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Briefing on Capital Area Metropolitan Planning Organization (CAMPO) Transit Working Group (TWG) Urban Rail Submittal.

Forecast for bus strike foggy

Union, management trade barbs and faxes as threatened Wednesday strike edges closer.

AMERICAN STATESMAN STAFF

Tuesday, November 04, 2008

By Ben Wear

Antagonists in the Capital Metro labor stalemate offered little evidence Monday that the bus strike called for Wednesday morning will be averted.

The union president and Capital Metro's labor chief were communicating only via fax Monday, and that haltingly. As of now, the first time that Amalgamated Transit Union Local 1091 and Capital Metro will sit down for talks will be Friday , which would be three days into a work stoppage.

Jay Wyatt, Local 1091's president, said Monday that the union was willing to accept a stopgap, two-year contract proposal put forward late last week by Austin City Council Member Mike Martinez. If Capital Metro would go along with the Martinez plan, Wyatt said he'll call off the strike.

No dice, said Terry Garcia Crews, general manager of the Capital Metro unit that supervises union workers. Council Member Brewster McCracken, who like Martinez also serves on the Capital Metro board, said Monday that he had been told that the financial impact on the agency of Martinez's two-year offer was virtually as steep as the agency's four-year offer, which union members rejected overwhelmingly last week.

Martinez suggested a retroactive 3 percent raise for workers in the contract's first year, which actually ended June 30, and 2.5 percent for the current year. Management's offer included a $1,000 one-time payment for that first year, in lieu of a raise, then 3 percent raises this year and next, and 3.25 percent in 2010.

"I appreciate the efforts of Council Member Martinez," Garcia Crews said. "But I truly believe those discussions should be left at the bargaining table."

Garcia Crews had proposed last week that the two sides meet Friday, which she said was the earliest date that a federal mediator and Capital Metro's hired labor lawyer Tom Hock could be in town for talks. Wyatt said he faxed a letter Monday to Capital Metro agreeing to the Friday talks, but Garcia Crews at mid-afternoon had not seen the letter.

Regardless, Garcia Crews said she would be calling Wyatt today, urging him to put off a strike and give the parties a chance Friday to work things out. Talks between the two sides have been going on for 18 months. The latest session was Oct. 15.

Wyatt said management's rejection of the Martinez proposal "means they want a strike."

Garcia Crews' reaction: "That's absolutely untrue."

If there is a strike, the 850 affected workers can't count on much financial backing from the union. Wyatt said the Amalgamated Transit Union's strike fund provides only $100 a week to each worker. And that will begin only after a strike has lasted for at least a week.

Capital Metro, for its part, would lose up to $18,000 in cash fares per day but would save on salaries, fuel and other operations costs.

So, Wyatt was asked, what are the chances that a strike will occur Wednesday?

"I don't know," he said. "That's the question of the day."

Design principles unveiled for UT's Brackenridge tract

Planning firm cites importance of open space, trails, economic viability.

AMERICAN-STATESMAN STAFF

Tuesday, November 04, 2008

By Ralph K.M. Haurwitz

Future development of a 345-acre parcel in West Austin that is owned by the University of Texas should be guided by the importance of walking trails, open space, transportation improvements and economic viability, according to draft "design principles" outlined Monday evening by a planning firm.

"If we do our job right, it becomes one of those cherished places," said Paul Milana , a partner with Cooper, Robertson & Partners LLP, which was commissioned by the university's governing board to deliver at least two conceptual master plans for the Brackenridge tract in June.

The eight design principles, which are intended to guide the preparation of those plans, stop short of taking a position on the most controversial questions regarding the tract — namely, whether Lions Municipal Golf Course, student apartments and a biological field laboratory should be retained. Nor are various types of development — retail, office, residential, hotel and so forth — ranked by priority or even detailed as options.

"They are intentionally broad," Milana said of the principles. "The basis for those two plans has not yet been determined."

The UT System Board of Regents regards the Brackenridge tract as an underutilized asset with the potential to generate considerable income for the flagship campus during an era of tight budgets. That impulse has collided with strong attachments to the tract forged over decades.

Golfers have launched a campaign to preserve Muny, as the course is known, and the like-minded Austin City Council wants to acquire it by purchase or trade. UT students are lobbying for housing to be part of the site's mix, and people who live in the adjacent Tarrytown neighborhood are seeking a light touch in development to minimize traffic congestion.

And professors who conduct classes and field research at the 82-acre lab say that losing the site would devastate UT's highly regarded program in integrative biology.

The Cooper firm's design principles underscore the methodical approach that its architects and urban planners are taking to what they clearly regard as a signature project involving a parcel that is more than three-fourths the size of the main campus. They have conducted reviews of traffic, ecological conditions and economic data and will host a series of public workshops this week to gather input on the principles at the headquarters of the Lower Colorado River Authority on Lake Austin Boulevard.

The meetings will be at 9:30 a.m. and 6:30 p.m. Wednesday and 6:30 p.m. Friday.

The Cooper firm's public briefing Monday evening left Mary Arnold, a longtime environmental activist and a leader of the Save Muny group, underwhelmed.

"The whole thing seems to be based on the assumption of redeveloping the entire tract," she said, adding that public comments have favored continuation of current uses.

Tommy Thomas, a psychologist who plays golf at Muny, said he heard nothing suggesting that the golf course would be preserved. "They haven't listened to the community at all," he said.

Chad Phelan, a master's degree student in city and regional planning at UT, said of the Cooper firm's outline of design principles, "It's very general, and it's hard to know how that'll translate into a design."

The principles call for any new land uses to mesh well, in terms of building scale and other features, with Tarrytown and the Colorado River, which borders the tract. The importance of respecting the philanthropic gesture of Col. George W. Brackenridge, a UT regent who donated the tract in 1910 , is also cited.

"We can't forget that it was left to the university to benefit the university," Milana said. "We believe it is essential to preserve opportunities for future university uses. We don't know what needs the university might have in the future."

To that end, he said, it's useful to consider a place like SoHo , a New York City neighborhood where older industrial buildings have morphed into art galleries, retail shops and lofts.

"We believe very strongly that good plans can be flexible over time," Milana said. "Buildings can be reused for different uses."

Existing development at the Brackenridge tract has evolved piecemeal, unguided by any larger plan or goal, he said. Portions of the tract are leased for a grocery store, restaurants, a marina, shops, the golf course, an upscale apartment complex and the LCRA headquarters.

Milana said this week's sessions would include opportunities for the public to weigh in on how the tract might be redeveloped starting from scratch or with the assumption that current uses are retained. Leases for current uses expire at different times. The golf course lease with the City of Austin expires in 2019.

Milana said informal Web-based surveys by the Cooper firm found that there is strong support for extending the city's hike-and-bike trail into the tract. In addition, traffic congestion is a frequent complaint. The design principles call for taking measures to minimize congestion but note that some steps, such as improvements to MoPac Boulevard (Loop 1), would go beyond the tract's confines.

Any future development must make money for the university, whose governing board favors leasing over selling. "This has to make sense economically, or the plan won't go anywhere," Milana said.

Florence Mayne, the UT System's executive director for real estate, is pleased with the work of the Cooper firm and its subcontractors so far: "We think they've brought a lot of sensitivity and creativity to the project."

Hutto plots plan for future growth

Austin Business Journal

October 29, 2008

The city of Hutto — one of the fastest growing cities in the region — continues to negotiate the line between rapid growth and maintaining strong quality of life.

To keep pace, the city is beginning a new planning process, called “Gaining for Growth,” that will create a template for future expansion along with a unified development code.

The new plan kicks off Nov. 3 with a four-day planning charrette that will bring together stakeholders to help establish a vision for Hutto’s future. The charrette is open to the public.

“We want as many people as possible to participate so our plan represents a broad consensus,” City Manager Ed Broussard says. “We have a national team of designers and planners to help us, but we’ll be the ones setting the goals and testing the ideas.”

Hutto has hired PlaceMakers LLC of Atlanta to consult on the plan.

Click here to see a schedule for the charrette.

Ten – Count 'Em – 10 Rail Ballot Initiatives Facing Voters on Nov. 4th

LightRailNow.org

November 2008

America's 2008 election process is setting a record, not just because of the crucial and history-making presidential contest, but also because across the country there are more major rail public transport initiatives on the ballot than – as far as we can tell – at any time in US history.

Here's a quick rundown of the most important measures:

Rail New Start Projects:

• Honolulu — Rapid rail system referendum... See: » Honolulu — Rail transit referendum «

• Kansas City — Light rail project, funded by sales tax... See: » Kansas City — Light rail project with dedicated revenue – re-vote « and » Kansas City: Chamber, tourism industry, leading paper all urge Yes vote on light rail «

• Sacramento — Streetcar project, funded by sales tax (separate from Regional Transit's interurban light rail)... See: » Sacramento Area — Streetcar funding via sales tax extension «

• Sonoma-Marin Counties, California — SMART regional passenger railproject, funded by sales tax... See: » Sonoma-Marin Counties, California—Regional passenger rail New Start faces vote «

• California (statewide) — Intercity highspeed rail project, via bond funding... See: » California (Statewide) — Highspeed intercity rail project with bond funding «

Rail Extension and/or Support Projects:

• St. Louis — Ongoing funding and extensions to MetroLink light rail and transit system, new sales tax funding... See: » St. Louis — Support for LRT with dedicated revenue «

• Seattle — Extensions to Link light rail system, new sales tax funding... See: » Seattle Area — Another public transit expansion effort «

• Los Angeles — Extensions to MetroRail rapid rail and light rail system and Metrolink regional passenger rail, via expanded sales tax funding... See: » Los Angeles — Tax increase for highways & transit «

• San Jose — Extension to BART rapid rail system, via expanded sales tax funding... See: » San Jose — Public revenue support measure for BART rail rapid transit «

• Albuquerque — Ongoing funding via regional revenue district... See: » Albuquerque: Yet another rail transit funding initiative on Nov. 4th ballot «

Besides these major rail transit-related initiatives, across the country there are important measures for funding various smaller bus-only transit systems, such as operations in Reno, Nevada and Youngstown, Ohio. Check the Center for Transportation Excellence website:

http://www.cfte.org

A listing of articles on Light Rail Now! that address some of the most critical issues involved in America's November 4th election – including issues that many public transport advocates believe any new administration in Washington should address – is incorporated in our

webpage USA Election Issues 2008.

