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East Riverside Master Planning

It’s not too late to share your vision for the future of the E. Riverside Corridor!  

You can let us know what you think is appropriate for the E. Riverside Corridor now and in the future by taking an online survey, which is a condensed version of the questionnaire and Visual Preferences Survey completed at the meeting last Wednesday.

To find out more about the E. Riverside Corridor Master Planning process go to: http://eastriversidecorridor.com
You can also go directly to the English version of the survey: http://www.ci.austin.tx.us/ERC_survey/erc_survey1.cfm
and to the Spanish version of the survey: http://www.ci.austin.tx.us/ERC_survey/erc_survey1_sp.cfm
The online surveys will be available until Wednesday, Oct. 1, 2008.

Urban Rail and Mobility

City of Austin planning staff conducted 7 public meetings in addition to focus group meetings with stakeholder groups regarding the current status of plans for urban rail and mobility downtown.  To view the plan go to http://www.ci.austin.tx.us/downtown/
In addition, staff will post in the next day or two possible street profiles looking at priority uses for key streets and how they will handle pedestrian, bicycle, bus, rail, and car traffic.

www.ci.austin.tx.us/downtown/dap_urban_rail.htm
Rail 4 Real – Earth Summit

On Thursday, Sept. 25, at 7pm

The Campus Environmental Center will host UT professor Sinclair Black, UTA Vice President Pat Clubb, and Capital Metro’s Lucy Galbraith to discuss how rail connects the University of Texas campus to the rest of the rail system.  The panel and students will discuss the preferred rail alignment on San Jacinto as well as other options such as moving the alignment to Speedway, a lop around campus or possible additional lines to connect west campus. For more information, visit www.rail4real.org.

UT Students Ignite Streetcar Passions

Austin Chronicle

SEPTEMBER 19, 2008: NEWS

BY KATHERINE GREGOR

Rail 4 Real, a University of Texas student group advocating for rail transit to serve the UT campus, held its kickoff event Sept. 10. An audience of about 100 students, faculty, and others heard an overview of the Austin streetcar system recommended by the city's ROMA consultant team, followed by a panel discussion and Q&A session.

"It's refreshing to see a fresh group of faces" excited about transit issues, noted panel moderator John Langmore. Allied student groups organizing the event included UT's Urban Development Society, the Campus Environmental Center, and student government. Generating strong interest was the discussion over whether the campus streetcar alignment should run along San Jacinto, as desired by UT's administration; on the more central Speedway; or on Guadalupe.

Dramatizing the passions sometimes ignited by transit and sustainability issues was an alleged assault by Skip Cameron, who sits on the Coalition on Sustainable Trans­porta­tion executive committee with Jim Skaggs and Travis Co. Commissioner Gerald Daugh­erty. Already agitated, Camer­on was asked by UT student Greg Anderson, who had helped organize the event, to desist from distributing outside materials (promoting a different transportation approach), in accordance with university policy. When Cameron refused, Anderson asked him repeatedly to leave. According to eyewitnesses, Cameron grabbed the student around the throat and pushed him against a limestone wall, desisting when transit advocate Glenn Gadbois and others intervened. University Police subsequently took Cameron into custody, but Anderson chose not to press charges. According to the incident report, police issued Cameron a criminal trespass warning. Cameron says he had simply been defending himself after Anderson grabbed his arm and tried to take his handouts.

Capital Metro Executive Vice President Doug Allen presented ROMA's recommendations for a rail system; the transit authority is developing a detailed follow-up proposal. Panel participants included Austin Mayor Pro Tem Brewster McCracken; Texas state Rep. Mike Krusee; Fritz Steiner, UT dean of architecture; Bob Harkins, UT associate vice president for campus safety and security; and Austin Chamber of Commerce representative Brandon Janes. McCracken, Krusee, Steiner, and Janes sit on the Transit Working Group, which is expected to review Cap Metro's proposal to the Capital Area Metropolitan Planning Organization in Novem­ber; an authorizing voter referendum also would be required, possibly next May. When Lang­more asked, "Who would vote to expand our rail system today?" nearly everyone in the student-packed room raised a hand. But the rail-friendly Janes warned, "We need to be realistic about the ability to sell this very substantial investment to the community in general." As he characterized the attitude of some voters: "I don't want to pay $600 million to haul around a bunch of yuppies."

Noting that the rail line would be electricity-powered, McCracken (who also serves on Cap Metro's board) referenced the leap in the agency's diesel-fuel bill, between the 2007 and 2008 budgets, from $11 million to $25 million. He also stated that Houston now has 50,000 rail riders a day – the No. 2 ridership in the U.S.

Harkins said Cap Metro shuttle buses serving the campus already carry 7 million passengers annually. "We want rail to link places where students live to the campus," he said, referencing Riverside Drive, West Campus, and Cameron Road. But UT representatives have said previously that UT will not be a financial partner in the streetcar project unless it gets service to its Pickle campus in North Austin, targeted for future development. "It's got to be viewed as a regional rail system," Harkins emphasized.

Objected Krusee, "UT said, 'We don't want to pay one dime!'" Enjoying the freedoms of an official not running for re-election, he continued irreverently, "'And we don't want to talk about where it's going to go, because it's going to go on San Jacinto! For reasons we don't want to talk about!'" Criticizing UT, he also called the nearby stretch of Waller Creek through campus "a stinkin' pit!"

"What I'd really like to have is a circulator that goes all the way around campus," Har­kins allowed, after reasserting UT's choice of San Jacinto. "A loop that goes down Guada­lupe would be great." Dean Steiner agreed: "The ideal solution in my view is a loop." Steiner encouraged the audience to study the "beautiful" campus master plan, which shows a pedestrian mall now estimated at $110 million for Speedway and designates San Jacinto for future rail service. "One hundred ten million dollars so people can have a better sidewalk?" Krusee jibed. "Why don't we have an open debate? Why don't we appoint a panel to really look at this thing?" His comments were greeted by audience applause.

Bus Drivers Cry Foul Over 'Union-Busting Tactic'

Austin Chronicle

SEPTEMBER 19, 2008

BY LEE NICHOLS

As of this writing, Capital Metro's bus drivers and mechanics are still on the job, but they're not happy about it. Over the past week, both sides in negotiations between the transit agency and the drivers' union have hurled plenty of bluster, but both insist they don't want a strike.

On Sept. 12, StarTran – the personnel subcontractor that Capital Metro must use because state law forbids negotiation with unions while federal law requires it – issued a "final" contract offer to Amalgamated Transit Union Local 1091. The key contrast between this offer and the previous one is smaller pay raises to accommodate phasing in of increased health-care deductibles (as opposed to immediate deductible increases, which the union worried would hit employees too hard).

