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Promote public transportation that improves our regional quality of life, economic development, affordability, and the environment.
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Capital Metro previewing new train cars today

CBS 42 Video
12/11/08

By Annalisa Petralia

Capital Metro’s new rail service will be unveiled Thursday afternoon. It’s all part of the Holiday Hop ‘n Shop Extravaganza, an event designed to encourage folks to ride the rails and spread a little holiday cheer.

The Extravaganza will include live music by Dale Watson, people can shop at some downtown merchant booths, ther will be chances to win prizes and more information about Capital Metro's Dillo Hop 'n Shop program.

Capital Metro President and CEO Fred Gilliam says 2009 will be an exciting year for riders, "It's time to leave your car behind and take advantage of the benefits of riding

Capital Metro.”

Capital MetroRail is a new passenger rail system expected to open March 30, 2009 between the City of Leander and the Convention Center in Downtown Austin.

Mayor of the City of Leander, John Cowman said, "Well, it's a very exciting day, people are excited they smile when they see the train people are ready in this whole region for this train."

MetroRail is part of the All Systems Go Long-Range Transit Plan that includes expanded local and express bus service, MetroRapid bus service, and new and improved park and ride lots.

For more information, including an online trip planner and a commute cost calculator, visit capmetro.org or call (512) 474-1200.

TCEQ recommends Travis be added to ozone non-attainment list

Impact Daily

12/11/08

The Executive Director of the Texas Commission for Environmental Quality recommended Wednesday that Travis County, among others, be added to the list of counties in Texas that are in non-attainment of federal standards for ozone. The three-member Commission adopted the director's recommendations.

Information on the actions was released by the TCEQ late Wednesday.

Notable in the recommendation was the exclusion of Williamson County, which was under consideration for its contributions to the region's ozone levels. The Williamson County Commissioners Court passed a strongly worded protest against being included in the non-attainment list, and had a representative at yesterday's hearing to plead the county's case. Some at TCEQ had wanted Williamson County included because of the heavy commuter traffic bringing pollutants into Travis County.

Other new counties added to the list include Bexar (San Antonio); Gregg (Longview); Hood (Granbury); Rusk (East Texas); and Smith (Tyler).  Counties already in nonattainment include Brazoria, Chambers, Collin, Dallas, Denton, Ellis, El Paso, Fort Bend, Galveston, Hardin, Harris, Jefferson, Johnson, Kaufman, Liberty, Montgomery, Orange, Parker, Rockwall, Tarrant, and Waller.

The recommendation adopted by the commission includes 27 counties, including the six counties that have not previously been designated non-attainment for the ozone standard.

TCEQ will provide the Governor with its recommendation for his submission to EPA. The Governor is required to submit his recommendation to EPA no later than March 12, 2009. The EPA will finalize the designations no later than March 2010.

Austin looks to expand transportation options

Community Impact Newspaper

Friday, 12 December 2008

By Mark Collins and Patrick Brendel 

The City of Austin has formed a new department charged with managing traffic without abandoning the city’s environmental goals, which in many cases means making alternate modes of transportation – including biking, walking, driving, riding a bus, and in the future perhaps, taking urban rail – more feasible.

Urban rail, parking meters, bike lanes, master planning under consideration

Sitting there looking at the bumper of the next car, any driver can tell Austin has a traffic congestion problem. But under those slow rolling wheels is an ancillary problem: the condition of the roads counted upon to get us from here to there.

Relieving that congestion and ensuring the roads are functional and safe is not a new demand for the City of Austin. But there is a new solution.

It is the formation of a new city department charged with managing traffic without abandoning the city’s environmental goals, which in many cases means making alternate modes of transportation — including biking, walking, driving, riding a bus and, in the future perhaps, taking urban rail — more feasible.

“We have a multimodal approach, not a single-modal approach,” transportation director Rob Spillar said. “We’re the transportation department, not the highway department, not the car department, not the trains department.”

In the envisioned world, there is still a reality of individual vehicles in the Central Business District. In the expanded scope, there would be transportation alternatives, from expanded bicycle lanes to a rail system, and even new ways to park the personal vehicles.

The theory is that increased coordination will use more logic and less money to make Austin moveable. Projects will dovetail to limit traffic disruption, taking into account the development occuring adjacent to the roads. At a time when transportation will become more of a local issue than a state debate, Austin will have a better grip on needs and answers.

Austin’s new transportation czars — the two men at the head of the transportation department — are Spillar and public works director Howard Lazarus.

Spillar, former director of traffic management for the City of Seattle, has worked as a consultant on several major road projects in the area, and took over a position in August that was created specifically for the new department.

“[This department] is a wholly new creature at the City of Austin,” Spillar said. “We have not had a department focused on transportation for at least five or six years. What that means is that the transportation functions have been held in several other departments.”