Public Works Projects Promoted at Hearing

New York Times

October 29, 2008

By ROBERT PEAR

WASHINGTON — Business executives and Republicans joined Democrats and labor unions in clamoring Wednesday for a multibillion dollar initiative to stimulate the economy with more federal spending on roads and bridges, waterways, airports, railways, schools and energy-saving technology.

Now is not the time to worry about the federal budget deficit, the witnesses and members of Congress said at a hearing of the House Committee on Transportation and Infrastructure.

Gov. Jon S. Corzine of New Jersey, a Democrat, told the committee that Congress should take action “post-election, not post-inauguration” — in November or December, instead of waiting until after the new administration takes over in late January — to provide $250 billion to $300 billion for new projects.

Representative James L. Oberstar, Democrat of Minnesota and chairman of the committee, said he was tired of hearing from economists who believed that spending on public works would not be of much help because the projects were built slowly, over months or years.

“The problem with those economists,” Mr. Oberstar said, “is that they never had their hands on a shovel and never had a callus on them.”

Lawmakers of both parties said that Congress, having passed a $700 billion bill to bail out banks and Wall Street investment houses, now needed to help consumers and smaller businesses.

Mr. Oberstar said that House Speaker Nancy Pelosi, Democrat of California, had made a “firm commitment” to pass an economic recovery bill, with money for transportation and public works, as soon as possible.

Ms. Pelosi said this week that she would try to work with President Bush to “find bipartisan agreement on an economic recovery package.” She emphasized the need for “fiscal discipline,” and House leadership aides said that any bill passed this year was unlikely to provide more than $100 billion.

Mr. Bush threatened to veto a $61 billion stimulus bill passed by the House on Sept. 26. “Infrastructure projects require lengthy time periods to plan and build and would not create a substantial number of jobs in the near future,” Mr. Bush said then.

Lawmakers took issue with the president on Wednesday.

Because of the recent slowdown, Mr. Oberstar said, “there is a huge backlog of infrastructure projects that are ready to go” in three or four months, if additional money is made available.

State transportation officials said they could start work on more than 3,000 highway projects totaling $18 billion within 30 to 90 days. Mass transit officials said they could have $8 billion of projects ready to go in 90 days.

The senior Republican on the committee, Representative John L. Mica of Florida, heartily endorsed the effort. “Every billion dollars of spending on highways and transportation projects results in 35,000 new jobs,” Mr. Mica said, using a figure in the midrange of estimates by economists.

Mr. Mica said that any bill should include tax relief to help businesses create jobs, perhaps by allowing them to write off equipment expenses faster.

The total package will probably cost $200 billion to $300 billion, Mr. Mica predicted.

Business executives and some economists said that such spending would increase economic activity, national income and productivity, thus generating revenue for the government.

Many points made Wednesday echoed arguments made long ago by Henry Clay, the Kentucky congressman who championed federal support for roads and canals in the 19th century, and President Franklin D. Roosevelt, who put hundreds of thousands of people to work on construction projects during the Depression.

John D. Porcari, the transportation secretary in Maryland, urged Congress on Wednesday to take a long view. “Transportation dollars are converted to physical assets that will last 50 to 100 years or more,” he said.

John Engler, president of the National Association of Manufacturers, and Terence M. O’Sullivan, president of the Laborers’ International Union of North America, which represents construction workers, joined the chorus of support for the legislation.

“There is no better time than today” to begin a major program of public works projects, said Mr. Engler, a Republican who was governor of Michigan from 1991 through 2002.

The deteriorating condition of roads and bridges harms manufacturers, he said, because 80 percent of the nation’s freight is carried by truck. Moreover, he said, manufacturers depend on inland waterways to move coal, petroleum and agricultural products.

Mr. O’Sullivan said the construction industry was in the midst of the worst downturn in 40 years, with nearly one million construction workers, or one-tenth of the total, out of work.

“Construction jobs are too good to keep losing,” Mr. O’Sullivan said, noting that they paid an average of more than $40,000 a year.

The starting point for Congress is the bill passed last month by the House, which would provide money for public works projects, extended unemployment benefits, larger food stamp allotments and help for states struggling with Medicaid costs.

The National Governors Association, the National Conference of State Legislatures, the National Association of Counties and the National League of Cities sent a joint letter to Congress this week appealing for help. They endorsed proposals for transportation spending and a temporary increase in the federal share of Medicaid.

Inevitably, Mr. Mica said, Congress will earmark some money for specific projects. But, he added, Congress will avoid “bad earmarks” and the legislation will not be stuffed with pork barrel projects.

Public Transportation: Benefits for the 21st Century

www.APTA.com

Public Transportation: Benefits for the 21st Century is a fact-filled report that provides an overview of the benefits that public transportation brings to individuals, communities and our nation as a whole.

Public transit's broad reach extends to all of America's communities, large and small, as it helps revitalize business districts, allows employers to tap into larger workforces, builds economic revenues and increases property values.

On the national level, public transportation supports our nation's goals and policies, including reducing our dependence on foreign oil, and providing critical response in emergencies. On an individual level, public transportation saves money, and provides people with choices, freedom and opportunities.

Read more or download a PDF of the complete report at the resource link below.

http://www.apta.com/research/info/online/twenty_first_century.cfm

Measure R is more than roads and rails

The vote on transportation funding has implications for how we build, perceive and experience L.A.

LA Times

October 30, 2008

By CHRISTOPHER HAWTHORNE, Architecture Critic

This is the first of two articles on the intersection of public transit, urbanism and architecture on next week's ballot.

There is a pedestrian path -- maintained, if that is not too generous a word, by the city of Los Angeles -- near my house in Eagle Rock. Parents use it to walk their kids to the neighborhood elementary school down the hill. Teenagers sometimes take advantage of its steepest sections to test out harebrained new skateboarding tricks. On occasion I've seen personal trainers marching up and down it, putting exhausted-looking clients through their paces.

What few of my neighbors seem to realize -- and why would they? -- is that the path, its concrete stamped in one spot with the date 1927, is a remnant of an era when Los Angeles was laced with an extensive network of streetcars. It was built as a way to bring people over the hill to reach a stop on Colorado Boulevard. Though the streetcar tracks were torn out by the 1940s, the path remains -- a phantom limb of an older, more connected city.

On Tuesday, voters in L.A. County will decide the fate of Measure R, which proposes raising the sales tax by a half-penny to pay for new subway and light-rail lines, along with some roadway improvements. (In all, 65% of its proceeds, pegged at roughly $40 billion over 30 years, would go to public transit.) It faces an uphill battle, primarily because it requires two-thirds approval to pass but also because it has divided politicians around the county. Those on the Westside, which would benefit most directly from Measure R dollars -- particularly for a subway extension along or near Wilshire Boulevard -- tend to favor it. Those in areas set to receive less funding, including Long Beach and Pasadena, have strongly opposed it.

From a political as well as fiscal point of view, to be sure, the measure might have been more stragetically written. Still, its implications for urbanism -- beyond the question of how to move people around the city and get them out of their cars -- have not received nearly enough attention.

Since World War II and the death of the streetcar system, the mobility that has always helped define Los Angeles in the public imagination has turned almost entirely private. It is made possible not by streetcars but by roads, boulevards and freeways carrying individual cars and trucks. In recent years, of course, that mobility has been severely curtailed by thickening traffic, particularly on the Westside. Traffic, in turn, has begun to chip away at the very idea of a unified Los Angeles, of a single place that comfortably contains both beaches and mountains, both the Getty and the Norton Simon.

If I want to travel from my neighborhood in northeast L.A. to UCLA in time for an evening lecture at the architecture school, for example, I have to give myself at least two hours to get there by car. Using existing public transportation routes would require an even longer trip: a bus-train-bus slog through the gridlocked heart of the city.

Mind the gap

The temporal distance traffic creates between one part of the region and another is also a psychological distance. For me, on a weekday evening, UCLA seems to exist in another state rather than across town: For all the good it does my neighborhood, it might as well be in Seattle or Phoenix. Measure R is an effort to help subsidize a transition in L.A. back to an earlier model of public-transit mobility and perhaps a return to a broader, more comprehensive urban universe as well.

Just as important, it is also a referendum on the future shape of the city. Typically, the changes to the cityscape that accompany new transit lines are grouped in the catch-all category of "smart growth." The basic idea of smart growth is to pursue dense, mixed-use development along subway, bus and light-rail corridors. Pasadena's Colorado Boulevard is an example of how this approach usually plays out. So are parts of Hollywood near the Metro Red Line. Architecturally, the results are rarely very exciting. Smart growth usually produces mid-size condo and apartment buildings, with retail at ground level, that are constructed with a minimum of design ingenuity.

More intriguing, and maybe more promising for the future of Los Angeles, is the web of well-trod collective spaces that grow up around any popular transit stop. As L.A. residents know all too well, when we build networks for cars, we divide and separate the city. We create dead zones along the perimeter of freeways and roaring boulevards that make walking less than enjoyable, if not downright dangerous or unhealthy.

Transit networks, on the other hand, promote all kinds of positive changes to the cityscape that occupy a category of urban evolution entirely distinct from new real estate development. Putting in a new subway line is like smacking the ice on a frozen lake with your hand. When you hit the ice you make one large mark. But then, after you've taken your hand away, little lines and fissures continue to crawl across the surface.

