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Details of Capital Metro deal emerge

Union member says higher bonuses, lower raises among provisions to be voted on this week.

AMERICAN-STATESMAN STAFF

Monday, November 10, 2008

By Ben Wear

The tentative four-year agreement that ended the three-day Capital Metro strike Friday includes a higher bonus payment than management had previously offered but also includes a schedule of raises that is both lower and slower than what union members rejected late last month.

The deal, on which union members reportedly will vote Wednesday , also puts a hard cap on workers' annual medical expenses and puts newer bus drivers on a faster schedule to reach the agency's top salary.

Capital Metro officials have said they would not release details until after the union vote.

Details of the deal, hammered out after almost 12 hours of talks Friday, came from a union member who is familiar with the accord but not authorized to discuss it publicly.

Despite the pending vote, all workers are set to return to their jobs today , and bus service is expected to be restored to normal levels.

The one-time bonus payment, $1,200 if union members approve the deal, is meant to substitute for a percentage wage increase in the contract's first year from July 1, 2007, to June 30 of this year.

Management had previously offered $1,000 bonuses in the first year and raises of 3 percent in the second and third years and 3.25 percent in the fourth year, which Amalgamated Transit Union Local 1091 opposed. The union wanted a 3 percent raise that year and for each of the three remaining years in the contract.

The new version of the agreement includes those 3 percent raises for each of the last three years. But the raises, in a new wrinkle, will come once every six months in what amounts to 1.5 percent increments. The effect is that a worker would get less pay over the course of a year than if the 3 percent raise took full effect on July 1, the beginning of the contract year.

In return for that concession, as well as giving up on the first-year percentage raise, the union got two other enhancements to management's offer: co-payments of $25 for doctor visits and annual deductibles, which would reach $600 a year by the end of the contract for a worker with dependents, would count toward an annual out-of-pocket limit of $1,500 for a single worker and $3,000 for one with a family.

Currently, a worker's out-of-pocket expenses can go well beyond those annual limits.

And newer bus operators will be able to get to the top of the wage scale, which now is just under $20 an hour, in five years.

That is currently the case, but management, according to the union member, wanted to increase it to 6? years.

The contract is retroactive to July 1, 2007, and will last to June 30, 2011, bringing at least some break in what has seemed to be an almost continuous four years of labor strife at the transit agency.

Negotiations over the last contract likewise dissolved into acrimony and, similarly to this round, resulted in a short strike in 2005.

That last fight was solved only after Austin Mayor Will Wynn stepped in hours before a second strike.

In this case, state Sen. Kirk Watson, D-Austin, and Austin City Council Member Lee Leffingwell, according to the union member and news reports, intervened Friday during the final round of talks, which came as a bus strike entered its third day.

The union's leverage last week appeared to be slipping as almost a quarter of the 850 bus drivers, mechanics and maintenance workers had returned to work by Friday.

Each day of the strike, the agency was restoring more and more bus routes to service.

Strike forces Cap Metro riders to scramble

With more than 100 workers crossing picket line, transit agency expects to beef up service today.

AMERICAN-STATESMAN STAFF

Thursday, November 06, 2008

By Ben Wear

Charles Josey, a 46-year-old construction worker, sat in the dark Wednesday morning waiting for the bus. And waiting.

Josey usually leaves home about 5:25 a.m. and takes a bus to get to Capital Metro's North Lamar Transit Center near U.S. 183, where he takes a second bus to work. But when the transit agency's union workers followed through on a threatened strike Wednesday, that feeder bus route and about 60 others went on indefinite hiatus. Josey left home at 4:45 a.m. and walked to the transfer center instead.

Josey, along with a growing crowd, had to wait for buses that were running well behind schedule.

"I'm sitting here thinking, 'I've got to get to work, and I hope I don't get laid off if I start getting there late,' " said Josey, who ended up waiting an hour and a half for the bus.

The Capital Metro bus strike, the second in three years, began at dawn Wednesday and forced tens of thousands of Central Texans to find some way to adjust.

The parties directly involved, meanwhile, grimly settled into tactics that most Central Texans would know only from reading about faraway strikes: picketers lining the street with signs and bullhorns; management trumpeting its success in finding union and nonunion workers to keep a semblance of normal service going; even the brief suspension of a contractor's bus operators who refused to work as substitute drivers.

The agency had promised to have 70 buses on the street, about 28 percent of normal. But by midafternoon, Capital Metro said it had 94 buses working. Today, according to an agency news release, Capital Metro will be restoring route Nos. 2, 4 and 325 with frequency of 30 minutes or better. The agency plans to have at least 120 buses running.

The Capital Metro work stoppage in September 2005 lasted only a day, and the area hasn't had a lingering work stoppage with broad impact in recent memory. This one figures to last at least into Friday, when the two sides will meet at 10 a.m. at a downtown hotel. There was nothing in the two sides' rhetoric or actions Wednesday, however, that portended sudden labor peace.

"Those who crossed the (picket) line today, treat them like they don't exist," union worker William Davis said in a bullhorn to about 50 fellow picketers along Pleasant Valley Road, going on to say that God had told him the right thing to do. "Cut 'em off."

According to Capital Metro, by noon Wednesday, 124 of the 850 agency workers covered by the union agreement had decided to go to work. At least 11 of those were probationary workers in their first few months on the job and can be fired for striking. Picketing union members said they don't blame them for working.

Management, meanwhile, also attempted to round up 44 more drivers from Veolia Transportation, a contractor that normally provides workers to drive and maintain buses for about a dozen Capital Metro routes. Capital Metro wanted those drivers for the 10 major routes it had promised the public to keep open and run as often as possible.

But 18 of those Veolia drivers, claiming the sudden change of duties violated their own union contract, walked off the job Wednesday morning. That led, at least temporarily, to suspensions and the threat of firings. By late Wednesday, that spat had been resolved, and Capital Metro should have the full complement of Veolia drivers available today.

The contract between Capital Metro and Amalgamated Transit Union Local 1091 expired 16 months ago, and most union workers have had no raise since. The two sides have negotiated sporadically for 18 months, with management's last offer coming Sept. 11.

Aside from asking union workers to pay somewhat higher out-of-pocket expenses for health care (they pay no premiums), management wants to give workers a $1,000 one-time payment rather than a raise for 2007-08 and raises of 3 percent, 3 percent and 3.25 percent in subsequent years.

Local 1091 wants a 3 percent raise rather than a nonrecurring payment for that first year, and 3 percent raises each year thereafter. Union members rejected the management offer by a 7-1 margin last month.

Bus riders, asked about all this, mainly just want to see a solution.

"The only reason I'm disappointed is that all they have to do is run buses on time and form a contract, and they can't even do that," said James Luck, a 47-year-old aerospace engineering graduate student at the University of Texas who takes the bus from Round Rock.

Austin remains a top growth center, data shows

Austin Business Journal

Monday, November 10, 2008

Austin is ranked among Top 10 growth centers in a bizjournals study released Monday.

The 10 fastest-growing metropolitan areas during the prosperous 1990s have continued expanding in the present decade, despite the erratic nature of the economy, according to the report. All 10 of the markets registered population gains of at least 13 percent between 2000 and 2007, led by Las Vegas’ seven-year increase of 33.5 percent.

Austin placed fourth on the list.

“Three Texas markets are members of the top 10, with Austin posting the best growth record of the trio," the report says. "Population has soared more than 8 percent in Austin in the past two years, and employment has jumped more than 10 percent. Raleigh (N.C.) is the only metro that can match this short-term momentum."

Trailing Las Vegas was Raleigh, N.C.; Cape Coral-Fort Myers, Fla.; Houston; Phoenix; and McAllen-Edinburg, Texas. Salt Lake City; Wichita, Kan.; and Charlotte, N.C. closed out the Top 10.

Click here to see more details on the report.

Light-rail can turn into money train

Homes near light-rail lines tend to increase in value

The Denver Post

10/29/2008

By Margaret Jackson

A light-rail train passes a neighborhood near the Louisiana and Pearl station. Housing that is within a half-mile of such stations shows the greatest appreciation relative to other homes in the area. (RJ Sangosti, The Denver Post)

Margarete Humphrey knows her bungalow near the Louisiana Station light-rail stop is in a hot neighborhood. But she was surprised to learn the value of her home has increased over the past two years as much of the metro Denver housing market has declined.

Homes near light-rail stations along the southeast line, which opened in November 2006, have increased by an average of nearly 4 percent over the past two years, according to an analysis by Your Castle Real Estate. But the rest of the Denver market declined an average of 7.5 percent.

"I know that it's always been a good neighborhood, but I didn't think it was like that," said Humphrey, who doesn't drive and frequently uses public transportation.

