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Private Cash Sets Agenda for Urban Infrastructure
New YorK Times

By LOUIS UCHITELLE
Published: January 6, 2008

NEW HAVEN — Conceived as a freeway, the Route 34 Connector still promises to whisk motorists across New Haven as they exit Interstate 95. But in less than a mile, the three broad lanes abruptly end, forcing traffic onto side roads that skirt the unbuilt right-of-way — a wasteland of elongated asphalt parking lots and scrub grass.

Mayor John DeStefano Jr. calls the aborted project a tragic example of public infrastructure gone awry. He has drawn up detailed plans to rip up the highway and parking lots and restore the neighborhood of homes and stores that once existed. But lacking money, the mayor’s project only inches forward.

A few streets away, there is no such obstacle. On either side of New Haven’s highway to nowhere, city streets throb with construction activity. A different kind of infrastructure spending — unrelated to roads or rapid transit, airports or levees — is under way.

Yale University is rebuilding itself — drawing on its huge, rapidly growing endowment and on multimillion-dollar gifts, mainly from alumni — to renovate 54 buildings and construct 16 new ones. Not since the 1930s has Yale undertaken so ambitious an expansion.

The message in this outburst of activity, here and in other places across the country, is that private spending, supported handsomely by a growing number of very wealthy families, is gaining ground on traditional public investment. In the case of New Haven, once the recipient of more federal dollars per person for urban renewal than any other city, private investment now far surpasses public outlays.

“For us,” the mayor said, “infrastructure spending has come to mean growing the university. Yale has the money, and what they get from us is the approval to grow.”

But for all the wealth going into private philanthropy, its reach is limited. Richard C. Levin, Yale’s president, is not committing money to the mayor’s reconstruction plan or to other items on Mr. DeStefano’s wish list, like high-speed rail service to Manhattan or lengthening the runway at Tweed New Haven Regional Airport so more airlines will fly here.

Philanthropic spending adds mainly to the nation’s stock of hospitals, libraries, museums, parks, university buildings, theaters and concert halls. Public infrastructure — highways, bridges, rail systems, water works, public schools, port facilities, sewers, airports, energy grids, tunnels, dams and levees — depends mostly on tax dollars. It is hugely expensive and the money available, while still substantial, has shrunk as a share of the national economy.

The American Society of Civil Engineers estimates that government should be spending $320 billion a year over the next five years — double the current outlay — just to bring up to par what already exists.

A few decades ago, after the Depression and World War II, the nation rapidly added infrastructure and “maintenance was a less pressing issue,” Casey Dinges, a society spokesman, said. The entire interstate highway system, for example, was built in just 35 years.

But now 14 years are likely to pass before a widening of just one bridge in that system, spanning the Quinnipiac River here on I-95, is completed. The traffic-congested bridge is to become six lanes in each direction, from the present three.

Nearly six years into the expansion, the approaches are gradually being widened, but the bridge itself is untouched. The first pilings have yet to be sunk to support the additional lanes. The state transportation department, which is handling the $2 billion project, blames the slow flow of money, mainly from the federal government. That flow has averaged less than $45 million a year, according to Albert A. Martin, the department’s deputy commissioner.

“If we had had the $2 billion in hand right from the start, that would have reduced the construction time by half, to seven years,” Mr. Martin said. “The problem is, we don’t have the dollars readily available. That is one of the big differences between us and Yale.”

Yale’s Expansive Makeover
Yale’s reconstruction proceeds at warp speed. Scaffolding and gauzelike scrim, to protect pedestrians from falling debris, cover buildings on nearly every block of the urban campus. The emphasis is on those devoted to science and medicine, to enhance Yale’s stature in these fields. But every other department is a beneficiary, too, and all of the 12 residential colleges are being renovated. To keep this work going year-round, Yale built a four-story brick dorm, almost large enough to fill a city block, as temporary student housing.

The 90-year-old football stadium, the Yale Bowl, got a share of the largesse. A mansionlike field house is soon to be built alongside it, which, among other things, will allow the opposing teams to spend halftime in greater comfort. For years they have rested in roped-off exit tunnels beneath the stands; the locker rooms are too far away.

“The field house is a luxury item in a way,” Laura A. Cruickshank, an architect employed by Yale as university planner, acknowledged. “But when you have a stadium that is so old and iconic, you have to do things differently. And how much of a luxury is it when you have players who play the way they do and you have to tape them up at halftime in the tunnels?”