"This final proposal addresses the main issues ATU 1091 raised with our previous offer," said StarTran General Manager Terry Garcia Crews in a press release. "We remain focused on ensuring the long-term sustainability of the public transportation system while offering a very competitive compensation and benefits package. It is time for the union to accept this offer and end our community's fear about a possible work stoppage." Just for PR sake, the release also noted that AISD bus drivers make considerably less than Cap Metro's, and a first-year AISD teacher earns less than most city bus drivers.

Shop steward Bill Kweder fired back in a statement that AISD drivers have very different responsibilities and probably should be paid more, and ridiculed the comparison to teachers. "[Teachers] truly deserve better," Kweder wrote. "But driving and teaching are not similar in any way. For that matter, why not compare the wages of bus drivers to professional athletes?"

The union complained that the offer still contains a proposed two-tier wage scale that would raise new employees' pay slower than that of current workers. "This is a classic union-busting tactic," said ATU 1091 President Jay Wyatt. "StarTran wants new employees to make less and put them against the union for agreeing to less wages."

Finally, the union attacked Capital Metro's new commuter rail, which should begin operations later this year or early 2009, as a cause of the transit agency's current labor situation. "Capital Metro is broke," Kweder wrote in a letter to ATU members. "The entire commuter rail project has been the big lie from the beginning. The voters bought into it because they were given a thirty million dollar price. ... With what we know about the cost overruns in the project the true cost has to be over 100 million dollars." And the proposed new Downtown streetcar system is only adding to the problem, Kweder said, charging that its price tag "will make the cost of commuter rail seem a pittance by comparison."

Capital Metro spokeswoman Misty Whited replied that the expenses from commuter rail are separate from salary money sent to StarTran. For StarTran's part, Crews said that her company must keep costs down to remain competitive with other subcontractors that might want a piece of the Capital Metro pie (Cap Metro also does employee subcontracting with First Transit and Veolia, which handle some of the fixed routes and the UT shuttle service).

As for the "union-busting tactics," Crews said: "We are rewarding performance. If a driver has no accidents and a good record, they can get to the top pay tier in three and a half years instead of seven."

Capital Metro’s new fare structure effective on October 13th. 

Capital Metro Press Release

Summary of Fares

· Local bus fare $0.75 (other cash fares and daily passes adjusted proportionally)

· Local Day Pass $1.50

· Express $1.50

· MetroRail Adult (1 Zone $1.00, 2 Zones $1.50)

· All Services Day Pass $3.00

· Stored Value Card ($15.00 value) for $12.00 (formerly half-priced farecard)

· Adult 31-day pass $18.00 for local service; $36.00 for an All Services pass

· Adult 7-Day Local Metro Pass $7.00

· Dillo fare $0.50 (2 hour pass) & $5.00 for a 31-day pass

· RideShare monthly pass $45.00

· STS-certified individuals, seniors (65 and older), disability fare card holders, children under six, and law enforcement, fire and military personnel in uniform ride free on Local, `Dillos, Express, and MetroRail

· STS 10-ride Ticket Book $7.00

· STS monthly pass $22.50

· Reduced fare (`Dillos $.25, FRS $.35, Express & Rail $.75)

· Students 18 years and under with student ID

· Active duty and reserve military personnel with ID

In fall 2010, local bus fare increases to $1.00 with proportional increases to other fares

More information on the new fare structure, including answers to frequently asked questions can be found at: http://www.capmetro.org/fares.asp
Austin most expensive Texas city for parking

Austin Business Journal

Wednesday, September 17, 2008

by A.J. Mistretta ABJ Staff

Having trouble finding inexpensive parking in and around downtown Austin? You’re not alone.

A new national study shows Austin is among the top 20 most expensive cities in North America for daily parking, and by far the most expensive in Texas.

The Parking in America report from the National Parking Association ranks Austin the 15th most-expensive city on the continent for daily parking, with a rate of $19.50. The only other Texas city to rank among the top 50 in daily parking rates is Houston, with a rate of $17.75. The Capital City also ranks high in short-term parking with a rate of $8 for the first hour. That’s the 12th highest in the country, tied with San Diego, Miami and Calgary, Alberta.

First-hour rates in other Texas cities are: Houston, $6.50; Fort Worth, $5.75; Dallas, $5.25; El Paso, $5; San Antonio, $4.50.

There is some good news for regular parkers. Austin’s monthly rate for an unreserved space is $116, making it the 48th most expensive city on that front. Houston has the most expensive monthly rate in Texas at $169, followed by Dallas at $136.

The most expensive city in the country for monthly parking? New York gets that honor with a monthly rate of $479. The Big Apple is followed by Boston at $437 a month and Honolulu at $389.

Market Pricing for Parking

Parking Today

September 15, 2008

By Don Norte

By Donald Shoup

A Planner Says NO to Market Pricing

By Don Norte

High gas prices, housing affordability, health care and global warming are issues of the day across the country. California is no different.

What is different is that congestion in our cities is a growing problem.

San Francisco south of Market Street is becoming a mini city where pedestrians are seen by the dozens during the day in an area that was pretty much isolated because a big slice was taken away by the freeway, despite its relative proximity to nearby Union Square.

The same is true in Los Angeles, where downtown and Hollywood are squeezing housing into plots of land that would not have been allowed 10 or 15 years ago.

Economic development in Long Beach, Santa Monica, San Diego, Pasadena, Cathedral City and Glendale are producing some of the first large-scale mixed-use projects seen in Southern California.

The trend in the state is definitely tipping toward increasing density and reducing parking requirements for developers. For city planners, this is a mixed blessing, because transportation projects for mass transit have not kept pace with the dollars coming from Washington, DC, for freeway expansions.

The result is not very surprising, that traffic congestion is more of a problem. It hits harder in the pocketbook for some people - those who can't afford to live closer to where they work. And for the most part, with the sluggish and uncertain future of the economy, this will not change for quite a few years, maybe decades.

This brings us to ask the questions is density good for our cities, and are we doing enough to invest in our transportation infrastructure to support increased density? Are we easing parking requirements too much, expecting that cities will be able to transform into "urban villages?" Well, yes and no.

The trend in planning seems to be that cities are adopting policies to reduce parking requirements in certain neighborhoods in concert with economic development. The policies are largely influenced by a movement of urban planners, developers and academic experts. High on the lists is the very highly touted UCLA professor, Donald Shoup, whose book, called "The High Cost of Free Parking," has received worldwide applause.

It's hard to disagree with the methodology that the cost of parking affects parking habits and that by making street parking more expensive, the demand will shift to either off-street garages, if they are available, or to mass transit.

The "Shoupista" approach implies that all cities can adopt policies that eliminate the demand for parking if they raise prices. In actuality and practice, the theory does not take into account the demographics and differences in geography that make cities unique.

We should start by looking at the foundations of city planning where density can work to the benefit of the population. The role of land use regulation used to be based on the theories of concentric rings, where density was encouraged at the core of the city and became less dense as it radiated out.

The problem is that the current application of this methodology was not coordinated regionally with the type of development known as sprawl.