The City of Austin assesses street conditions on a block-by-block basis with an objective 10-point scale. Letter grades are derived from those scores, with

Working with the previously fragmented entities — scattered throughout public works, watershed management, Austin police, the convention center and neighborhood planning and zoning — Spillar’s department is consolidating a master plan for Austin transportation that will guide construction and maintenance decisions.

Lazarus said realizing a master plan requires that kind of coordination, so that, for example, the city does not invest in expensive maintenance projects on roads that will need to be redone for a possible rail project anyway.

“We need to make sure that we make public investments the first time that are prudent and accommodate those planned future uses, even if they’re a couple of years off,” he said.

Integrating short-term projects and long-term goals is a major function of Spillar’s department, he said.

“We’ve done real well in the short term, three-year-range, really well in the 15-, 20-, 25-year time frame. What’s missing is that three-to-15-year window,” Spillar said. “We need to do transportation planning that will meet our current emerging needs."

Lazarus and Spillar said the master plan should be complete and in effect by early next year.

“We want to plan the transportation system to support economic development, move goods and enhance the quality of life of residential areas,” Lazarus said.

Local responsibility

The transportation department’s formation comes at a time when state Sen. Kirk Watson, D-Austin, former Austin mayor and current Senate Vice Chair of Transportation, says cities need to begin taking more responsibility for their roadways.

“TxDOT is currently a broken agency. In the old days, the state provided the bulk of the roadway system, and then if local communities wanted to, they could come in and pass a local bond election, a city bond election or a county bond election, and they could create enhancements on that state system,” Watson said.

“What's happened over the past 20 years is that the state has quit putting money into things, and our roadway system may be the biggest example of that. What occurs then is if the local governments want to provide quality of life for their citizens by reducing congestion and increasing mobility, they're called upon to shoulder a bigger burden.”

Many regard this as poor timing, considering each city department was recently asked to cut 15 percent out of its budget. Public works spokeswoman Sara Hartley said planned road projects shouldn’t be affected because they are typically paid for through bonds, but that general maintenance could suffer.

The city assigns letter grades A through F to streets on a block-by-block basis every two years to describe a street’s condition.

Austin: Think before you mock

Austin American Statesman

Saturday, December 13, 2008

By Michael Barnes

Southerners mock Yankees. Westerners mock Californians. Austinites, living on the border between the South and West, mock both species of newcomers.

Yet ours is a phony jest. A recent study from the Capital Area Council of Governments reports that two thirds of new residents, on average, came from — you guessed it — other places in Texas.

Californians make up an infinitesimal fraction of immigrants to the metro area, now home to 1.7 million people.

Yes, it’s a city. People come from different places. Enjoy it.


What about the perception that those newcomers all flocked to fancy-pants towers downtown? Fewer than 10,000 people moved to the central business district in the past eight years. Almost 60,000 moved, instead, to rural areas in Central Texas. In other words, look to the exurbs for fresh cultural trends.

But aren’t those downtown towers now ready to tank? Wrong again.

As we’ve said for almost a year, those that are under construction will do fine. Those waiting financing will not. In fact, those wanting to buy a Ford Bronco will have trouble financing, much less developers of sprawl-averse urban density. It’s the credit market, not the attractiveness of downtown, that has gone sour.

The 360 Tower, first of the major condos, is crammed full. The Monarch, among the most prominent apartment towers, is already at 75 percent, not long after opening. The others underway have already sold almost 50 percent of their inventory before a single crane was erected.

And long-term investments in residential Austin look good. The Office of Federal Housing Enterprise Oversight recently ranked Austin-Round Rock No. 1 among the nearly 300 metro areas for housing price stability. Anecdotal evidence — harvested at four parties a night — suggests that highly skilled workers will still be attracted to Austin as markets elsewhere falter.

Which doesn’t mean the recession won’t hit Austin. Business reporters have listed the myriad ways the area’s economy is already suffering. But mockers of newcomers and downtowners shouldn’t start planning a pity party. Instead, they might spend time sampling the region’s intoxicating social mix, from exurbs to the inner city. I’ll buy the first drink.

(Thanks to Brian Kelsey, Capital Area Council of Governments, and, as always, Eugene Sepulveda, Community Matters. Also to Mary Sledd, who took the second photo at the celebration of the Austonian hitting the halfway mark building the highest residence west of the Mississippi.)

North Texas transit council reaches compromise on rail plan

FW Star Telegram

Fri, Dec. 12, 2008

By GORDON DICKSON

ARLINGTON — North Texas officials say they can now go to Austin with a unified voice and lobby for commuter rail.

The Regional Transportation Council overwhelmingly approved a compromise version of its Rail North Texas plan Thursday. Transit council members said they are now ready to seek permission from the Legislature to hold county-by-county elections in Dallas-Fort Worth to pick from a menu of new taxes and fees for public transportation.

"This is a region of almost 6 million people, soon to be 9 million," said Fort Worth Councilman Jungus Jordan, who led the Rail North Texas committee. "If we speak with one voice, we will be heard."