Propelled by the construction on campus, Yale has become a big owner of commercial real estate in the surrounding downtown, engaging in a form of urban renewal not unlike what Mayor DeStefano wants for Route 34. But while the mayor has to extract state and federal subsidies, Yale goes forward with its own money.

Biotech start-ups, restaurants and stores now occupy Yale-owned buildings. Wanting its new campus in upscale surroundings, the university even employs two people full time to recruit boutique retailers in New York and Boston as tenants on spruced-up streets.

“The mayor was far-sighted enough,” said Mr. Levin, who has been Yale’s president since 1993, the same year that Mr. DeStefano first won his office, “to recognize that working with us, with our capital, we could actually revive the downtown, which we’re doing.”

The person in charge of improving the neighborhood around Yale is Bruce Alexander, 64, a former real estate entrepreneur who helped develop the Inner Harbor in Baltimore. Mr. Levin recruited him in 1998 and, during a recent tour of the city, Mr. Alexander pointed out one of his favorite achievements — the purchase of a group of contiguous buildings occupying a square block in the heart of the city.

The owner had gone bankrupt, and to avoid having the buildings auctioned piecemeal, Yale bought them all, at the mayor’s request, and filled them with stores and restaurants at street level, and apartments and offices on the upper floors.

“When you own a block of property,” Mr. Alexander said, “you can create an identity.”

Infrastructure Spending Lags
The shift from public money to private wealth in shaping the nation’s cities is evident in national data. Government outlays on physical infrastructure have declined to 2.7 percent of the gross domestic product, from 3.6 percent in the 1960s. Philanthropic giving, in contrast, has jumped to nearly 2.5 percent of G.D.P., from 1.5 percent in 1995 and 2 percent in the ’60s.

Most of this money goes into endowments and foundations, or comes in the form of individual gifts, and then is increased through leverage. Of the $3 billion that Yale has spent so far on its vast building program, for example, slightly less than two-thirds came from gifts and from the endowment, which now totals $22.5 billion. The rest was borrowed, Mr. Levin said.

Yale now spends more than $400 million annually on its renaissance, nearly six times its outlays for construction and renovation in the mid-1990s. New Haven, by contrast, budgeted $137 million in the current fiscal year for all its capital projects, including those subsidized by state and federal governments. That is less than twice the amount budgeted in the mid-’90s.

Government investment nationwide has lagged for several reasons, say business leaders, academics and public officials. Tax cuts have helped to hold down overall government spending. So has the view, widespread in recent decades, that public investment is often inept and wasteful. And politics intrudes, with the widely criticized earmark process in Congress cited lately as a prime example of misdirected spending.

“Governments are accountable to the democratic process, which has many, many virtues; I would not trade it for anything else,” Mr. Levin said. “But it is not particularly good at focusing resources and driving things efficiently.”

Perhaps most important, big businesses no longer put as much clout and attention behind public infrastructure investments. In an earlier era, corporations, many with deep roots in local communities, lobbied government for the railroads, highways and many other facilities they needed to operate successfully. And they served as a crucial fountain of local tax revenue.

But companies are more mobile today. And many of the urban manufacturers most dependent on public infrastructure have moved or gone out of business. The Winchester Repeating Arms Company, once New Haven’s largest employer, is among the departed. Yale, which pays some taxes and escapes others that most corporations pay — particularly property taxes — is now the city’s biggest employer.

Anthony P. Rescigno, president of the Greater New Haven Chamber of Commerce, is struggling to revive the commitment of his members. He is trying to drum up stronger support among local businesses to lengthen the airport runway to 5,000 feet from the present 4,000 so that commercial airlines will bring in more flights. His members favor the longer runway, but not passionately.

“We had an example of a biotech company in New Haven bringing people here all the time,” Mr. Rescigno said. “Because he couldn’t bring them here easily by air, he would bring them to New York. The meetings and conferences took place there, not here. He had an option.”

Some government-business alliances still carry weight. In the Seattle area, for example, Microsoft has pushed its headquarters city, Redmond, to spend millions to upgrade roads for its expanding campus, along with the millions that the software giant has spent.

