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Promote public transportation that improves our regional quality of life, economic development, affordability, and the environment.
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AMERICAN-STATESMAN

Tuesday, September 30, 2008

By Ben Wear

Federal regulators are no longer standing in the way of Capital Metro opening its passenger rail line.

March is the likely opening date now for the Leander-to-downtown Austin rail project, about a year later than original estimates. One of the feared reasons for delay — a lack of federal permission — was cleared up Monday.

That means that Capital Metro board members, when they meet Wednesday to set a tentative opening date, will be looking only at construction timelines to determine when to cut the blue ribbon.

The federal approval was an issue because of concerns that the Swiss-made, light-rail-style cars might not be sturdy enough to run on tracks shared with freight trains.

But Federal Railroad Administration and Capital Metro officials said Monday they have agreed that as soon as possible the transit agency will design and install a steel cage to surround fuel tanks on its six trains, tanks that the railroad administration said in February were insufficiently sturdy.

Cap Metro will also prepare a number of other documents requested by the regulators, principally outlines for testing, inspection, safety and other operational issues. The 32-mile passenger line can open without those cages in place, Capital Metro Executive Vice President Andrea Lofye said, and will be installed on the train cars later.

"The constraints on our schedule, at this point, are caused by the construction issues," Lofye said.

The agency has begun building the last two stations only in the past few days, as well as two siding tracks that will be needed for northbound and southbound trains to pass each other.

To open the line in December, which had been the target date for the past couple of years, the agency would have had to do so with just seven of the planned nine stations open; the Kramer Lane and Howard Lane/MoPac Boulevard (Loop 1) stations would still be under construction.

"The gist is that we have reached consensus with the FRA on how we will address each of the issues" raised by the federal agency in February, Lofye said.

Capital Metro in 2006 first asked the railroad administration for a general waiver for the cars, believing that its project was similar in character to passenger lines in New Jersey and San Diego that ultimately fell under the auspices of the Federal Transit Administration instead.

That federal agency's physical requirements, since it normally deals with light rail systems running on tracks where there is no freight traffic, are not as demanding as those of the railroad administration. The San Diego Sprinter vehicles, for instance, according to Lofye, have fuel tanks identical to those on the Swiss-made Capital Metro vehicles.

And in all three cases — Austin, San Diego and the New Jersey River Line — the vehicles are self-propelled, diesel-powered train cars similar in character to light rail vehicles. Freight cars use the same track on all three systems, albeit at different times of day.

But the railroad administration in this case, perhaps influenced by Capital Metro's decision to refer to its Leander line as "commuter rail" rather than light rail, decided that it should retain authority over the project. There were questions in transit circles about how long the federal agency might take to grant Capital Metro authority to open the line, or if it might reject the vehicles outright. That will not be the case, provided Capital Metro follows through on the promises it is making now.

"My understanding from the team who went down there and sat down with them for a week is that all of these issues are being hashed out satisfactorily," said Warren Flatau, a spokesman for the railroad administration.

His agency, Flatau said, will give its official sanction later, "assuming they do everything they promised to do. And that's a big if."

Inter-city rail planned to run by 2012

Community Impact Newspaper

Friday, 26 September 2008

By Christi Covington 

A passenger rail line from Leander to downtown is scheduled to open soon, but the north side of Austin is not the only community exploring alternative transportation options.Proposed Stations for Area Commuter Railroads

The Austin-San Antonio Intermunicipal Commuter Rail District plans to carry passengers from Georgetown to San Antonio by 2011 or 2012 with a stop at Slaughter Lane and Manchaca Road, but the reality of that vision will have a lot to do with decisions during the next legislative session.

Proposed to travel 112 miles, the line would cost an estimated $613 million for construction. Of the total expense, half would come from the state and half from local entities, which would have several options for providing each share. Up to another $2.4 billion is needed to relocate the existing freight system. Although that would not be the responsibility of the district to fund, it is considered an important aspect of the commuter rail’s future.