The compromise gives existing transit agencies — the Fort Worth Transportation Authority, Dallas Area Rapid Transit and the Denton County Transportation Authority — a larger role in deciding what lobbyists hired by North Texas cities and counties can say about the plan.

The measure passed in a 34-4 vote. The vote was an improvement over a month ago, when the measure passed 26-13, with DART and Denton officials opposing it.

The Regional Transportation Council has been working on Rail North Texas for nearly a year after efforts in 2005 and 2007 to raise the state’s 8.25 percent sales tax ceiling to pay for commuter rail failed in the Legislature. This time, Rail North Texas focuses on alternatives to the sales tax. It would allow up to 12 North Texas counties, including Tarrant, to raise one or more taxes or fees from a menu picked by the Legislature.

Possibilities include higher vehicle registration fees, property taxes, gasoline taxes, driver’s license renewals or impact fees on new Texas residents.

The money would be used to build a regionwide commuter rail system that would look similar to the Trinity Railway Express and crisscross the Metroplex on more than 215 miles of railroad tracks by 2030.

DART board member Mark Enoch voted for the plan but still believes that voters in Dallas-Fort Worth would rather raise sales taxes than other taxes and fees, even though that’s not what the Legislature and major employers want.

"We have empirical evidence that the sales tax would have passed by a large margin," Enoch said. "I’m unaware of any evidence people are going to pass something that raises their property taxes or gas taxes or vehicle registration fees."

The compromise calls for the Regional Transportation Council to create a "transportation funding area" to filter any new tax dollars to transportation projects in each county. Members had originally voted to create a new "transportation district" with the power to levy taxes and sell bonds, but DART and Denton County officials felt that the district would take away from their authority, so the phrase "transportation district" was eliminated from the resolution.

Picking up support for transit

Dallas Morning News

Saturday, December 13, 2008

Editorial

A local-option plan to expand rail transit in North Texas picked up support last week from a group crucial to its success – one-time critics on the region's transportation planning board.

What's significant – and laudable – is that these board members were frank and detailed about their misgivings, yet they helped build an overwhelming vote of endorsement to make a statement about regional unity.

The 34-4 vote by the Regional Transportation Council wraps up a year of arduous work to present a consensus plan to state lawmakers from North Texas. For transit supporters – including this newspaper – the vote was an encouraging improvement over the RTC's 26-13 margin last month on essentially the same concept. Those additional votes will help build momentum just before next month's start to the 2009 lawmaking session.

One of those votes came from Richardson City Council member John Murphy, who provided a key assessment. He told the 43-member board that, considering the diverse interests across North Texas communities, representatives will never entirely agree on details of such a complex plan. The important thing, he said, is getting the broad outlines into the hands of lawmakers, who will inevitably make their own changes.

Differences that remain among RTC members are numerous and understandable. The plan would be a radically new approach to transportation funding. It calls for county-by-county elections on new sources of revenue. Ballots presented to voters would list specific rail projects to build. In Dallas and other DART cities, new money would fund other specific transportation projects – roads, bridges, walkways, etc. – at the discretion of voters. Sources would include new levies on car registrations, motor fuels or property, among others.

Officials are justified with concerns over governance. Raising and spending public money must have clear aims and limits. We trust that public officials will continue to speak in behalf of these principles while focusing on the goal – improving mobility in North Texas.

The RTC now sends the proposal to city councils and county commissioners, seeking their endorsement. It's important for these voices to continue their consistent call for a transportation system that keeps up with North Texas' population boom. State lawmakers will get the message sooner or later.

Downtown players name streetcars as desire

Waco Tribune

12/14/08

By J.B. Smith

As 21st-century cities search for better ways to move people around, they’re reaching back to a 19th-century technology: the electric streetcar.

Fixed-line streetcar systems have found new homes in cities such as Seattle; Portland, Ore.; Little Rock, Ark.; and Tampa, Fla. Fort Worth leaders are considering a $250 million trolley system with 12 miles of track connecting its downtown with museums and urban neighborhoods.

Now some downtown players here are asking: Why not Waco?

It’s not just nostalgia for the era of mustachioed motormen and clanging bells. Advocates for a fixed-line trolley system see it as a way to tie Waco’s attractions together, encourage inner-city investment and re-create downtown as a place to live, work and shop.

“I didn’t start out being a proponent of trolleys, but the more I look at it the more sense they make,” said Waco developer Rick Sheldon, who is proposing hundreds of millions of dollars in riverfront development between Baylor University and Franklin Avenue.

“A streetcar line makes a natural permanent link between Baylor and downtown,” said Sheldon. “It’s also a tourist attraction. People are going to want to stop and ride the trolley.”

Shuttle service planned

The downtown Public Improvement District already is spearheading an effort to get a lunchtime shuttle service circulating through downtown and to Baylor by next fall.

The plan is to use a small rubber-tired Waco Transit bus, with a route and schedule that could evolve as necessary.

If that effort proves successful, it could be a prelude to a fixed-rail system, said Michael Wray, managing partner in the Heritage Square mixed-use development and a leader in the lunch-shuttle initiative.