Now Microsoft wants the state to replace a 40-year-old, two-lane bridge on a highway that connects Seattle and Redmond. “We joined the city in arguing for the new bridge,” said Lou Gellos, a Microsoft spokesman, “and that was instrumental in bringing the issue to the forefront.”

But such examples are increasingly rare these days.

“If you had 30 C.E.O.’s saying, ‘Damn it, we need new bridges or faster trains,’ then that would happen,” said Peter R. Orszag, director of the Congressional Budget Office. “The fact of the matter is that public infrastructure spending does not have much momentum behind it at all.”

Money Tight, Progress Slow
Mayor DeStefano, 52, an intense man who grew up here, has chosen to spend most of his limited capital budget to renovate New Haven’s public school buildings and add three high schools.

His goal, he says, is to raise the quality of the education so that families will choose to use the public schools, even moving back from the suburbs. His argument is not unlike Mr. Levin’s: Newer buildings, better equipped, make for a better education.

“The high school dropout rate has been cut in half,” the mayor said, arguing that the multiyear reconstruction project is showing results. “Eighty-two percent of the kids go on to two- and four-year colleges. That is higher than the state average.”

Mayor DeStefano’s efforts to rebuild New Haven as a city of middle- and working-class neighborhoods represent a reversal of the large urban renewal projects that once dominated public infrastructure spending. New Haven was at the forefront of that movement. Under an earlier mayor, Richard C. Lee, federal tax dollars poured in for slum clearance, highway construction, big public housing projects, a coliseum and a huge downtown shopping mall.

Most of this is gone now. A community college rises where two department stores stood, and the mall is closed. The 10,000-seat coliseum, a Mecca for wrestling matches and minor-league hockey, was torn down last January.

The Route 34 Connector would have linked I-95, south of the city, to the existing Route 34 in the north. Environmentalists helped to halt the project, objecting in particular to a section of the freeway that would have crossed wetlands. More recently, low-income families living near the right-of-way petitioned the mayor to return the land to streets, stores and homes.

“They want to recreate the neighborhood in which they grew up, or where their parents and grandparents grew up,” said Karyn M. Gilvarg, executive director of the New Haven City Plan Department. She estimates the cost of doing so at $150 million, a relatively small sum for Yale, but too expensive for the mayor to proceed quickly.

There are other delays. The mayor would like Metro-North Railroad’s New Haven line to offer a high-speed service to Manhattan, cutting the 80-mile run to an hour, from an hour and 40 minutes.

“The largest cluster of hedge fund managers after New York and London is in Fairfield County,” the mayor said, arguing that New Haven would get some of that business “if it were a half-hour or an hour closer” by train to Midtown Manhattan.

The state government, which owns the New Haven line, is indeed gradually building up an infrastructure to make faster train service possible. Three hundred new rail cars, built to run at high speeds, will start arriving in 2010.

“We are in the process of repairing bridges and upgrading power lines,” Mr. Martin, the transportation official, said. “And we are looking at installing concrete ties as replacements for the wooden ones.”

Given the limited pool of federal and state money, however, the project moves at a snail’s pace. Under the best-case schedule, high-speed service will not arrive in New Haven for a decade.

“We don’t have the big companies pushing the government to get the work done, because they don’t need it,” Ms. Gilvarg said. “They are all going to China or wherever, and the business sector is smaller in New Haven than it was.”

Blurred Lines in New Haven
For New Haven, that leaves Yale.

“There are no corporate citizens left in New Haven except Yale,” Mr. Levin, the university president, said. He, too, would like to see the airport runway lengthened and high-speed rail service to New York. But they are not central to what he considers his mission, which is to make Yale pre-eminent among universities, not just in science and the arts, but in the students’ daily lives.

Eight of the 12 residential colleges have already been rebuilt, at a cost of at least $40 million each. In appearance, the colleges are the same elegant gray sandstone Gothic structures dating from the early 20th century. The new comforts and efficiencies, though, are evident on closer inspection.

Visiting Trumbull College, next to Sterling Library, Ms. Cruickshank, the university planner, points to the leaded glass windows, which are double paned now, eliminating the unsightly plexiglass that had been screwed to the windows to keep down heating bills.

The bedrooms are still small, but they are organized for the first time in clusters of four or five around a common room, creating a much more social environment. “You cannot walk from one place to another without passing students,” said Janet B. Henrich, the master at Trumbull.