“Rail relocation is vital, and we have got to have some government help,” said Bill Bingham, the district’s general counsel at a September board meeting.

Location, location, location

Originally, the concept was that passenger rail would run on the existing Union Pacific line that partially parallels MoPac. Bingham recently met with UP officials who expressed appreciation that the rail district wanted to offer profitable options, but also emphasized the need for its freight line and interest in moving only if a faster, shorter-mileage railroad is available.

Earlier this year, Joe Arbona, a UP spokesman, said fuel costs, busy roads and the environmental benefits of rail have made the train industry cost effective and, as a result, more valuable.

It is also inconvenient for commuter and freight trains to run on the same line because freight lines do not typically keep a schedule. That is why UP would expect the community to pay for relocation efforts.

“It’s kind of like me asking somebody if I could use a couple of rooms in your house,” Arbona said. “It’s really challenging because I’ve got my parents in that one room, so what am I supposed to do?”

The legislature stepped into the process in 2005 by creating the Rail Relocation and Improvement Fund at the initiative of state Rep. Mike Krusee with Texas voters approving it as a constitutional amendment during the following November election.

When the Texas Legislature met in 2007, it did not allocate any money to the fund. That is something the board members for the rail district would like to change in the 2009 session taking place next spring.

At their September meeting, the members passed a resolution asking the legislature to allocate $200 million a year to the fund — not only for Central Texas but for other projects around the state. A campaign to get at least the top 20 cities and counties to pass similar resolutions is ongoing through October.

Local dollars

Rail relocation may be something the rail district wants and needs to happen, said ASA rail district’s senior planner Alison Schulze, but ultimately it is an effort led by the Texas Department of Transportation. If and when the rail relocation funds become available and Union Pacific agrees to move, the next step will be funding the actual passenger rail.

Austin and Travis County have each paid $49,500 in annual membership fees since 2003, when the rail district officially formed, to participate in the planning process. This funds administration costs.
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However, membership entities, a regional group made up of counties and cities, would also have to help finance the cost of preparing the rail system and buying the cars, as well as handle annual operational costs, estimated to be $28 million at start-up and $40 million for full service.

ASA rail district studies say the system would get 3.2 million riders on board by 2030 — and that is a conservative guess, Schulze said.

“We don’t want anyone to think we’ve inflated those numbers,” she said.

Whether voters have to approve dollars for rail or not depends on the funding source, which could range from bond elections, general fund budgets, transportation fees, a tax-increment financing district or a regional transportation district that has taxing authority.

With a bond, residents would have to approve it, but a city council could choose to participate without voter approval by drawing from the general fund budget.

The public piece

When community leaders brought the idea of a Central Texas regional passenger train system in the mid- to late 1990s, the North American Free Trade Agreement was a large factor in the concept because it increased traffic in the region, Schulze said.

As an agreement to remove most trade barriers between the United States, Canada and Mexico, NAFTA created the need to carry more freight on both rail and highways between the countries. Initial implementation of NAFTA began in 1994, a process to be completed this year.

“Suddenly, there were all these 18-wheelers on IH 35,” Schulze said. “If you thought IH 35 was bad, it got worse.”

One of the major crossings from Mexico is the terminus of IH 35 at Laredo. That traffic travels north on the highway, passing through Austin. That is one reason why Central Texans must have other traveling options, Schulze said.

Yet some still question commuter rail’s cost-to-benefit ratio. At the end of July, TxDOT released the Central Texas Rail Relocation Study. Estimates for public benefit ranged from $506 million to $1.4 billion during a 20-year period.

Ross Milloy, the rail district’s interim executive director, noted at the September board meeting the calculations did not include the increase in property values or tax revenue. Instead it looked at elements such as safety benefits and air quality.

Travis County Commissioner Gerald Daugherty, who is on the rail district board, said he is still waiting to see numbers that show rail ridership would be high enough to warrant the millions of dollars required to begin service.