“A fixed-rail line would help spur development,” Wray said. “I don’t think we can do it next year. We’re not ready for it. But I also don’t think it’s 10 years out. If we want this to be a reality in the next four or five years, we need to make it a priority now.”

Both Wray and Sheldon have been talking about streetcars with Chris McGowan, urban development director for the Greater Waco Chamber of Commerce.

McGowan has drawn up potential route maps for a fixed-line streetcar system, with the first phase running a 1.8-mile loop between Baylor and downtown Waco along University-Parks Drive, Franklin Avenue, Fourth Street and Dutton Avenue.

He envisions future phases running out Washington Avenue to 17th Street, across the Brazos River into East Waco, out to Cameron Park Zoo and around the Baylor campus.

He estimates the line, including the cars, tracks, electric lines and maintenance facilities, would cost $20 million a mile. Some cities have spent significantly more or less than that amount. But mile for mile, the cost is a fraction of the expense of a light-rail system.

McGowan said that based on other cities’ experience, each dollar in streetcar investment could generate four or five dollars in private development, resulting in a greater tax base.

“There’s no better way to create value than to invest in transportation infrastructure,” he said. “If you know you have a trolley coming by your property every five to eight minutes, with a certain number of people, it’s going to create value.”

Key to car-optional living?

McGowan said a streetcar system could be a key ingredient in creating an urban environment where people could live a car-optional lifestyle.

“It creates the kind of experience where people want to be,” he said. “That kind of place-making is what could attract young professionals to Waco.”

McGowan is planning to work next year with professional consultants and the Waco community on a plan to make “Greater Downtown” a growth hot spot for the next 50 years. He said he would like the downtown Tax Increment Finance Zone to consider funding an in-depth feasibility study for a streetcar system.

McGowan said much more study is needed on whether a streetcar system is viable in Waco, but they have proved to be development magnets in other cities. For example:

* The city of Portland, Ore., started its modern streetcar line in 2001, with a projection of 3,500 riders a day. Ridership immediately exceeded expectations and has grown to 11,800 a day. Mostly through downtown tax districts and federal funds, the city has spent $103 million on four miles of double-tracked lines. It has seen $2.5 billion in investment within three blocks of the line since the line was announced, including more than 7,000 housing units.

* Little Rock, Ark., spent $19.6 million for a 2.5-mile streetcar system in 2004, sparking an estimated $200 million in new investment.

* Tampa, Fla., spent $55 million on a streetcar system in 2003 to connect its waterfront to the rest of the city. It now has a ridership of 434,500 per year and is credited with generating $1 billion in redevelopment.

* Tacoma, Wash., attracted 919,000 riders last year for its new streetcar system, which connects destinations previously served by a bus route. The bus route drew only 141,000 riders a year.

David Gaspers, a city planner who is working on the Fort Worth Modern Streetcar program, said there’s no hard-and-fast rule about what kind of urban density is needed to make a streetcar system viable.

“It’s a chicken-and-egg thing,” he said. “Traditionally there was a thought process that you needed to reach a certain density to justify that kind of public investment. What Portland and Seattle are beginning to show is that they reverse that thought process. They decided they wanted a certain development pattern, then invested in a transit mode that encouraged that.”

Waco Transit director John Hendrickson estimated that a streetcar system would need about 3,000 riders a day to justify its cost.

“Today we don’t have the density to support that,” he said. “But five years from now, with the development that’s happening, I think the density will be there.”

City Manager Larry Groth said the streetcar idea may be worth considering, but he said he first wants to see how much demand the lunchtime shuttle service draws.

Sheldon, the developer, said now’s the time to start putting a plan together and looking for federal funds to help pay for a streetcar system.

“It’s cutting-edge in other cities,” he said. “It’s time to be cutting-edge in Waco.”

State officials submit $6.2 billion list of road projects

Houston Chronicle Austin Bureau

Dec. 10, 2008

By PEGGY FIKAC and PATRICK DRISCOLL

AUSTIN — Texas transportation officials have sent the state's congressional delegation a $6.2 billion list of ready-to-go road projects on the chance a stimulus package is approved, including nearly $677 million for the Houston area.

Critics, however, are questioning whether the list, which is heavy on routine maintenance, would be the best use of an infusion of money, while experts debate how much government should do.

"What I want us to do is ... not act like we're getting a big ol' Christmas gift where the only issue is the money. We need to be sure we're going to spend any money well," said Sen. Kirk Watson, D-Austin, Senate Transportation and Homeland Security Committee vice-chairman.

Watson said officials should examine each proposed project to see what sort of economic benefit it would bring, whether the project is sustainable and how federal money could be leveraged. He said the Texas Department of Transportation's list includes older projects, some of which "may be old for a reason."

Projects in the Houston district, which includes Harris and nearby counties, range from road repairs to installation of new traffic signals to landscape development to adding lanes to some stretches of road.