The closer a home is to the station, the more its value increases, according to the Your Castle analysis. Homes less than a half-mile from a station increased an average of 17.6 percent, while those 1 1/2 to 2 miles away increased just 0.1 percent on average. The data varied widely among stations, however.

Under its FasTracks program, the Regional Transportation District plans to create six new commuter-rail and light-rail corridors and extend three existing corridors by 2017, potentially creating other pockets where values are driven by proximity to rail.

In other markets with rail lines, single-family home values have increased anywhere from 2 percent in San Diego to 32 percent in St. Louis, according to data gathered by the Regional Transit District.

"Any time you do something to a neighborhood that makes it more desirable, prices are going to go up," said Brandon Neill, a broker with Your Castle. "Transit is definitely on people's minds when they're thinking about moving."

Transit is just one component pushing values up. The "places" developers create around the stations are a much bigger driver, said Marilee Utter, president of Citiventure Associates, a Denver real estate company specializing in transit-oriented developments, or TODs.

Margarete Humphrey stands outside her home at 1276 S. Sherman St. in Denver. While property values have declined in the past two years by an average of 7.5 percent in much of the metro area, Humphrey's home has risen in value. (RJ Sangosti, The Denver Post)

"Most of the value comes from placemaking, rather than the transit," she said. "But as transit gets bigger, it will account for more and more of that premium."

She said the city is just beginning to see the impact from TODs.

"Every project is different, but what we've seen historically is a 15 to 20 percent premium (near TODs)," Utter said. "Because of the desire for different kind of product and the movement toward sustainability, I think Denver will see 20 to 25 percent premium over what the other products are doing. This is just the tip of the iceberg."

Soaring gas prices also fueled the demand for housing near transit and drove prices.

"With the energy increase, it isn't too much of a surprise that people are saying, 'Gee, being close to public transportation is something that I value,' " said Byron Koste, director of the real estate center at the University of Colorado at Boulder.

Your Castle has not analyzed sales data for the west rail line, but Neill said he has seen a lot of competition for properties there as well.

State OKs high-speed rail, kids' hospitals

San Francisco Chronicle

Thursday, November 6, 2008


By Wyatt Buchanan

Though faced with a daunting state budget deficit and a global economic crisis, California's voters decided Tuesday to spend billions of dollars on public projects, including a high-speed rail system and hospitals for children.

Voters rejected other ballot proposals that came with hefty price tags, but the choices they did make about spending money showed that on election-day, Californians had one eye on their wallets and the other on the future.

"Voting for bond measures like high-speed rail was an opportunity for voters to say, 'Well, there is something we can do,' " said Mark Baldassare, president of the Public Policy Institute of California. "It pointed out just how desperately Californians feel we need to make investments in the future. For it to pass at this time even by a narrow margin I think says a lot, because it was a big price tag."

By the time it's built, the cost of the high-speed rail project will come to an estimated $19.4 billion, including interest on the bonds. The total includes $1 billion per year in operating costs.

Voters also approved $980 million in general-obligation bonds, which would come to $2 billion with interest, to fund the construction and upgrade of children's hospitals across the state and $1.8 billion, including interest, to help veterans buy homes and farms.

Turned down were proposals on mandatory funding for public safety agencies along with renewable energy and alternative fuel proposals that also came with a price.

Robert Stern, president of the Center for Governmental Studies, said he had predicted that voters would defeat every spending proposal except for perhaps the benefits for veterans. He said the reason some spending measures passed may be attributable to spillover from the enthusiasm for presidential candidate Barack Obama and an upsurge in young voters.

Also, he saw a common theme in the measures.

"The one common thing in there is that there is nothing raising taxes directly," Stern said.

Proponents of the measures have said that they feared the deteriorating economy would sink their proposals. Just last week California's budget shortfall was projected to hit $10 billion this year and much of the public's focus of the past several weeks has been on the $700 billion federal bailout of financial institutions. The economy even eclipsed the Iraq war as the central issue in the presidential campaign.

Backers of Proposition 1A, the high-speed rail initiative, said the proposal was drawing 55 to 60 percent support over the summer, and they highlighted the environmental benefits of the project. After the crisis hit, support dropped to only 45 percent and backers began reframing their campaign.

"The emphasis changed and it became economic stimulus and jobs, jobs, jobs," said Quentin Kopp, chairman of the High Speed Rail Authority and chief spokesman for the Yes on 1A campaign.

He said the proposal could create as many as 150,000 construction-related jobs and more than 400,000 permanent jobs.

"I personally evoked 19th century history with the building of the transcontinental railroad," said Kopp. The measure passed with 52 percent support.

Backers of the children's hospitals bond also saw their numbers softening after the crisis began and paid for additional polls to keep track.

Diana Dooley, president of the California Children's Hospital Association, said supporters pushed hard on the message that even in a difficult economy, "we need to make an investment. Proposition 3 gave people an opportunity to make children a priority."

The proposition passed with 55 percent of the vote.

The economy cut both ways, though. Backers of Prop. 10, which would have provided money to help citizens buy fuel-efficient and alternative-fuel cars along with money for alternative energy research, said the economy battered the idea.

"The concept of Prop. 10 we think is still very popular," said Amy Thoma, spokesperson for the campaign.

But that measure, along with another that would require renewable energy production, also faced campaigns urging a "no" vote.

Baldassare of the public policy institute said all these things made voters take a closer look at the ballot.

"In good times voters are less discriminating, but in hard times they are going to look at a group of measures and decide what we need the most," he said.

Urban Policy and the Obama Presidency

Planetizen.com

5 November 2008 - 5:00am

By Nate Berg and Tim Halbur

Unlike his opponent, the Obama camp has been putting together a cabinet and prepping for the job ahead for some time now. Obama's team is particularly strong in foreign policy advisors, as an extensive article in the New Yorker details. What is less well known is how his team will tackle the issues, such as transportation, energy, infrastructure and housing policies. Over the past month, a number of urban experts have read up on Obama's briefs and statements and have each taken a look into the crystal ball and asked, "What impact will an Obama presidency have on urban policy?"

A Regional Outlook

Mayor Manny Diaz of Miami was at the U.S. Conference of Mayors back in June, and witnessed one of the few speeches by Obama focused on the concerns of local government. Diaz believes that Obama will be a significant force for urban issues. "From business incubators to the college tuition tax credit," the mayor told Planetizen, "from the National Infrastructure Reinvestment Bank to the Foreclosure Prevention Fund, Barack Obama has offered comprehensive programs to invest in the assets of cities."

"[W]e need to strengthen our cities," said Obama to the crowd of mayors. "But we also need to stop seeing our cities as the problem and start seeing them as the solution. Because strong cities are the building blocks of strong regions, and strong regions are essential for a strong America."

Noted city specialist Neal Peirce thinks that Obama's regional focus will lead to a federal government that is very active in city issues, but with an approach that differs from the classic Democratic policy. In particular, he points to Obama's promise to invest $200 million in annual grants to bolster "innovation clusters" -- areas of cutting-edge thinking in technology and applied science. Peirce concludes that there are, of course, many challenges ahead for an Obama presidency, but "metro America's chances [will] surely be brighter."

But Steven Malanga, senior editor for City Journal, thinks Obama's urban policies -- in particular, his support of the Community Development Block Grant program -- are outdated maneuvers that could have a detrimental effect on cities. "The block grants," Malanga writes, "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."

Energy Policy

The subject of energy is of great interest to Planetizen readers, and has surfaced frequently in this presidential election. Much of the rhetoric on energy has focused on the obvious: reducing reliance on foreign oil, investing in renewable energy sources, cutting excess use and expanding domestic production of "clean" energy. In August, Obama called for an investment of $150 billion in renewable energy production -- an investment towards a goal of doubling the nation's renewable energy sources to 10% of total needs. This is a goal he hopes to achieve by the end of his first term.

“Strong cities are the building blocks of strong regions.”

"Well I think he's certainly got a few robust policies that will give us a lot of leverage in the years ahead," says Stephen Daley, who covers the industry through his podcast Inside Renewable Energy. Daley says that the promises of funding "gives a lot of people in the renewables industry confidence in his ability to lead in this area at the federal level. His nuclear policy is a bit sketchy at the moment, and he's also a big supporter of clean coal and traditional food-based biofuels. The industry is looking to see how much he supports these as-yet unproven technologies."

And though initially opposed to off-shore drilling, Obama has begun to warm up to the idea. He's called for more use of the country's Strategic Petroleum Reserve and a plan to lease more of the Alaskan Petroleum Reserve for increased production. He has, however, remained strong on the front of increasing a windfall profits tax on oil companies.