Reconfiguring rooms and passageways is costly without being as noticeably expensive as the changes in the basement, which long housed a small theater for student productions, a gallery for their art, a music practice room and a snack bar. But exposed pipes ran along the ceiling, limiting the space.

That was solved by enlarging the basement and encasing the intrusive mechanicals, so that the basement no longer seems like one. The theater in particular benefited. It has 60 cushioned seats, banked steeply over the stage, and equipped with the latest lighting and sound devices.

“I am not sure it makes for better performances,” Ms. Henrich said, “but it is probably safer and easier to learn the basics.”

As Yale invests, pursuing its goals, Mayor DeStefano falls increasingly into step, blurring the line between public and philanthropic infrastructure spending. Yale has acquired land to build two more residential colleges, and the mayor contributed by closing off and giving portions of two streets to the university.

In return, Yale has agreed to spend $10 million to repair bridges, streets, lights and sidewalks in the neighborhood — in effect, picking up a bill that would strain the city’s budget.

“The streets of their campus are the streets of the city,” Ms. Gilvarg, the city planner, said. “They are part of the public infrastructure, not private roads.”

************

Rail plan needs help, panel says

By GORDON DICKSON
Star-Telegram staff writer
January 4, 2007

ARLINGTON -- Supporters of a proposed North Texas commuter rail system say that in 2009 they'll try for a third time to raise the state's 8.25 percent sales tax cap to pay for transportation projects -- and they hope to go to Austin with stronger support from businesses.
Last year, rail supporters were surprised to encounter last-minute opposition from businesses such as Texas Instruments, which argued that cities shouldn't be allowed to raise their sales taxes by up to 1 percent because the state will eventually need that taxing power for other purposes. The bill didn't pass.


Next time, during the '09 session, North Texas leaders say they'll focus on how gridlock is hurting the economy.


"Those impacts are better brought to the attention of the governor and Legislature by the business community," Tim Lomax, a Texas Transportation Institute researcher at Texas A&M University, said Thursday during a meeting of Tarrant and Dallas county leaders. "Those are the people that are really going to feel it."


Members of the Tarrant Regional Transportation Coalition and Dallas Regional Mobility Coalition met in Arlington to discuss common interests.


Third time a charm?
An increase in the sales tax cap has been rejected twice by state leaders, some of whom say transit can be funded by other revenue sources. One option is higher gasoline taxes. Rail advocates must be prepared to counter that argument, said businessman Walt Humann, who helped create Dallas Area Rapid Transit in the '80s.


How it would work
If the Legislature approves the plan, referendums would be held in each city wishing to add commuter rail or other forms of mass transit. The amount of the sales tax increase would vary, depending on the level of service desired. DART cities pay 1 cent. Residents of Fort Worth and Richland Hills pay a half cent to the Fort Worth Transportation Authority, also known as the T. In Grapevine, voters in 2006 agreed to a 3/8 -cent sales tax increase to help the T pay for a commuter rail line from southwest Fort Worth to Dallas/Fort Worth Airport.


Fallback plan
Arlington Mayor Robert Cluck said the region needs a Plan B, which regional planners say they'll also work on. "I'm going to work as hard as anybody in this room next year at convincing the Legislature they need to give us sales tax capacity," he said. "But what I'm concerned about is I did that last year, as did each of you, and obviously it didn't work."
gdickson@star-telegram.com
**********

Top Planning Issues of 2007

Planetizen

Podcast
31 December 2007 - 5:00am

Over the course of the year, the Planetizen staff editors review and post summaries of hundreds of articles, reports, books, studies, and editorials related to planning and urban development. Now, we take a look back at 2007 and the trends and issues that defined the year in urban planning.

Listen to or download a podcast of this summary above, or read the expanded version below.

The podcast version of this summary originally aired on the nationally-syndicated radio program Smart City, which is broadcast in cities across the U.S. Learn more about Smart City and listen to archived shows.

Congestion Pricing and Road Tolling

This year, more than any before it, the discussion about traffic congestion moved beyond the traditional debate of roads versus transit towards a comparatively modern solution: congestion pricing.

The idea is that by levying a charge on drivers entering certain parts of cities or roads, fewer people will be willing to pay a fee to get to that part of the city or drive on that portion of road and congestion will be reduced. London‘s congestion pricing system is cited as one of the world’s most successful examples, and it made such a big impression on New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg when he visited the city that he announced plans to create a congestion pricing system in New York.