TxDOT spokesman Chris Lippincott said the list is made up of projects that have been identified as necessary and only lack the money to move forward. It was compiled through TxDOT district offices, which work with local planning organizations.

"It is an answer to the question, 'What could be let to contract in the first nine months of the year?' " Lippincott said.

He added, "To find projects that would provide the economy a shot in the arm, you're typically going to see smaller projects" that can be done in a short period of time, such as maintenance, filling potholes, overlaying a surface and landscaping.

"The goal of an economic stimulus package is to put shovels in the dirt and put money in people's pockets. So those are the projects you end up with," he said.

Unsure of economic impact

Lippincott said TxDOT hasn't calculated how many jobs would be created by its $6.2 billion list or what the greater economic impact would be.

Sen. Rodney Ellis, D-Houston, a Transportation and Homeland Security member, said, "It's no secret that Texas has massive infrastructure needs. While federal money for roads is necessary, I also hope that a large amount of money will be used to relocate freight rail lines outside of Texas' urban areas which would open up great opportunities for using rail for mass transit."

Sen. Jeff Wentworth, R-San Antonio, a Transportation and Homeland Security member, said the list makes sense as part of a stimulus package.

"I think every state is going through that process. I've heard the recommendation made any number of times 'People should put up a list of projects that are already approved," Wentworth said.

Not a concern

Supporters of President-elect Barack Obama's call for sweeping infrastructure investments say running up the federal debt to create jobs and buoy the economy shouldn't be a concern now.

There's not agreement on how far the government should go, however, or how much a transportation stimulus would help.

Some experts and officials, including Texas Gov. Rick Perry, are wary of such expenditures.

"The governor thinks it's bad public policy that Washington needs to get out of the business of bailouts and never should have been in the business in the first place," said Perry spokeswoman Allison Castle.

"That said, ... if the federal government is going to be doling out Texas taxpayers' dollars around the country, we'll fight to make sure we get our fair share," said Castle.

U.S. Sen. Barbara Boxer of California, who heads the public works committee, said in a letter to Obama that each $1 billion in federal highway construction supports 35,000 jobs, and investments from 1949 to 2000 netted a 34 percent economic return.

Pit Bulls on the Turnpike

From the Senator's Desk . . .www.shapleigh.org

December 11, 2008

Written by Senator Eliot Shapleigh,

In Texas, 77,000 miles of state and federal highways have been constructed since the Texas Highway Department was created in 1917. Our road and bridge system was once described as the crown jewel of the 50 states. But after a decade of Grover Norquist-style leadership, Texas highways are now a mess.

Right after World War II, with 12 million men and women home from war and looking for work, President Franklin Roosevelt appointed a National Highway Committee to develop plans for a national system of expressways. Congress designated the 40,000-mile National System of Interstate Highways in 1944, but it was not funded until President Dwight Eisenhower made it a cornerstone of his domestic agenda inn 1956.

After more than 50 years, Eisenhower’s plan has become the most successful public works project in our nation's history. With over 42,000 miles built, at a cost of $128.9 billion, the highway system has created hundreds of thousands of jobs and provided the infrastructure for the movement of people and products that fuels our economy today.

In Texas, 77,000 miles of state and federal highways have been constructed since the Texas Highway Department was created in 1917.  Our road and bridge system was once described as the crown jewel of the 50 states. But after a decade of Grover Norquist-style leadership, Texas highways are now a mess.

In 2001, Norquist famously said, “I don't want to abolish government. I simply want to reduce it to the size where I can drag it into the bathroom and drown it in the bathtub.”  A handful of lawmakers embraced this philosophy, calling themselves the “Pit Bulls."  They set out to cut taxes for the wealthy, and then cut budgets for Texas. One key mantra of the Pit Bulls was to privatize whatever government function or service possible. Dozens of House members signed the Norquist pledge to “never raise taxes.” Two of these Pit Bulls were Governor Rick Perry and the late TxDOT Commission Chairman, Ric Williamson.

Fourteen years after the Pit Bulls pledged to "drown" government, the Texas highway system is itself under water.

In a recent report, Moving Texas to the 21st Century, TXDOT states that highway funds are at least $8 billion short each year from meeting the basic needs of a growing state,

With Texas set to grow up to 49 million inhabitants by 2050, we are $256 billion short of meeting mobility needs. That number is current revenues measured against future needs. Remember, basic infrastructure is the key to a competitive economy—without the ability to move people and products, manufacturers and others will go to states and countries that can.

What happened here? Grover’s disciples diverted highway money to pay for other budget needs. Approximately $2.5 billion of gas tax money designated for roads is diverted bi-annually to pay for “other services.”  For example, $1.144 billion goes to fund the Department of Public Safety, and another 25% of the gas tax goes to pay for public schools.  Another $100 million goes toward buying helicopters and other equipment to patrol border counties, and even the Commission of the Arts gets $1.34 million.   Over 10 years, more than $11.2 billion has been diverted from the highway fund to pay for other things.