In a more recent interview on MSNBC, Obama touched lightly on infrastructure and energy policies, including an allusion to a New Deal-style public works program. The U.S., he says, is falling behind countries like China that are investing heavily in rail and ports, infrastructure key to economic development and global competetiveness. But Obama says one of the most important infrastructure projects that the country needs is an entirely new electricity grid system that allows for more efficient transmission of energy derived from renewable sources. Such a large-scale update and the "new energy" it creates could stand to inject more than 5 million jobs into the U.S. economy, according to Obama. He says it's time to take on the huge costs of fixing the country's crumbling infrastructure -- an investment he calls crucial for maintaining a healthy economy.

Transportation

The campaign's emphasis on infrastructure extends to transportation policy as well. As explained at The Daily Kos, Vice-President Elect Joe Biden famously rides Amtrak to work, and was the original co-sponsor of the Amtrak Reauthorization Bill. "For 30 years, I have witnessed Congress dangling a carrot in front of Amtrak's eyes, funding it just enough for it to limp along," said Biden as he introduced an early version of the bill. "And I'll tell you, this has to stop. Now is the time to commit politically and financially to a strong, safe, and efficient passenger rail system."

"I think the first step in solving any problem is properly defining it," says David Goldberg, Communications Director for Transportation For America, a coalition of organizations advocating for change in transportation policy. "I think Obama's defining transportation as a metropolitan issue is very promising. We have to temper our enthusiasm a little bit, because in the debates and on the trail, he has singled out roadbuilding as an important issue. But I think his administration is likely to support a direct relationship of the federal government in terms of funding and accountability on transportation issues."

Federal vs. Local

In the end, as Planetizen blogger and land use law professor Michael Lewyn reminds us, the hands-on work of urban planning, zoning and development are firmly in the hands of local government and therefore won't be directly impacted by a new president. But if the evidence is to be believed, an Obama presidency will be much more hands-on in making decisions about urban policy, particularly when it comes to significant investments in infrastructure for energy and transportation.

Passenger trains gain favor with public, Congress

Associated Press

Friday, October 31, 2008

By JOAN LOWY

After half a century as more of a curiosity than a convenience, passenger trains are getting back on track in some parts of the country.

The high cost of energy, coupled with congestion on highways and at airports, is drawing travelers back to trains not only for commuting but also for travel between cities as much as 500 miles apart.

Californians are considering selling billions of dollars worth of bonds to get going on an 800-mile system of bullet trains that could zip along at 200 miles per hour, linking San Francisco and San Diego and the cities in between.

In the Midwest, transportation officials are pushing a plan to connect cities in nine states in a hub-and-spoke system centered in Chicago. The nine states included in the Midwest Regional Rail Initiative are: Ohio, Indiana, Michigan, Illinois, Wisconsin, Minnesota, Iowa, Missouri, Nebraska.

The public is way ahead of policymakers in recognizing trains as an attractive alternative to cars and planes, said Rep. James Oberstar, chairman of the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee.

"I think we're at a transformational point in intercity passenger rail service," said Oberstar, D-Minn.

Amtrak, the passenger rail service that struggled for years to attract riders, drew a record 28.7 million in the year ending Sept. 30. That is 11 percent more than the year before and the sixth straight year that ridership has increased. Ticket revenue hit a record $1.7 billion, a $200 million increase from a year earlier.

Rail travel is gaining greater favor in Congress, which provides the subsidies needed to keep Amtrak rolling. Lawmakers are trying to find ways to deal with high energy prices, congested and aging roads and bridges, and an air traffic control system that relies largely on World War II-era technology.

Congress passed legislation this month that sets a goal of providing $13 billion over five years to Amtrak; it's a major vote of confidence for the railroad. The measure also encourages development of high-speed rail corridors and contains $2 billion in grants to states to enhance or introduce new service between cities. The money still must be appropriated.

President Bush, an Amtrak critic who has opposed anything more than minimal money for the rail service over the past eight years, signed the bill Oct. 16.

With the economy in crisis and credit tightening, rail supporters acknowledge there is uncertainty in securing all the money, especially when competing with highway and aviation lobbies for any additional transportation dollars.

Congress has "a lot of mouths to feed on the transportation side," said Joe McHugh, Amtrak's vice president for government affairs.

Unlike Europeans, whose cities are connected by passenger rail networks, relatively few Americans travel by rail except in the popular corridor from Washington to Boston, in parts of California, and routes extending from Chicago. Outside the Northeast, ticket fares usually do not cover direct operating costs.

Critics say it is unfair to require people in areas where there is no Amtrak service or infrequent service to subsidize the train travel of people in the few corridors where there is frequent, fast service.

"I do not think you can justify many, perhaps most, of the routes Amtrak is running," Sen. Jeff Sessions, R-Ala., said during Senate debate last month. "Fundamentally, the romantic view that we are going to have some sort of major international rail system does not seem to be realistic."

Still, some states are pushing for more and better passenger train service. In California, voters will decide Tuesday whether to launch the most ambitious rail project undertaken by any state. The ballot measure would authorize nearly $10 billion in bonds to pay for planning and construction.

Proponents say a high-speed rail system could help reduce congestion at California airports, lessen dependence on foreign oil and decrease greenhouse gases. Critics say the state could be forced to raise taxes to pay off the bonds, and the money would be better invested in urban transit systems and highway construction.

In the Midwest, expansion of the passenger rail network is supported by Democratic presidential nominee Barack Obama.

Some cities that would be in the network have passenger train service to Chicago — Obama's hometown — but it is often slow and infrequent. The regional plan calls for using 3,000 miles of existing rail rights of way and introducing modern train cars and engines operating at speeds up to 110 mph.

Obama's transportation plan pledges support for Amtrak and calls for development of high-speed rail networks across the country as a means to conserve energy and boost the economy.

His Republican opponent, John McCain, has been a persistent critic of Amtrak's reliance on subsidies. Obama co-sponsored the recent Amtrak bill; McCain voted against it.

Gov. Ed Rendell, D-Pa., said higher gas prices and concern about dependence on foreign oil have made people more willing to invest in passenger rail.

"There is an appetite for city-to-city rail," Rendell told reporters recently. "Why should we be different than any other country in the world? You go to Europe and you can't get an airplane to a city less than 200 miles away."

Brooks: A national mobility project

New York Times/International Herald Tribune 

October 31, 2008

By David Brooks

America's government spending is growing at an astounding pace. Congress and the president have thrown hundreds of billions into stimulus packages, domestic programs, military spending and other initiatives. Total federal spending is growing at a 13.8 percent annual rate.

Has all this money done anything to actually stimulate private economic activity? Not that you'd notice. Consumption is cratering. The U.S. economy just experienced the sharpest real drop in consumer spending since 1974.

The lesson here is that we have a right to be skeptical of so-called stimulus packages. The Federal Reserve can effectively stimulate the economy. There are certain automatic government programs, like unemployment insurance, which also do it. But the history of the past century suggests that politically designed, ad hoc stimulus packages rarely work.

Often they get the timing wrong; they come too late to do any real good. Often they get the pressure points wrong; the economy is simply too complicated for lawmakers to know where to apply the stimulus patch. Almost always, they get psychology wrong. When you give people a chunk of money in the midst of economic turmoil, they don't spend most of it. They save it.

Nevertheless, economists continue to propose new stimulus ideas with unshaken confidence and over the next six months, the government will almost certainly pass more gigantic programs. Republican economists are talking of plans larger than $100 billion, and Democratic ones are hatching plans in the $300 billion range.

Bad policy ideas are coming in profusion. There are plans to bail out automakers. There are plans to issue more rebate checks (even though the last ones didn't work). Barack Obama is proposing one-time tax credits for small businesses that are hiring. This is an ineffectual ploy that would shower federal money on those few firms that would be hiring anyway while doing nothing for companies in struggling sectors.

These and other plans amount to an economic sugar rush. And yet the political climate being what it is, something big is going to pass.

In times like these, the best a sensible leader can do is to take the short-term panic and channel into a program that is good on its own merits even if it does nothing to stimulate the economy over the next year. That's why I'm hoping the next president takes the general resolve to spend gobs of money, and channels it into a National Mobility Project, a long-term investment in the country's infrastructure.

Major highway projects take about 13 years from initiation to completion - too long to counteract any recession. But at least they create a legacy that can improve the economic environment for decades to come.

A major infrastructure initiative would create jobs for the less-educated workers who have been hit hardest by the transition to an information economy. It would allow the U.S. to return to the fundamentals. There is a real danger that the U.S. is going to leap from one over-consuming era to another, from one finance-led bubble to another. Focusing on infrastructure would at least get Americans thinking about the real economy, asking hard questions about what will increase real productivity, helping people who are expanding companies rather than hedge funds.