Bloomberg’s plan has caused much controversy in New York, but has also set off a string of congestion pricing plans in cities across America. From Seattle to San Francisco to Dallas to Miami, many cities are thinking about instituting the pay-to-drive systems.

The move to curb congestion was further fueled by a nationwide competition through the U.S. Department of Transportation that called on cities to propose the best ideas for solving their traffic woes.

Each of the winning cities included plans for some sort of road pricing system, indicating not only the willingness of cities to propose somewhat radical ideas, but also the willingness of the federal government to fund those radical ideas.

Feb 10 - Congestion Pricing Programs Get Help From U.S. Federal Budget
Mar 27 - Bush Administration Puts Money Behind Implementing Congestion Pricing
June 22 - New Yorkers OK Congestion Pricing, With One Exception
July 20 - Bloomberg's Congestion Pricing Plan: What Went Wrong
July 31 - Chicago Misses Out On Congestion Pricing Funding
Aug 16 - San Francisco's Congestion Pricing Plan Receives Conditional Federal Funding
Aug 16 - Miami's Highway Makeover
Sept 20 - Inside New York's Congestion Pricing Plan
Sept 21 - San Francisco's Two Attempts At Congestion Pricing
Dec 25 - Congestion Pricing: Unpopular On The Ground And In The Sky
Light Rail/Streetcar Surge

Charging drivers is not the only way cities are trying to relieve congestion, though. Many cities are moving forward with plans to build light rail and streetcar lines. This year was an especially active one for light rail and streetcar planning, with a number of high-profile systems opening or re-opening. Light rail lines opened this year in cities like Charlotte, North Carolina, and San Francisco, and many others have announced plans to create their own.

In addition to light rail, more and more cities are taking a step back in time and revising and reopening streetcar lines. The historic transit systems that were built in many urban areas in the early part of the twentieth century are experiencing a renewed sense of interest from local transit planners, and politicians.

Planners are citing the potential for transit-oriented development around these rail projects as a way to excite the local populations and development communities. And for streetcars, the systems are being promoted not so much for their transit capabilities, but rather for their ability to revive shopping districts. Whatever the reason for cities looking at rail, this nationwide trend towards building light rail and streetcar systems shows little sign of slowing down.

Jan 15 - New San Francisco Light Rail Line Opens
Feb 23 - Metro Head Seeks $1.7 Billion More For Phoenix Light Rail Plans
Apr 19 - Going Regional With Light Rail
June 22 - Streetcars Seeding Economic Development Across U.S.
Aug 20 - Push For Light Rail, BRT On Bridge Replacement Meets Resistance
Oct 22 - Houston's Pending Transit Revolution
Nov 13 - St. Charles Streetcar Line Rolls Again In New Orleans
Nov 27 - Light Rail Debuts To Over-Capacity Crowd
Nov 28 - D.C. Area Seeks Streetcar Rebirth
Dec 14 - Streetcars Roll In Seattle
Drought Planning

Suburban growth, climate change and virtually unchecked overuse have severely diminished the global supply of our most precious natural resource. Water is becoming increasingly hard to come by, especially for the arid regions of the country. Southwestern states like California, Arizona, and New Mexico are dry to begin with, but increasing development in desert areas is creating a demand that the supply just can’t keep up with.

But it’s not just geography that’s to blame. Over-development is stressing aquifers and water tables all over the country, not just those in the drier regions. Much of the Southeast has experienced record lows in rainfall, creating one of the worst droughts in the region’s history. Government officials in states like Georgia, Alabama, Tennessee, and North Carolina have been forced to lay down tight usage restrictions to help the area manage what little water is left in its reservoirs.

As a result, many lawns in the southeast and southwest are not quite as green as they once were. But feeding thirsty front yards is not the biggest problem facing planners and officials in these parched areas. The real challenge will be finding a way to slow or control growth and encourage more sensible use of water to ensure the long-term sustainability of our urbanized areas.

