200 workers.

Along with those moves from outside the area, local firms have recently transferred offices from the suburbs to Dallas' city center. Among them: Tenet Healthcare, 7-Eleven, American International Group and TM Advertising.

"There is definitely a pendulum swing here," said Phil Puckett, the CB Richard Ellis executive vice president who represented Tenet in its search for office space.

Downtown's position as the hub of regional rail traffic is in big part driving the prosperity, Mr. Puckett said.

"Never before have we had gasoline prices so high, and that's having a big impact," he said. "With the central business district being rich in DART rail and the added line going to D/FW Airport, it is a major decision factor" by companies considering a move.

The growth of downtown's housing market also has been key to bringing corporate residents to the city's core.

"In 1996, we had just 200 people living in one building, the Manor House," Mr. Crawford said.

Since then, developers have boosted the central business district's residential base to more than 3,500 units.

More than 5,000 people now live inside the downtown freeway loop.

The boom in residential building has made it easier to attract workers who want to live nearby.

And more projects are in the works.

Long-term investment

JPI, the Irving-based builder that is one of the country's largest apartment developers, is finishing up one project in downtown's West End and has started another in the Arts District.

Together the projects represent more than $80 million in investment, said JPI's senior vice president, Brad Taylor.

"We have made a pretty big investment in Dallas and have tried to pick specific neighborhoods that we thought were good long-term investments," Mr. Taylor said. "We are a believer in the urban core and think it's the place to be for the next several years."

Unlike some suburban locations where competing developers can set up shop on almost every corner, the high cost of land downtown and greater project densities reduce the number of projects.

"That means the urban market, we feel, is less likely to get overbuilt," Mr. Taylor said.

Toll road use up despite increases in gas prices

Texas Government Insider

August 22, 2008

Even while grumbling about the high cost of gasoline and the economic downturn, Texas motorists in the Dallas, Austin and Tyler areas are still willing to pay for the convenience of using toll roads. Some Houston toll roads, however, have fewer motorists, according to several Texas toll road operators.

The Central Texas Regional Mobility Authority, which serves Travis and Williamson counties, the North Texas Tollway Authority in the Dallas area and the Northeast Texas Regional Mobility Authority, which operates in the Tyler/Longview area, all experienced growth in toll road use when comparing transactions and traffic in 2008 to 2007.

But the Harris County Toll Road Authority reported a small decrease in traffic when comparing the period between March and June in 2008 to the same period in 2007.

The North Texas Tollway Authority saw overall growth in toll road usage in May and June of 2008 compared to the same time in 2007, but some segments of the system have recently experienced a slight decrease, said Sherita Coffelt, a public information officer for NTTA. The increases ranged from a more than 3 percent increase on two tolled segments to a 0.7 percent decrease on one section in May and June, she reported.

"Overall, the NTTA System traffic growth is positive," Coffelt said. "We began to see stress on the traffic on the President George Bush Turnpike in May and June.

"Fuel prices may be one factor in the change. Historically we have seen slight decreases in traffic when fuel prices spike and then traffic adjusts as prices decline."

Overseeing toll roads in the Austin metropolitan area, the Central Texas Turnpike System, which operates 65 miles of toll roads in the Austin metropolitan area, saw revenues grow from $12,928,400 in the third quarter of 2008 compared to $7,269,800 in the same period of 2007, said Mark Cross, a spokesman for the Texas Department of Transportation.

Central Texas toll roads continue to attract motorists, with 17,284,600 tolls paid during the third quarter of 2008 compared to 10,271,100 during that same period last year.

"Part of that growth can be attributed to more toll roads opening for business, but older toll roads also are reporting increased use. Convenience is what attracts most motorists to toll roads," Cross said.

In the Tyler/Longview area, traffic almost doubled on Toll 49 from January 2008 to the present, said Jeff Austin, III, chairman of the North East Texas Regional Mobility Authority. The NET RMA serves Smith, Gregg, Cherokee, Harrison, Rusk, Upshur, Bowie, Cass, Panola, Titus, Van Zandt and Wood counties.

TxTag usage also has more than doubled, he reported. At the end of May 2008, 8,042 TxTags were active in Smith County and 10,081 were active throughout the 12-county area, said Catherine Sanchez of the Texas Turnpike Authority.