Every trip on a subway or bus also produces, on one or both ends, a trip on foot. Every train rider constructs his or her own path to various stations, and those paths add up to collective pedestrian activity that can animate an entire neighborhood. Streets not only immediately adjacent to a subway stop but three and four blocks away gain new vitality. The benefits of this urban feedback loop -- a million footsteps around a train station adding up to increased cosmopolitanism -- is plainly evident around the Gold Line's Mission Station in South Pasadena, to pick just one example.

Users of public transit are also users of sidewalks, benches and staircases -- not to mention pedestrian paths like the one near my house. And over time, users of public space become advocates for it. They care about how it is designed and about its upkeep in ways drivers simply don't. It matters to them if the sidewalks are wide enough or if they're shaded with a sufficient number of trees. They talk to their neighbors about these issues, or to the politicians who represent them.

Moving ahead

It is all too clear that Los Angeles won't be able to take the next steps in its development without significant investment in new transit. A decade or two from now, no city without an extensive public transportation network, without light-rail access to its airports and employment hubs, will be able to compete economically with its national or global peers.

The challenge is how to build support for transit among this region's millions of dedicated drivers, many of whom still see public transit as a last resort for Angelenos who can't afford their own cars. One very direct way, it seems to me, is to remind voters that a subway or a light-rail line can do a lot more than merely take them from point A to point B or ease the stresses of sitting in traffic. It can also bring their neighborhoods to life -- or back to life, as the case may be.

The Fallacy of Freeways

Next American City

Wed, Oct 29th, 2008

By Holly Otterbein

In the heyday of the ‘50s and ‘60s, low gasoline prices and readily available federal money influenced American urban designers to the point of delusion, causing them to make a regrettable decision.

They fell in love with the freeway.

Urban designers took the freeway, which was perfectly suitable as a connector between cities, and tossed it into the city itself. The concrete monolith popped up all across America, in Boston and New York City, San Francisco and New Orleans. It sliced through cities, severing their once-convenient grid systems. It blocked access to lucrative waterfronts and cleaved into neighborhoods. In areas flanking the freeway, crime increased.

“The broken windows theory definitely applies to freeways,” says Steven Filmanowicz, communications director of the Congress for the New Urbanism. “They cause blight, cast shadows and vibrate. There never seems to be a pleasant place to be underneath one, and in neighborhoods surrounding them, crime often goes up.”

Forty years later, the lifespan of most freeways has come to an end. This leaves urban planners and local governments with a choice: Do they demolish the existing infrastructure to make way for surface roads and boulevards? Or do they invest in freeways yet again, when it makes even less sense to do so – given their crummy past and the ever-rising cost of gasoline? 

The CNU believes they should be torn down, and has released a list of ten North American freeways that would benefit from the demolition most. Strange as it may sound, 40 cities clamored to be on this list, which was dubbed “Freeways Without Futures.” Urban planners, elected officials and advocacy groups competed for their freeways to earn this unfavorable title so their concerns could gain recognition and legitimacy.

Fight for your infrastructure to be called “futureless,” and maybe it’ll find a purpose.

Hopefully that’ll be the case for Seattle’s Alaskan Way Viaduct, which earned the No. 1 spot on CNU’s list. The future of this elevated freeway has been shaky since the Nisqually Earthquake swept through town in 2001. The Washington State Department of Transportation proposed $4 billion worth of repairs and expansion, to which the citizens responded with a forceful “No, thanks.” In a local referendum, they voted against the freeway reconstruction and opted for surface streets instead. The City of Seattle’s Department of Transportation is now working on another proposal, which should be completed in December.

Another freeway of interest is the Claiborne Expressway in New Orleans, La, which received the list’s No. 5 position. The freeway replaced Claiborne Avenue in the Treme neighborhood, a wealthy black community that was one of the first havens in the country for free African-Americans. When the Claiborne Expressway was erected, oak trees along the avenue were uprooted and the economy weakened. After Hurricane Katrina hit, urban planners proposed the Unified New Orleans Plan, which will eventually remove the freeway – opening up 35-40 city blocks that were once blighted, and 20-25 more blocks of open space.

The remaining eight “Freeways Without Futures” are: Sheridan Expressway in Bronx, N.Y., The Skyway and Route 5 in Buffalo, N.Y., Route 34 in New Haven, Conn., Interstate 81 in Syracuse, N.Y., Interstate 64 in Louisville, Ky., Route 29 in Trenton, N.J., Gardiner Express in Toronto, ON., and the 11th Street Bridges and the Southeast Freeway in Washington, D.C.

Of course, CNU’s list is not exhaustive. Here in Philadelphia, I-95 is a concrete eyesore that stands between the city and its waterfront. I’m sure you can think of some failing freeways you’ve either visited or lived near. What other freeways do you believe should top the list?

The Comfort Zone

Governing.Com

October 2008 

By ALEX MARSHALL

There’s more to moving people around than wings and wheels, speed and price.

Alex Marshall

Look at photos of New York City from the late 1940s, and you may be surprised to see that horse-drawn wagons bearing fruit, junk or milk were still quite common — even as automobiles crowded the streets. This shows that transportation eras do not neatly switch from one to another but slide into each other, with long transitions over many decades. In that transition, the newer mode often seems to mimic the older mode it is replacing.

Cars in the early 1900s, even mass-produced ones such as the Ford Model T, resembled carriages with motors. The cars sat high off the ground, as if the drivers would still have to see over horses. It took a few decades for Studebakers and Buicks to sink lower to the ground, a more stable and functional arrangement.

As things change, the focus remains on the practical — getting people and things from one place to another. But the trimmings are a matter of taste, style and status — and may even be a little nuts.

Ten years ago, I rode the then-new Eurostar high-speed train between Brussels and Paris. I was shocked to find that the train's conductors were dressed liked airline stewardesses and served meals on trays in one's lap. But one of the pleasures of train travel is — or was — dining at a table with others in a pleasant, relaxed fashion. That Europeans would consciously imitate the inconveniences of plane travel suggests how low the status of train travel has sunk, even in a part of the world where there is good train service.

You see similar things here. Amtrak has done everything it can to make riding its trains similar to riding a plane. Tickets look like airplane tickets; frequent-flier miles are offered. Amtrak's Acela, its highest speed train along the Northeast Corridor, is sleek inside, with closed compartments to store luggage overhead, just like on airplanes. But this is imitating the inconveniences of a plane. Luggage racks are overhead in planes because there is no other space for them. On trains, where space is much less at a premium, you shouldn't need to strain a muscle lifting a heavy suitcase over your head. Compartments for suitcases can be at the end of cars or in a separate baggage car.

As for airplanes, most have abandoned serving full meals. But why did they ever serve them at all? I suspect that when airlines were in their infancy in the 1920s, they did so — even on their short, noisy flights — because that's what trains did. Airlines were trying to "brand" their travel mode as a high-status one.

While current airlines cut meal service, perhaps Amtrak should imitate its predecessor lines of a century ago and serve elaborate dinners of duck and quail on fine china, all at enormous losses. That's what the train companies of yore did.

"To attract passengers away from competing lines, railroads swallowed their food service losses and specialized in gastronomical delicacies," writes John Stilgoe in his classic book on trains, "Metropolitan Corridor." The regional delicacies included the likes of grouse, antelope steak and terrapin stew. Train companies, Stilgoe says, were "happy if they earned fifty cents on every dollar expended" because the good food bonded passengers' palates and bellies to the train lines.

Nowadays, congressional critics would like Amtrak to reduce even its limited menu of such over-the-counter offerings as microwaved hamburger because the food service loses money. This would be unwise. I can imagine business travel picking up on Amtrak if one could dine with a client or unwind from a long business trip with a first-class meal served at a handsome table. It would be quite a contrast to the grim experience flying has become.

Examples of this interweave of design and service from one era to the next goes on and on. I'm told, for instance, that old-style leather bicycle seats resemble, and used to be called, "saddles" because bicycle designers copied horse saddles when bicycles became popular in the 1880s. People "rode" a bicycle just as they "rode" a horse.

So where does this leave us? For state and local officials, it means resisting the urge to think about transportation as something that can be reduced to wheels and wings. We humans, being soft and fleshy creatures with a handful of senses, have considerations that go beyond how fast and how far and at what price.

An Interview With Randall O’Toole, the Anti-Planner

The Next American City

October 27, 2008

Randal O’Toole doesn’t like urban planning. He doesn’t like zoning laws, he doesn’t like smart growth initiatives and he doesn’t like light rail. So much so that he wrote a book about it. Then he wrote another. So much so that he spends his time on the clock as an independent policy analyst, working with think tanks like the Cato Institute to put together reports that bring charges against smart growth and urban rail transit ranging from “inefficient wastes of money” to “elitist con jobs” and even “fascism.” On an admirably regular basis he takes to the blogosphere and, from his home in an Oregon resort town, hurls bombs wrapped in mind-spinning wonkishness aimed squarely at “progressive” planners’ green-dreaming heads. His screen-name: “The Anti-Planner.”

Randal O’Toole, the Anti-Planner

A quick Google reveals that while O’Toole may not be single-handedly turning the tide of smart growth, he’s certainly doing his part to raise a little hell. Libertarians are joining him to focus their shouts of “get your government off our backs” at the urban planning schemes O’Toole has revealed, suburbanites are seeing in him a scholar with the goods to defend the way of life they are seeing come under attack more and more, and pretty much everyone else is freaking out. Each side claims the debate comes down to the other abusing and cherry-picking facts in the service of an ideological world-view. (For such numbers-parsing showdowns, start here).

I have adopted the conceit that everyone involved is getting their weltanschuung bruised a little, and decided to talk to O’Toole-qua-AntiPlanner to figure out just what the world looks like from outside the rose-colored glasses we wear at Next American City.