Jan 29 - Sharing The Burden Of A Drought
Apr 5 - Western States Scramble For Water
Apr 8 - Catastrophic Drought 50 Years Away For Southwest
Aug 22 - Water Shortages Alter Growth Patterns In Las Vegas
Oct 16 - Desperate Times As Drought Diminishes Supplies
Nov 1 - Planning For Megafires and Drought
Nov 18 - Cities Abandonded? Mass Migrations? The Questions No One is Asking About Drought
Nov 28 - Managing Florida's Ongoing Growth Saga
Dec 10 - States Dependent On Colorado River Water Agree On Plan
Dec 23 - Lack Of Foresight Hung Atlanta Up To Dry
Cities Taking Lead on Environment

Climate change has become a problem no one can ignore. And though everyone seems to recognize that it’s an issue, the federal government has been reluctant to address it through any major proposals. But where the federal government has come up short, local governments are taking the lead.

City governments across the United States have instituted broad and sometimes ambitious measures to improve their energy efficiency and reduce their impact on the environment. When the Kyoto Protocol became law in more than 140 countries in 2005, Seattle Mayor Greg Nickels launched a drive to get the mayors of cities to voluntarily sign on in compliance. This effort has picked up steam over the last few years, and by the end of 2007, more than 700 U.S. mayors have signed on. These mayors have made a variety of environmentally-conscious promises – from reducing the amount of trash that ends up in landfills to increasing investment in alternative energy production.

These local efforts are also beginning to spread out from the big cities to smaller and more rural areas, showing that leadership at the federal level is not necessary to start creating a greener country.

Mar 21 - Is Chicago The New 'Green' American City?
June 25 - Washington Needed After All?
July 12 - San Francisco Considers Green Building Mandate
Sept 6 - Becoming America's Most Sustainable City
Sept 8 - Sacramento's Green Ambitions
Nov 6 - Mayors Keep Eyes On Green Future
Nov 17 - Citywide Green Building Rules Under Consideration
Nov 18 - L.A. Set To Become Next Big City To Mandate Green Development
Dec 3 - Downtown Salt Lake City Goes Green
Dec 25 - A 'Green' Manifesto From L.A.'s Mayor
Crumbling Infrastructure

Infrastructure has been a major concern in recent years. From the levee failures in New Orleans to the increasingly over-stressed federal highway system, America’s infrastructure is a huge problem that seems too overwhelming to tackle.

This sense of despair was brought back during the summer after the tragic collapse of the Interstate 35W bridge in Minneapolis. The deaths and injuries resulting from this structural failure prompted city and state officials to make quick action on identifying and updating their older bridges and potentially dangerous public works projects.

In response to the devastation in Minneapolis, politicians in the U.S. Senate introduced the National Infrastructure Bank Act of 2007, a bill to create a federal funding source intended specifically for the large and expensive infrastructure projects that the country needs most. Though not yet approved, the bill could stand to ease the renovation of the aging bridges that have caused such concern in recent months, and may also serve to aid the water starved areas in the southeast and southwest.

Jan 31 - Nagin Tells Senate He Doesn't See Federal Will To Rebuild
Feb 6 - Rebuilding America's Cities
May 18 - U.S. Transportation Infrastructure Lacks Investment and Innovation
June 22 - Flood Risks Persist In New Orleans
July 11 - Southern California Planners Predict $100 Billion In Transportation Needs
Aug 2 - Federal Infrastructure Bank Proposed In Congress
Aug 3 - The Dangers of Aging Infrastructure
Aug 8 - 'Small Government' Can't Maintain Infrastructure
Aug 10 - A 'New Deal' Needed for American Infrastructure
Oct 4 - Missouri's Bridge Plan Could Guide Nation
Bikeability

Amsterdam, Portland, and Copenhagen have long been recognized as the world’s most bike-friendly cities. Add to that list Paris, as the city recently achieved worldwide bike fame when it implemented an expansive bike rental system throughout the city. Called Vélib', the system has placed thousands of bikes at rental stations all over the city where people can rent and use a bike for only one euro. Since its debut this summer, the Vélib' system has been extremely popular in the city, and local politicians are crediting it with reducing congestion in the central city.

The popularity of the Vélib' system has caught the eye of many other cities. Portland, Seattle, San Francisco, Vancouver, Montreal, and Beijing are considering bike rental systems.

Many cyclists and environmentalists hope the excitement fueled by the Paris Vélib' system will sustain itself and translate into increased biking and bike awareness in our urban areas.