California needs to take a step back and address the traffic and congestion problems in some sort of coordinated fashion. At the next election, Californians will consider ballot propositions for transportation on the state and county levels. High-speed rail is being discussed in Sacramento once again, despite budget cuts. Los Angeles County is considering raising its sales tax to fund capital projects such as the metro expansion.

The message is that decision makers need to strike the right balance of applying the Shoup approach to the reality of having a mass-transit system that is efficient enough to support the density that is being allowed. This is going to be a delicate balance and the cooperation of intergovernmental agencies or bodies that can make sure density is running at the same pace as mass-transit development.

Once a city or region has achieved transportation efficiency by accommodating the number of trips generated by the appropriate mode of travel, then the option of reducing minimum parking requirements across the board can truly become a positive and cost-effective solution for our policymakers.

Don Norte works for the West Hollywood (CA) Department of Public Works and has been a city planner for almost 20 years. He can be reached at dnorte@weho.org.

The Professor Says YES

By Donald Shoup

Don Norte raises two important questions: (1) what is the right price for curb parking, and (2) how many off-street parking spaces should cities require for every land use.

The right price for curb parking will not "eliminate the demand for parking," as Norte suggests. Rather, the right price for curb parking will balance demand with supply and will eliminate the shortage of curb parking. The price that eliminates a shortage of curb parking will depend on the time of day, day of the week, demographics, and many other factors.

We can call this balance between the varying demand for parking and the fixed supply of curb spaces the Goldilocks Principle of Parking Prices: The price is too high if too many spaces are vacant, and too low if no spaces are vacant. When only a few spaces are vacant, the price is just right, and everyone will see that curb parking is both well-used and readily available. Can anyone recommend a better price? Can anyone recommend a better way to set prices for curb parking?

Norte's second point is that cities need to set off-street parking requirements for every land use. Some planners and politicians seem to think that reducing minimum parking requirements is social engineering intended to get people out of their cars. In reality, minimum parking requirements are social engineering that gets people into their cars. If there is free parking at both the origin and the destination of every trip, why not drive everywhere?

Reducing off-street parking requirements is not a risky intervention in the markets for land and transportation. Off-street parking requirements are a risky intervention in the markets for land and transportation.

Every developer knows that cities' minimum parking requirements are often the real limit to urban density. Minimum parking requirements often force developers to provide more parking than they would voluntarily provide, or smaller buildings than the zoning allows. Off-street parking requirements do not promote a walkable and sustainable city. Instead, off-street parking requirements promote a drivable and unsustainable city.

If West Hollywood or any other city waits until there is excellent public transit before it reduces its off-street parking requirements, most people will continue to drive everywhere, even if Santa Claus miraculously builds the transit system.

If planners insist that cities must have good public transit before they can reduce their off-street parking requirements for every land use, cities will never get good public transit. The smartest step cities can take is to convert all their minimum parking requirements into maximum parking limits, without changing any of the numbers.

After all, if a city has decided that the minimum parking requirement is "enough" for every land use, the city should prevent developers from providing more than enough. Minimum parking requirements, with no maximum, imply that cities care only about having enough parking spaces, and that there can never be too many.

Consider the diametrically opposed approaches in the Los Angeles and San Francisco CBDs: L.A. requires parking, while San Francisco restricts it. For a concert hall, Los Angeles requires, as a minimum, 50 times more parking spaces than San Francisco allows as the maximum. This difference in planning helps to explain why downtown San Francisco is much more exciting and livable than downtown Los Angeles. If physicians in one city prescribed bloodletting and physicians in another city prescribed blood transfusion to treat the same disease, everybody would demand to know what was going on. But when city planners in different cities do essentially the same thing with planning for parking, nobody questions the contradiction.

City planners have no professional expertise or training to set parking requirements. They don't know how much parking spaces cost at any site, and they don't know how the parking requirements affect development or the transportation system. City planners also know little about the effects of parking requirements, but they are expected to know exactly how many parking spaces are required for every land use.

For example, West Hollywood requires 10 parking spaces per 1,000 square feet of floor area for a health club. Since parking lots and structures average at least 300 square feet of floor area per parking space, the required parking spaces occupy at least three times as much space as the health club. How much does this parking requirement add to the cost of the health club, and how much does it increase the incentive to drive to the health club? Nobody knows.

In trying to foretell the demand for parking, urban planners resemble the Wizard of Oz, deceived by his own tricks. No one should blame planners for dispensing the elixir of ample free parking, however, because everyone wants to park free. Nevertheless, planners can be faulted for their pretension to special skills in dealing with parking. Planners cannot predict parking demand any better than the Wizard of Oz could give the Scarecrow brains or send Dorothy back to Kansas.

A generation ago, many planners and politicians opposed market solutions to public problems almost as a matter of principle, but even skeptics who still doubt the merits of market prices for other public services can in good conscience recommend charging them for parking.

If cities underprice curb parking, they must require off-street parking everywhere - imposing enormous costs on the economy and the environment. Planners can and should regulate the quality of parking, but they should deregulate or limit its quantity. Instead of planning without prices, we can let prices do the planning.

Donald Shoup is professor of urban planning at UCLA and author of "The High Cost of Free Parking." He can be reached at shoup@ucla.edu.

Driving Versus Public Transit Costs

Planetizen

Todd Litman

15 September 2008

I often hear debates over the costs of different modes of transportation, particularly between driving and public transit travel. Rising fuel prices have made public transit more attractive for some trips, boosting ridership, but critics point out that for most trips, transit fares are still comparable with fuel costs (for example, at $4 a gallon, fuel costs about $2 for a typical 10-mile trip, comparable to a bus fare in a typical city), and generally take longer. It is therefore legitimate to ask whether public transit really saves money.

The correct answer is "it depends." Although fuel costs are generally about equal to bus fares for a typical 10-mile trip, vehicle operation also imposes "mileage based depreciation costs" (vehicle wear-and-tear, including tire replacement costs, additional maintenance and repairs, and reduced resale value), so there are modest vehicle cost savings overall. For example, a 10-mile trip typically costs about $4 in total vehicle operating costs, which is more than typical bus fares. If the vehicle is fuel inefficient, or the trip requires tolls or paid parking at the destination, then financial savings are much greater, often totalling several dollars each day a commuter shifts to public transit. If commuting by public transit allows a household to reduce its vehicle ownership (for example, to get by with one rather than two cars), the savings are much larger, typically totalling a few thousand dollars annually.

To put this into perspective, if a typical household shifts from driving everywhere (what we call, automobile dependency) to multi-modalism (using a combination of travel modes) and so is able shed one vehicle, the savings typically average about $5,000 annually. If these savings were invested each year over a typical 45 year working career, the household will retire about a million dollars wealthier. In the case of my own households, transportation cost savings are financing our son`s tuition to an elete university.