Shackled by their no-new tax pledge, Norquist’s Pit Bulls rob from Peter to pay Paul. Without courage to identify needs, raise revenues and fund the basic needs of a growing state, they simply rearrange the deck chairs using existing revenues.  And that’s why Texas highways are in Grover’s tub today.

Privatization is not the answer, as Norquist’s disciples would have us believe.  In Texas, the privatizers want to lease our highways for up to 50 years, using the toll money paid by taxpayers to fund the deal. What they don’t tell you, is that toward the end of the lease, private tolls can cost as much as $15 dollars for ten miles and that millions in revenue for real estate development, mineral rights, even energy transmission will go to foreign companies like CINTRA, who will control our highways until 2056.  Highways will no longer be run for the public good—but for private gain.

It’s going to take courage and leadership to fix this problem and get Texas back on track.  During the next legislative session, we will take a hard, bi-partisan look at how to dig Texas out of Grover’s tub. The good news is that a broad coalition of hardworking Senators, including John Carona (R-Dallas), Kirk Watson (D-Austin), Jeff Wentworth (R-San Antonio), Rodney Ellis (D-Houston) and Florence Shapiro (R-Dallas) has put some real hours and expertise into solving the challenge we face.

With a mix of new revenues, local, state and federal, with increasing attention to mobility by mile by mode, (including downtown trolleys, commuter rail, and intermodal hubs) with innovative ideas like energy producing highways, our great state can meet the challenge. All it takes is leadership.

But now more than ever, we need to set the failed philosophy of Grover Norquist aside and get Texas moving once again.

Galveston OKs rail line analysis

Study could determine if construction on link with Houston could begin in '09

Houston Chronicle

Dec. 12, 2008

By HARVEY RICE

GALVESTON — An $850,000 analysis that will determine whether Congress will fund a 79 mph commuter rail line between Houston and Galveston received unanimous approval this week by the Galveston City Council.

On Thursday, the council approved spending federal grant money and a $29,000 city share on a final analysis of the project that will determine whether construction begins on the commuter rail line next year.

The Federal Transportation Administration will use the analysis to decide whether engineering can begin and Congress will use it to decide whether to fund the project and if so, how much of it. 

The commuter rail will cost between $380 million and $415 million, reviving passenger service on the 140-year-old Galveston-Houston and Henderson rail corridor that parallels Interstate 45.

The line would carry about 11,480 passengers per day when fully completed and would eventually run from Houston Metro's proposed light rail station at Harrisburg to the Galveston Railroad Museum with connections to the Port of Galveston and the University of Texas Medical Branch.

Dallas zoning proposal aims for urban living

Dallas Morning News

December 4, 2008

By RUDOLPH BUSH 

An effort to make it easier to build dense urban neighborhoods in Dallas took a step forward at City Hall on Wednesday, even as a debate over particulars of the plan continued between city officials and a group representing developers and neighborhood interests.

Planners are eager for the city to implement what is known as "form-based zoning" because they think it will help move the city away from its history of developing around the automobile, with stores, homes and offices at far remove.

After several hours of discussion Wednesday at a City Council meeting, Mayor Tom Leppert decided that the council will vote at its Dec. 10 meeting on a new form-based zoning ordinance.

Despite significant differences between city planners and a broad-based coalition of developers, neighborhood representatives, preservationists and others, there is agreement that Dallas needs to make it simpler to build classic urban neighborhoods of the style seen in most major American cities.

"We haven't created [in large numbers] the type of neighborhoods where people can live and work and shop without getting into their cars," said Theresa O'Donnell, director of Dallas's Development Services department.

For too long, Dallas zoning laws have been based on a building's use rather than how it looks and functions in connection with the buildings around it and the city in general, Ms. O'Donnell said.

By using form-based zoning, developers would be able to build neighborhoods where the look and function of the buildings are more important than what happens inside of them.

While there are some neighborhoods like that in Dallas, building them frequently requires a long and costly effort on the part of a developer.

The effort centers on the establishment of a "planned development," a tool that essentially allows a developer, with the approval of the City Council, to circumvent the city's current zoning code in order to build a classic urban-style neighborhood.

Form-based zoning would offer a cheaper and simpler way for a developer to go to City Hall and get "off the shelf" zoning that would allow the construction of such dense neighborhoods.

Michael Jung, an attorney representing the Dallas Homeowners League and a leader of the coalition opposing some of the city staff's proposals, said that such zoning is important to the future growth of the city.

But he also described form-based zoning as "strong medicine" that the City Council must administer judiciously.

"The doctor could tell you take 25 aspirin and call me in the morning. We want something in there that says, 'Doc, that's a bad idea,' " he said.

At its next meeting, the council is expected to settle several key differences between the city's planning staff and Mr. Jung's coalition.

The differences focus on specific elements of the new zoning ordinance that deal with how the city should govern the height of buildings in new, denser form-based districts; whether to require a buffer development of town homes between established neighborhoods and form-based districts; and how to use vacant land during its transition from old zoning to form-based zoning.