“Bottom line: How are we going to justify this expense unless we can really come up with realistic ridership numbers?” he said. “If we can’t find the cost-benefit for what something is, then I think we need to look harder.”

National policy’s impact on the local level

The North American Free Trade Agreement played an important role in the creation of the Austin-San Antonio Intermunicipal Commuter Rail District, the district’s senior planner, Alison Schulze, said. An agreement to remove most trade barriers between the United States, Canada and Mexico, NAFTA’s initial implementation began in 1994. As trade has increased, so has traffic.

Local traffic counts on IH 35 during a 24-hour period

The Texas Department of Transportation performs these counts and provides the information to the Capital Area Metropolitan Planning Organization.


1993 
1994* 
2005

Between Town Lake and W. Hwy. 290 
139,000 
142,000 
169,000

Between Slaughter Lane and FM 1327 
57,000 
69,000 
98,000

* The year implementation began of the North American Free Trade Agreement

Source: Capital Area Metropolitan Planning Organization, Texas Transportation Institute.

Transportation: moving right along

Community Impact Newspaper

Friday, 26 September 2008

Written by Tiffany Young and Candace Birkelbach 

Moving throughout Northwest Austin could become easier in the next year with passenger rail lines opening and bus services expanding.

“In terms of service, Capital Metro is trying to get as much service in Northwest Austin as possible,” said Misty Whited, Capital Metro communications specialist. “That’s the area where we are seeing an increase in ridership, especially in the Tech Ridge, Lakeline and Leander routes. We’re trying to get more buses out there and make them more comfortable with our express routes.”

Capital MetroRail service is scheduled to open the passenger rail on the Austin to Leander line this fall. At its October retreat, the Capital Metro Board will determine whether completed stations will open this fall or if service will be delayed until all stations are ready in early 2009. Nine stops are planned, including two in North Austin: one in the North Burnet/Gateway area near Kramer Lane and another at MoPac and Howard Lane. The Howard Lane station will not be open at least until March. The delay came after a station was planned at McNeil Road, but, according to Capital Metro, the neighborhood fought the station, making Capital Metro scramble for a new location. A park and ride service will also be constructed at the Howard station.
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The Kramer station will be located just south of the intersection of the Capital Metro rail line and Kramer Lane, just east of Burnet Road. Capital Metro has begun upgrading those tracks and plans to begin platform construction soon. The station will have two platforms, one with expected completion in December, the other in February 2009. Capital Metro plans to adjust bus routes and schedules to connect the Kramer station to surrounding neighborhoods, major employers and activity centers.

The Kramer Station is also a future stop for Capital MetroRapid service. MetroRapid is a new service offering enhanced passenger amenities, including real-time bus arrival information at all MetroRapid stops, 10-minute frequency during peak hours and 15 minutes during off-peak service, with bus travel times reduced up to 20 percent.Route 101 map

Whited said the opening of the rail line will be a great addition to Capital Metro’s service area as a whole. Weekend routes for the rail station are a possibility for the future, but Capital Metro will assess the demand and services necessary after the rail opening. Most rail stations will have access to existing bus routes, but the MLK and downtown stations will also have direct connector routes to take riders to high employment areas near those stations.

Advertisement

Capital Metro bus service

Route 101 now has all-day service from 6 a.m. to 6 p.m. between the North Lamar Transit Center, 8001 US 183, and the South Congress Transit Center, 301 W. Ben White Blvd. During morning and afternoon peak hours, service will be extended from William Cannon at Bluff Springs to the Tech Ridge Park & Ride. Frequency ranges from 15 to 20 minutes weekdays. The 101 no longer offers service along Rundberg and Rutland lanes between Mearns Meadow and North Lamar boulevards, but will be serviced by Route 1M.

The Capital Metro Board of Directors approved a plan to implement a new fare structure beginning Oct. 13.