Yes, it is true that for many trips, automobile travel takes less time and is more flexible than public transit. However, the travel time cost analysis is somewhat more complex, as discussed in the "Travel Time Costs" chapter of my study, Transportation Cost and Benefit Analysis. Unit travel time costs vary significant, with higher costs for driving under congested conditions, higher costs for public transit under uncomfortable conditions, and lower costs for public transit travel under relatively comfortable conditions. As a result, under urban peak conditions, travel on a comfortable transit vehicle (such as a clean and uncrowded bus or train) is often cheaper per minute than driving. In other words, many travelers would prefer to spend 40 minutes traveling on a comfortable bus or train, during which they can rest or read, than 30 minutes fighting traffic and searching for a parking spot. This has important implications, because it suggests that much of the money currently being spent to increase traffic speeds, for example, by widening urban highways, could be better spent on improving public transit travel conditions and therefore unit costs. This is discussed in the article, Valuing Transit Service Quality Improvements (Journal of Public Transportation, Vol. 11, No. 2, Spring 2008, pp. 43-64).

It is also important to consider "effective speed," the total time devoted to travel and paying for transport equipment and services. A typical household spends about 20% of its total expenditures on automobile, so a typical worker is spending about 90 minutes a day driving and another 90 minutes a day working to earn money to pay for their vehicle, so the effective speed is about half the perceived average driving speed. If shifting to public transit allows a household to reduce its vehicle ownership, the financial savings and effective travel time savings can be substantial.

Is transit cost effective from society's perspective? Virtually all forms of motorized transportation rely on various subsidies (roads and services funded through general taxes, parking facilities financed through general taxes and incorporated into development costs and therefore building rents, accident risk imposed on other road users, and pollution emissions). Compared with the full costs of accommodating additional urban-peak automobile trips, accommodating the same trips by public transit is often much cheaper overall, but conventional project evaluation only considers a portion of total costs. For example, when comparing transit and highway investments, transportation agencies generally ignore the parking cost savings that result when travelers shift from automobile to public transit. Similarly, conventional economic evaluation ignores the household cost saving that result when public transit improvements allow household to reduce their vehicle ownership.
Although it is not optimal to shift all travel from automobile to public transit, for many trips it is cost effective, particularly when all costs are considered.

For more information see:

"Transportation Cost and Benefit Analysis" (http://www.vtpi.org/tca),

"Evaluating Public Transit Benefits and Costs" (www.vtpi.org/tranben.pdf). 

"Smart Congestion Reductions II: Reevaluating The Role Of Public Transit For Improving Urban Transportation" (www.vtpi.org/cong_reliefII.pdf). 

Swedish Gree Train Project Breaks Speed Barrier

Treehugger.com

09.15.08

By April Streeter

Swedes want their future trains to do a lot - go faster (at least up to 250 kilometers per hour, 50 Kph faster than the current X2000) using less energy; easily navigate stretches of bad tracks and sleety, snowy weather; be pretty and comfortable, AND cost less to operate. And oh yeah, they should do it by 2015.

Green Train breaks two Swedish speed records

To achieve those goals, the Swedish Railway Group is counting on a two-car electric-driven (Swedish electricity is mostly from hydro and nuclear) train type called Regina (Swedish designed from Canadian company Bombardier) retroffited with better bogies (wheel-carrying chassis) and noise-proofing to be faster, energy-efficient and comfy. One reason the country wants to get ahead in fast trains is because of the great (somewhat empty) distances between different population centers. Another is that the government realizes it needs to reduce the cost of fast, efficient train travel to compete with low-cost airlines. This summer the hyped-up Reginas got lots of testing, and last weekend broke two previous Swedish records (287 and 295 Kph) by travelling at 303 kilometers per hour. Poor Regina didn't get anywhere near the global record, however.

The world's fastest train is currently the Japanese JR Maglev (magnetic levitation train), which has clocked speeds of 581 km/h.

Conventional train tracks, cheaper than planes

The Swedes have more modest goals - they want their trains to run on conventional European tracks but to be faster and more efficient than the norm. They also want popularity. Some Swedes eschew the train because they can generally get somewhere domestically faster and also cheaper by plane.

In Europe low-cost airlines are still sprouting like crab grass, though passenger numbers on the planes are said to be falling - the International Air Travel Association (IATA) "premium" travel fell about 10% over March and April compared with a year earlier. High-speed rail company Eurostar saw passenger numbers rise about 18 percent the first half of this year compared to 2007.

The Next Little Thing?

The New York Times

Published: September 10, 2008

By STEVEN KURUTZ

Stephanie Diani for The New York Times

LITTLE HOUSE ON THE FREEWAY Jay Shafer took his 90-square-foot house on tour this summer, rolling along a Los Angeles highway.

IN his 20s, Michael Janzen made pottery and lived in a cabin in rural California that he estimates was “about the size of a two-car garage.” After he married, he went into Web design for a bank, and now at 40 has all the trappings of a successful homeowner: in-ground pool, maid service, a yard landscaped with Japanese black pine bonsai trees. His 1,800-square-foot home in Fair Oaks, Calif., a one-story model by Streng Brothers, midcentury builders in the Eichler mold, is of a kind coveted by fans of modern design.


Some homeowners are using their new little houses as offices or retreats, like the 80-square-foot one owned by Michael Janzen.

So why has Mr. Janzen spent the summer building an 80-square-foot “tiny house” out of free stuff he found on Craigslist?

There he is on nights and weekends, designing a floor plan whose dimensions are measured not in feet but inches, nailing scavenged wood pallets together for the frame, or fixing up an old trailer to serve as the foundation. The initial reaction from his wife, Julia: “Is this a Unabomber building?”

Not exactly. According to Mr. Janzen, he came to the realization that “I don’t want this life — the life of someone who’s working too hard to pay a large mortgage to live in this house.” The catalyst, he said, was watching the value of his home plummet with the rest of the real estate market, while the time and money required to maintain the property only increased. “The energy cost is enormous,” he said, “and the bigger your property gets, the more there is to do.”

Which is why Mr. Janzen has become interested in the small house movement, whose adherents believe in minimizing one’s footprint — structural as well as carbon — by living in spaces that are smaller than 1,000 square feet and, in some cases, smaller than 100. Tiny houses have been a fringe curiosity for a decade or more, but devotees believe the concept’s time has finally arrived.

“It’s a very exciting moment,” said Shay Salomon, a green builder in Tucson, Ariz., and the author of “Little House on a Small Planet” (Lyons Press, 2006), “because it feels like a chapter of American history might be ending, the chapter called ‘Bigger is Better.’ I’m not the Gallup poll, but I hear the same story over and over: We got rid of that big house, and now I have time to see my husband. Before, we used to work all week and then we’d spend the weekend on the house.”

Gregory Paul Johnson, a founder of the Small House Society in Iowa City, said that the notion of very small houses becoming popular was “an absurdity” five years ago. “But there are so many powerful forces at work right now,” he added, “like rising energy costs and the mortgage crisis. I think people want small homes because they cost less to purchase, maintain, heat.”