Of the 11 tolled segments operated by the Harris County Toll Road Authority, seven recorded decreases in traffic ranging from less than 1 percent to 8 percent for portions of the Sam Houston Toll Road.

The tolled segments, however, experienced increases ranging from 2 to 4 percent, according to LaWanda Howse, a spokeswoman for HCTRCA, which operates 103 miles of toll roads in the Houston Metropolitan area.

"We have had a few indications that traffic may be down, but we do not foresee a strong decline in the number of people using our toll roads because motorists recognize the convenience," Howse said.

For new rapid bus lines, much is riding on image

Star Tribune

August 19, 2008

By DAVID PETERSON, 

Bus rapid transit is coming to Cedar and I-35, and making it seem as simple as rail will be a key.

Will it draw hot chicks?

That will be an important sign of whether Minnesota's first experiment with bus rapid transit, the value-priced alternative to light rail, actually works, according to a leading national expert who came to town last week to check out preparations for the line and advise local officials.

It may not be politically correct to say so out loud, said Alan Hoffman, a San Diego-based consultant, "but it's what I call the 'AYF Factor.' Attractive young females are the canary in the coal mine of public transit. They're sensitive to safety, and they want to be in a nice spot. If you draw them in, you are reaching a broad market. A whole lot of transit systems, when you look around, you notice certain populations are missing."

He was addressing, in Eagan, dozens of officials involved in the creation of the Cedar Avenue bus rapid transit Corridor -- a project fast-forwarded by the Twin Cities' success in obtaining a major federal grant in competition with dozens of cities. More than two dozen new buses will be added to the corridor from Lakeville to Eagan and into town, and they should be running by 2010.

His comment about AYFs crystallized much of what had been said, by himself and others, throughout a day-long session:

Buses can be as successful as -- in fact more successful than -- trains. But only if planners understand why they tend to be seen as the poor relation to rail, and take a series of steps to make sure they do for people what rail does.

Public officials, he said, will need to think like brand managers for a corporation. They will need to create an image of stylishness that goes from the buses and stations themselves down to the last detail. They will need to shave every possible second off a commuter's trip.

Cheryl Thole, of the Florida-based National Bus Rapid Transit Institute, agreed. A classic case, she said: Train-like payment of fares in advance, while people wait on platforms, and then instant entry through multiple doors once the vehicle arrives.

"It's best to have off-board fare collection," she said, "so the bus is not sitting at the station while people dig into their pockets and shove crummy dollars into the fare box. But most systems have on-board fare collection. We need to try to get away from that, but it's pretty expensive to implement, even though fare collection can have a significant impact on the quality of service."

The Cedar Avenue line is planning to offer off-board fare collection, according to Dakota County's transit specialist, Sam O'Connell. But planners recall that facet of the Hiawatha light-rail project was one of the few hiccups in that line, taking far longer to get up and running than expected.

"We're trying to work it into the regional 'Go pass' system," she said, "but we're not sure if that will be in place by the time buses are running." Go-To cards are valid on buses and trains.

Jill Hentges, of Metro Transit, said she expects the Cedar Avenue line to be the first to get rolling, before another bus rapid transit line that is being planned for the I-35 corridor through Lakeville and Burnsville.

She stressed that one important innovation on the way is the transformation of two downtown Minneapolis streets into transit corridors, with buses having full command of two lanes on both. That means a bus that's ready to roll doesn't have to sit and wait behind another that's still boarding.

"This is a very, very different operation and very exciting," she said, "because buses will move into and out of downtown very quickly, with three times as many boardings as exist today."

The time calculation will be critical, Hoffman said, as will a train-like clarity about where the buses go -- too often bus maps are confusing to people. And the look of things will be key. He showed a lavishly landscaped Disney transit stop as a case in point.

“Back to the City” — Is This Its Moment?

Citiwire.net

Sunday, August 24, 2008

By Neal Peirce

City or suburb? For decades that’s been the choice for most Americans. Suburbs have been the hands-down winners — by the millions, we’ve rushed to the urban edge.

But could we be on the cusp of an historic “back to the city” shift? The case is building.

Alan Ehrenhalt, executive editor of Governing Magazine, says we’re in the midst of a “demographic inversion.” Check such cities as Atlanta and Washington, he suggests — they’re beginning to resemble historic Vienna or Paris, the centuries-old pattern in which the people of means chose to live near the vital city centers, while the poor were left to live in the less expensive outskirts.