Moreover, an infrastructure resurgence is desperately needed. Americans now spend 3.5 billion hours a year stuck in traffic, a figure expected to double by 2020. The U.S. population is projected to increase by 50 percent over the next 42 years. American residential patterns have radically changed. Workplaces have decentralized.

Commuting patterns are no longer radial, from suburban residences to central cities. Now they are complex weaves across broad megaregions. Yet the infrastructure system hasn't adapted.

The smart thing to do is announce a short-term infrastructure initiative to accelerate all those repair projects that can be done within a few years. Then, begin a long-term National Mobility Project.

Create a base-closings-like commission to organize federal priorities (Congress has forfeited its right to micromanage). Streamline the regulations that can now delay project approval by five years. Explore all the new ideas that are burgeoning in the transportation world - congestion pricing, smart highways, rescue plans for shrinking Midwestern cities, new rail and airplane technologies. When you look into this sector, you see America is on the cusp of another transportation revolution.

A mobility project would dovetail with the energy initiatives both presidential candidates have offered. It would benefit from broad political support from liberals and business groups alike. It would rebalance the economy, so there is more productive weight to go along with Wall Street wizardry.

Smart investors are going to take advantage of the current panic to make money. A smart president could take advantage of it to build something that will last for decades and decades to come.

Investment in Bicycling and Walking Will Save Billions: 

Rails-to-Trails Conservancy Releases Active Transportation for America Report to Congress, Rep. Oberstar

WASHINGTON, D.C.—Rails-to-Trails Conservancy (RTC) presents today the "Active Transportation for America" report to Congress via Rep. James Oberstar (D-Minn.), who serves as the Chairman of the House Committee on Transportation and Infrastructure. The report quantifies—for the first time—the national benefits of bicycling and walking.

Putting figures to facts, the report documents the transportation, energy, climate, public health, and economic benefits of bicycling and walking. Never before has the case been made so clearly that relatively modest federal investment in bicycling and walking can save Americans tens of billions of dollars each year. The report compiles success stories from communities across America to show the potential to realize these benefits. 

http://www.railstotrails.org/newsandpubs/news/press/pressreleases/20081020_DC_ActiveTransportationReport.html
Commuter Cycling Is Soaring, City Says

New York Times

October 30, 2008, 5:55 pm

By Sewell Chan

Based on figures from an annual count of bicyclists conducted since 1984, the New York City Department of Transportation announced on Thursday that commuter cycling rose a remarkable 35 percent between 2007 and 2008.

The data [pdf] are suggestive, not definitive, but officials said they considered the trend to be genuine.

The annual count, known as a screenline count, was first conducted in 1980 and has been done annually since 1984. This year’s count identified 12,583, up from 9,327 in the previous year.

The counts were were historically taken once a year, during the middle of the week for a 12-hour period, 7 a.m. to 7 p.m. Last year, the Department of Transportation expanded the time window to 18 hours and added two additional counting dates to add more robustness to the sample. (The count was adjusted to allow for a year-to-year comparison.)

The Commuter Cycling Indicator, as the annual tally is known, was conducted at the Brooklyn, Manhattan, Queensboro and Williamsburg Bridges; at the Whitehall Terminal of the Staten Island Ferry; and along the Hudson River Greenway, at West 50th Street.

According to the department, the 18-hour count showed that over a quarter of the cyclists counted used city streets earlier in the morning and later in the day than previously believed. Certain bike routes have become particularly popular: The number of cyclists crossing the Williamsburg Bridge has quadrupled from 2000 to 2008, to 4,000 on a typical day.

“This growth is real,” said Wiley Norvell, a spokesman for Transportation Alternatives, the leading advocacy group for cyclists and pedestrians in New York City. “It’s born out by what I see on the streets every day, and we’re reaping the rewards from the city’s investment in bicycling over the last several years. More and better-designed bike lanes are producing more cyclists and more first-time cyclists.”

Since 2007, 140 miles of new bicycle routes have been added to the on-street bicycle network.

From 5 to 6:30 p.m. Thursday, on the Manhattan side of the entry to the Williamsburg and Brooklyn Bridges, the department distributed more than 1,500 bicycle lights over the next few days, pegged to the end of Daylight Saving Time this weekend. Cyclists are required under state traffic law to use white headlights and red taillights from dusk until dawn on all New York streets.

“This unprecedented increase shows we are well on the way toward our goal of doubling the number of bike commuters,” Janette Sadik-Khan, the transportation commissioner, said in a statement. “As these numbers rise, cyclists should take all safety precautions, while drivers must be vigilant when sharing our streets with this growing population.”

USA: Over 70% of Public Transportation Ballot Measures Pass

APTA Press Release, Washington, DC

November 6 2008

By Virginia Miller

At least $75 billion approved for public transportation on state and local ballot initiatives

At a rate of 72 percent, voters across the country in 16 states approved 23 measures out of 32 state and local public transit-related ballot initiatives, authorizing expenditures approximating $75 billion.

“It is significant to note that in a time of economic uncertainty, more than 70 percent of transit-related ballot measures passed as people voted to raise public revenue in order to improve public transportation,” said American Public Transportation Association President William W. Millar. “Americans understand that public transportation has many benefits. Taking public transportation is the quickest way to beat high gas prices and save money. It is also one of the most effective actions a person can take to reduce carbon emissions and fight climate change.”

A statewide California ballot initiative that passed included $9.95 billion in bonds to finance high speed rail in California. In Los Angeles, a $40 billion measure passed that will finance new and existing bus and rail lines, along with other transportation projects. In the Seattle area, people voted to expand commuter rail and express bus service and to create a 55 mile light rail system by approving $17.8 billion, and in Honolulu, $3.7 billion was approved for a commuter rail system. The Western Reserve Transit Authority in Youngstown, OH was saved from shutting down by a positive vote by Mahoning County residents. Additionally, the results of one ballot initiative in Santa Clara County, CA is still pending.

According to the Center for Transportation Excellence (CFTE), 12 measures raising $40 million annually for local public transit systems were approved earlier this year. Adding yesterday’s election totals to this earlier amount means that at least $75.4 billion for public transportation was approved by voters in 2008.

For a complete list of 2008 transportation state and local ballot initiatives, go to the CFTE website at www.cfte.org

Highlights provided by Light Rail Now Project Team website
Rail New Start Projects

· Honolulu — Rapid rail system referendum — Passed

According to the Honolulu Star-Bulletin (Nov. 5th), "Oahu residents voted to approve the City Charter amendment supporting the 20-mile elevated steel-rail transit system from Kapolei to Ala Moana, the single-largest public works project in state history." The measure passed with 52.6 percent of voters approving, 47.4 percent opposing.

· Kansas City — Light rail project, funded by sales tax — Failed

This measure lost, with only 44% of voters approving and 56% opposing.

· Sacramento — Streetcar project, funded by sales tax (advisory vote) — Passed

According to the Yolo Elections Office (November 4th), City of West Sacramento's Advisory Measure U was approved by 64.4% of voters, opposed by 35.6%.

· Sonoma-Marin Counties, California — SMART regional passenger rail project, funded by sales tax — Passed

KCBS Radio News (November 5th) reports that "63 percent of North Bay voters approved a quarter-cent sales tax that would help fund the proposed Sonoma-Marin SMART train, as provided by Measure Q."

· California (statewide) — Intercity highspeed rail project, via bond funding — Passed

So far, LRN! hasn't been able to obtain complete results, but NBC Bay Area (Nov. 5th) reports the measure passed by 4 percentage points.

Rail Extension and/or Support Projects

· St. Louis — Ongoing funding and extensions to MetroLink light rail and transit system, new sales tax funding — Failed

Proposition M lost, with 52% of voters opposing and 48% supporting the measure.

· Seattle — Extensions to Link light rail system, new sales tax funding — Passed

According to the King County Elections, Department of Executive Services, Proposition No. 1 for Mass Transit Expansion was approved by 61.6% of voters, opposed by 38.4%.

· Los Angeles — Extensions to MetroRail rapid rail and light rail system and Metrolink regional passenger rail, via expanded sales tax funding — Passed

According to Angelenic (November 5th), "Measure R was drawing 67.4% of the vote with 97% of precincts reporting."

· San Jose — Extension to BART rapid rail system, via expanded sales tax funding — Failed

The measure, Measure B, apparently failed to reach the required 2/3 majority by just 0.4 of a percentage point. According to the Gilroy Dispatch (November 5th), "A tantalizing 66.27 percent of county residents voted to enact a one-eighth cent sales tax to lengthen the public railways line, just short of the necessary two-thirds required for passage."