From his home in Badnon, Ore. we recently spoke on the phone. Below is a partial transcript:

First, some background. Your initial work was about forestry, then you made a jump to writing about cities and to city planning. Why?

Randal O’Toole:  Well, the forestry work I was doing was all about planning; the Forestry Service was planning each of their national forests and I found that most of their plans were disasters and I actually persuaded the Forrest Service of that and they kind of changed course. And because they changed course I got time to work on other issues. I was living in a suburb of Portland and some planners came to my suburb and said, “we want to make your suburb better!” How’re you going do that? “by hextupling the population density zoning, so if your house burns down you can’t rebuild it, you have to build an apartment building,” and all kinds of other ideas that seemed pretty wacky and that have become the norm now in Portland and cities that want to emulate Portland.

I noticed a lot of your work is focused on Portland, but your points are always larger than that, about other cities and planning in general. How do you work? Is it first-hand experience? Do you travel to see the results of planning?

I travel, but I try to rely on the data. My work is data driven. If I go visit something I’m only going to see a real narrow slice of what is really going on there, so I have to have data rather than impressions, rather than interviews. So, I’ll download as much data as I can: census bureau data, department of agriculture data, department of transportation data, department of energy data and look at the real numbers and what’s going on. What happens if you have a denser community? What kinds of changes does that bring about in your community? What happens if you have urban growth boundaries? What does that do to things like housing costs, and the costs of doing business and all the other costs?

And, you know, I have to put my own preferences aside to a large degree. I happen to be a real rail nut for example – I love trains. If high-speed rail or urban rail transit worked I would love to be in support of it. But the data show they don’t work, and I follow the data rather than my own preferences.

That’s interesting to me, because in reading your stuff I’m wondering what it is – ideally – that you’re aiming for. What’s our ideal city? You’re always the critic, but if you didn’t have to be, if everyone listened to Randal O’Toole and followed your prescriptions, what would that look like?

To start with, I worked for 15 years for environmental groups, so I was identified as an environmentalist, and then I’ve worked for the last 15 years for libertarian groups and I’m identified as a libertarian. But the truth is I’m a pragmatist. I want things that work fine. And, you know, spending millions of dollars and getting very little result and return is not something that work.

[…]So, I’m a pragmatist. I don’t a vision of what a city should look like, I have a vision of a process that allows people to live in the kind of city they want to live in. There’s a significant amount of people that want to live in a city like Manhattan or San Francisco. And there’s a significant amount of people who want to live in a city like Houston. And what I want is a process that allows people to live in whatever kind of city they do want to live in. I think that if a process were implemented that basically allows property owners to do what they want with their property as long as they’re not directly harming other people, and basically allows people to decide how they’re going to get around based on the real cost of transportation – making sure that auto drivers pay the full cost of their travel and making sure that people who ride transit pay the cost of they’re transit, with, perhaps, subsidies for low-income people who need help – if they have that kind of system I think most American cities would look a little more like Houston and Omaha then San Francisco or New York. But we’d still have dense areas – we’d still have Manhattan, we’d still have downtown San Francisco, for the people who want to live in places like that. [for O’Toole’s thoughts on Houston, go here]

The market brings me to another interesting point: the argument for increasing high-density housing – New Urbanist developments, Smart Growth – is that they’re more sustainable; that while there may be a huge market for these other kinds of [low density] houses, in the long run they’re going to end up harming everybody. Those ideas would seem to present a tension in someone who is an environmentalist, but also believes so strongly in the free market in the way you do.

Well, first of all, I don’t see that they’re being realistic. They are misusing the data, they’re making things up, relying on people’s assumptions that are based on years of propaganda against low-density development and automobiles. The assumption is that automobiles pollute a lot, that they waste a lot of energy, that low-density development forces people to drive more, things like that. Those assumptions – there’s really no justification for that. If you compare the highest density urban area in America – people drive in it a lot. A lot. Not many people realize that the highest density development in America is Los Angeles, and Los Angeles is considered to be “King of the Automobile,” where everybody drives everywhere. The average density of Los Angeles is two or three times the average density of most other urban areas in America. If you can increase your density by two or three times and all you can achieve is Los Angeles levels of driving, you’re not really getting very far.

The New Urbanists rely on studies – neighborhood studies, where they go look at a neighborhood that’s high-density with maybe transit oriented developments and they say “look people aren’t driving as much.”

And then they especially bias the studies by counting automobile trips per household rather than per person, when the reality is, you go to high-density neighborhoods, they tend to be neighborhoods with very few children, which means the households are small – 1 to 2 persons per household – whereas you go to low-density neighborhoods there’s a lot more children and 2 to 3 children per household, and so when you count it on a per capita level, the driving in the high-densities is really pretty close to the driving in the low-densities, and most of the differences in driving is due to the fact that most of the people in the high-densities tend to be young, like to walk, like to bicycle and things like that, whereas people in the low density neighborhoods tend to be older, tend to have children, and don’t find it convenient to go bicycling with their children everywhere they want to go. 

You bring up a point that comes up in your writing a lot and that I’m really interested in, and it’s about propaganda. You hint at New Urbanist planners and Smart Growth planners willfully bending data. Why do you think that is? What do you see as driving them? What are they getting out of willfully bending data and fighting for New Urbanism?

I think there’s a bunch of different motivations, and it’s partly because there’s a bunch of different people who have joined what I call the “Congestion Coalition” to support these ideas. And – let me distinguish New Urbanism from “Smart Growth.” New Urbanism is the idea – as Andres Duany defines it – that people – some people – would like to live in higher densities and let’s build for those people. “Smart growth” is the idea that people ought to live in higher densities and let’s forbid or restrict or increase the cost of lower densities so that more people will have to live in higher densities. And so the proponents of “smart growth” I think include downtown property owners who have seen their property values not grow as fast as suburban property owners because more jobs and people are moving to the suburbs; they include central city mayors and city councils because the central cities aren’t growing very fast, the suburbs are growing fast, and so you say “where are we going to send federal funds? Where are they needed?” well, they’re needed where the growth is, so the central cities aren’t getting as much so they say “let’s change it, let’s make more people live in the central cities and so we’ll get more of those federal and state funds, and we’ll get more of the taxes.” So a lot of this comes down to a fight between jurisdictions about who gets the tax revenue from people living in either cities and suburbs.

And then you’ve got the rail transit lobby. The transit lobby is about 4 or 5 times bigger than the highway lobby. People always think there’s this huge highway lobby, but the highway lobby is very small compared to the transit lobby. And there’s enormous profit to be made. The average urban freeway in America costs about 5 to 10 million dollars per lane mile, and the average light rail line is cost up to 80 million dollars a route mile. So obviously there’s a lot more profit to be made building rail than there is building highway and so naturally the companies like Parsons-Brinkerhoff and so forth – Bechtel –that build transit are going to be lobbying for it.

And then there’s an environmentalist component, and I would call this really an elitist component, represented by the Sierra Club that says, you know, “we can appreciate wilderness, but most people can’t. They don’t have our refined aesthetic sensibilities so they can’t appreciate it so we’re gonna do everything we can to keep Them out. It’s okay if I live on my 10 acres, or my 40 acres, but nobody else should be allowed to live on their quarter acre plot of land because they can’t appreciate it the way I can.” I think there’s a lot of that within the environmental community. And probably some feeling of “well my job is so important that I have to drive around, but all these other people, they should be taking transit because they don’t have the excuse that I have.

To stay on the talk of propaganda, while you were talking, and in your writing, this theme of “faddishness” and “trends” keeps popping up, and it’s almost a psychological argument, or it’s in people’s heads. There’s something about the New Urbanist ideas and light rail that’s very attractive to people. I just really want to get your take on this. What, to your mind, explains why people who are not benefiting economically from these developments are so in favor of them, and keep producing and supporting these ideas that you say just don’t work?

We’ve heard so much about how evil automobiles are that people take it for granted that getting people out of their car is a worthwhile social goal. My argument is that it’s a lot cheaper to make the externalities of the automobiles go away – to reduce air pollution, to make them safer, to reduce greenhouse gasses, to reduce their energy consumption – it’s a lot easier and cheaper to do that than it is to try to change people’s lifestyles to get them to stop driving, to get them to ride bicycles or transit or whatever. Live in higher densities so they can walk to their coffee shop and their grocery store rather than drive. That’s simply not an effective tool, whereas changing the automobile itself is very effective. We know that because we’ve reduced air pollution coming out of cars by 90%—a new car today produces much less than 10% [of the pollution] than a new car 40 or 50 years ago – we know that we can make similar effects on other areas. We’ve seen similar effects on accidents: even though we drive more then we did 30 or 40 years ago we have 25% less annual fatalities. We know we can have those effects, and yet we’ve propagandized people against the evil automobile so much that it’s taken for granted that anything that gets people out of their automobiles is good, no matter what the cost.

And we see transit agencies come in and say “we want to spend billions and billions of dollars building a light rail line that costs 200 million dollars a mile, or more, and it’s gonna get a handful of people out of their cars and we get policy makers saying “O yeah! Let’s do that! It’s good to get people out of their cars.” And I’m saying wait a minute, that’s just not cost effective.

So, we’ve got this propaganda, we’ve got the interest groups like the rail builders who are benefiting from these things, we’ve got the environmentalists who are just happy to have any effect and let anybody else pay for the cost, and the result, to me, is a big waste.

A big waste of money?

A big waste of money, a big waste of people’s time, you know it’s a waste all around. You know, if we really do have a global warming problem we should be working on something that will cost effectively solve that problem.  Rather than waste our time forcing people to live in higher densities on the hope that it will get people to drive a little less, and not even consider the cost.