U.S. economic crisis drives public transport boom

Reuters

Mon Dec 8, 2008

by Richard Valdmanis

NEW YORK (Reuters) - Americans seeking to cut costs in a dour economy are turning aggressively to public transportation in a way not seen since the 1980s, according to the American Public Transportation Association.

Ridership on the nation's public buses and trains between July and October surged about 6.5 percent over the same period last year, with some 2.8 billion trips, marking the biggest boost in 25 years, APTA said in a release.

"The record increase in public transportation trips demonstrates the exceptional value of public transportation in today's economy," said APTA President William Millar.

Americans' use of public transportation already had been on the rise due to recent high fuel prices that made road travel expensive, and the dramatic downturn in the economy has kept the trend moving even as energy prices retreat.

"The fact that public transit ridership surged while gas prices and highway travel declined, shows a growing demand for more bus and rail services," Millar said.

The boost in public transport use came alongside a 4.6 percent decline in the number of miles Americans traveled on the nation's highways, APTA said.

Which U.S. Communities Are Using More Public Transportation?

Report Highlights Top New Users of Rail, Buses and Subways

The Daily Green

12.8.2008

By Dan Shapley

Despite gasoline prices reaching a four-year low of $1.73 this weekend, Americans continue to use more public transportation.

In fact, in the third quarter of 2008, Americans took a 2.8 billion trips, a record 6.5% increase over the same period in 2007, according to a new American Public Transportation Association report. Vehicle miles driven declined 4.6%.

"The record increase in public transportation trips demonstrates the exceptional value of public transportation in today’s economy," said APTA President William W. Millar. "The fact that public transit ridership surged while gas prices and highway travel declined, shows a growing demand for more bus and rail services."

Public transportation has been increasingly popular, with 2007 ranking as the most heavily trafficked year in the last half century. However, the lowest of the low gasoline prices aren't reflected in the latest data, and neither are the expected decline in commuting trips by the 1 million-plus Americans who have lost jobs recently.

President-elect Barack Obama has suggested that one way to put people back to work is to invest in new public infrastructure, including public transportation.

APTA estimates that, over a period of two years, an estimated $32.4 billion in transit investment projects could be started that would create more than 900,000 jobs.

Here's a look at some data about public transportation:

Top 9 Communities Using More Light Rail

These U.S. locations showed the most increase in light rail usage in the third quarter of 2008, relative to the third quarter of 2007 (increased ridership is noted). Overall ridership was up 8.5%.

   1. Baltimore, Md. (19.6%)

   2. Minneapolis, Minn. (18.3%)

   3. Sacramento, Calif. (16.5%)

   4. New Jersey (15.9%)

   5. Los Angeles, Calif. (15.3%)

   6. Dallas, Texas (15.2%)

   7. Denver, Colo. (15%)

   8. Buffalo, N.Y. (13.4%)

   9. Memphis, Tenn. (13.3%)

Top 10 Communities Using More Buses

Overall bus ridership was up 7.2%.

   1. Orange County, Calif. (23.9%)

   2. Phoenix, Az. (15.2%)

   3. San Diego, Calif. (14.4%)

   4. St. Louis, Mo. (15%)

   5. Atlanta, Ga. (13.8%)

   6. Portland, Ore. (11.8%)

   7. Seattle, Wash. (11.5%)

   8. Denver, Colo. (11.5%)

   9. Baltimore, Md. (11%)

  10. Chicago, Ill. (10.1%)

Top 11 Communities Using More Commuter Rail

Overall commuter rail ridership was up 6.3%.

   1. Albuquerque, N.M. (35.8%)

   2. Pompano Beach, Fla. (32.9%)

   3. New Haven, Conn. (32.2%)

   4. Portland, Maine (29.6%)

   5. Oakland, Calif. (26.1%)

   6. Stockton, Calif (22.5%)

   7. Seattle, Wash. (22.4%)

   8. Harrisburg/Philadelphia, Pa. (21.7%)

   9. Dallas, Texas (18.8%)

  10. Los Angeles, Calif. (17%)

  11. San Carlos, Calif. (16.4%)

Top 5 Communities Using More Subway and Elevated Trains

Total ridership is up 5.2%.

   1. Los Angeles, Calif. (14.1%)

   2. San Juan, Calif. (13.5%)

   3. Lindenwold, N.J. (13.3%)

   4. Miami, Fla. (12.2%)

   5. Atlanta, Ga. (11.3%)

Going for an Upturn

Governing.com

December 2008 

By WILLIAM FULTON

There’s a calculus for figuring out what a state or locality can do to prime the development pump.

It is the natural inclination of state and local governments to try to make something happen in a recession. Faced with stagnant tax revenues and a dwindling jobs base, elected officials — and their appointed economic developers — feel tremendous pressure to do something to turn things around.

But how do you respond in the face of a worldwide economic crisis? If even the most powerful central bankers around the globe can't quite figure out how to deal with it, what can a state or a city or a county do?

