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The Alliance for Public Transportation (APT) wanted to reach out to key stakeholders to better understand their interests, issues, and concerns about public transportation and its role in their communities and more broadly in our Central Texas region.  The purpose of the meetings is to improve APT's specific understanding of stakeholders’ current and desired experiences with transportation, and then help them identify how to help best advocate for a more robust transportation system that appropriately incorporates transit and rail. 

What we did

APT interviewed key contacts from targeted community stakeholder groups to built a list of invitees, identify key issues, and inform the planning for the community dialogues.  We decided to facilitate five 70-minute, managed conversations (focus group format) with a small number of recruited participants and asked each group the same set of questions.

In addition to the standard questions, the facilitator chose to explore individual or group responses to issues raised.  Two people took detailed written notes and all the meetings were recorded for quality assurance. What follows is the distillation of 17 pages of notes from the five meetings.

What we heard

Participants’ transportation experiences were varied, living in all parts of the region – central city, campus area, east side, west side, south side, and surrounding cities.  Transportation experiences ranged from some only driving, some commuting by bus, a few bicycle as much as possible, a few use the bus for most trips, and some have used public transit when traveling in cities throughout the US and abroad.  

Despite the diversity of experiences among participants, there were several common themes that surfaced in every focus group.  This is not to suggest agreement on the issues, but the prevalence does suggest common points of interest and potential opportunities.

Mistrust. The object of mistrust shifted depending on the speaker and the group. It might be City of Austin elected officials or an agency, such as Capital Metro or TxDOT.  It might be organized groups with a different agenda, such as Take on Traffic or rail opposition. In context, the mistrust was generally accompanied by an example of supposed mishandling of an issue from community members’ perspectives:  “City Council members talk out of both sides of their mouth and that is the reason ___ goes nowhere”;  “Capital Metro (or TxDOT) planning just presents what they want to do.” Participants expressed the belief that advocates are consumed by a portion of the argument, whether it's rail opponents in 2000, or Take on Traffic in 2006, and many members of the community feel that they extract convenient points into “bumper sticker” messages, rather than facilitating informed public discussion of the real challenges.

Master plan.  At some point during each focus group, general agreement was reached that Central Texas needs a regional master plan, a vision and blueprint illustrating how to accomplish this vision for public transportation and rail in particular.  “All Systems Go”, if they knew about it, was insufficient in scope and geographic coverage (only Cap Metro service area).  There was some recognition that Envision Central Texas began such an effort. There was no discussion of CAMPO’s 2035 long-range planning.

Public awareness and engagement.  Misinformation and no information abound, even among participants active in their community and some moderately active on transportation issues.  There is concern that “most people” and Texans will never use public transit, don’t even understand how it works or what it can help Central Texas to accomplish, and even if they want to learn, there is no source of information that people can consult and trust as reliable and unbiased.  There is frustration with what is perceived of as inadequate public dialogue.  It was mentioned that “Officials need to be mature enough to allow robust public debate,” and that “We need to reach out even to those who disagree with us.”  And the inadequacies foster distrust, while also making proposals easier to undermine. There is a significant interest from many of the participants to help increase awareness and engagement within their spheres of influence if the process is constructive (increasing public understanding, and not merely debate) and if participation can influence the outcome.

Leadership.  In each focus group, there was a sense that someone—or some organization or agency— should be leading the effort for more rail, but no one could point to any particular group that they thought was leading it, or was qualified or trustworthy enough to.  Capital Metro should be very involved in the technical planning and implementation, but there was no call for them to lead.  CAMPO might be seen as more unbiased, but there is no history of them taking the initiative to lead.  A few elected officials were mentioned, but none were seen as sufficiently engaged or serving as an effective leader to bring people together for a common goal.  

Top of the list.  Transportation is viewed at or near the top of most participants’ lists as the short and long-term challenge for Central Texas.  This status was gained for different reasons.  Some wanted rail to facilitate dense, mixed-use developments and saw transportation as key to place-making and a better quality of life experience.  Some saw gasoline costs and other costs as environmental and equity issues.  Some viewed transportation options as a primary indicator of social and economic viability – e.g., facilitating gentrification, percentage of household costs, and getting hard to retain skilled employees who can choose to live anywhere presents some businesses with the challenge of staying competitive in the current economy and their specific markets.  Others still view stronger transit and rail as the best way to provide mobility as the population/market trends shift to greater urbanization. 
Dollars and sense.  Many participants understood enough to know that public funding for transportation is insufficient.  There was openness to discussions of better value capture,
 new revenues that would allow the entire region to pay their share for transit services, and best use of existing resources (funding and rights-of-way) decision-making.  There is isolated frustration with “the public shouldering the entire burden,” “dedicating sales tax regardless of services provided,” or “getting very little state or federal transportation funding for transit and other options.” 
Specific issues.  There are some specific items worth mentioning because they put an edge to the issues mentioned above.