In July, Mr. Johnson, who lives in a 140-square-foot house made by the Tumbleweed Tiny House Company of Sebastopol, Calif., took to the road to promote his vision of living small, along with Jay Shafer, Tumbleweed’s founder. The two men drove from Victoria, British Columbia, to San Diego, pulling Mr. Shafer’s house behind them on a trailer. (Tiny houses, which rarely have foundations, are often built on trailers.)

Along the way they stopped to hold workshops and give (very brief) home tours. Some events drew hundreds of people. “It seems like everybody is fascinated by the idea of living in a tiny house,” said Mr. Shafer, who started Tumbleweed eight years ago. “But for a long time, I was just selling the dream.”

His business is still modest, but in the past year Mr. Shafer has sold five houses and 50 sets of plans, up from a yearly average of one house. The houses range in size from about 70 to nearly 800 square feet, cost $20,000 to $90,000 to build, and resemble birdhouses: boxy shape, wood siding and high, pitched roof.

Other builders also report increased demand. Brad Kittel, owner of Tiny Texas Houses in Luling, Tex., said he had built 10 homes this year, up from four in all of 2007.

In recent years, small dwellings have begun to get the high-design treatment, which could attract more people. The London-based designer Nina Tolstrup built the 388-square-foot Tiny Beach Chalet, which has drawn attention on design blogs. One of the stars of the Museum of Modern Art’s current exhibit on prefabricated houses is the Micro Compact Home, a 73-square-foot cube by the British architect Richard Horden.

“When you build small you can spend money on higher-quality materials,” said Jared Volpe, a Web designer in North Ferrisburgh, Vt., who runs the blog smallhousestyle.com. Mr. Volpe said he is often amazed at how aesthetically pleasing many of the latest small homes are. In the year since he started his blog he has received increasing numbers of e-mail messages from people interested in small homes — a trend he attributes in part to the poor economy. “People will need to heat their 3,000-square-foot house this winter, and it’s going to cost double of what it did a few years ago,” he said.

For Mr. Janzen, a tiny house is not an immediate solution to his frustrations with large-scale living; he has no intention of cramming his wife and young daughter into 80 square feet. Instead, he plans to use the structure as an office, or park it on his in-laws’ farm as a weekend retreat, a more traditional use for tiny houses. But he will treat it as an “intellectual exercise,” he said, that will allow him to develop “an idea of the other extreme of size.”

“I’ll have a sense of where the balance is,” he added — a sense that he hopes will help his family decide on a reasonable goal for downsizing, something he is eager to do soon. “We bought this house, I think, for prestige,” he said, sounding chastened.

But while Mr. Janzen is dabbling with tiny living, others are plunging in. Tara Flannery, a 25-year-old college student in Seattle, plans to move within the next few months from the Craftsman-style two-story house she shares with roommates into a Tumbleweed house. The decision was largely financial.

“I wanted to buy my own place by 30, and the way the housing market is going that’s not going to happen,” she said, referring to the tightening credit market and the fact that home prices remain high in Seattle, despite the mortgage crisis.

In a way, Ms. Flannery’s tiny house, which will be about 100 square feet with a sleeping loft and will cost roughly $40,000, is a modern twist on the starter homes of the 1950s suburbs; it offers her a way into home ownership, of a sort, without the debilitating costs. “I can spend my money traveling instead,” she said.

It’s an unencumbered lifestyle that Dee Williams, a hazardous waste inspector an hour away in Olympia, Wash., has embraced. Four years ago, she sold her 1,500-square-foot bungalow in Portland, Ore., and downsized to an 84-square-foot house made of knotty pine that she built herself for $10,000 and parked in a friend’s backyard, where she lives free in exchange for helping her friend with chores. (She bathes in the friend’s house because her bathroom doesn’t have a shower, though most tiny houses do have both a shower and a toilet.)

Ms. Williams, 45, said that before the move, “I was an environmentalist, but not a very dedicated one.” She built her house, which she outfitted with solar panels and propane heating, both to “walk the talk” of eco-consciousness and “to unshackle myself from a mortgage and doing repairs.” Although last year, like most Americans, she saw a sharp rise in her monthly energy bill, the increase — from $4 to $8 — didn’t exactly bankrupt her, she said.

Mr. Janzen, meanwhile, worries that an activist like Mr. Shafer, the Tumbleweed founder, “would look at someone like me and say I’m only taking a half-step.”

Asked if that were the case, Mr. Shafer said he doesn’t advocate for everyone to live as he does. “I know 100 square feet is too small for most people,” he said, including his new bride, who lives next door to Mr. Shafer in a 700-square-foot house (although he is planning to build her a 300-square-foot replacement). Instead, he wants to be a living example encouraging people to downsize, even if it’s only to a moderately smaller home.

The Janzens plan to do just that, as soon as the housing market bounces back and they can sell their current home without taking a loss. The couple wants to move back to Mendocino County, where early in their marriage they lived in that 450-square-foot cabin. “I think I would have eventually said, do we really need all this?” Mr. Janzen said. “But it probably wouldn’t have happened until retirement. Now I hope my 40s will be about having free time and doing the things I want to do.”

The Bad News About Green Architecture

NEWSWEEK

From the magazine issue dated Sep 15, 2008

By Cathleen McGuigan 

I hate green architecture. I can't stand the hype, the marketing claims, the smug lists of green features that supposedly transform a garden-variety new building into a structure fit for Eden. Grassy roofs? Swell! Recycled gray water to flush the toilets? Excellent! But if 500 employees have to drive 40 miles a day to work in the place—well, how green is that? Achieving real sustainability is much more complicated than the publicity suggests. And that media roar is only getting louder. The urge to build green is exploding: more than 16,000 projects are now registered with the U.S. Green Building Council as intending to go for a LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design)—or sustainable—certification, up from just 573 in 2000.

Among those are various plans to build at least 50 million square feet of new green resorts in Las Vegas, where ecoconsciousness is suddenly as hot as Texas Hold 'Em. The largest LEED-rated building in the country is the 8.3 million-square-foot Palazzo Resort Hotel and Casino, which opened there last January. As it happens, the state of Nevada offers developers property-tax rebates—up to 35 percent—for LEED certification. Don't worry about the tons of jet fuel that will be used to deliver millions more tourists to Vegas each year—those visitors can help make up for that by reusing the towels in their hotels.

When it comes to green, people don't want to hear that size matters. We keep building not just bigger entertainment complexes but bigger houses. "Green McMansion" is one of my favorite oxymorons. Currently the average new house is 2,500 square feet, up 1.5 percent in size from last year—though the shock of this winter's fuel bills may finally slow the trend. Building green houses—or at least advertising them as green—is on the rise, though there are no national standards about what constitutes a green home. People are attracted to sustainable houses partly as a cool novelty, when in fact green dwellings have been around for eons. Think of igloos, tepees or yurts—they took advantage of readily available local materials and were designed to suit their specific environments. Shelters around the world tend to be situated to benefit from the sun in the winter or to shield their inhabitants from chilling winds. But we forgot those basic principles when we plunked down every possible style of house into our sprawling American suburbs.