Atlanta, for example, is seeing so many better-off whites move in that its decades-old status as a predominantly black and low-income city may soon be reversed. Conversely, suburban Clayton and DeKalb Counties are already registering black majorities while simultaneously serving as immigrant gateways.

A parallel switch has been underway in Washington, D.C. for several years as young professionals have poured into neighborhoods such as the 14th and U Street corridors that were an epicenter of the 1968 riots. Chicago has registered sensational gains in downtown living. The same phenomenon is being registered continent wide — strong on the West Coast, even cropping up in such Sunbelt cities as Charlotte and Houston.

Why this shift, now? Industries, their smokestacks, noise and pollutants have largely disappeared from city centers. Random urban street violence, the scourge of urban life in the 1970s and ’80s, has subsided dramatically.

And, writes Ehrenhalt in a recent New Republic article, today’s youth, bored by the cul-de-sac world they grew up in, are the cutting edge of the new population move: “It is striking how pervasive the pro-city sensibility is within this generation, particularly among its elite.”

The cities’ revival is even broader — not just young singles and married couples but “mingles” (unmarried and gay couples) and “jingles” (ex-suburban empty-nesters), notes William Hudnut, former Indianapolis mayor and Urban Land Institute senior fellow.

There’s a big cautionary note here — We’re not about to witness abandonment of the suburbs, or rapid movement back to all our city cores. “But we are living,” Ehrenhalt notes, “at a moment at which the massive outward migration of the affluent that characterized the second half of the 20th century is coming to an end.”

So what are the affluent and their middle class friends seeking? “Walkable urbanism” — places with convenient mixes of shops, apartments and brownstones, parks and entertainment. That’s the formula Brookings Institution fellow Christopher Leinberger spelled out his recent book, The Option of Urbanism.

Such spots, Leinberger notes, don’t need to be downtown — in many areas, they’re the classy, rising suburban town centers, often served by regional rail transit.

What makes these shifts special, notes Ehrenhalt, is their signal that “an America that seemed destined for ever-increasing individualization and sprawl is experimenting with new versions of community and sociability.”

All this was occurring, Leinberger notes, before the recent surge of gasoline prices to the $4-a-gallon range. It will gain momentum as the number of new childless households expands rapidly. A generation ago, 50 percent of U.S. households had children at home, but over 80 percent of the coming years’ households will likely be singles and childless couples. That means less move-out to suburbs to avoid problematic inner city schools.

For the first time in our lifetimes, Leinberger argues, advocates of urbanism “have the wind to our back.”

But don’t expect all the new population density to crop up in traditional cities and suburban towns, argues Robert Lang of Virginia Tech’s Metropolitan Institute. With Census figures suggesting U.S. population will reach 400 million in 2039 — several years earlier than previously forecast — Lang foresees a major share of new residential and town growth occurring “atop” closer-in post-World War II tract-style suburbs.

The concept is an intriguing one. Many malls with their acres of parking will be remade into mixed-use and multi-family housing. People may still drive to work but will (like our grandparents) drive less frequently — taking an evening stroll from home to shops or a bar or coffee shop, for example. Telecommuting will increase. Lang’s term is “micro-walkability.” He sees “islands of urbanity — and sociability — in seas of suburbia.”

In fact, Lang says, such “archipelagoes of walkable space” are already cropping up in such archetypical post-World War II suburban counties as Fairfax (Virginia), Orange (California) and Johnson (Kansas).

A decade ago population increase would have impelled many people to forsake these counties for still further-out locations. But no more, Lang predicts — the closer-in counties, he contends, will keep on filling up as our “almost decadent use of space, resource consumptive, damaging the planet, starts to decline.”

Call it “return to the city” (or “old suburb”) or whatever you like, it sounds like sensationally good news.

Save Money at the Pump with the Drive $marter Challenge

Wed, 20 Aug 2008

Alliance to Save Energy
EPA's SmartWay Program is a proud supporter of the Alliance to Save Energy's Drive $marter Challenge, a campaign to help U.S. consumers lower their gasoline costs by using less fuel.  The campaign offers effective money- and gas-saving tips that will help keep more money in your pocket and shrink your carbon footprint. 