So it’s a waste of time to talk about passing that legislation, which California, of course, has already passed and other states are looking at as a model. It’s a waste of time to try to impose those things on people. So it’s a waste of money, but it’s a waste of a lot of different things. 

U.S. urban planning priorities out of whack

San Francisco Chronicle

Saturday, October 25, 2008

By Arrol Gellner

What if we paved over the whole state of Wisconsin?

Actually, we already have. According to recent Federal Highway Administration figures, the United States has close to 240 million motor vehicles - almost 40 million more cars than licensed drivers - and just under 4 million miles of paved roads for them to run on. All told, some 61,000 square miles of the United States - an area a little smaller than the Badger State - is solidly paved over, either with roads or with parking. And, of course, there's always more pavement on the way.

We weren't always an asphalt nation. What happened?

There's plenty of blame to go around, from pressure by vested interests, such as oil and automobile companies, to political pork barreling to plain old infatuation with our four-wheeled friends.

But the most disgraceful portion of blame for our autocentric landscape goes to people who should know better: our own city planners. For the past six decades, they've swallowed the premise of the asphalt nation whole.

It's city planners who've long uncritically accepted the notion that cars should be the focus of our urban design, turning the built environment into one big playground for motor vehicles. It's city planners who've allowed draconian parking requirements, rather than intelligent land use, to determine what gets built - a policy that literally puts humans second to their cars.

But don't take my word for it. In his book "The High Cost of Free Parking," UCLA urban planning Professor Donald Shoup flatly states:

"Parking requirements create great harm: They subsidize cars, distort transportation choices, warp urban form, increase housing costs, burden low-income households, debase urban design, damage the economy, and degrade the environment."

We make these sacrifices to accommodate a machine that, despite having been civilized a bit by electronics, essentially remains an early 20th century-style, oil-burning, exhaust-spewing contraption. The legacy of this long reign is an utterly car-centered environment of huge, signal-clogged boulevards and buildings adrift in vast oceans of parking.

But this kind of autocentric design isn't just ugly and wasteful, it also creates a vicious planning cycle. In order to kowtow to all those cars, we have to build everything on a superhuman scale, which in turn uses more land, which in turn lowers density and creates sprawl.

And once density gets down to the level of the average suburb, you simply can't walk anywhere anymore. Your kids can't walk to school, and you can't walk to work or to the shopping center, because everything is spread so far apart. The result is that we're ever more beholden to our cars to get anywhere.

If all this seems perfectly normal, it's only because most of us don't have any alternative. On the other hand, in most European cities, not to speak of Asian ones, close-knit, easily walkable neighborhoods packed with urban amenities are the rule.

It's not that their planners are any smarter than ours. Rather, it's just the natural result of humanly scaled urban design that predates cars by many centuries and that will doubtless outlast them by many centuries as well. Whether our own cities will outlive cars isn't all that clear yet.

Climate Action Plan Mandates Transit Corridor-Based Growth

The Berkeley Daily Planet

Thursday October 23, 2008

By Richard Brenneman

Though called a climate action plan, the document presented to Berkeley planning commissioners Wednesday night looked more like a developer’s dream.

The draft by city climate action planner Timothy Burroughs won the praise of Livable Berkeley, the city’s leading “smart growth” advocacy group, now headed by executive director Erin Rhoades, spouse of former city planning manager Mark Rhoades, who is now a developer himself.

Livable Berkeley and allied groups had been less kind to the earlier draft, issuing a joint statement that faulted the document for its failure “to challenge the status quo,” “leaving out any real discussion or education on the importance of increasing urban density on major corridors,” and neglecting to “unequivocally state that increased density near transit provides the most significant greenhouse gas reduction.”

But Rhoades had no such problems with the new draft, declaring the group’s support because of “changes that emphasize land use and transportation.”

But the same changes that delighted Rhoades worried Gene Poschman, the commission’s resident policy analyst and an outspoken minority member of a commission dominated by a development-friendly majority.

“Erin Rhoades is quite happy with this. Livable Berkeley is quite happy with this. The pro-growth people are quite happy with this,” Poschman said.

“Its motto is build, baby, build,” said the retired academic.

“In Berkeley, it doesn’t matter what the problem is: The solution is increasing density,” said Patti Dacey, another member of the commission minority.

And it took audience member Merilee Mitchell to point out one flaw in Burroughs’ plan, the claim that “automobiles account for 47 percent of Berkeley’s total greenhouse gas emissions.”

But that was true, Mitchell noted, only when diesel-gobbling buses and trucks were added to it.

Burroughs told commissioners he considered them automobiles as well, drawing a head shake from Poschman, who noted that, in Berkeley at least, a bus is not considered a car.

Poschman had prepared a detailed critique of the chapter presented to the commission, but Burroughs said that the papers presented represented only a policy document, and commissioners would have plenty of opportunity to shape the resulting plan when they helped craft later implementing regulations that would give the plan teeth.

Burroughs said density wasn’t the plan’s goal. “The goal is getting people to move around without a car,” he said.

Susan Wengraf, a commissioner running for the City Council seat held by the retiring Betty Olds, said that for people in the hills, getting out of cars requires now largely non-existent sidewalks and shuttles, given that AC Transit buses don’t serve most of her hoped-for constituency.

Walking along sidewalk-less streets crowded with parked cars is dangerous, she said, leaving residents little choice but to drive.

And Commissioner Roia Ferrazares said she was concerned that the plan failed to include any coordination with current and planned conservation programs run by UC Berkeley.

During the meeting’s public comment session, David Room, who served on the city-appointed Oil Independent Oakland by 2020 Task Force, said their efforts had also been aimed at getting people out of cars.

Jack Sawyer, a social psychologist and president of the Parker Street Foundation,which buys up property to covert into cooperative housing, asked why the plan didn’t reflect the emissions represented by the goods consumed locally but produced outside the area.

Burroughs said calculating such embedded emissions was difficult, but added that some estimates were included in the plan.

Dacey later asked about emissions involved in new buildings, but the calculations cited by Burroughs in response involved only building operation, and not the substantial greenhouse gases (GHGs) generated by production of building materials such as concrete and steel. Dacey has been an advocate of retrofitting existing buildings, which studies show generates far fewer GHGs than new construction.

Jim Novosel, an architect and a commission swing voter, said he liked the plan’s proposal to concentrate density on transit corridors. He said he would also like to see a requirement for publicly accessible open space requirements for new projects, rather than the little-used but expensive rooftop spaces builders now create.

Commission Chair James Samuels congratulated Burroughs and others on the city staff for creating a plan he said “is very well done.”

“The goal of increasing density along transit corridors has been around a long time without ever achieving this level of clarity,” he said.

But Ferrazares said that while the plan proposes that development follow transit routes, “we only have one fixed transit line, which is BART. It’s a bit like putting the cart before the horse.”

Commissioner David Stoloff, a stalwart of the majority with Samuels, Harry Pollack, Larry Gurley (absent Wednesday) and Wengraf, said that he foresaw “a huge backlash” resulting from any attempt to change zoning laws to create a buffer zone between greater density transit corridors and adjacent lower-density residential neighborhoods.

Berkeley’s Climate Action Plan—available online at www.berkeleyclimateaction.org—has thus become the latest focus in the city’s ongoing battle about the role of development in the city’s future in which every issue, from preservation of the past to protection of the future, is recast into the language of builders, planners and their critics.

While the planners focused on their own particular charge—land use and related policies—the Climate Action Plan is much broader in scope, though many of its elements relate to planner concerns ranging from transportation to construction technologies. Burroughs is also assigned to the city’s Planning and Development Department.

The plan’s public comment period closes Nov. 7, and the final plan, after comments have been addressed and final editing concluded, will go to the City Council for adoption in January. Wednesday night’s meeting was the last public forum on the plan before the council holds a hearing when the final draft is up for adoption.

Can U.S. Go 'Green' Even When Oil Prices Drop?

NPR.org

October 28, 2008

by Linton Weeks

Like clockwork, it seems like every time oil prices skyrocket in the United States, the country takes a step toward energy independence. Then the price of oil recedes and American energy consumers revert to their profligate ways.

It happened in 1973 when Middle East countries imposed an oil embargo. It happened in 1979 in the aftermath of the revolution in Iran. And it has happened again in the past few years as fuel prices spiked and a flush economy combined to propel the nation toward renewable energy, alternative fuels and the reduction of corporate America's carbon footprint.

Everybody jumped on the bandwagon. There has been an explosion of corporations "greenwashing" — paying lip service to environmentalism — their missions. Automobile manufacturers tout new, cleaner-greener technology. Grocery stores encourage reusable bags. Professional sports franchises instruct fans on how to recycle.

But recently, falling gas prices and a flailing economy have again put the brakes on many of the green initiatives — sincere and otherwise — of corporate America.

Absent a comprehensive national energy policy, what will it take to get corporations and consumers beyond this yo-yo effect and onto a permanent path toward renewable energy?

Sustaining Sustainability

Jeff Wacker, corporate futurist for Texas-based Electronic Data Systems (EDS), lectures all over the country about the evolution of American business. He sees the challenges to a green future. "It is a high concern," he says. "We have wasted good crises before. We get into a crisis, we have good intentions of gaining energy independence. Then the crisis passes and boom! We slide right back to where we started."

There are signs of backsliding today. In the slumping financial markets, shares in alternative energy firms have plunged precipitously. ''Everyone is in shock about what the new world is going to be,'' V. John White, executive director of the Center for Energy Efficiency and Renewable Technology, told The New York Times. ''Surely, renewable energy projects and new technologies are at risk because of their capital intensity.''

A London research firm, New Energy Finance, reported in October that between the second and third quarters of 2008, investment in renewable energy companies and capacity fell 24 percent. "We expect project finance to be more difficult and expensive to find in the next few months," Michael Liebreich, the company's chief executive officer, said.

As Ronald Reagan might have said, there we go again. The ideal of sustainability, it turns out, is difficult to sustain.