If you want to understand what makes sustainable sense, check out the classic old shotgun houses of New Orleans that best survived Katrina (and just got a pass from Gustav): these modest homes are built high off the ground to resist flood damage; they are made of local wood that dries out; they have high ceilings and cross ventilation to deal with the stifling summer heat. But the houses that were ruined—whether in the Lower Ninth Ward or more-affluent neighborhoods—tended to be low-slung ranch houses, a style originally developed for the climate of California.

What bugs me most about the fad for green architecture is the notion that virtue makes for better design. OK, I suppose an ugly green building is better than an ugly nongreen building—but it's still ugly. So when I come upon a beautiful sustainable building that doesn't scream green, it cheers me up. The California Academy of Sciences, opening later this month in San Francisco, is a perfect example. It replaces the old science museum that was damaged in the 1989 Loma Prieta earthquake. Its design is sensitive to its place and history: the new building doesn't gobble up more space on its spectacular site in Golden Gate Park, and its architect, Renzo Piano, was careful to go no higher—36 feet—than the original structure. The most obvious ecofeature of his elegantly simple glass-sided pavilion is the green roof: a rolling 2.5-acre terrain, inspired in part by the surrounding hills, it cleverly disguises, under its two biggest bumps, the domes of the planetarium and of the rainforest exhibit underneath. The roof is planted with 40 native species (unlike Golden Gate Park itself, which was created out of a sand pit and includes such glamorous nonnatives as palm trees). The plants are kind of low and scrubby—though they bloom at various times—but they were chosen less for prettiness than hardiness, and the fact that they won't need irrigation.

There are lots of examples of innovative green technology in the building, but perhaps the most surprising is in the museum's offices where, says the executive director, Gregory Farrington, you can see hardware that's rare in today's buildings: handles to open the windows. That's because, amazingly, there's no artificial cool air. The only air conditioning is provided free of charge by the breezes that blow off the Pacific—including those that are naturally pulled down by that curvy roof into a lovely open piazza at the center of the museum. "It's a building that breathes with nature," says Piano. And all the gizmos that make this building even greener—the weather sensors that dim or brighten the artificial lights; the thousands of little solar cells tucked into the roof overhangs; the old denim jeans recycled as insulation—are so carefully integrated into the overall architecture that you hardly notice them. Of course, the green features will be explained in the museum's education programs—each year, 50,000 San Francisco schoolkids will visit its aquarium, alligator pool and other exhibits of the living and the dead. But personally, I like that Piano's trademark gifts for inventive design and great craftsmanship seem to make the sustainable elements disappear. "Making green buildings is a practical answer," he says in the accent of his native Italy. "But architecture is about desire; it's about dreams."

Spoken like a true romantic, but the point is right-on: sustainability is about the practical systems of building, not the beauty of great design. Established architects like Piano—he's 71—have learned to integrate green into their practices, depending on where they're working (the rules are strict in many countries of Europe, where Piano is based). But for the next generation of architects, sustainability will be second nature—they're learning in architecture schools how to incorporate green into design, and some of them will become the innovators who'll devise ever more efficient ecological solutions. And the U.S. Green Building Council is continuing to evolve its suggested standards: access to mass transit, rather than the necessity of cars, gets credit, as does adapting to a specific climate—a principle central to the sustainability of the California Academy of Sciences. It's expected to score a LEED platinum rating, making it the greenest museum in the United States. But I wish we didn't have to trumpet that achievement in the same breath as praising its design. I look forward to a future when green architecture won't be discretionary but required of every architect and builder. Then we could all shut up about it. Sustainable features would become as exciting as the plumbing systems and as essential as a roof that keeps out the rain.

Austin-Round Rock #4 of 2008 Best Performing Cities
September 21, 2008

Milken Institute

The Milken Institute/Greenstreet Real Estate Partners Best Performing Cities Index ranks U.S. metropolitan areas by how well they are creating and sustaining jobs and economic growth.  The components include job, wage and salary and technology growth.  The full report can be downloaded here.

The Best Performing Cities ranking depicts those U.S. metropolitan areas that are recording the top economic performance.
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2008 Rank 
2007 Rank 
Metropolitan Area

1 
8 
Provo-Orem, UT MSA  

2 
10 
Raleigh-Cary, NC MSA  

3 
18 
Salt Lake City, UT MSA  

4 
20 
Austin-Round Rock, TX MSA  

5 
16 
Huntsville, AL MSA  

6 
2 
Wilmington, NC MSA  

7 
7 
McAllen-Edinburg-Mission, TX MSA  

8 
50 
Tacoma, WA MD  

9 
37 
Olympia, WA* MSA  

10 
12 
Charleston-North Charleston-Summerville, SC MSA  

11 
5 
Orlando-Kissimmee, FL MSA  

12 
17 
Bakersfield, CA MSA  

13 
33 
Killeen-Temple-Fort Hood, TX MSA  

14 
24 
Lafayette, LA MSA  

15 
43 
San Antonio, TX MSA  

16 
32 
Houston-Sugar Land-Baytown, TX MSA  

17 
77 
Seattle-Bellevue-Everett, WA MD  

18 
42 
Ogden-Clearfield, UT MSA  

19 
11 
Myrtle Beach-North Myrtle Beach-Conway, SC MSA  

20 
29 
Greeley, CO MSA  

21 
74 
Durham, NC MSA  

22 
61 
Nashville-Davidson--Murfreesboro--Franklin, TN MSA  

23 
59 
Dallas-Plano-Irving, TX MD  

24 
34 
Savannah, GA MSA  

25 
58 
Des Moines-West Des Moines, IA MSA

How to make Chicago better

Chicago Tribune 

September 14, 2008

By Blair Kamin, Charles Leroux and Patrick T. Reardon

When Richard Daley, mayor of Chicago, bicycles northward on the lakeshore pathway, he finds frustration when the trail dead-ends.

"At Hollywood," he said in an interview in his City Hall office, "it just stops."

Forty miles to the west, Jeff and Cathy Jones, he on an 8-speed, she on a 24-speed, enjoy the serene, wooded Fox River Trail about once a week—until they hit a 1.3-mile gap in downtown Aurora, where smooth pavement gives way to jagged rocks.

"You've got to get off and onto city streets," Cathy noted.

These breaks in parkland trails are examples of missed opportunities across the metropolitan region. Close gaps like these, and you not only heighten the recreational delights of hundreds of thousands of Chicagoans and suburbanites, but you also take a step toward knitting the region's diverse eight million people more closely together.

That's what Daley and planners across the region are dreaming of—and not just in terms of open space.