The campaign’s website - www.drivesmarterchallenge.org - features a calculator that lets you enter the make, model, and year of your vehicle to find out exactly how much money and gas you can save by following six easy vehicle maintenance and sensible driving tips.  The calculator also displays a running tally of the cumulative savings and gas and CO2 emission reductions of everyone who has pledged to take "The Challenge." Think of all the fuel and money we could save if every EPA employee signed on!

This campaign demonstrates that even small fuel-efficiency steps taken by large numbers of people add up to measurable benefits.

Bus Stop Swing Set: A Public Transportation Playground

Gizmodo.com

Tuesday, August 19, 2008

The idea of making public spaces more playful is the brainchild of artist Bruno Taylor. In this project, he modified several London bus stops with swings to brighten the day of busy commuters. Never mind the smell, the noise, or that dude rubbing up against you—a swing set at the bus stop would melt away all of the stress associated with public transportation. That is until you get a little too carried away with the swinging motion and knock out someone walking behind the bus stop with your ass. On the playground that's detention—in the adult world it's called assault. Haha...(ass)ault.

Acts of Creative Destruction: Rebuilding America for the 21st Century

Campaign for America’s Future

August 20th, 2008

By Sara Robinson

This blog has been covering the shameful collapse of America's infrastructure on almost a weekly basis, so it should come as no surprise to even our most casual readers that the physical structures and systems that support our entire way of life are in serious trouble. We all know the litany: the levees of New Orleans, the I-35 bridge in Minneapolis, overtaxed air traffic systems, construction cranes coming down all over, thousands of other structures quivering on their last legs. It's a slow-motion disaster-in-the-making.

And we all know the reason, too. All this stuff takes constant inspection and oversight, along with regular upgrades and maintenance. But for the last 30 years, conservative governments have resolutely cut budgets and driven out the experts whose job it was to keep the country's public works in good working order. They did it on purpose, to prove their ideological argument that putting infrastructure in the hands of government was always a bad idea. And they were also quietly licking their chops, waiting for the day that the people's capital—the stuff built up and bequeathed to us by so many generations of Americans before us—could be declared salvage, and sold off to their cronies for the price of scrap in one last privatizing fit.

Even so: we may actually look back in a decade and realize that the conservatives did us a huge favor. It's an article of Shock Doctrine thinking that every act of destruction makes way for an act of creation (or, at least, conservative perversion). In this case, the conservatives set the destruction process in motion long ago; but it seems pretty clear that they never expected there would be an Obama Moment—a moment of national renewal in which progressives would be able to seize the process and launch some bold, creative acts of our own.

It's not an overstatement to say that we may never have a creative opportunity like this one again. Even as our cities are crumbling around us, we're also finding ourselves in deep trouble on the energy front. Dwindling supplies and increasing demand are working their free-market magic, shrinking our household budgets and destabilizing our oil-based economy. Call it climate change or peak oil or simply the fall of the petrodollar, but there's a growing awareness that there's something deeply amiss -- and completely unsustainable -- about the entire system by which America extracts and consumes energy. And the more forward-thinking among us also realize now that solving this problem is going to require us to dramatically re-order our economy, invest in and invent new technologies, and completely re-think the way we build cities.

Much of our current failing infrastructure was built between the early 1930s and the mid-1960s—an era of vast public works projects that dammed rivers, raised skyscrapers, and laced the nation with interstate highways. The things our parents and grandparents built and the policy choices they made expressed the cultural values, economic and social priorities, and new technologies that dominated their era. Cheap energy allowed them to replace the streetcars and railroads—considered urban wonders by their own grandparents—with the speed and convenience of cars, trucks, and airplanes. It fueled the construction of big single-family houses and vast freeway networks, which in turn encouraged suburban sprawl. In an era when people believed that humans were put on earth to dominate and tame nature, and defined "quality of life" by the quantity of goods consumed, the suggestion that any of this might be permanently damaging the earth—or that it might cause problems down the road that would seriously threaten human existence—was simply absurd.

Fast forward 60 years, and we're now in a very different place. It's all too clear that our grandparents' technologies, economic priorities and ideas about what comprises a satisfying way of life are creating serious, planet-wide ecological trouble. These days, we realize that we live on a finite planet, and that we're finally bumping up against its limits. In particular, we don't have the vast reserves of cheap energy that will allow us to sustain the all the power-hungry systems our ancestors bequeathed to us. Those sprawling post-war cities made perfect sense in their time; but increasingly, they don't make sense in ours. But because all this stuff is already built—at a tremendous cost in money and material—it's also daunting to consider just how much of it will have to be rebuilt, refitted, or simply scrapped and replaced (or not) in order adapt to the new realities.