The new fares will increase from 50 cents to 75 cents; most other fares will also increase. The 75 cent fares will be adjusted to $1 in fall 2010. Visit www.capmetro.org/fares.asp for more information on the new fare structure.

Road updates

In addition to increased Capital Metro services to Northwest Austin, the Texas Department of Transportation is constructing roads for better mobility.

One such project is Parmer Lane/MoPac, contracted in 2007 to the Dan Williams Company for $23.4 million. According to TxDOT engineering specialist Lloyd Chance, phase one is almost complete but still needs a final pavement on some portions of the frontage roads. Work on phase two has begun, with high mast lighting installed, but phases three and four are not yet underway. Estimated completion for this project is early 2009.
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Capital MetroRail stationsCapital Metro is preparing for rail from Leander to Austin to run late this year or early 2009, depending on a decision from the Capital Metro Board in October. Meanwhile, the Austin-San Antonio Intermunicipal Commuter Rail District, or ASA, is working with communities along the IH 35 corridor to create what may be the longest stretch of commuter rail in the south, a 112-mile line from San Antonio to Georgetown. Ultimately, the railway may branch out farther, connecting to established lines across the country, but interim service in Central Texas could begin as early as 2012.

Capital MetroRail stations

Howard Station — According to Capital Metro, site work has begun on Howard Station, at Howard Lane and MoPac, in preparation for the track relocation to straighten a section of track where the station platform will be located. This station will include a Park & Ride with 200 spaces and a glass canopy. Expected completion for the station is March 2009.

Kramer Station — This station will have a platform on both sides of the track. The contractor has begun preparing the site for the west platform construction, expected to be completed by December, and the east platform, to be completed by February 2009. A mixed-use development project will be built adjacent to the station. It will be accessible by sidewalks, a kiss-and-ride drop-off and local bus routes.

South Austin scoped for more park & rides in the next few years

Community Impact Newspaper

Friday, 26 September 2008

Written by Darcie Duttweiler 

Capital Metro saw a 12 percent rise in ridership in July compared to a year ago, making it necessary to devise a long-range strategy to meet the needs of a rapidly growing region, according to Capital Metro transportation planner James Gamez.

With almost 400 stops and 8,000 average weekday boardings throughout Southwest Austin, Capitol Metro also plans to increase and expand services in the area.

“There’s enormous growth all around our service area,” Gamez said. “We’re just trying to balance all of our services, and we’re already planning out for January and the next couple of years.”

The new South Congress Transit Center on Ben White Boulevard, which opened Aug. 24, coincided with Capital Metro service changes that occurred during August. The facility has 10 bus bays with space for additional bays for future routes. It acts as the southern transfer point for six out of the total 13 lines in Southwest Austin.
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“The transit center allowed us to expand services on multiple lines,” Capital Metro 

Residents of the Battle Bend neighborhood, east of South Congress Avenue, now have access to buses on new route 202. The line between the North Lamar Transit Center and the South Congress Transit Center now has all-day service and extended service from William Cannon Drive at Bluff Springs all the way north to Tech Ridge during morning and afternoon rush hours. Service to Southpark Meadows on the 201 is now available between William Cannon Drive at Bluff Springs on Sundays.

Another enhancement includes limited service to the Travis County Precinct 3 office on Hwy. 71 during lunch hours.

“[The transit center] permitted us to restructure our routes,” Gamez said. “We have room to grow and add additional routes, but it also allows us to provide riders a secure and safe location off the street to transfer.”

Future options

One of the high priorities for future upgrades is the Oak Hill Park & Ride. Since it is one of the busiest stops in Southwest Austin, residents want more services in their community with a long-term facility and additional capacity.

“There’s definitely a demand out there,” Gamez said.

Although an upgraded Oak Hill Park & Ride is a concern, Gamez is not quite sure if changes will occur in January or May of next year.

“We know Oak Hill is going to like what we do, but we just have to finalize when it’s going to happen,” he said.