With next year's 100th anniversary of the legendary Burnham Plan that changed the face of Chicago, the city and its suburbs are poised at what some predict will be a new era in planning for how we live, where we live and how we get from one place to another. The high cost of gas is adding urgency.

The just-minted Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning is beginning to draft a comprehensive blueprint for the future of the seven counties that include Chicago and nearly 300 other municipalities. Chicago Metropolis 2020, a coalition of civic leaders, calls for doubling the percentage of people in the region who use public transit.

The Chicago Architectural Club is holding an international design contest for converting Union Station into a high-speed rail hub.

The Art Institute of Chicago has just opened the first of five exhibits displaying the original drawings from the Burnham Plan.

On Oct. 2, the Burnham Plan Centennial Committee will announce a plethora of events, including concerts, exhibits and lectures, to celebrate the anniversary. And the theme of this year's Chicago Humanities Festival, running Oct. 3 through Nov. 16, is "Thinking Big," in honor of the plan.

Often called the most important planning document in the region's history, the Plan of Chicago was written in 1909 by Daniel Burnham and Edward Bennett on behalf of the Commercial Club of Chicago.

The plan gave the city its spectacular lakefront and such postcard icons as Navy Pier and North Michigan Avenue. And by leading to the creation of Cook County's forest preserves and anticipating the path of the region's highways, it framed the growth of the suburbs.

But the Burnham Plan was not completed, and now, a new generation of business and political leaders is seizing upon next year's celebration as a golden opportunity to finish key aspects of the plan and to frame new visions to deal with the problems of today.

Daley, for instance, has a vision of giving Chicago four new miles of lakefront parkland that would fill gaps now occupied by high-rises, apartment buildings and abandoned industrial sites. Although the mayor has no money available at the moment, he has named John Bryan, the former Sara Lee Corp. chairman, to head a committee that will look into building a continuous waterfront park stretching from Evanston to the Indiana border. Bryan spearheaded the creation of Millennium Park.

"I'm delighted that [Daley] wants to jump on it in some fashion," said Bryan, co-chairman of the Burnham Plan Centennial Committee, a group that is coordinating efforts to celebrate the anniversary.

The nascent Chicago effort is part of a broader push to fill more than a dozen significant gaps in trails and greenways across the region. On them, people bike, walk or jog through landscapes ranging from the skyscraper-lined pathways of Chicago's lakefront to the tree-lined trails snaking along the Fox River. Closing the gaps, planners predict, will open new ways to save energy, experience nature and turn back the tide of sprawl.

"Just as we think comprehensively about our roads, we should think that way about hiking and biking," said Gerald Adelmann, executive director of Openlands. The Chicago-based non-profit is proposing the completion of the projects as a major legacy of the Burnham Plan centennial.

On the North and South Sides, four of the city's 30 miles of shoreline remain inaccessible to the public. High-rises wall off the shore in most of Edgewater and in the stretch of South Shore between 71st and 75th Streets. From Hollywood Avenue north to the Evanston border, there is no continuous lakefront park, just Loyola Park and a patchwork of small parks.

At the moment, because of the city's budget crunch, Daley's dreams for closing these gaps are just that—dreams. "It's one of his long-term goals," said the mayor's press secretary, Jacquelyn Heard. "If he had his druthers, he'd do it."

Nevertheless, the mayor's appointment of Bryan to head a committee to look into the question is likely to spur concern from some lakefront residents and property owners, particularly in the Edgewater and Rogers Park neighborhoods on the North Side. They claim that new beaches and parks would lower property values, bring swarms of foot and vehicle traffic, and disturb residents' tranquility.

"There's still some opposition," Daley said, "but we're saying, in the long run, this is the best thing. We're talking about a huge open space for people there."

The mayor of Aurora, Illinois' second-largest city with a predicted 2010 population around 180,000, is preaching from the same open-space bible.

Last year, Mayor Tom Weisner unveiled plans to turn an underused, 30-acre strip along the east bank of the Fox River—lined with muffler and auto-repair shops and (until recently) a huge pile of tires—into his city's version of Millennium Park. Among its proposed features: An outdoor music venue modeled on architect Frank Gehry's popular Pritzker Pavilion and an elegant, curving pedestrian bridge sweeping over the river. Since then, state officials announced a $700,000 grant that will help Aurora pay for cleaning up brownfields along the river, including the site of the park.

Also last year, Aurora, the Kane County Forest Preserve District and the Fox Valley Park District agreed to spend $1.7 million to fill the 1.3-mile gap in the Fox River Trail.

"In the next century, [the river] will have a completely different role in our community," Weisner said.

There's an irony at work here: Aurora has been a poster child of sprawl, with its residents spread over 43 square miles in four counties (Kane, DuPage, Kendall and Will). Today, it symbolizes how suburbs are using the lure of open space to make their downtowns more lively and densely populated, thus defying the image of suburbia as an undifferentiated expanse of single-family homes on large lots.

The downtown's prospects are mixed. On one hand, it is blessed with attractive historic structures including the Art Deco-style Paramount Theatre and the 22-story Fox Island Place apartment building, once the tallest building in Illinois outside of Chicago. On the other hand, the Hollywood Casino, which opened in 1993, hasn't done much for nearby businesses, and the downtown still suffers from a perception of poverty.

Yet there are those like Judy Gagne who are attracted by downtown Aurora's history and character. The 38-year-old was walking her brown Chihuahua on a pink leash outside her condo in Aurora's River Street Plaza, a pair of four-story, brick buildings on the Fox River's west bank.

"I think there's potential here," she said. "I look at this like the South Loop in the city. In five or 10 years, it will be like the South Loop."

Rethinking the Bodega

Next American City

Wed, Sep 17th, 2008

By Holly.Otterbein 

Chips, orange drink and Laffy Taffy beckon to people in the same way that Las Vegas does. Sitting on the shelf of a city’s bodega, the products are too brightly-colored to be natural or healthy, but they’re also too tasty and cheap to pass up. “You get [fruit drink] for a quarter, you get chips for a quarter, and you got a lunch for fifty cents,” Rafi Kam says.

Last year, Kam and his friend Dallas Penn made a searing, popular YouTube skit about the lack of healthy food choices in the Bronx’s bodegas. (The aforementioned quote is from the video.) In it, the comedians sarcastically laud the bodega’s food pyramid, a free-radical triangle made up of 40-ounces, quarter water, chips and snack cakes. For the finale, they thank New York’s politicians for always letting poor people have their Tastykake, and eat it too.

The video features witty and insightful commentary, but it also reflects a stereotype that is prominent in many cities: The bodega is dirty, ugly, and full of fat people. The urban leaders of The Neighbors Project seek to change that view. They think the bodega should be a hub of the community, a spot where people from different socioeconomic backgrounds can meet—a “third place,” if you want to get academic about it.

That’s where their “Bodega Party in a Box” comes in.