It would be much harder to justify a broad-scale rebuilding effort if everything was still working as it should. But since the conservatives have already done us the favor of letting it all fall apart, we've got a great opportunity to launch the same kind of national overhaul that we saw in the FDR years. This time, though, we have the opportunity to do rebuild the country our own way—a way that expresses 21st-century values, technologies, and economic priorities.

It's not enough to merely restore what's already there. We need to take an entirely fresh look at our assumptions about how cities and towns should be built, and put sustainability at the core of all our planning decisions. We might decide to reclaim what our 19th century ancestors knew about building pedestrian-friendly cities, where families lived above shops on lively neighborhood streets; and cozy small towns where everyone lived just a few blocks from Main Street. We might follow the example of Europe, which has closed most of its historic old downtowns to traffic, increased density, and connected its cities with fast electric trains. (The average European maintains a comfortable middle-class lifestyle with an ecological footprint that's less than half that of the average North American.) And we might rewrite our building and planning codes to encourage the use of green technology, and to reflect the new understandings about sustainable living that our urban planners have been refining over the past 40 years.

(We might also consider the parable of Greenberg, Kan.—the 1,400-person prairie hamlet that was flattened by a tornado in May 2007. Rather than simply rebuild, they invited in the sustainability experts, and decided to use their insurance money to reconstruct Greenberg as "the greenest town in America." Now that's what I'm talking about.)

There's a lot of this already happening at the local and regional level, as cities invest in LEED-certified public buildings, carve out bike trails, contain sprawl and preserve valuable agricultural land, and expand electric rail networks as they upgrade existing streets and bridges. And, for the most part, it will continue to happen just this way—one bridge, one solar or wind farm, and one rail line at a time.

But there's also much a new Obama administration can do at the federal level to greatly accelerate this process—and some initiatives that are simply too big to happen unless the federal government steps in and sets the direction. For example, while we're making solid progress toward carbon-free cars, nobody at the moment has the slightest clue about making a carbon-free airplane. However, much of the world already runs on high-speed electric trains. The technology already exists. And the U.S. is already criss-crossed with enough old railroad right-of-ways that we could create an all-electric semi-high-speed (100-120 mph) national rail network by 2015—for a price tag that's less than we spend in three months in Iraq.

Ultimately, such a network could take most of the truck freight off the interstates, greatly reducing the amount of carbon generated by transportation. The system could also be a competitive option for many air passengers who now take shuttle flights under 1,500 miles, reducing congestion and carbon output in our air traffic system as well. And electric trains can be powered by many different kinds of carbon-free sources, including wind, solar, hydro, geothermal, or nuclear.

This idea was first proposed by Alan Bates at The Oil Drum. I heartily recommend his article, which explores the electric train idea in great economic and technical detail. But my larger point is this: There are plenty of good ideas like this out there. And right now, in the Obama Moment, we have an unprecedented opportunity to seek out the best of them, and start turning them into our children's reality.

Rick Perlstein notes that the Obama Moment will be a short one, and progressives will need to move quickly to get as much done as possible before it closes. But, as we saw in the FDR years, infrastructure renewal moves at a somewhat different pace—and has a sweet way of entrenching itself in a way that makes it very hard to stop the momentum once it gets started. Over the short term, the important goals are:

   1. Restore public confidence in the government's ability to undertake large national infrastructure projects, and re-assert its right to set goals and policies to ensure those projects proceed smoothly.

   2. Define the overarching standards for a reconstructed America. This will include federal review of the building and planning codes now in use, and probably the writing of new mandates that set out 21st-century standards and priorities for energy use, urban and transportation planning, and environmental design. Once these are put into law and accepted into general use, they'll be very hard to change.

   3. Commit funding for a massive 10- or 20-year program that will upgrade or replace failing components of America's infrastructure. The country is broke (as it was in FDR's day); but this kind of spending needs to be seen as the long-term investment in our economic future that it is.