While Capital Metro is still in the beginning stages of preparing for a future Oak Hill Park & Ride, early plans are to realign the line known as the Oak Hill Flyer and connect route 333, which makes stops at the Precinct 3 building and Austin Community College’s Pinnacle campus, to the new location.

More future services will include eight additional 40-foot buses that will be added to the Capital Metro fleet and be in service by next March. The Capital Metro board approved the purchase in its Aug. 28 meeting. These buses will provide increased services on busy bus routes during rush hours as needed. 

“Some of our routes are currently at capacity,” McKewen said. “We need the resources quickly.”

All Systems Go!Capital Metro budget

The next priorities on the horizon include a park & ride where Toll 45 SW intersects IH 35 south of Onion Creek and another one off MoPac at Hwy. 45, which coincides with Capital Metro’s All Systems Go! long-range transit plan.

“The plan calls for additional park & rides in South Austin, but at this time we don’t have any specific locations,” McKewen said. 
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All Systems Go! also includes Capital MetroRapid, a program with technologically advanced buses that will have signal prioritization to keep buses moving through peak times. Buses will be able to extend a green light or change a red light to green more quickly.

Initial routes that will be implemented in 2010 are the North Lamar/South Congress and Burnet/South Lamar corridors with additional transit centers being built around the Westgate and Southpark Meadows shopping centers.

“Our grand plan is to eventually have all 10 major corridors covered by the MetroRapid buses,” McKewen said.

Fare increases

Since its inception in 1985, Capital Metro has charged its patrons 50 cents for local routes, $1 for express lines and nothing for the downtown ’Dillo buses. Beginning Oct. 13, these rates will change to 75 cents, $1.50 and 50 cents, respectively.

According to McKewen, the increases reflect the 336 percent rise in diesel fuel prices in the last five years. Capital Metro services have steadily expanded since 1985, and ridership has gone up 246 percent, service hours have increased 155 percent and service miles have increased 192 percent since then.

“We have needed to increase our fares for a long time,” McKewen said. “It’s needed in order to expand our services. It’s all part of a larger plan.”

Broadway broadens pedestrian access

USA TODAY 

Updated 9/22/2008 

By Charisse Jones


Carolyn Bielfeldt, left, 28, and her sister Nancy, 23, have lunch at the new esplanade on Broadway in Midtown Manhattan. "I think it?s kind of cool, being in the middle of things," Nancy Bielfeldt says. 


NEW YORK — Nancy Bielfeldt says it felt good to be outside, nibbling on pasta, grabbing a bit of sun. Never mind that a few months ago, the place where she was sitting was a traffic lane in the shadow of Times Square.

"Definitely sitting here, I feel like I'm in the middle of the street," says Bielfeldt, 23, a designer for Calvin Klein Jeans. "I think it's kind of cool, being in the middle of things."

In New York, where pedestrians and cars engage in a never-ending game of chicken, the city has given one round to those shuttling around on two feet.

On Broadway, the neon-lit, iconic avenue that slices through Manhattan, city officials have transformed two traffic lanes between Times Square and Herald Square into pedestrian plazas where folks can sit at tables and watch the city rush by. The spaces opened last month, and another plaza, in nearby Madison Square, opened Sept. 5.

"I look at our streets as our patios, our playgrounds, our backyards," says Janette Sadik-Khan, commissioner of the city's Department of Transportation. "For many years, our transportation policy has been about moving cars as quickly as possible from point A to point B, and we're trying to rebalance that system."

The creation of pedestrian plazas helps fulfill a goal of Mayor Michael Bloomberg's to have all New Yorkers live within a 10-minute walk of a park or open space. It's part of a broader plan to tackle climate change and improve the quality of life in a city that is likely to have 1 million more residents by 2030.

Giving walkers a break

The increasing concentration of Americans in the nation's urban centers has helped spur efforts to make walking or bike riding safer and more appealing, advocates say. Communities encourage walking to tackle obesity, reduce the level of carbon emissions spewed by cars and promote a sense of community. That leads to initiatives that range from educating motorists about a pedestrian's right of way to creating sidewalks where there were none.