Stuffed with a cook book for bodega customers, a reusable shopping bag, bodega-style flags and party invitations, the $35 “Bodega in a Box” challenges people to reconsider their views of the corner store. Proceeds go to The Neighbors Project’s concurrent goal, the Food and Liquor project, which encourages people to buy fresh produce from their local bodegas. If stores don’t have fruits or veggies, the F&L project helps citizens collaborate with store owners to stock healthy food. 

The benefits of the F&L project are considerable. When you buy food at a small business around the corner, and not from a Whole Foods in a different zip code, you support the local economy. You interact with your neighbors. You can walk or take a bus to the bodega, so you use less gas. And perhaps most importantly, you help to place healthy food on a local store’s shelves, thereby fighting obesity in your neighborhood.

Obesity is a toilsome thing to battle, especially in cities. Earlier this year, researchers from the University of Alberta confirmed what most city folk already know: lower-income neighborhoods are close to stores with more high-calorie foods, and far from large supermarkets with fresh food. It’s no surprise, then, that researchers found that people in lower socioeconomic brackets are also more obese.

“It’s easy to go into a store and buy pop soda and a pickle. It’s cheap and you get a high from it,” Kit Hodge, CEO of The Neighbors Project, says. “We want to change that knee-jerk reaction, and give people the opportunity to eat good food.”

The Neighbors Project takes an honorable stab at this massive problem. Their inability to tackle its nuances, though, is evident in the “Bodega Party in a Box.” The product’s cookbook, which should feature recipes that bodega shoppers can actually use, caters to people who are buying cilantro from Whole Foods on the sly. While some recipes are spot-on (peanut butter and banana sandwiches), most are impossibly optimistic.

Focaccia, calling for yeast, queso cotija cheese and Mexican chorizo sausage? Thai Carrot Soup, made with coriander, cumin and leeks? Eggplant and chickpea salad, complete with kosher salt and feta cheese? I can barely find these ingredients at Trader Joe’s, let alone at my local bodega.

But then, maybe that’s the point. Vegetables, meats and spices should be in my local corner store. Unfortunately, “Bodega Party in a Box” doesn’t tell me what to do until then.

Condo boom helps drop curtain on the age of sprawl

GlobeandMail.com

September 16, 2008

JOHN BARBER

Talk about a green shift: For the first time in generations, developers are now building as much housing inside city limits as they are in outlying suburbs. The result of surging condominium construction coupled with a steady decline in green-fields housing starts, the new balance suggests strongly that the age of sprawl in Toronto has passed.

One thing is certain: There is no end to high-rise construction in the central city. Record sales from 2007 have turned into record construction this year, with 11,200 new units started in the first seven months of 2008 - more than the total number of housing starts in all 2007.

"We're forecasting record levels of high-rise starts for 2008 and very high levels for 2009," said Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation analyst Jason Mercer. Despite a decline in suburban, low-rise construction over the first seven months of 2008, he noted, regional housing starts are up 32 per cent over the same period this year.

The stage for this year's dramatic construction boom was set last year when sales of new high-rise apartments outstripped sales of front-door housing for the first time ever. The result today is more high-rise construction in Toronto than virtually anywhere else on the continent.

Print Edition - Section Front

There are 99 high-rise buildings under construction in Toronto, according to Emporis.com, a website that tracks buildings worldwide, which ranks it second among North American cities to New York City, with 179.

On a per capita basis, however, there is currently twice as much high-rise construction in Toronto as there is in New York. On an absolute basis, no other U.S. city is comparable. Chicago has 54 high-rises under construction, Boston has 14 and Atlanta 19.

Toronto is already No. 10 in the ranking of world cities with the most skyscrapers, according to Emporis. Among world cities with more than two million people, it ranks third - behind Hong Kong and Singapore - in most skyscrapers per capita.

But nothing is more indicative of the future than the current location of regional construction crews. Prior to the latest wave of condominium construction, outlying suburbs held a virtual monopoly on new-home starts in the Toronto region, leading to widespread fears of population loss and economic "hollowing out." As a result, many observers were slow to note the city's gradual recovery of market share. None predicted what occurred in the first seven months of 2008, when housing starts in the city and the 905 suburbs drew even.

Affordability is not the only factor behind the central-city revival, according to Mr. Mercer. "You're seeing new projects across the spectrum in terms of pricing," he said. Just as important, according to some analysts, are new provincial policies that restrict green-fields development in favour of urban redevelopment.

In fact, the trend back to urban living began long before Queen's Park threw its weight behind it, and it is accelerating despite growing concerns about central-city job growth. This year it reached a level that overthrows the conventional image of Toronto as a city of homes beneath a leafy canopy.

Today Toronto is unquestionably a city of apartments, extremely compact in its core, with steadily intensifying suburbs. The sprawl that seemed to characterize it for so long was never as bad as it seemed, at least in comparison with similar U.S. cities - and now it has stopped.

HUD sees glut of homes, subprime loans

Bloomberg News 

Thursday, September 18, 2008

By Dawn Kopecki and Bob Willis

Workers nail plywood to the roof of a new home in Richmond, Va. Yesterday, the Commerce Department reported that housing construction dropped 6.2 percent last month to a seasonally adjusted annual rate of 895,000 units. That's the slowest building pace since January 1991, another period when housing was going through a painful correction.

The U.S. economy is suffering from a "fundamental oversupply" of homes and a glut of subprime mortgages scheduled to reset through 2010 that will continue to weigh on housing prices, Housing and Urban Development Secretary Steven Preston said.

Mr. Preston's comments in a speech in Washington yesterday came as the Commerce Department reported that builders broke ground on the fewest new homes since 1991 last month, signaling that the economy will continue to erode in coming months.

Housing starts fell 6.2 percent in August to an annual rate of 895,000, the fewest since January 1991.

"The home-construction industry is still in a deep recession and will remain there probably for the rest of the year," said Patrick Newport, an economist at Global Insight Inc. in Lexington, Mass. "There are just too many houses on the market."

The effects of the U.S. subprime-mortgage market collapse that began in 2007 broadened this week as the bankruptcy of Lehman Brothers Holdings Inc. and the government takeover of American International Group Inc. helped to erase about $2.8 trillion of market value from stocks worldwide. Mr. Preston said repairing the damage will rest with the private sector.

As federal officials work through this "decisive moment" in U.S. history, Mr. Preston said the economy needs to reduce its dependency on government-sponsored enterprises Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac. The two mortgage-finance companies were taken over by federal regulators Sept. 7 amid concerns that they wouldn't survive the worst housing market since the Great Depression.

The financial shake-up has pushed down mortgage rates, creating a mini-refinance boom. The average rate on a 30-year, fixed rate mortgage was 6.14 percent yesterday, up from 6.02 percent last week after the government bailed out Fannie and Freddie.

Last week, applications by homeowners looking to refinance their mortgages spiked 88 percent, according to the Mortgage Bankers Association. Refinances accounted for nearly 52 percent of all application activity, up from 36 percent the previous week, the trade group said.
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