   4. Restore a fair, honest, broad-based system of public contracting that will put large numbers of Americans to work on these new projects. (And write the new rules in a way that ensures that the firms doing the most innovative work don't have to compete with Halliburton and Lockheed for the lion's share of the funding.) Once you've got a healthy, competitive construction industry that knows how to build sustainable projects—and is relying on the government to keep it in business—you've got a political constituency that will fight to ensure that the rebuilding will continue for the next several decades, regardless of who's in power.

Once again, the Roosevelt years offer a guideline for what's possible, and how we might get this done. The conservatives, for their own reasons, have cleared the deck for us to start over. It's up to us to seize the moment, and get it done.

"A Coalition Of Change Agents At The State Level" Will Boost P3s

Cascadia Institute - www.cascadiaprospectus.org

By Ken Orski

Funding infrastructure with private capital, a practice widely used abroad, has had its tentative beginnings here at home, but its domestic long-term future is still clouded. We interviewed a diverse group of individuals of varying political persuasion, on public-private partnerships in U.S. surface transportation. They included state legislators, congressional staffers, senior U.S. DOT officials, state and local transportation officials, members of the two congressionally-chartered transportation commissions, executives of trade and professional associations, and analysts on Wall Street, in think tanks, academia and private consulting firms.

Support for Public-Private Partnerships is Growing

Total reliance on public resources and the fuel tax to fund future investments in transportation infrastructure is no longer a realistic option. Such, in essence, is the considered judgment of a great majority of participants in our survey.

State officials tell us they are embracing private sector financing and tolling not because of any ideological commitment to "privatization" or a philosophic attachment to market-driven solutions but out of sheer fiscal necessity. Increasingly, state departments of transportation are obliged to commit a major part of their tax-supported transportation budgets to preserving, modernizing and replacing existing infrastructure, leaving little money for new construction.

"We are struggling to have enough money to hold together what we have, let alone be able to think about the level of investment that would be needed to provide new infrastructure," Allen Biehler, Secretary of PennDOT told state legislators recently.  

Influential political leaders on Capitol Hill, in state capitals and in the Bush Administration have taken note of the growing need for private investment in infrastructure.  House Speaker Nancy Pelosi (D-CA) (below, left) stated approvingly in an address to the American Public Transportation Association that  "Private investment is playing an increasingly larger role in public infrastructure. Innovative public-private partnerships are appearing around the country, bringing much-needed capital to the table."

Texas Governor Rick Perry, in a keynote speech at the annual meeting of the Texas Transportation Forum, observed  "I am convinced that private dollars, administered through public-private partnerships, are a significant part of the answer to our transportation infrastructure challenge."

As another high-ranking state official told us, "since Congress is not likely to come up with adequate resources to help us meet our future infrastructure needs, we have no option but to move on our own and find new ways of funding our capital needs." The  official in question reflected a widespread sense among state officials and lawmakers we have talked to that  there is little prospect for a substantial increase in federal aid. This judgment  was also shared by Sen. Chuck Hagel (R-NE) at a recent congressional hearing. "The Federal Government," he said, "does not and will not have the resources to meet our future national infrastructure needs."

USDOT and a range of blue-chip advocacy groups have been contributing to the dialogue on infrastructure and PPP. So are many states. In Colorado, Iowa, Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota, Oregon, South Carolina, and Texas, governors and local authorities have convened special commissions to identify new revenue sources for infrastructure investments. In other states, such as Arizona, Nevada, North Carolina, Oklahoma, Washington and Wyoming, special legislative committees are studying "revenue enhancements"  to supplement existing transportation funds. 

"A Coalition Of Change Agents"

"A coalition of change agents at state level will bring about a fundamental reorientation in the way we approach transportation funding," one senior state financial official told us, adding that tolling and private investment will play an increasingly prominent role.

By our count, a total of 22 states are contemplating the use of tolls to support road capacity expansion.  Some of them, such as Florida, Pennsylvania and Texas may resort to long-term concession-based PPPs, while others will choose the more traditional approach of using  tax-exempt debt, design-build contracts, and operation through state departments of transportation or regional public toll authorities. 

Municipal Bond Market Has Limited Potential

However, survey participants pointed out that many state and local governments will be precluded from using the municipal bond market as a financing mechanism because they have reached their statutory debt ceiling or because voters have refused to approve further bond issues.  Moreover, pension funds, a potentially major source of investment capital for infrastructure, do not participate in the municipal bond market because they do not benefit from the munis'  tax-exempt status.