Mar 16 - The Quest For Colored Bike Lane Pavement
Mar 29 - Bike Lane Boost For Seattle Cyclists
May 21 - Innovative Bike-Transit Concepts That Work
July 12 - How To Get More Americans To Use Bicycles
July 23 - Paris Embraces New Bike Rental Program
Aug 20 - U.S. Secretary Peters Says Bikes 'Are Not Transportation'
Sept 21 - NYC Gets Its First-Ever Physically-Separated On-Street Bike Path
Oct 8 - Big Cities Hop On The Bicycle Bandwagon
Nov 8 - Bike Business Booms
Nov 11 - Broad Bike Plan Approved In Seattle
Fall of Citywide Wi-Fi

In recent years, the idea of providing free or fee-based wireless Internet access in cities seemed like a no-brainer. The world has been changing at a rapid pace since the advent of the Internet, and many cities recognized that getting connected was in the best interest of their people and their economies. Numerous big city mayors announced plans for citywide Wi-Fi systems enabling wireless Internet access throughout the city. The people were excited, the local business community was anticipating a flood of pedestrians and laptops web browsers to frequent their shops, and the wireless industry was biting at the opportunity to get these cities connected.

But 2007 showed that creating these citywide Wi-Fi networks is not as easy as it sounds. Cities like Chicago, San Francisco, St. Louis, and Houston have been forced to abandon their plans for citywide networks, mainly due to the unanticipatedly high costs of implementing the systems. Some fault the private firms charged with building the infrastructure for underestimating the costs; others blame the cities for naively discounting the fact that supplying the Internet for free wouldn't actually be free.

But while the big city Wi-Fi networks have faltered and flopped, smaller and more rural communities are building their own small-scale wireless networks with great success, leading some civic leaders to reconsider their grand schemes for citywide projects in favor of smaller, targetted pockets of accessibility.

Feb 14 - Houston Plans Citywide Wi-Fi Network
Mar 8 - The World's Most Connected Cities
Sept 2 - High Costs Unravel Citywide Wi-Fi Plans
Sept 13 - Wi-Fi Flops In Big Cities, Thrives In Smaller Communities
Sept 14 - Rural Kentucky Gets Connected
Sept 15 - Municipal Wi-Fi Networks: Easier Said Than Done
Oct 1 - Why Municipal Wi-Fi Projects Fail
Oct 28 - Citywide Wi-Fi Plans Abandoned In St. Louis
Nov 13 - Tucson Ditches Citywide Wi-Fi, Focuses On Areas Of Need
Dec 26 - Citywide Wi-Fi On Verge of Self-Sustainability In Minneapolis
Subprime Meltdown Fallout

The subprime mortgage meltdown of 2006 laid the foundation for a bleak real estate market in 2007. Falling prices and property values have created a very cool market, especially in comparison to recent years.

The most significant effect of the subprime meltdown of 2006 was the high rate of foreclosures seen in 2007. As thousands of homes foreclose across the country, communities are trying desperately to counteract the drain on their economies. Some are tapping city coffers to buy up the foreclosed properties that now blight their towns and lower their property values. Other cities are even giving away foreclosed properties to local residents in an effort to halt the downward slide of their economies.

As thousands of families lose their most valuable investments, many local leaders and politicians are pushing for a moratorium on foreclosures. Others lay the blame not on the predatory lenders and mortgage companies, but rather on the Federal Reserve for keeping interest rates too low and artificially inflating the housing market. But no matter where the blame lies, many Americans will continue to lose their homes to foreclosures. As these losses continue and the housing market struggles to rebound in 2008, these issues are sure to be on the minds of politicians and voters across the country in the months leading up to the November general elections.

Mar 13 - Housing Slump Will Hurt Borrowers and Lenders Alike
Mar 16 - Ground Zero For The Sub-Prime Mortgage Meltdown
Mar 23 - African Americans Among First Victims Of Subprime Meltdown
Mar 24 - Suburbs Battle Blight Left By Foreclosures
Apr 8 - Calls For Foreclosure Moratorium In Wake Of Subprime Meltdown
Apr 10 - Predatory Lending And The Foreclosure Crisis
Apr 12 - Sub-Prime Redlining?
Sept 9 - How the Federal Reserve Burst the Bubble
Oct 10 - A Working Class Neighborhood Battle With Foreclosure
Dec 19 - Minneapolis Neighborhood Revitalized For Renters, Owners and Retailers