"This is really the traditional way to build a society, to make it a walkable, livable space," says Jeffrey Miller, president of the Thunderhead Alliance for Biking and Walking, a national coalition of state and local organizations.

Community groups and walking advocates stage events to make public streets more inviting. Cities from New York to Bakersfield, Calif., participated Friday in "National Park(ing) Day," when hundreds of parking spaces were turned into miniature parks. In October, Chicago will have "Boulevard Sundays," two days when 7 miles of streets will be turned into car-free promenades, echoing similar events this year in New York and Portland, Ore.

"Even these temporary events leave a lasting imprint," says Wiley Norvell, spokesman for the New York-based Transportation Alternatives. "People are looking … for ways to spend the day that don't involve a tank of gas. So in New York and cities across the country, it's been about providing the alternatives and showing the potential of our streets to do more than move cars."

Cities often have closed off streets and created pedestrian areas to economically revitalize neighborhoods. The Broadway plazas are different. "This is a new movement. It's about room to breathe," Norvell says.

The plazas sit on a taupe-colored surface bordered by bike lanes and flower-filled planters that protect those sitting under umbrellas and on benches from the trucks and taxis barreling by.

The Madison Square space cost $1 million, and the plazas closest to Times Square, dubbed "Broadway Boulevard," cost $700,000, Sadik-Khan says. Three other plazas have been created in parking spaces and roadways in other parts of Manhattan and Brooklyn. The city aims to build four plazas a year.

'People vote with their feet'

"Any time we create a new plaza, it's instantly filled," Sadik-Khan says. The plazas are maintained by local business improvement districts.

"You just put orange cones down in New York City and people will use (the space)," Sadik-Khan says. "People vote with their feet and their coffee cups. Broadway and Madison Square were instant successes even before the concrete was dry."

She expects the plazas to remain popular even in winter and said winnowing traffic lanes has not led to congestion. "People understand that it's faster to take parallel routes along Broadway rather than Broadway itself," she says.

Bill Lindauer of the New York Taxi Workers Alliance disagrees. "Traffic is terrible enough without making it worse, and these make it worse," he says.

Bianca Assim-Kon, 30, was initially skeptical about the plazas. "I saw them doing this, and my co-worker and I (said) all the tourists are going to sit there and we're going to laugh at them because they're going to get hit" by cars, says Assim-Kon, who works as a production assistant in a building across the street from one of the plazas. "And now here I am, sitting."

Reading a "chick-lit" novel on her lunch break, she says she can eke calm out of the surrounding cacophony. "I'm a New Yorker," Assim-Kon says. "You learn to focus."

Paul Deo, speeding through the new bike lane, appreciates the car-free zone. "I love it," says Deo, 37, an artist going to pick up supplies. "This helps me a lot. Before, there was no way to get down here without risking your life."

Amar-e Smith, 28, a bike messenger, is less enthusiastic. "It's the worst," he says, noting that pedestrians amble through the bike lane, creating another hazard as he goes about his job.

Legislation calls for roads to be accessible for all

LA Daily News

09/25/2008

By Sue Doyle

ARLETA - Despite losing his right leg in a car crash 27 years ago, Larry Foster is still active - driving the lane in wheelchair basketball, maneuvering through obstacle courses and taking deadly aim with a rifle.

The Arleta man is so athletic that he recently won three medals at a national wheelchair competition.

But one thing keeps slowing him down - the sidewalks in his neighborhood. The old concrete slabs are bumpy, cracked and breaking apart.

"I go really slow over them," he said. "I kind of have to do a wheelie to go over them."

For too long, streets have been designed with only motorists in mind, ignoring everyone else on the road - bicyclists, the disabled, seniors, school kids and pedestrians, according to two bills aiming to change that.