But some proponents of renewable energy believe the time is right, regardless of the economy or the price of gas. And they believe that forces are in place — domestic and global pressures — that will lead at last to greater energy independence.

The environment plays second fiddle to the economy, says Wacker. "If the economy is broken and funds are tight, companies will not spend money on environmental improvements. If the economy is good with low energy prices, on the other hand, there is diminished demand for going green."

In other words, conditions have to be just right — like for life on Earth — in order for the U.S. to stick to a plan of sustainability. But Wacker and others point to several factors that might signal a significant sea change this time around.

The Competitive Edge

The wind, solar and geothermal industries "are growing by leaps and bounds" around the world, says Lester Brown of the Earth Policy Institute, a nonprofit Washington-based organization dedicated to a sustainable future.

These alternative energy companies, Brown says, are creating scads of new jobs in construction and manufacturing. The boom will require vast numbers of laborers, such as electricians, plumbers and roofers, and high-tech workers, such as meteorologists, geologists and solar engineers.

Interest is international. The Philippines, for instance, generates nearly one-fourth of its electricity from geothermal energy, according to the institute. By 2013, the country intends to increase its installed geothermal capacity by 60 percent. And China has already surpassed its recent 2010 goal for installed wind capacity.

"This transition we are seeing," Brown says, "is going to keep going. Sure, it will be slowed by economic situations, including the drop in oil prices. But when we get a new president, there will be a need for jobs. And this is where jobs are going to be — in alternative energy, everywhere from smart grids to wind farms."

Energy technology, he says, is labor intensive. "It's going to be what information technology was when it was booming." Brown believes that the U.S. will be able to export the goods and services created by the green boom.

He adds, "Whereas in the past, alternative energy was viewed as a temporary phenomenon, I don't think most people now see it as temporary."

Attaching A Price To Carbon Emissions

The objective of the alternative energy movement should be to make the cleanest alternative also the cheapest alternative, says Reid Detchon, executive director for energy and climate at the United Nations Foundation. "You do that two ways: You invest in the whole research and development chain through to commercialization to bring down costs for these new technologies. And you make the conventional technologies pay the cost of their environmental damage."

He says, "The right way to think about a price on carbon emissions is not to make life miserable for consumers or prevent them from using energy the way they want to. The right way is to send a signal to investors and technology developers that clean energy products will be favored in the market." For example, Detchon says, if electricity from coal becomes more expensive than electricity from solar panels, more people will buy solar panels.

"A carbon-constrained future is inescapable, unless we want to destroy the planet," says Detchon. "We must prepare the economy for it. We must create competitive advantage by creating innovative technologies that we know the rest of the world will need."

A Key Role For Government

Regulations will play a key role in the greening process. If the private sector knows that government backs alternative energy as a national priority — like it promotes home ownership — it will stay invested for the long term.

"Governments provide the rules within which markets operate," says Detchon. "And the energy market, more than most, is governed by rules — how much you can charge for a kilowatt hour of electricity, for example. So by getting the rules right, governments can encourage the adoption of clean-energy technology."

He points to a couple of examples: Germany gave a very generous subsidy to homeowners for wind and solar energy. Now the country has become one of the world's leading consumers and producers of solar energy, Reid says, even though it receives about as much sunlight as Anchorage, Alaska.

Brazil was responsible for creating a sugar cane-derived ethanol market that now dominates its fuel sector. "In part because of that," Detchon says, "Brazil is entirely energy independent."

Global Pressure

Because some countries, such as Australia and the United Kingdom, have put strict environmental laws into place, U.S. corporations are being forced to adhere to international restrictions in order to do business abroad or to get funding from foreign investors.

Recently, EDS — a $20 billion global technology services company owned by Hewlett-Packard — was approached by 16 institutional investors from all over the world. They told Wacker's company that it must disclose its carbon footprint; otherwise, investors said, there would be an "unquantified risk" that would be factored into the stock price, making the company less desirable in their eyes.

In May, EDS released its carbon footprint. Through its data centers, corporate travel and workers' commuting, the firm emits 830,000 tons of carbon a year. The company, Wacker says, also laid out its plan to reduce its carbon footprint. He says the reduction will come through renovations of existing data centers, building ultra-green new data centers and dramatically improving the efficiency of the company's computers and servers.

Major international oil companies are also shifting strategies, says Lester Brown. BP, formerly known as British Petroleum, is investing in solar and wind power, and Indonesia's state-owned oil company Pertamina is implementing large-scale geothermal energy production. And in the U.S., traditional oil magnates such as T. Boone Pickens and Philip Anschutz are pouring "large amounts of oil money into wind and geothermal energy," Brown says.

There are, he adds, no surer, purer signs of significant change.

The World's Most Global Cities

A new study compiles a list of the world's most global cities, weighing financial as well as cultural and political influence

BusinessWeek

October 29, 2008

By Matt Mabe

We're in an era not only of rapid globalization but also of urbanization. According to the U.N., 2008 marks the first year when more of the world's people live in cities than in rural areas. One result is that the influence of cities—in politics, business, and culture—has never been greater.

To understand how simultaneous globalization and urbanization are affecting everything from international politics to corporate behavior, management consulting firm A.T. Kearney teamed up with the Chicago Council on Global Affairs and Foreign Policy magazine on a major study of the world's cities. The results, released this month, use a variety of metrics to rank cities according to how "global" they are, and thus, how well they fare in an increasingly competitive battle to attract and retain people, capital, and ideas.

The winners? New York came out on top, not just due to its role as the world's leading business and financial center but also its vibrant cultural life and heavy concentration of international organizations, from the U.N. to embassies and think tanks. The second- and third-place cities, respectively, were London and Paris, thanks to attributes similar to New York's.

What differentiates the A.T. Kearney study from many others is its use of "softer" factors, such as quality of life. Similar studies in the past have tended to focus primarily on business activity as an indicator of where cities rank on the global stage. But such a narrow view is increasingly inadequate, argues Paul Laudicina, managing officer and chairman of A.T. Kearney. For that reason, the Global Cities Index ranks cities based on business activity, human capital, and information exchange but also tosses in two broad categories called cultural experience and political engagement.

Megacities on the Rise

Laudicina notes that cities often provide the most reliable indication of regional success. "The city predates the nation-state by thousands of years," he says. Countries, on the other hand, have tended to be fairly unstable over time. Cities also are continuing to evolve as millions more people leave rural areas in search of work and freedom. According to the U.N., the number of "megacities" around the world, where the population exceeds 10 million, should rise from 19 now to 27 by 2025.

The top cities on the index—which also include Tokyo, Hong Kong, and Los Angeles—aren't surprising, given their financial markets and sophisticated business climates. But their positions as global leaders also are bolstered by the presence of top-quality universities, world-class museums, international cuisine, and culturally diverse populations. New York, for instance, has the world's largest foreign-born citizenry and Tokyo boasts the largest number of inhabitants with university degrees.

Laudicina says the index also helps to explain why businesses choose headquarters in places that can present considerable cost disadvantages. A good example is the San Francisco Bay Area, ranked 15th, where real estate prices and taxes are among the highest in the U.S. The region is made more appealing, Laudicina says, by high quality of life, the prevalence of multidisciplinary academic and scientific research, and other cultural dimensions.

The index reveals another trend, too. Cities in emerging economies, such as Beijing, Moscow, Shanghai, and Dubai, eventually may dislodge the old guard. China's industrial explosion and Russia's recent oil and gas boom have pulled in tourists, foreign investment, and internal migrants looking for the fruits of prosperity.

Rapid Urbanization

It's not yet clear how the current crisis will affect next year's rankings, Laudicina says, but some shift is likely. Cities in wealthy countries most directly linked to global finance could see their numbers slip. In poorer countries, infrastructure will be the main problem. "If global conditions worsen, you will see growth in people migrating to cities for what they see as better economic opportunities," he says. Rapid urbanization, which is absorbed by sturdy municipal infrastructure in wealthy countries, can be devastating in poorer ones. Sewer systems, health facilities, housing, and schools all would likely suffer, Laudicina says.

Cities in the middle—places like Buenos Aires, Beijing, and São Paolo—may fare the best. Though they, too, are challenged by infrastructure problems, they're also less exposed to continuing problems in financial services and could see their rankings rise. Moscow, which might otherwise have fit this category, faces a particular problem, Laudicina says: Much of its current prosperity has derived from energy and natural resources, but now that prices for commodities have fallen, the Russian capital may take a hit.

What's most important about the Global Cities Index, Laudicina says, is that it provides perspective at a time when the value of globalization is being called into question. "We are at a very critical crossroads right now," he says, recalling a collective retreat in the 1930s from an earlier trend to globalization. "Will we continue to keep making decisions that keep our borders and our minds open?"

We Don’t Need Another War on Poverty

As the urbanism of the nineties showed, cities can forge their own futures.

The City Journal

By Steven Malanga

Do our cities need another War on Poverty? Barack Obama thinks so. Speaking before the U.S. Conference of Mayors this June, the Democratic standard-bearer promised to boost spending on public schools, urban infrastructure, affordable housing, crime prevention, job training, and community organizing. The mayors, joined by many newspaper editorial pages, have echoed Obama in calling for vast new federal spending on cities. All of this has helped rejuvenate the old argument that America’s urban areas are victims of Washington’s neglect and that it’s up to the rest of the country (even though most Americans are now metro-dwellers) to bail them out.

Nothing could be more misguided than to renew this “tin-cup urbanism,” as some have called it. Starting in the late 1960s, mayors in struggling cities extended their palms for hundreds of billions of federal dollars that accomplished little good and often worsened the problems that they sought to fix. Beginning in the early nineties, however, a small group of reform-minded mayors—with New York’s Rudy Giuliani and Milwaukee’s John Norquist in the vanguard—jettisoned tin-cup urbanism and began developing their own bottom-up solutions to city problems. Their innovations made cities safer, put welfare recipients to work, and offered kids in failing school systems new choices, bringing about an incomplete, but very real, urban revival.