Is Private Capital Really Necessary?

Not all of our survey participants were convinced that future infrastructure investments will require private capital. Some of those we consulted suggested that the nation's future transportation needs could be met by raising the federal fuel tax or through new federal financing initiatives. The former option, they said, has never been taken off the table and will most likely figure in the transportation reauthorization proposal shepherded by Rep. Jim Oberstar (D-MN). The latter option includes the National Infrastructure Bank (S. 1926 and HR 3401) championed by Sens. Christopher Dodd (D-CT) and Hagel, and the "Build America Bonds" program (S. 2021) proposed by Sens. John Thune (R-SD) and  Ron Wyden (D-OR, below at left). Both initiatives  would create a de facto national capital budget  that could be used  to fund "qualified public works projects of  regional or national significance." 

The NIB proposal has gained political traction by receiving the support of presidential candidate Barack Obama and House Majority Leader Pelosi.  

But many survey participants pointed out that the extra revenue generated by a gas tax increase - even assuming that such a tax increase would pass muster with the tax-writing congressional committees and obtain a filibuster-proof majority support in the Senate - would be largely consumed by demands for preservation and reconstruction of the existing highway network and by escalating construction costs, leaving little  capital for new construction. 

Besides, the federal program contributes only about 40 percent of the capital cost of transportation infrastructure. The remaining 60 percent comes from state and local budgets, and there is no guarantee that local jurisdictions would be able to meet their part of the bargain. 

As for the new federal financing initiatives, their revenue - $60 billion over 10 years in the case of the National Infrastructure Bank and  $50 billion in the case of the Build America Bonds program - would hardly suffice to make up for decades of underinvestment.

These bills could only fund a small fraction of the infrastructure deficit - a deficit that the American Society of Civil Engineers  estimates at  $1.6 trillion.  "A federal-centric approach does not offer an adequate long- term solution to closing the huge infrastructure funding gap,"  summed up one respected think tank analyst.  

Overall Verdict For PPPs Is Positive

Overall, our survey participants thought that  tolling, private equity capital and long-term concession-based public-private partnerships will play a significant role in  the nation's efforts to expand infrastructure capacity. The circumstances which they believe are driving states to partner with the private sector are largely fiscal in nature. They include declining tax revenues flowing into the Highway Trust Fund due to  improvements in vehicle fuel economy and a possible slowdown in the growth of vehicle-miles traveled (VMTs); public opposition to higher fuel taxes; and the sheer magnitude of the infrastructure deficit which overwhelmes the bonding capacity of state and local governments. But motivation to partner with the private sector also includes recognition of some positive benefits of private sector involvement, such as willingness of private concessionaires  to contribute equity capital, do the job faster, introduce innovation and assume operating and financial risks.  

As several elected officials have pointed out to us, engaging  the private sector in the task of modernizing the nation’s infrastructure may be the best way to ensure the continued growth of the nation’s transportation capacity without imposing an unacceptable fiscal burden on American taxpayers or burdening future generations with further debt.

The viability of the partnership model depends, of course, on the willingness of the private sector to invest in public infrastructure assets. On that score there appears to be little doubt. Our inquiry has revealed an impressive number of private equity funds (72 by one count) dedicated to investments in infrastructure. In the aggregate, they are estimated to have raised in excess of $120 billion. After leveraging the estimated equity capital pool through bank loans and the capital markets, the infrastructure funds could support investments in the range of $340 to $600 billion.

Skepticism About PPPs Persists

Skepticism about PPPs and questions about the proper role of the private sector in infrastructure development persist. The two-year moratorium on PPPs in Texas and strong opposition to the "monetization" of the New Jersy Turnpike  have been vivid reminders of the continued opposition to tolling and private sector involvement.  A more recent example has been the failure of two bills in the California legislature to establish an Office of Public-Private Partnerships to promote PPPs among local agencies (AB 2278), and to authorize state agencies to enter into public private partnerships to support infrastructure development (AB 2600).