· Albuquerque — Ongoing funding via regional revenue district — Passed

According to KOB-TV News (November 5th), "Voters in seven counties approved a gross receipts tax increase to pay for transportation services, including the Rail Runner commuter train from Belen to Santa Fe." Light Rail Now! has not been able to obtain a complete vote tally, but according to the Santa Fe New Mexican (Nov. 4th-5th), votes on the measure in several counties were as follows: Santa Fe County – about 55 percent in favor, 45 percent against; Los Alamos County – about 53 percent in favor, 47 percent against; Rio Arriba County – about 64 percent in favor, 36 percent against; Taos County – about 65 percent in favor, 35 percent against.

Draper's transit area OK'd

Deseret News

Tuesday, Nov. 4, 2008

By Rebecca Palmer

DRAPER — The sky is the limit for new buildings in a new transit-oriented district near Bangerter Highway, and there will be no cap on how many people can live there.

The City Council approved zoning Tuesday that allows for unlimited heights and densities in an effort to persuade the Utah Transit Authority to locate a commuter rail stop in the city.

City officials have been pushed over the past month to make a decision so UTA could reformulate its design for the stop, which had been planned for a location farther south in Bluffdale. Construction of the rail line that will stretch into Utah County started earlier this summer.

"I think we have a great opportunity to have a very exciting, very beneficial project," said Councilman Jeff Stenquist, who has worked closely with the developers.

The proposed Draper stop could end up in either of two locations. One, managed by the Whitewater VII corporation, sits on the north near the Galena Hills neighborhood and could contain Native American archeological artifacts.

The other location is bordered by Bangerter Highway on the south and the Jordan River on the west. The 221 acres there were once part of the Utah State Prison property and has been used as a dumping ground. In 1999, the land was designated as perpetual open space by the Legislature.

The southern spot, which is owned by the Utah Division of Natural Resources, is larger and is favored by both Whitewater and the council. Trading the Whitewater land for the state-owned open space could require action by the Legislature, said Whitewater attorney Robert McConnell.

The disparity between the available land versus the preferred land caused Draper Councilwoman Stephanie Davis to vote against the zone change. She believes a project to the north would be far inferior, she said.

Three other council members voted for the zone change after the ordinance was amended to require an economic analysis and snow removal plan plus a minimum 100-foot buffer between the development and existing neighborhoods.

"I think this is a good compromise," Stenquist said. "Rather than being reactive to requests I think this council has shown a vision for a wonderful opportunity."

Last month council members took a trip to Texas at UTA's expense to tour transit-oriented projects. Whitewater VII representatives tagged along and have been integral to discussions about the zone change.

Their project will have to be revenue-neutral for Draper, but could receive public funding in the form of deferred property taxes or waived impact fees.

If the project doesn't move forward within a year, the zone change will be nullified. In the meantime, the council and private developer will hold public meetings about funding and design.

To read a copy of the zone change ordinance or to hear a recording of the meeting, visit www.draper.ut.us.

National road toll devices to be tested by drivers next year

The London Times

November 5, 2008

By Ben Webster, Transport Correspondent

Hundreds of drivers are being recruited to take part in government-funded road-pricing trials that could result in charges of up to £1.30 a mile on the most congested roads.

The test runs will start early next year in four locations and will involve fitting a satellite-tracking device to the vehicles of volunteers. An on-board unit will automatically deduct payments from a shadow account set up in the driver’s name.

Paul Clark, the Transport Minister, confirmed yesterday that the trials would proceed despite previous statements from the Government suggesting that it had abandoned the idea of a national road-pricing scheme. In 2004 a feasibility study considered a range of possible prices, up to £1.30 a mile. It said that the highest rate “would be paid by only 0.5 per cent of traffic”.

The on-board unit could be used to collect all road charges, such as congestion charges in London and Manchester and tolls for crossing bridges and using new lanes on motorways.

In the longer term the technology could be used to introduce pricing on all roads, with the price varying according to the time of day, direction of travel and the level of congestion.

Drivers would use the internet to check all their payments on a single bill. They would choose whether the bill showed where they had travelled or simply the amounts they had paid.

Ministers hope to overcome concerns about loss of privacy by allowing drivers to instruct the on-board unit not to transmit locations to the billing centre but simply the number of miles driven at each charging rate.

The Department for Transport (DfT) has appointed four companies to test different charging systems and a further three companies to test methods of enforcing a pricing scheme and ensuring its accuracy.

The Times has learnt that one of the four trials will involve up to 100 BT staff working at Martlesham, Suffolk. BT is working with T-Systems, the German company that collects tolls from lorries on 12,000 miles of autobahn.

Trafficmaster, a leading provider of traffic information and satellite navigation systems, is running another trial.

The DfT refused to say where the tests would take place, claiming that this was a matter for the companies.

The scheme is costing £4 million in this financial year and spending in future years “would depend on how the project’s requirements evolve”.

A DfT document sent to the companies conducting the trials states: “We need to explore how we might move to a different way of paying for road use: it is clear that any form of road pricing would be more effective if it could target congestion by charging on the basis of when and where a journey is being made.”

Mr Clark said: “Nobody will thank us if, as a Government, we do not look at every option. Any form of road pricing must address people’s concerns around fairness and privacy.

“If we sit back and do nothing you can be sure that economic growth will lead to gridlock.”

Mr Clark said that the trials would help to create a pricing “tool” that was most likely to be used first by local authorities. Manchester is carrying out a referendum on a congestion charging scheme under which drivers would be charged at peak times and in the busiest direction of travel. The result is due on December 12.

Mr Clark declined to say when a national pricing scheme might be introduced, although previous ministers have said that it would take about a decade to implement.

Theoretically the on-board units could be used to detect whether a driver has exceeded the speed limit. Ministers have said that they would not be used for that purpose.

BRITAIN'S FIRST CONGESTION CHARGES

October 2002

Durham introduces a £2 charge on a road leading to the city centre, right, the first of its kind in Britain

February 2003

Ken Livingstone introduces the £5 Central London congestion charge

July 2005

London charge increases to £8

February 2007

London charging zone doubles in size with a westwards extension

May 2007

Manchester announces plans for peak-time congestion charging, under which drivers will pay a maximum of £5 a day to drive in the city from 2013. Residents can take part in a postal referendum on the proposals this month

December 12, 2008

Result to be announced of the Manchester referendum on congestion charging

Leon Krier’s secret code for Poundbury revisited

bd Online

07 November 2008

Leon Krier masterplan, University of Westminster

In the Supercrit, as devised by Cedric Price and others shortly before his death, the design practitioner is required to re-present an old idea that was, in its day, important principally for its timeliness. For the attentive audience, the reward lies in the knowledge that any managed outcome will be flawed and uncertain.

And so it was, magnificently, last Friday at Westminster University, where Leon Krier presented his Poundbury masterplan to a panel of critics including Michael Wilford, Jules Lubbock, Sarah Wiggelsworth, Sean Griffiths and James Woudhuysen.

Poundbury sits on an unstable hill, tirelessly constructed over the years by an army of critics, apologists, historians, historiographers, revisionists — with the help of politicians, princes and social-planners. The test of any great manifesto is that no thoughtful reader can remain neutral for long. The proper lesson of Supercrit 6 is that the reality of Poundbury will remain elusive because each of us feels so strongly about it.

Poundbury is most of all memorable for a slightly banal ordinariness. Krier, who has an answer for almost everything, tells us that this is just the point: Poundbury was meant to be boring, as any urgent expedient for solving a world crisis in housing, building skills and natural resources needs to be.

And in fact at Poundbury there are a surprising number of quite ordinary, or at least subliminally appreciated, things which do succeed. For a start, cars behave themselves, moving slowly in the virtual absence of signage; this is a small battle won against the traffic engineers, even if on ground that was carefully chosen. When stationary, they herd together into the “mews” space behind the houses.

People also seem to be behaving better, even if at times they look a little hunted. In addition, they seem happy to live — in expensive housing — at relatively high densities, and are quick to defend mixed-income occupation.

Above all, Poundbury has become the successful model for suburban development, not for the Duchy of Cornwall alone but for much of the south of England. And as one successful Poundbury builder told me: “We like it better, too. We can build a house for 10% more and sell it for 30% more.”

It is hard to blame planning officers or committees, under huge pressure to support housing development, for embracing a model that is generally popular with their constituents, but success has brought some new categories of problem. As Poundbury expands — and the model is replicated in almost every town and village — so also the rigour of the original design code is diluted. Krier’s own rules are at best misunderstood, and at worst observed in the breach: the massing of the buildings, use of materials and the quality of the streetscape become less convincing.