Yet this reform movement remains anathema to many liberal politicians, academics, and journalists, who have ignored or tried to downplay its achievements because it conflicts with their left-of-center views. The arrival on the scene of Obama, a former Chicago community activist and the first presidential nominee in recent memory to rise out of urban politics, has given these back-to-the-future voices their best chance in years to advance a liberal War on Poverty–style agenda. As the nation debates its future in the current presidential race, it’s crucial to remember what has worked to revive cities—and what hasn’t.

The original War on Poverty, launched by the Johnson administration in the mid-sixties, was based on the assumption that Washington had to rescue American cities from precipitous—indeed, catastrophic—decline. It’s important to remember that the cities themselves helped propel that decline. Political machines had long run the cities, and they imposed increasingly high taxes and throttling regulations on employers and often entrusted key government agencies, including police departments, to patronage appointees. The cities’ industrial might protected them from serious downturns for a time. But as transportation advances beginning in the 1950s enabled businesses to relocate to less expensive suburbs or newer Sunbelt cities, and did so just as a generation of poor, uneducated blacks from the rural South began migrating to the urban North, the corrupt and inefficient machines proved unable to cope with the resulting economic and demographic shock. Urban poverty worsened (even as poverty was shrinking dramatically elsewhere); crime exploded; public schools, dominated by reform-resistant, inflexible teachers’ unions, became incubators of failure, with staggering dropout rates for minority students; and middle-class city dwellers soon followed businesses out of town. Some industrial cities, scarred further by horrific race riots during the sixties, crumbled into near-ruins.

Yet the War on Poverty’s legislative architects ignored the cities’ own failings and instead embraced the theories of left-wing intellectuals, who argued that the external forces arrayed against the poor, such as racism or globalization, were simply too overwhelming to address on the local level. “Officials and residents in urban communities are losing control of their cities to outside forces,” warned urban planners Edward Kaitz and Herbert Harvey Hyman in their book Urban Planning for Social Welfare. “Cities are relatively powerless.” The answer was federal intervention. Columbia University’s Frances Fox Piven and Richard Cloward gained an influential following among policymakers by arguing that an unjust and racist nation owed massive government aid to the poor and mostly minority residents of struggling cities. Further, to compel those residents to work in exchange for help, or even to make them attend programs that might boost self-reliance, was to violate their civil liberties.

The War on Poverty, motivated by such toxic ideas, transformed welfare from temporary assistance into a lifelong stipend with few strings attached. As everyone knows, welfare rolls then skyrocketed, increasing 125 percent from 1965 to 1970 alone, and an entrenched generational underclass of poor families emerged. Typically, they lived in dysfunctional public housing projects—many of them built as another battle in the War—that radiated blight to surrounding neighborhoods. The federal government created a series of huge initiatives, from Medicaid and Head Start to food stamps and school lunch programs, that spent billions of dollars trying to fight urban poverty. And then, to attack the “root causes” of poverty (whatever they were), the feds spent billions more on local social-services agencies, which ran ill-defined programs with vague goals like “community empowerment” that did nothing to alleviate poverty.

Despite years of effort and gargantuan transfusions of money, the federal government lost its War on Poverty. “In 1968 . . . 13 percent of Americans were poor,” wrote Charles Murray in his unstinting examination of antipoverty programs, Losing Ground. “Over the next 12 years, our expenditures on social welfare quadrupled. And in 1980, the percentage of poor Americans was—13 percent.”

These programs did, however, produce a seismic shift in the way mayors viewed their cities—no longer as sources of dynamism and growth, as they had been for much of the nation’s history, but instead as permanent, sickly wards of the federal government. In fact, as the problems of cities like Cleveland and New York festered and metastasized, mayors blamed the sickness on the federal government’s failure to do even more. Norquist recalled a U.S. Conference of Mayors session held in the aftermath of the 1992 Los Angeles riots. “There was almost a feeling of glee among some mayors who attended: finally the federal government would realize it had to do something for cities.”

Even as tin-cup urbanism prevailed, however, some mayors began arguing for a different approach, based on the belief that cities could master their own futures. The nineties became an era of fruitful urban-policy experimentation. For instance, well before the federal welfare reform of 1996, various cities and counties, most notably Giuliani’s New York and Norquist’s Milwaukee (encouraged strongly by Wisconsin governor Tommy Thompson), not only set limits on welfare eligibility for the programs that they administered for the feds but also pursued a “work-first” policy that got able-bodied welfare recipients back into the workplace as swiftly as possible. Welfare rolls plummeted—in New York City, from 1.1 million in the early nineties to about 465,000 by 2001—and childhood poverty numbers decreased.

State and local legislators, often prodded by inner-city parents, also sought new ways to provide urban minority kids with a decent education. In Milwaukee, a former welfare mother, enraged that her children had no option other than the terrible public schools, helped push a school-voucher bill through the Wisconsin state legislature, letting disadvantaged students use public money to attend private schools. Most states passed laws enabling private groups to set up charter schools unencumbered by many of the union-backed rules found in public school systems, such as restrictions on firing lousy teachers. Today, some 4,300 charter schools, many in big cities, educate 1.2 million kids nationally—and most are performing, studies show, better than nearby public schools.

The era’s most impressive urban reform improved public safety. Under Giuliani and his first police commissioner, William Bratton, New York City famously embraced Broken Windows policing, in which cops enforced long-dormant laws against public disorder, fostering a new climate of respect for the right of all citizens to use public spaces. The nineties’ NYPD also introduced computer technology that tracked and mapped shifting crime patterns, so that police could respond quickly whenever and wherever crime spiked upward, and new accountability measures to ensure that commanders followed through. Crime in New York has plummeted 70 percent since the implementation of these reforms—double the national decline. Other cities that have adopted similar policing methods, from Newark to East Orange, New Jersey, to Raleigh, North Carolina, have had big crime turnarounds, too (see “The NYPD Diaspora,” Summer 2008). As Newark mayor Cory Booker, who tapped an NYPD veteran as police director, noted about crime-fighting: “There are models in America, right in New York City, that show that this is not an issue of can we, but will we.”

Obama may claim to be advancing a twenty-first-century agenda, but his ideas about combating poverty and aiding cities ignore the lessons of the nineties’ reformers and remain firmly mired in the War on Poverty’s vision of cities as victims. Nothing betrays his urban agenda’s retrograde nature more than its Number One spending item: a big hike in funding for the Community Development Block Grant program. The candidate calls this relic of the War on Poverty “an important program that provides housing and creating [sic] jobs for low- and moderate-income people and places.” In fact, the block grants are perhaps the most visible example of the failure of federal urban aid, plagued, as so much other War on Poverty spending was plagued, by vague goals, a failure to demand concrete results from the groups it funds, and a reputation for political patronage. CDBG money, amounting to some $110 billion over its history, has financed many projects that have zilch to do with fighting poverty—an opera house, a zoo, tennis courts, and historical restorations, for instance. A stark example of the program’s failure to achieve its ostensible mission: Buffalo, the city that has received the most community redevelopment funding per capita, is economically worse off today than it was 40 years ago.

Nevertheless, CDBG spending is often invoked as evidence that the federal government is “doing something” about urban problems. This was the case in 1993, when the Clinton administration authorized a massive $430 million block grant to establish a loan fund to help Los Angeles recover from the previous year’s devastating riots, as well as millions more to ameliorate “the underlying causes of the unrest.” Within two years, though, a third of the companies that the loan money had financed had gone belly-up or fallen behind in payments, while two-thirds hadn’t fulfilled their obligations to create new jobs in the city. As for the money aimed at “underlying causes,” local officials merely spent it on yet more ineffective community groups.

Obama doubtless will claim that he can fix this kind of urban aid to make it more accountable, but the obstacles are great. The Bush administration, for instance, sought to junk most of the program and focus what remained on narrow projects with specific, measurable antipoverty goals. But congressional CDBG backers on both sides of the aisle, who insert millions of dollars in earmarks into it each year, derailed the reform.

Though Obama has supported some education reforms, such as charter schools, his plan for fixing urban schools by showering more federal money on them is another attempt to revive tin-cup largesse. In his signature education speech, Obama described visiting a high school outside Chicago that “couldn’t afford to keep teachers for a full day, so school let out at 1:30 every afternoon,” adding that “stories like this can be found across America.” Later, he said: “We cannot ask our teachers to perform the impossible, to teach poorly prepared children with inadequate resources.”

In fact, the U.S. has made vast investments in its public schools. According to a study by Manhattan Institute scholar Jay Greene, per-student spending on K–12 public education in the U.S. rocketed from $2,345 in the mid-1950s to $8,745 in 2002 (both figures in 2002 dollars). Per-pupil spending in many cities is lavish. In New York, huge funding increases dating to the late 1990s have pushed per-pupil spending to $19,000; across the river in Newark, state and federal aid has boosted per-pupil expenditures to above $20,000; and Washington, D.C., now spends more than $22,000 a year per student. Yet these urban school systems have shown little or no improvement. “Schools are not inadequately funded—they would not perform substantially better if they had more money,” Greene observes. An Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development study found that most European countries spend between 55 percent and 70 percent of what the U.S. does per student, yet produce better educational outcomes. If some urban school systems are failing children, money has nothing to do with it.

Obama also promises to invest heavily in the human capital of cities, seeking to forge a smarter, better-trained urban workforce. Yet here, too, his solutions look backward. His key proposal to help the chronically unemployable find work is simply to reauthorize the Workforce Investment Act of 1998. But politically connected insiders run many of the WIA’s job-training initiatives, and waste is widespread. One Government Accountability Office study found that only about 40 percent of the $2.4 billion that the WIA designates for retraining dislocated workers actually went to the workers themselves; administrative costs gobbled up the rest. Even the money that reaches workers does little obvious good. In congressional testimony last year, a GAO official said, “We have little information at a national level about what the workforce investment system under WIA achieves.”