Waiting for Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger's signature, AB 1358 requires cities and counties to identify how they will balance the needs of all roadway users when revising their general plans. These plans must address components of their transportation systems to ease gridlock and help with traffic flow, including bike lanes, sidewalks and audible pedestrian signals.

"Streets aren't just for cars, they're for people," said Assemblyman Mark Leno, D-San Francisco, the bill's author.

The bill comes as soaring gas prices have more commuters walking, riding bicycles and using mass transit to get around.

"Americans want transportation choices," said U.S. Rep. Doris Matsui, D-Sacramento, who wrote HR 5951, the Safe and Complete Streets Act. "This legislation will require our nation's streets to accommodate all kinds of travelers and all modes of transportation."

Unable to walk more than a few feet, Tom Meisinger, 63, of Lancaster relies on his electric wheelchair for his legs. But even with this technology, he still has trouble getting around some areas.

"There are areas that I can't get to because there aren't sidewalks," he said. "Sometimes I have to go over dirt."

The federal bill requires state departments of transportation and metropolitan planning organizations to help pedestrians of all ages and abilities, motorists, buses and their passengers and bicyclists on the country's roads to receive federal money for projects.

Already more than 50 jurisdictions around the country have adopted street policies directing transportation planners to examine all on the roads when making transportation-related decisions and investments.

As more commuters hit the roads on bicycles to save money on gas, for example, they are quickly learning that their 10-speeds and mountain bikes go undetected at traffic signals triggered by the weight of 2,500-pound cars.

"Sometimes a bicyclist may sit there and sit there and sit there until a car comes by," said Jim Brown, spokesman for the California Bicycle Coalition.

After falling while riding an escalator in 2004, Alice Byrd, 54, displaced her pelvis and can't walk without help. Counting mainly on her wheelchair and a caregiver to get around, she said high curbs always stop her in her tracks.

"What is (my caregiver) supposed to do?" the Sun Valley woman said. "Pick me up and put me on the sidewalk?"

Cities rethinking '50s-era parking standards

Will forgoing parking lead to transit-friendly development or headaches?

MSNBC

Sat., Sept. 20, 2008

WASHINGTON - Alice and Jeff Speck didn't have a car and didn't want one. But District of Columbia zoning regulations required them to carve out a place to park one at the house they were building.

It would have eaten up precious space on their odd-shaped lot and marred the aesthetics of their neighborhood, dominated by historic row houses. The Specks succeeded in getting a waiver, even though it took nine months.

Like nearly all U.S. cities, D.C. has requirements for off-street parking. Whenever anything new is built — be it a single-family home, an apartment building, a store or a doctor's office — a minimum number of parking spaces must be included. The spots at the curb don't count: These must be in a garage, a surface lot or a driveway.

Story continues below ↓advertisement

D.C. is now considering scrapping those requirements — part of a growing national trend. Officials hope that offering the freedom to forgo parking will lead to denser, more walkable, transit-friendly development.

Opponents say making parking more scarce will only make the city less hospitable. Commuters like Randy Michael of Catharpin, Va., complain they are already forced to circle for hours in some neighborhoods.

"Today I had an 11:30 meeting and I had to plan an extra hour just to park" said Michael, 49. It ended up taking him 40 minutes to find a metered spot.

"Do you want to look like San Francisco or Los Angeles?" asked Donald Shoup, an urban planning professor at UCLA and author of "The High Cost of Free Parking." "New York or Phoenix?" (Shoup prefers San Francisco and New York — hard to park in but highly walkable.)

Parking requirements — known to planners as "parking minimums" — have been around since the 1950s. The theory is that if buildings don't provide their own parking, too many drivers will try to park on neighborhood streets.

In practice, critics say, the requirements create an excess supply of parking, making it artificially cheap. That, the argument goes, encourages unnecessary driving and makes congestion worse. The standards also encourage people to build unsightly surface lots and garages instead of inviting storefronts and residential facades, they say. Walkers must dodge cars pulling in and out of driveways, and curb cuts eat up space that could otherwise be used for trees.