The other problem of success is that nothing like “trickle-down” gentrification can occur where gentrification is itself instant and all-embracing. There was never much at Poundbury for the entry-level buyer, but phase II now owes more to Regency Cheltenham than to Tolpuddle or Cerne Abbas.

Speaking at the Supercrit, Charles Jencks said memorably that, by the end of the 1970s, “Leon had become the most important communicator of architecture in the world”. Perhaps we need to remember that being able to draw so wonderfully or with such purpose did not itself make him a good designer. Krier has never claimed for himself much of an architectural role beyond the generation of the design codes.

At Poundbury, the codes do seem to have made bad architecture a bit less casually easy. The problem is that there is, equally, almost nothing that is very good. Probably the mistakes of detail and execution will come to be seen as a patination of Krier’s overarching idea, as he claims they will.

His comment, towards the end of the morning, that “...I could have designed a marvellous modernist town; but I didn’t have time for this; things are too serious,” may have been disingenuous, not least because there was never a question of the client or the Dorset planners embracing the idea; but getting worked up about the look of the architecture was really never the point. After 20 years, what seems more interesting is the question the project raises about the real limits of the architect as auteur of social change.

It is worth pausing to acknowledge that younger practices in the UK are at last producing housing propositions that convince by their studied ordinariness and by the studied reticence of their designers. To a remarkable degree, these new schemes rely on what Krier himself describes as the rediscovery of the “tectonic logic of materials” — and increasingly the new materials deployed go well beyond his limited palate of clay, stone and stucco. They also rely on an understanding of space as a resource to be consumed frugally. Of course, we can recognise something of the same at Poundbury, but it was achieved there with Krier’s book of rules for planning the picturesque, and it alienates as many people as it persuades.

This is perhaps a moment to acknowledge graciously that Poundbury has won all the battles it possibly could have, then to reapply the most useful of its lessons outside middle England.

South End project is 'not just a big gray box'

The Charlotte Observer

November 7, 2008

By Doug Smith

Southborough, Charlotte's most unusual condo development, could become a model for how retailers build big boxes in urban neighborhoods.

Its 69 townhomes and flats wrap a new Lowe's in an effort to blend with neighbors between Dilworth and South End and hide the home improvement store from nearby single-family homeowners.

Lowe's got the two blocks on South Boulevard between Magnolia Avenue and Iverson Way rezoned in 2005 and requested proposals for residential and mixed-use on the site.

Conformity Corp. of Charlotte won the job and bought about 2.8 acres two years later.

Lowe's opened its 145,000-square-foot warehouse store Saturday, drawing attention to the 11-acre site and the potential Next Big Thing in mixed-use development.

“It's not just a big gray box,” said UNC Charlotte's David Walters, an architect, urban planner and Dilworth resident. “It sets a precedent that developers and town planners can use, and it helps raise expectations in other communities.”

As the market becomes saturated, home improvement chains are paying closer attention to the high concentrations of potential shoppers in urban markets. That strategy typically requires more creativity and greater expense in designing stores on smaller sites near heavily populated areas.

On South Boulevard, Walters spoke in favor of the Lowe's rezoning, a contentious issue that divided neighbors and led to numerous meetings with the planning staff and Lowe's design team.

The Dilworth Community Development Association board initially supported the plan but voted 8-7 to oppose it just before the City Council's decision in favor of rezoning.

Neighbors worried that the massive two-block development would be out of character for the neighborhood and create traffic problems.

After Lowe's won the city's approval, the DCDA decided it should be involved in negotiations with store representatives and planners to mitigate the effect on neighbors, said John Fryday, a past president.

“The store's traffic impact is yet to be determined,” he said, “but we felt the housing was the key to reducing the impact on the neighborhood.”

Lowe's initially planned to put the main entrance on the Magnolia Avenue side of the development, which, Fryday said, would have been more intrusive than the DCDA's negotiated design putting it on Iverson Way.

“We got it to where they could be part of the commercial side of South Boulevard,” he said. “They've tried hard with the materials, and all the things they said they would do, they have done.”

Fryday said Monte Ritchey, president of Conformity Corp., “did a wonderful job designing the housing and getting it done.”

Ritchey describes the technique of concealing the store behind housing as “veneering” versus the standard practice in larger metropolitan markets of creating higher density by stacking.

Pedestrians can walk past the townhomes and flats on the Magnolia Avenue and Lyndhurst Avenue sides of Southborough without ever noticing the Lowe's store.

“Southborough is totally integrated into the neighborhood with walkability between its components – it doesn't turn in on itself,” Ritchey said.

The $27 million project, between two light-rail transit stations, also includes a four-story, 28,000-square-foot office-retail building with views of the uptown skyline on the South Boulevard side.

Five Guys Burgers & Fries and Noodles & Company are open at street level and Sam Kalioby plans to open the Wine Loft wine bar Friday.

Dwayne Chambers, Noodles & Company's chief branding officer, said proximity to the light-rail line and numerous South End businesses attracted the restaurant chain.

“We've typically had a lot of success in urban environments and transitional areas in particular,” he said.

All of the retail tenants have outdoor seating to help animate the street and pull neighbors into Southborough.

An architectural and engineering firm has signed a letter of intent on 5,000 square feet on the third floor. That lease and others being negotiated would fill about 75 percent of the building's 21,000 square feet of office space.

Walters said good timing and neighborhood participation made a difference in how the project turned out.

“The housing originally was going to come on as the market demanded, but the neighborhood insisted and got the support of the planning staff to build the housing hand in hand with the store,” he said.

Without that provision, the condos probably wouldn't have been started in today's ailing market, Walters said.

Conformity's Ritchey said financing for Southborough is secure, and he's “pushing hard” to complete construction and sell units despite the housing slowdown.

Ritchey said buyers have signed contracts on 33 of the 69 townhomes and flats for prices ranging from the $180,000s to the $400,000s.

That includes four of the first six completed townhomes – known as the Deck Towns. Owners have moved into two units.

Ritchey said eight to 10 people a week visit the sales center, but many are wary of committing.

“People are paralyzed,” he said. “We look at it as a fear and financing issue. The market has changed, but there is still money out there.”

At Conformity, he said, “Our mantra is: It's not about granite countertops anymore – it's about educating the client.”

Southborough contractors expect to complete the residences by summer 2009.

Sprawl to meet its limit in Atlanta
Atlanta Journal Constitution

Wednesday, November 05, 2008

By Christopher B. Leinberger

I have been coming to Atlanta for 35 years, consulting for the likes of Trammel Crow Residential, Cousins Properties and Carter and Associates, and I have witnessed one of the most remarkable metropolitan transformations in the country. Those changes led me to remark in a speech in the 1990s that metropolitan Atlanta was the fastest-growing human settlement in history regarding land consumption.

This phenomenal growth has been in all four cardinal directions but particularly to the north, up I-75, Ga. 400 and I-85. This northern thrust is in the heart of the “favored quarter,” that 90-degree arc coming out from downtown that has been the focus of the vast majority of growth in Atlanta, just as it is in every metropolitan area in the country.

However, this development pattern is changing.

The underlying population and employment growth will continue —- well above national rates. However, where that growth will locate is evolving.

We are witnessing the beginning of the end of sprawl. Like much of the rest of the country, the overproduction of automobile-driven suburban development at the fringe of the Atlanta metropolitan area has reached its limits. The combination of outrageous commutes, environmental degradation and the increasing number of consumers preferring a “walkable urban” way of life have combined to start the end of the geometric increase in land consumption of the past half century.

The subprime crisis and the energy price spike of the past 18 months have just accelerated an underlying market trend.

Evidence of this structural change comes from many sources:

> The city of Atlanta had been losing population since 1960 in spite of rapid metropolitan growth. That changed in the 1990s and has phenomenally accelerated this decade. The city is now among the top 10 fastest-growing cities in the country.

> The city of Atlanta’s share of office market demand had been falling for at least a half century; it stabilized a couple of years ago. If you follow trends from other metro areas that are ahead of Atlanta, the office market share and the employment that comes with it should start gaining on the suburbs during the next upturn.

> While the national housing depression has not affected metro Atlanta quite as badly as many other regions, it has followed national trends in one important respect: Homes in the center of the region and close to job centers have not suffered much, if any, price declines. Prices on the fringe are down twice the regional average, losing on average at least 14 percent of value. The highest-price housing on a per-square-foot basis is now in the city and close-in suburban job centers, a fundamental change from 20 years ago.

Metro Atlanta is following a national trend in creating and growing high-density, walkable urban places. The two-week party that was the Olympics in 1996 first showed you how exciting a temporary walkable urban place could be, and you set out to make it permanent over the subsequent decade.