Further evidence of anti-PPP sentiments comes from public employee unions.  The Service Employees International Union (SEIU) has been particularly aggressive in its campaign to police  the authority of states' employee pension funds to invest in private equity companies - a major  source of  investment capital for public-private partnerships. Having failed in this effort in California, the union has switched its attention to the state of Washington. Among the union's demands is that the State Investment Board (SIB) which manages public pension money, weigh the private equity companies' "corporate behavior" before it could invest in them. By prevailing in its demands, the union would, for all practical purposes, deprive public-private infrastructure partnerships of a major source of investment capital.   

Opposition to PPPs Has Many Faces

Much of the opposition to public-private partnerships is motivated by a belief that the public interest demands strong public oversight over investment decisions relating to public infrastructure. Advocates of this point of view in Congress and elsewhere argue that the national road system is "a public good" that should be provided and maintained by the public sector to serve the public interest. They contend that a series of private toll concessions would lead to "cherry picking," resulting in a patchwork of uncoordinated facilities that would undermine the integrity and connectivity of a national highway network. PPP opponents are particularly critical of contractual "non-compete" provisions, diversion of upfront lump-sum lease payments to non-transportation purposes and  long-term leases of existing toll facilities. Referring to the 99-year lease of the Chicago Skyway and the 75-year lease of the Indiana Toll Road, Sen. Jeff Bingaman (D-NM, at right), chairman of the Subcommittee on Infrastructure of the Senate Finance Committee observed,  "I think we ought to reconsider the perverse incentive that the tax code creates for such long leases...If current depreciation rules lead to forms of investment that we judge to contravene public policy, then the Finance Committee should consider changing those rules...".

These concerns are legitimate and need to be addressed, observed the participants in our survey, noting that recent concession proposals provide for strong safeguards to protect the public interest.  But opposition to private sector involvement is motivated by more than just an altruistic desire "to protect the public interest." Rather, we have found that it is fueled by a complex mix of motives. Some people are concerned that a widespread use of PPPs would shift more power over infrastructure development to the states and weaken the federal role in transportation. 

Congressional lawmakers are opposed to PPPs because they suspect private sector involvement would lead to an erosion of congressional control over public investment decisions and reduce opportunities for earmarking. 

Public employee unions worry that transportation facilities under private management would lead to a loss of union jobs and prevent unions from organizing workers at those facilities. The trucking industry fears that private road concessions would lead to rapidly escalating tolls.

And some Beltway interest groups and lobbyists are concerned that private sector involvement would decentralize decisionmaking to the states and lessen their ability to influence the transportation program at the federal level. To the extent that many of the public-private partnerships are likely to involve foreign entities, there is also concern - justified or not - about foreign control of strategic transportation assets. 

PPPs at the Crossroads

There are well founded speculations that Congress may attempt to assert oversight over public-private partnerships and place conditions on long-term toll road concession agreements, ostensibly "to protect the public interest."  The House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee is rumored to consider establishing a regulatory commission to oversee public private partnerships.  An influential member of the Senate Finance Committee has raised the possibility of amending the federal tax code to prohibit "excessively long" concession lease terms. Some interest groups in the trucking industry and public employee unions may be expected to vigorously applaud congressional moves to assert oversight and impose regulatory restraints on PPPs. There are indications that the National Transportation Infrastructure Finance Commission also will recommend certain legislative restrictions on private toll road concessions.

Whether efforts to rein in PPPs will come to pass, and if they do, how onerous the restrictions will be, remains an open question. So far, there have been few signs of any organized attempts by PPP proponents to change congressional minds. Ongoing advocacy efforts of various PPP coalitions appear fragmented and uncoordinated. This may change as we draw closer to the reauthorization deadline and as the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee makes its intentions better known by releasing a preliminary legislative proposal (next February, we are told). Of particular importance at that time will be the posture of the governors and state legislatures. Will they go along with recommendations for federal controls over PPPs or will they assert the right to determine for themselves the conditions of locally negotiated partnership agreements? Above all, will the current level of experience with long-term concession-based public-private partnerships offer state officials and legislators sufficient confidence and comfort level to champion this novel approach in the face of determined congressional and labor union opposition?

How this complex interplay of political forces will eventually play out in the post-election environment may ultimately determine whether the private sector will become a major partner in the efforts to renew the country’s transportation infrastructure. Or will private capital (especially foreign capital), faced with mounting legal restrictions and regulatory barriers in the U.S., turn its attention to investment opportunities abroad and deprive fiscally strapped state and local governments of much needed resources to modernize and expand America's infrastructure? That is the bottom-line question.