· Pflugerville desperately needs a resolution to the MoKan rights-of-way.  TxDOT has control of the corridor.  Despite cities along the corridor writing letters indicating an interest in seeing this as a rail corridor, it has neither been dedicated as such nor been granted use for any other purpose.  With development occurring along the corridor, some community members feel that a resolution needs to occur.

· There is still significant interest in different rail alignments through the University of Texas campus.  Staff prefers an eastern alignment on San Jacinto. Some students prefer a more central alignment in the middle of the transit mall on Speedway. Students uniformly saw a pairing of east and west lines the next most attractive option to a central alignment.  And people in two focus groups voiced significant interest in a west campus alignment.

· The corridor challenge.  “If you don’t have an efficient system that moves people well within narrowly-defined corridors and build things around that corridor, sprawl will ensue.”  Core transit corridors are considered too shallow—though there has not been sufficient research done to prove or disprove this— and do not support much Vertical Mixed Use (VMU) development.  “All corridors need to be looked at.  The biggest beneficiaries of development/beautification along alignments are the people living on those streets.” But this needs to be connected with good sidewalks and create places people want to live near.

· Affordability.  New development is pushing people out, but now that transportation costs are so high, they can’t afford the urban fringe either.  “We can provide affordable housing if we go back to the 1959 when the average home size was 950 square feet for a family of four.” One attendant who is professionally linked to real estate development throughout the city commented, “Right now, I could build a place for a family of four around that size for $95,000, but that would take significant changes in home-buyer attitudes.” Median income is decreasing in Austin, while “costs are going up, transportation, housing, less citizenry is being served.”

What participants said they needed

Education and information. There was a widespread opinion even among people who are civically engaged, and to a greater extent in the public, that information is not easy to get, nor is it clear which sources are to be trusted. Each group made a plea for this resource, although it took many different forms.  

· There was a call for an unbiased, one-stop source of reliable information from CAMPO or even some private source that was not viewed as advocating for a particular outcome. Information should be user-friendly and preferably audience specific in terms of language, style, design, etc.

· There needs to be information about policies, major decisions, etc.

· There also is a recognition that people’s habits and attitudes need to change and this will require (at a minimum) regular communications that engages the media to help challenge “old” attitudes and help people understand how they might use the proposed transit/rail.

Connecting people on a regular basis.  Participants perceive that few opportunities exist for people to dialogue and build a common understanding for the need, outcomes, and benefits for transit and rail.  The implication is one of polarization among a few engaged people, but little broad-based dialogue.  

Encouraging unity. One suggestion was that CAMPO, or another community-wide group, should develop a collective voice to communicate concerns and keep the conversation going.  Several groups acknowledged a need to include divergent interests and opinions in the dialogue to try building a commonly held set of outcomes.  Proponents seem to recognize this will require stronger leadership and trust building than we have had to date.

Encouraging progress toward implementation of a whole system.  Participants broadly support the projects being discussed with great importance placed on a circulator that begins to connect places in central Austin with a regional rail network and cities throughout the metropolitan area.  This is important even for those living outside the city limits of Austin.  The next most well positioned is the airport and the commuter line to Manor-Elgin, although the second is consistently viewed as more likely. However, there also was strong resonance that these projects must be positioned as technically and financially responsible steps toward development of an overall system, and would need to be presented to the community with a healthily fleshed out outline or diagram of cause, effect, cost, and timeline.

What participants said they would do

With help, most participants are very willing to help increase the awareness, educate, and even help the people in their sphere of influence to engage.  Some are willing to become very active, especially if APT can help them access the resources above. 
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Focus Group Planning and Questions

· 5 (maybe 6) focus group meetings 

· A group will have approximate 15 participants – 70 minutes

· To balance consistency of data with the need to tailor discussions to each groups identified interests, experience level, etc. 

· Time is primary management mechanism

	Time
	Min
	Activity

	O
	5
	Housing keeping, expectations, process

	5
	10
	30 second introductions

	15
	5
	Q1: What is your experience with transportation in Central Texas? 

	20
	10
	Q2: Has your experience been what you would like it to be?

	30
	10
	Q3: Now is there anything you are aware of that gets you closer to the experience you would like to see?

	40
	10
	Q 4: What do you think the next step, or steps, should be in Central Texas?

	50
	10
	Q 5: Image - There is a proposal on the ballot for May ’09 for rail.  What project or projects would you most wish to see on the ballot?

	60
	5
	Q 6: What is you or your organization’s role?

	65
	5
	Q7: What information would you need to know to get involved?