But it definitely is not confined to downtown.

Midtown, Atlantic Station, Virginia-Highland, Buckhead, Vinings and Decatur have also emerged as walkable urban places. There will be many more.

The metro area that has the most walkable urban places, per capita, is the region surrounding Washington. It has 20 such urban communities today and 10 more are emerging; 20 years ago there were just two. Given that metro Atlanta has exactly the same population as metro Washington, if you follow the Washington model, you will be growing 15 to 25 more walkable urban places in the next decade. This represents tens of billions of dollars in investment over the next decade and will be home to thousands of jobs and housing.

But where will they be? Follow the MARTA rail and other planned rail lines, such as the Beltline. Ninety percent of Washington’s 30 current and emerging walkable urban places are served by rail transit.

However, these walkable urban places will not all locate in Atlanta. The experience in Washington and other metropolitan areas indicates that the majority of these places will be in the inner suburbs and job centers. Think of places such as Alpharetta, Doraville, Norcross and Smyrna.

There will be losers. Certain fringe, drivable-only suburbs will find themselves too far out and unaffordable to drive there and back for every trip from the house. The emerging demographic trends show that the vast majority of households created over the next 20 years will be singles and couples. Most of these households will eschew the Ozzie and Harriett houses on the fringe, preferring the many options offered that are walkable or a close transit ride away from home. The end of the “drive until you qualify” housing will mean Atlanta needs a conscious strategy to provide work force and affordable housing.

Yet on balance, more walkable, urban centers in metro Atlanta will have many environmental, financial and social benefits. It may hurt certain households on the fringe, but its societal and family benefits far outweigh the costs. In any case, it is what the market is demanding.

Plan

Harper’s Magazine

November 2008

By James K. Galbraith

James K. Galbraith is the author of The Predator State: How Conservatives Abandoned the Free Market and Why Liberals Should Too. This article is his contribution to the How to Save Capitalism Forum that appears in the November 2008 Harper’s Magazine.

The problem is not how to save capitalism but how to save the unique and successful mixed economy built in the United States over the eighty-five years since the New Deal. Our system is not capitalism. Our economy has a large public sector, which at its best was competently concerned with research, defense, financial stability, environmental safety, social security, and large measures of education, health care, and housing. Today, after thirty years of attack on government, all these functions are damaged and in peril.

The rot comes from predators posing as conservatives and mouthing the rhetoric of “free markets.” They are not actually interested in free markets. Their goal is to use the government to build monopolies, to control resources, to block regulation, to crush unions, to divert as much as possible from taxpayers into private pockets. They have a reckless attitude toward war-making and they put the financial system in peril by failing to enforce standards of ethics and transparency. As a result, they imperil the country’s credit in the world. True conservatives recognize this, which is why they defected from Bush and McCain long ago.

Our postwar system was built on technological leadership, financial stability, and collective security. The world gave us credit and used our currency. Why? Because we gave it back the public goods of peace and economic progress. We were the bulwark during the Cold War. Our system wasn’t imperial: we spoke instead of community, of freedom, of common purposes and common values, and the world took us seriously because we had paid our dues.

The next successful system should be built on that model—that is, on the basis of regulated finance, collective security, and, above all, a national purpose. Since energy and climate change will dominate the global agenda for the next generation and perhaps even the following, dealing with these issues must become our generation’s purpose too. Although America is the world’s great energy wastrel, among developed countries we are the best positioned to change, to reduce our own fossil-fuel use and help the world do likewise. We have the science, the technology, the engineering, and the educational capacity to take the lead.

What we do not have is the capacity to figure out, in advance, a coherent national strategy toward this goal, and for using our government to advance that strategy. We have no capacity to plan, and that is what we need now.

“Planning” has been a dirty word in American politics for decades. For the hard-line right, planning destroyed freedom: it was the “road to serfdom.” Anti-planners also thought it a failure; for them the collapse of the U.S.S.R. was due to “central planning.” But without public planning, who is in charge? Lobbyists who represent the private planning of the great corporations. The public interest ceases to exist, and the public sector becomes nothing more than a trough at which private interests come to feed.

What the government needs most today is to regain an independent capacity to think. The government needs a way to imagine the future that is not dominated by lobbies or even by Congress so long as Congress is dominated by lobbies. Planning is a process: thinking, coordination, action. What is the long-term national interest? What specific targets must be met? What is the best way to do it, and who plays what role?

For instance, carbon prices and cap-and-trade systems will help to deal with the climate crisis, but they cannot do the whole job. Markets do not design new systems—new patterns of transport and housing, new technologies for electric power, for vehicles, for heating and cooling. To design a system, to put the pieces together, to identify the most promising lines of attack and take steps to achieve them: that is the planner’s role.

Imagine a Federal Department of Energy and Climate with real independence. It could make an honest evaluation of ethanol. It could review the prospects and assess the dangers of next-generation nuclear power. It could make a judgment on carbon capture. It could consider all the serious conservation proposals, such as Joe Kennedy’s program to retrofit housing in the snow belt. It could fund new research centers in the major universities, so that in a decade the country will have trained the experts we will need to implement the plans we make.

Planning is not coercive, but it should be privileged. Once Congress approves a plan, budgeting and appropriation rules should favor public capital spending that implements the plan. For instance, such investments would not be subject to “pay-go” restrictions; as long-term improvements, they properly should be funded by issuing long-term debt. The planning process would thus parallel the budget process, superseding it in the areas of infrastructure, technology, and environmental management that would be the main arenas for the plan. Dealing with the energy and climate crises will require direct public action and the cooperation of the private sector, which will be achieved in part by regulation and standards. Clearly, the challenge is daunting. But itnot hopeless. If the country gets it right, all of us can have work for a generation, a better living standard afterward, and leave the planet more or less intact. And in addition, we stand a chance, otherwise improbable, of persuading the rest of the world to keep our line of credit open.

Pioneer Square still succeeds 25 years later

Portland Daily Journal of Commerce

Friday, November 7, 2008

BY SAM BENNETT

To win the Pioneer Courthouse Square design competition 28 years ago, Doug Macy and his design team urged the jury to think local.

In their initial submittal to the city, Macy and his team chose a risky strategy: rather than overwhelming the competition jury with past project summaries and lengthy individual qualifications, they each filled out a 5-x-7 sheet of handmade paper. The sheets were encased in glass, with a spine made from brass piano wire, and described their visions for the square. Macy’s sheet included sketches of the top of nearby Jackson Tower.

On the cover of the submittal was a paraphrase of a quote from Winston Churchill: “We shape our spaces, and then our spaces shape us.”

When the competition was first announced, Macy said there was a lot of cynicism among Portland architects and landscape architects about the likelihood that the project would go to a local firm. “I figured nothing ventured, nothing gained,” said Macy, who is now a principal with the Portland landscape architecture, urban design and planning firm Walker Macy.

Their qualifications submittal had brief descriptions of the team, led by architect Will Martin, and statements about their design attitudes.

“We became notorious for this odd proposal,” he said, describing the glass-encased submittal as a gem. “We thought we didn’t have a chance. We fully had no expectation of being selected. We were the local underdogs trying to get in the door.”

The team attempted to address the issue of what defines an American public square – a question that was relevant at a time when the suburbs were drawing people away from downtowns.

Macy and the design team held onto the concept that the square should accommodate a range of activities that “we could or could not imagine,” Macy said.

To deliver that concept, Macy and Martin assembled a local consortium that included writers, a historian, a graphic designer and a sculptor.

They faced stiff competition in four other finalists: Eisenman & Robertson; Geddes, Brecher, Qualls & Cunningham; Halprin & Moore; and Machado, Silvetti, Schwartz & Silver.

“Our idea was to have people who were scholars and thinkers and represented artistic life in Portland,” he said.

The team included Terence O’Donnell, a local author and historian; Spencer Gill, a writer; Robert Reynolds, a graphic designer; and Lee Kelly, a sculptor.

“We sold ourselves not as great architects, but as a team that represented a local sensibility,” he said. “We certainly were not going to be accepted because of our great design prowess. But our strategy worked.”

The notion of having vacant space as the center of the square was a hallmark of the square’s design, Macy said. “Our whole thesis was, if you make a space like that, you don’t want to make it too complicated. We wanted to keep it unencumbered.”

At the same time, former Mayor Frank Ivancie and some downtown businesses objected to the open plaza design, saying that the space would attract transients.

Macy went to local organizations, such as the Oregon Symphony, to see what uses the square could provide.