Another big-ticket, War on Poverty–style item on Obama’s agenda is to give cities more federal money to build “affordable” housing. Yet even as mayors warn about a critical shortage of housing for the poor and the middle class, many simultaneously claim that they are hemorrhaging population because of competition from suburbs—and that should be lowering housing costs. Further, with foreclosures rising rapidly in some cities, cheap housing should be plentiful.

What explains this conundrum are the local policies that have helped make housing unaffordable. In a study called “The Planning Penalty,” economist Randal O’Toole points out that half a century ago, when many cities were still gaining population, almost all of them boasted a healthy stock of affordable housing. Yet starting in the 1970s, cities began aggressively limiting and directing housing growth, enacting rules for minimum lot sizes and population density that produced significant cost increases for builders, who passed them on to consumers. In Trenton, New Jersey, O’Toole estimates that the city-imposed planning penalty adds $49,000, or 17 percent, to the median cost of a home in a city where the population has shrunk from 130,000 in the 1950s to 85,000 today. In nearby Newark, a city pockmarked with empty lots that has lost some 170,000 residents, the planning penalty is $154,000, adding 41 percent to median home value. In New York, where Mayor Michael Bloomberg has committed $7.5 billion to build 165,000 units of affordable housing over ten years, the additional costs heaped on by government planning reach a whopping $311,000 per home. There’s zero evidence that Obama understands the planning penalty at the heart of the affordable-housing shortage in many cities.

Obama and the U.S. Conference of Mayors also call for an increase in HOPE VI funding as a way of getting welfare families to stop thinking of public housing as a permanent entitlement. The HOPE VI program, launched in the early nineties, got cities to replace large projects with smaller communities where the subsidized poor would live among those who could afford market-rate housing. The hope was that the bourgeois values of those earning their way in life would somehow rub off on the recipients of housing subsidies, and that they would then move up and out. But because the program imposed no actual requirements on the poor, the effort failed. Research has shown that in cities like Memphis, where the poor have been dispersed to middle-class neighborhoods, crime is rising.

Judging by these and other Obama initiatives, an urban-reform agenda based on the bottom-up successes of the 1990s still awaits its national advocate. It would start from the notion that cities can indeed be masters of their own futures. It would encourage city self-empowerment, not victimhood. Above all, it would urge municipalities to build on the stunning urban-policy successes of the 1990s.

The feds could still, however, play a useful role in several areas. One would be to help cities attack the chronic unemployment and lack of achievement among the urban poor, especially men recently released from prison with neither the schooling nor the workplace experience to find jobs. Nationwide, some 700,000 prisoners finish their sentences every year. Lots go back to their home cities, where, aimless and unemployed, they reconnect with their old partners in crime, resume lawbreaking, and wind up back behind bars. Getting these former prisoners working not only might keep some from returning to crime; it could create a panoply of other benefits, including allowing the many who are absentee fathers to begin supporting the children they left behind when they went to jail.

Around the nation, one can find pockets of innovation on “prisoner reentry,” often based on the same responsibility-building principles as welfare reform. Some of the most successful programs endorse a “work-first” philosophy that gets ex-cons back into the workplace under heavy supervision and mentoring, rather than simply offering them job training. Promising demonstration projects have used local churches and community groups to run job-placement services, provide mentors to former prisoners, and then help them discover community resources. Federal funds could help expand such programs. And Washington could bring the most successful ones to the federal prison system itself, since starting prisoners on the right path before they get back on the streets clearly cuts recidivism.

The feds should also tie funds to local governments’ willingness to reform their own institutions for reintegrating ex-cons. For instance, in many cities, former offenders trying to find work face a forbiddingly complex municipal bureaucracy. But some places, like Newark, are trying to sweep away the red tape and create one-stop reentry centers for ex-prisoners, similar to those that New York created to help former welfare recipients find and keep employment.

Given the spectacular crime declines in New York and other cities that have followed its policing example, one might think that public safety is an area that requires no further federal role. But even as crime has begun rising again over the last few years, many police departments have shunned the new policing. Too many police officials and politicians continue to argue instead that factors beyond their control—from economic deprivation to cultural changes to bad federal policy—are to blame for crime. Governing magazine reports, for example, that Cleveland mayor Frank Jackson remains “skeptical about the ability of the police to solve the problem of crime, which he sees as deeply rooted in economic deprivation.” Jackson told the magazine that “we look to the law, to the police, almost like an army that keeps everyone in check. That’s a dangerous proposition.” But a recent series of stories in the magazine Cleveland Scene with titles like “The Killing Fields” reveals the consequences of such an attitude: a city under siege, with murders rising 56 percent from 2005 through 2007.

The federal government can help advance performance-based police work by aiding departments in implementing NYPD-style policing, including purchasing the necessary technology for crime mapping. The city of East Orange, for instance, used state grants and criminal forfeiture money to pay for its $1.5 million technology upgrade. Federal grants would be contingent on departments’ demonstrating that they are practicing active—not reactive—policing, using the same measurements that innovative departments now use to judge their officers’ productivity, such as the number of directed patrols aimed at preventing crimes, suspicious-activity stops, and field interrogations per officer.

The deplorable state of many city school systems puts education reform high on the list of any twenty-first-century urban-reform agenda. Here, the federal government would provide incentives for states and municipalities to increase the education choices offered to students. Because many locales offer no public funding for building charter schools, for example, the feds might usefully help out. And Washington could tie federal education funding to requirements that states treat charter schools more equitably: in many states, charters get only a small portion of the per-pupil funding that regular schools receive. Federal education aid could also encourage states to lift their charter school caps. Today, roughly half the states limit the number of charter schools that they will authorize, one reason that about 365,000 students around the country remain on those schools’ waiting lists.

The feds could also encourage schools to use curricula that work, especially to teach reading, since failing to learn to read in the early grades condemns many inner-city schoolchildren to fall permanently behind. The Bush administration admirably tried to prod school districts to adopt traditional, phonics-based programs, which are especially effective at educating minority students, the National Reading Panel concluded in 2000. But progressive educators who design curricula in local districts have continued to resist, favoring the ineffective but trendy “whole language” instruction touted by education schools (see “A Marshall Plan for Reading,” Summer 2008).

As for increasing the amount of affordable housing, Washington could tie any housing aid to regulatory reforms that diminish or eliminate the construction caps and complex zoning requirements that drive up home prices. As Harvard economist Edward Glaeser has shown (“Houston, New York Has a Problem,” Summer 2008), Houston and several other cities impose so few government costs on housing—a planning penalty of $0, O’Toole finds—that quality housing gets built and sold at far lower prices than in more heavily regulated cities. Though Houston’s economy boomed and its population grew by nearly 1 million during the 1990s, the price of housing there has increased at only slightly more than the rate of inflation.

At the same time, the federal government should transform its policies on housing for the poor by employing the same philosophy that drove welfare reform, placing limits on tenure in public housing and requiring residents to work toward lifting themselves out of poverty. A few cities are, in fact, transforming public housing by ending the idea that everyone has a right to it and by imposing strict requirements on tenants. In the mid-nineties, Atlanta began demolishing its giant projects, which once housed some 50,000 poor residents, and replaced them with smaller mixed-income, mixed-use projects built with both federal money and large contributions from private developers, who own and manage the housing. What attracted the private money was the promise from Atlanta’s housing authority that these projects would be different: to live in them, all tenants between 18 and 65 had to have jobs or be in school so that eventually they could graduate out of public housing entirely. Whereas in the mid-1990s, less than 20 percent of the residents in Atlanta public housing were working, today it’s about 70 percent. Federal housing authorities could adopt this model and urge other cities to follow it.

Finally, everyone agrees that the nation’s transportation infrastructure, including that of its cities, is woefully inadequate for the twenty-first century. Both Obama and the U.S. Conference of Mayors—surprise!—blame the federal government for underinvesting in transportation infrastructure. But cities and states are equally at fault. Some have used past federal infrastructure grants simply to replace their own transportation money, which they’ve shifted to other, more politically popular uses. And cities have employed the tax-free municipal financing allowed by the federal tax code not to fund necessary improvements in transportation but to fund nonessential projects favored by politicians, like sports arenas and convention centers. Even when cities use this financing on transportation, it tends to be for big, expensive projects that rarely live up to ridership projections, like the massive $45 billion high-speed rail service that California pols have promoted to link Los Angeles and San Francisco—a service whose proponents, according to a Reason Foundation report, “wildly” overestimate potential ridership to justify the cost.

Boosting federal funding for such wasteful initiatives would only squander money. The federal government needs to reform its transportation priorities and push states and cities to do so, too, if we’re to upgrade the nation’s transportation infrastructure. That means rejecting dubious big-ticket projects and fashionable new modes of transportation, like light-rail systems, and spending federal funds on more sensible changes—helping cities to expand existing bus services, say, or to upgrade to cleaner vehicles. The federal government could also give cities incentives to build express toll roads that charge a premium for usage, alleviating congestion on free roads. And the feds should encourage local governments to use private contractors and private capital to build more of our public infrastructure, as countries ranging from France to the United Kingdom to China are now doing (see “The New Privatization,” Summer 2007).

Obama’s rise has put urban issues back into the presidential campaign for the first time in decades. But so far, the discussion that his candidacy has sparked is taking place largely among politicians, commentators, and interest groups whose view of cities hasn’t moved on much from the War on Poverty. Implementing their policy ideas would simply expand the tin-cup urbanism that has kept so many cities in despair for so long. That’s change we can do without.










A4PT Clippings
Page 1
November 4, 2008