Objectives:

1. General educational on transit alternatives in the region.
2. Developing community input into the opportunities, interests, and process for building consent.
3. Explore roles that key stakeholder groups will adopt in support of the planning, implementation, and financing of transit and rail improvements.
List of Invitees and Affiliations


Attended

Paul Crews
Austin Area Rapid Transit

Justin Westmoreland
Austin Chamber

Kathy Carr
Austin Chamber

John-Michael Cortez
Austin Community College, Trustee

Stephen Oliver
American Institute of Architects

Mayor Mark Holm
City of Elgin

Councilmember Jamie Allen
City of Manor

Dustin Haisler
City of Manor

Phil Tate
City of Manor

Tom Bolt
City of Manor

David Buesing
City of Pflugerville

Mayor PT Victor Gonzales
City of Pflugerville

Trey Fletcher
City of Pflugerville

John Langmore
Congress of New Urbanism

Austan Librach
Congress of New Urbanism 

Dan Light
Downtown Austin Alliance

Wade Cooper
Downtown Austin Alliance

Danny Barnett
Dwyer Realty

Dennis Sheehan
Elgin Development Corp

Jeff Carter
Elgin Development Corp

Jim Walker
Envision Central Texas

Valerie Bristol
Envision Central Texas

Glenn Reynolds
Housing Works

Terry Mitchell
Housing Works

Johnny Limon
Housing Works,

Allen Demling
League of Bicycle Voters

Bill Spelman
Livable City

David Foster
Livable City

Louis Malfaro
Livable City

Marguerite Jones
Livable City

Mark Yznaga
Livable City

Patricia Brown
Pflugerville Chamber

Kevin Kluge
Pflugerville CONA

Katie Ferrier
Real Estate Council of Austin

Tom Terkel
Real Estate Council of Austin

Jim Lemos
Urban Land Institute

Brian Ott
Urban Land Institute 

Charles Heimsath
Urban Land Institute 

Sinclair Black
Urban Land Institute
Invited:


Dick Lillie
American Planning Association

Brandon Janes
Austin Chamber

John Torres
Austin Chamber

Paul Bury 
Austin Chamber

Joe Holt
Austin Chamber

Amy Wright
Austin Independent Business Council

Steve Bercu
Austin Independent Business Council

Rebecca Melancor
Austin Independent Business Council

Melissa Miller
Austin Independent Business Council

Ruth Glendinning
Austin Independent Business Council

Mark Williams
Austin Independent School District, Chair

Danette Chimenti
Austin Neighborhood Council

Jon Beall
Barton Creek Association 

Dr. Chicquita Eugene
Capital City African American Chamber

John Garrett
City of Plugerville-Business

Tom Stacey
Downtown Austin Alliance

Travis Froehlich
Envision Central Texas

Dean Steiner
Envision Central Texas

Judge Jeff Wright-Caldwell
Envision Central Texas

Dr.Charles Urdy
Envision Central Texas

Andy Martinez
Greater Austin Hispanic Chamber

Paul Saldana
Greater Austin Hispanic Chamber

Francie Ferguson
HousingWorks

Clint Smith
HousingWorks

Rob D’Amico
League of Bicycle Voters

Robin Rather
Livable City

Smitty Tom Smith
Public Citizen

Colin Clark
Save Our Springs

Sarah Eckhardt
Travis County

Luke Metzger
TxPIRG

Rob Parsons
Urban Design Society

Minator Azemi
Urban Design Society

Emily Bieda
Urban Design Society

Emily Risinger
Urban Design Society




A sample of their own words:


“Some organization must take the lead. Public must be able to trust that these projects will work.”


 “We need to have conversations out in community about what kind of system to build, not just about individual modes or any particular piece.”


 “Elected officials need to be mature enough to allow a good public discussion which will build credibility and in its absence credibility easily undermined.” 


“There's a lot of green land between Austin and outlying areas that needs to be preserved and built around. If land sites aren’t slated for development, they won't be available for long.”


“There wasn’t a vision in 2000 for the voting public to see, which reveals short-sightedness in the planning. We must restore the faith that "we"  (the region) can figure out rail and public transit. And, elevate belief that certain projects are the next viable step, because Austin is a global city—or at least has the potential to be.”


“I’m for the Streetcar, but it needs to be done right. It should connect existing highly develop centers, efficiently and attractively move people, have WIFI, and promote development around it that is dynamic, convenient and cool.”


“We cannot afford to plan rail piecemeal, it is all connected.”


“For rail to be implemented, there'll have to be (at least some) underwriting from public, because it isn't supposed to be self-supporting. People just don’t want it to be high maintenance with upkeep like highways.”


“It's important for voters to know how they’ll be impacted personally or professionally, how they'll be taxed, and how service will change in the(ir) community, where it is going and how to use it.”





























� Two additional focus groups were planned, but timely scheduling was impossible: (1) Georgetown, Hutto, and Round Rock; and (2) Buda, Kyle, Hays County, and San Marcus.  We were also contacted by a UTA Staff/Facility group interested in having a focus group. Finally, original plans included Riverside Dr. interests; however this seemed a duplication of limited resources with the start of the Riverside corridor master planning process.


� Explicit agreements in which beneficiaries of public investments in transportation pay back some of the increase value they accrue. � HYPERLINK "http://www.reconnectingamerica.org/public/download/valuecap" ��http://www.reconnectingamerica.org/public/download/valuecap�
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