The team’s set of drawings and model of the new square helped seal the deal, and the space officially opened on April 6, 1984. Martin’s firm, Martin Soderstrom Matteson, was the architect of record.

Macy said it was Martin’s idea to line the north and south sides of the square with pillars to hold the edges of the full-block space. “It was important to have definition at the edges,” he said, adding that the columns were inspired by squares in Europe and Iran.

Owned by the city, Pioneer Square is managed by the nonprofit organization Pioneer Courthouse Square, Inc. Macy said having the space managed is a key to its success, as more than 300 events are planned each year for Pioneer Square.

Macy said he still receives calls from people around the world asking why the square works so well as a public space. And earlier this year, the American Planning Association designated Pioneer Courthouse Square one of 10 Great Public Spaces for 2008, noting its role as the city’s central, downtown meeting place, its integration with transit and the precedent it set for other revitalization projects in Portland.

At the southeast corner, where Powell’s once had a bookstore, construction is under way for KGW NewsChannel 8’s high-definition television studio called, “Studio on the Square.” The space is designed by Soderstrom Architects.

Macy said the TV studio will give more exposure to Pioneer Square. “Having a news organization operate from the heart of the city – that’s kind of a win-win situation for the square,” he said. “I think it will help the vitality of the space.”

Workers put down roots

A rough housing market gives rise to relocation resistance.

The Christian Science Monitor

November 3, 2008 edition

By Marilyn Gardner |

Reporter Marilyn Gardner discusses why many workers are declining to relocate for their employers.

As a resident of Philadelphia for 20 years, Scott Clinton has established deep roots. So when the transport company where he works as a mechanical engineer announced that it will relocate to Greenville, S.C., at the end of the year, he decided not to go.

"I'm very committed to our church, our family, our friends, our community," Mr. Clinton says. "We're just not interested in picking up and moving." Instead, he is looking for a new job. Most of the firm's 67 workers are doing the same.

In decades past, employees like Clinton were more willing to relocate, either to accept a transfer or to take a job with a different employer. Today greater independence prevails. People are more likely to say no to a move, citing a sluggish real estate market, a spouse's job, or even a divorce settlement that restricts parental moves.

Back in the days of frequent relocations, people joked that IBM was shorthand for "I've Been Moved." Transfers usually meant advancing to the next rung on the corporate ladder. That is still the case for some. But for others, like Clinton, relocating might simply mean doing the same job in a new city.

"No one is saying if you move you'll get a promotion," Clinton says. "My company has decided they want to move to a low-cost-labor part of the country to save money. That doesn't talk to my interests."

Only 13 percent of job seekers finding positions in the third quarter of 2008 moved for their new job, according to outplacement firm Challenger, Gray & Christmas. That is down from 15 percent in 2007 and 16 percent in 2006.

"We are seeing a lot of moves that are delayed or canceled because of the financial concerns people have," says Joseph Benevides, senior vice president of Paragon Global Resources, a relocation service. "The big impediment is the price of housing in the home they're leaving. The house is worth less than they paid for it or worth less than they owe. That is the principal reason relocations are being refused, certainly surpassing family."

Relocations are also taking longer. "The time has extended pretty dramatically in the last 12 months or so," Mr. Benevides says. That creates a need for duplicate housing as transferees maintain their existing home while accruing living expenses in a new location. Benevides calls it "a major cost issue."

To spur moves, some employers are offering "loss on sale" protection. If a house sells for less than the purchase price, a company covers the loss.

Sellers are also getting help in marketing their homes. The new real estate mantra is: condition, condition, condition. "There are many more sellers of homes than buyers," Benevides explains. "People are going to be looking for a home in the best condition."

For recent college graduates without mortgages and children, the picture is different. Eighty-five percent would relocate for a job, according to a survey by Experience Inc. Seventy percent would consider moving abroad. Even so, a third say a high cost of living could be a factor in turning down a stellar job opportunity.

Lee Ann Fleming, a publicist in Denver, finds that some professionals cannot relocate because they are divorced with children. As the divorced mother of an 11-year-old, she has turned down two job offers that would have required her to move out of state.

"I share custody of my son with my ex-husband, and he has made it clear that he would fight me in court for full custody if I were to move," Ms. Fleming says. "So I stay, although either of those positions would have made a big difference to my career."

Some career specialists caution that workers who stay put do so at their peril.

"My career counseling clients who refuse to move often limit their career advancement," says Robin Ryan, a career consultant. "Unemployed people dramatically drag out their search if they refuse to go where the jobs are. Often you'll stop your rise in your own company and need to move on to a new one to continue getting a promotion."

But workers such as Clinton are willing to take that risk. "I'm not terribly concerned about being left high and dry," he says. "I have skills. I'm even optimistic that I'll find something I'm very excited about."

Gregory Cushion, an IT worker in Pittsburgh, takes a similar approach. In recent weeks he has turned down three job offers that would have required a move to more expensive cities.

"I've got to sell a home," he says. "Given the fact that I have to find a comparable house, how far do I have to travel to get to work? I have to consider commuting time and gas prices."

He must also consider his wife's career. "If she has to quit her job and move, we lose that income," Cushion says. "When a company offers me a job to go somewhere else, they would have to compensate me for the amount of risk I'm taking that my wife will find a comparable job."

Yet ask Cushion if he would relocate if the financial aspects were favorable and he responds, "Absolutely."

Last month, Karren Jeske's entire seven-person department at a biotech firm in Wisconsin turned down a move to the company's headquarters in New Jersey. She explains her own reasons by noting that houses in her neighborhood are taking two years to sell. Her husband also owns a museum-exhibit-design business in the area. She adds, "When times are tough, being close to friends and family makes everything brighter." She now works for a marketing firm in Milwaukee.

To keep a refusal from becoming a career liability, Ms. Jeske says, "Start looking when you first get wind that your job may be relocated. Build and maintain relationships in your industry. Work hard and do good work so people won't hesitate to recommend you. Be honest and tell people why you decided not to take the relocation offer. Above all, be optimistic."

World energy supply and use are unsustainable

New York Times

Friday, November 7, 2008

By Jad Mouawad 

The world's energy system will need substantial investments to meet demand, a global agency said Thursday while warning that urgent action is required to curb carbon emissions that cause global warming.

The International Energy Agency, which advises industrialized nations, said that the world's energy system is strained by dueling forces. First, growing consumption in developing nations is hindering the ability of producers to increase supply, which could result in a prolonged period of high and volatile prices. And second, higher demand could lead to serious changes in the world's climate if carbon emissions are not curbed.

"Current global trends in energy supply and consumption are patently unsustainable - environmentally, economically and socially," the energy agency said. "But that can - and must - be altered."

It added: "Preventing catastrophic and irreversible damage to the global climate ultimately requires a major decarburization of the world energy sources."

The assessment was made in an executive summary of the World Energy Outlook, an annual survey of global energy issues, which was made public Thursday. The full report will be released next week.

The agency's energy specialists have become increasingly alarmed at the slow pace of development of oil resources, which they said might lead to a "supply crunch" as demand grows.

Higher oil prices and lower economic growth have led the agency to lower its forecast for global demand. It now expects consumption to reach 106 million barrels per day in 2030, 10 million barrels a day less than was forecast last year. Current consumption is 86 million barrels per day.

Still, the agency warned that it will be increasingly difficult to meet demand, which is coming mainly from developing nations.

The world is not running out of oil, the agency said, but after conducting an analysis of the world's 800 biggest oil fields, it found that producers would face a steep path just to keep production from declining, let alone increasing production.

The effort needed will be substantial. Production will need to increase by 64 million barrels per day, or nearly six times the production of Saudi Arabia, to meet the expected growth in demand and make up for the drop in production from mature fields.

But investments are also lagging. Oil and gas investments of $8.4 trillion will be required through 2030, or $350 billion a year on average.

As a result, oil prices, which have been falling lately, could rise again once the global economy picks up. The agency forecast that prices could rise above $100 per barrel by 2015, and may reach $200 per barrel by 2030.

Also, in a timely reminder of the challenges awaiting the administration of President-elect Barack Obama, the agency said that carbon emissions are set to double by the end of the century, pushing global temperatures as much as six degrees Celsius, if nothing is done to limit greenhouse gases.

The agency said that reductions in the carbon output of the United States and China, the world's top two carbon emitters, will be critical to stabilizing global emissions. Carbon emissions from the use of fossil fuels are expected to rise by 45 percent by 2030. But even modest reductions will be difficult to achieve, and will be costly.

"The future of human prosperity depends on how successfully we tackle the two central energy challenges facing us today: securing the supply of reliable and affordable energy; and effecting a rapid transformation to a low-carbon, efficient and environmentally benign system of energy supply," the report said.
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