"Half the great buildings in America's great cities would not be legal to build today under current land use codes," said Jeff Speck, a planning consultant. "Every house on my block is illegal by current standards, particularly parking standards."

Opponents also say the standards force developers to devote valuable land to parking, making housing more expensive.

Milwaukee, one of a small group of cities that has eased minimum parking requirements, did so because they were impeding redevelopment of struggling neighborhoods, said John Norquist, the city's mayor from 1988 to 2004.

Norquist, who today heads the Chicago-based Congress for the New Urbanism, described a lot that sat vacant for decades after a historic building burned down. The required parking made it unfeasible to build anything new there, he said. After officials relaxed the parking requirement, a thriving restaurant sprang up.

Some cities have switched directions altogether, replacing the minimum requirement with a cap on the maximum allowable number of parking spaces. London and San Francisco began making the shift decades ago. San Francisco is currently considering extending the new approach to more neighborhoods.

Activists say too much parking is required even in New York City, particularly outside Manhattan. In August, a coalition of environmental groups said existing parking minimums would boost traffic and cancel out much of the expected improvements from the city's green initiatives.

The D.C. proposal would eliminate minimum parking requirements with some exceptions. Caps on parking would also be established.

Story continues below ↓advertisement

In old D.C. neighborhoods like Capitol Hill and Georgetown, where parking is scarce, opponents of the change fear that if new homes don't provide off-street spots, competition for on-street parking will worsen.

"Simply saying, 'Let's make it more painful to park' — it doesn't get you where you want to be," Jarboe said.

But Harriet Tregoning, director of the D.C. Planning Department, said the city is already easy to navigate without a car. Nine out of 10 residents live within a quarter-mile of transit, and, according to census data, 12 percent of Washingtonians walk to work, Tregoning noted. More than a third of D.C. households don't have a car.

The Specks say they haven't regretted their decision to go car-free even after the birth of their son, Milo, in June. They walk to shops and parks in their neighborhood, and the baby's pediatrician is a short bus ride away. When needed, they can rent vehicles from Zipcar, a car-sharing service.

Adding a garage and a driveway to their house would have forced them to sacrifice the equivalent of a bedroom and their garden. They decided it was worth spending the time to get a variance, especially since they were applying for several other zoning waivers at the same time.

For a developer, however, seeking a variance may not be an option.

"If you're working off borrowed money, you're not going to wait nine months," Jeff Speck said.

As a result, developers of some recent D.C. projects have ended up with more parking than actually gets used, Tregoning said.

"We're forcing people to invest in spaces for automobiles rather than in spaces for people," she said. "There's no way to recover that use."

Federal funding bill to move into Senate 

Washington Business Journal 

Thursday, September 25, 2008

By Tierney Plumb

The regional public transit system heard good news from Congress this week.

The U.S. House of Representatives passed rail legislation on Wednesday that included a provision to OK $1.5 billion in federal funding for Metro over a 10-year span.

Those funds would be used for much-needed capital improvements and critical maintenance.

Those funding provisions in the bill signal renewed efforts to help keep the Metro system operating in a healthy state.

"We are grateful to our entire Congressional delegation and others in Congress who understand the importance of protecting the substantial investment the federal government and the National Capital region have made in the Metro system. Metro is an asset designed to serve the federal workforce and the National Capital Region," said John Catoe, Metro general manager, in a statement.

Nearly half of all Metrorail stations are located at federal facilities and nearly half of peak ridership consists of federal employees. The agency expects rail ridership to grow by 22 percent over the decade, and bus ridership to increase 9 percent.

The bill now moves to the Senate.

This week Catoe announced that Metro will need $7 billion for capital spending from 2010 to 2020 to maintain current service, as well as $4.2 billion for expanding capacity and improving lighting, signs and parking facilities.
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