The answer boils down, as always, to the carrots and sticks economic developers and their elected bosses have at their disposal. In the end, this means money — how much of it does the government extract from businesses to cover its own costs, and how much money does the government provide to businesses in the way of subsidies or incentives?

There's also a difference between the way state and local governments operate. State governments tend to focus on businesses and jobs, and thus they often provide economic incentives along those lines. Local governments tend to focus on real estate, and so often tailor their carrots and sticks to get things built.

In good times, local governments try to squeeze real estate developers for everything they can — traffic impact fees, water and sewer infrastructure, the cost of building schools. In areas with a strong real estate market, this can add tens of thousands of dollars to the cost of, say, building a house. In a hot market, the developers pass these costs along to homebuyers.

In a downturn, however, local officials are likely to feel pressure from real estate developers to cut these fees and costs. Even though the real estate market usually tanks in an entire region, developers often blame high fees imposed by local governments for their problems. Of course, the truth is a little more complicated. When prices drop, projects that used to "pencil out" for developers no longer make sense to build. So the builders look around to cut costs wherever they can. There's not much they can do about the price of concrete, so they pressure politicians to cut fees.

And politicians often respond. It can be a tough decision, because the purpose of the fees is to cover the cost of infrastructure and services created by the new project. If fees don't cover those costs, tax revenue may have to. Local officials can only pray that the increased taxes from the project's construction will cover the costs that are no longer being reimbursed by fees.

In an extremely deep real estate downturn — like the one we're experiencing now — cutting fees won't be enough. The market has tanked so much that hardly any project can be built without deep government subsidies. Sometimes these funds are available through the state and federal governments, either through state bonds (in California, the voters keep approving housing bonds) or through federal mechanisms, such as low-income housing tax credits.

For projects that don't qualify for state or federal funding, local officials face a tough choice. In a community filled with vacant lots and stores going out of business — and at a time when local tax revenue is in decline — how much is it worth to get something built now as opposed to later?

There are two ways to look at this question. The first is a cold, hard financial calculation on the part of the local officials: If we throw millions of dollars in subsidies or loans at a development project now as opposed to later, what's the payback in property tax, sales tax and other revenue sources? This analysis requires making lots of assumptions, including the odds that the same project actually will be built later, and if so, when and at what value.

That's fair enough. It's often necessary to justify a big subsidy in a financially strained time.

But there's a second way of looking at making something happen: the psychological effect on the local marketplace. If an investment is made, will there be a sense of optimism as a result?

The answer to that question depends on how long, how deep and how localized you think the downturn is going to be. If you think you've got a good underlying market and are going to come out of the downturn pretty soon, then a deep subsidy might make sense. If, on the other hand, you expect to be part of a long, hard and global recession, you may be building a monument to hard times.

This Old House

The New York Times

December 9, 2008

By DAVID BROOKS

The 1980s and 1990s made up the era of the great dispersal. Forty-three million people moved every year, and basically they moved outward — from inner-ring suburbs to far-flung exurbs on the metro fringe. For example, the population of metropolitan Pittsburgh declined by 8 percent in those years, but the developed land area of the Pittsburgh area sprawled outward by 43 percent.

If you asked people in that age of go-go suburbia what they wanted in their new housing developments, they often said they wanted a golf course. But the culture has changed. If you ask people today what they want, they’re more likely to say coffee shops, hiking trails and community centers.

People overshot the mark. They moved to the exurbs because they wanted space and order. But once there, they found that they were missing community and social bonds. So in the past years there has been a new trend. Meeting places are popping up across the suburban landscape.

There are restaurant and entertainment zones, mixed-use streetscape malls, suburban theater districts, farmers’ markets and concert halls. In addition, downtown areas in places like Charlotte and Dallas are reviving as many people move back into the city in search of human contact. Joel Kotkin, the author of “The New Geography,” calls this clustering phenomenon the New Localism.

Barack Obama has said that he would start an infrastructure project that will dwarf Dwight Eisenhower’s highway program. If, indeed, we are going to have a once-in-a-half-century infrastructure investment, it would be great if the program would build on today’s emerging patterns. It would be great if Obama’s spending, instead of just dissolving into the maw of construction, would actually encourage the clustering and leave a legacy that would be visible and beloved 50 years from now.

To take advantage of the growing desire for community, the Obama plan would have to do two things. First, it would have to create new transportation patterns. The old metro design was based on a hub-and-spoke system — a series of highways that converged on an urban core. But in an age of multiple downtown nodes and complicated travel routes, it’s better to have a complex web of roads and rail systems.

Second, the Obama stimulus plan could help localities create suburban town squares. Many communities are trying to build focal points. The stimulus plan could build charter schools, pre-K centers, national service centers and other such programs around new civic hubs.

This kind of stimulus would be consistent with Obama’s campaign, which was all about bringing Americans together in new ways. It would help maintain the social capital that’s about to be decimated by the economic downturn.

But alas, there’s no evidence so far that the Obama infrastructure plan is attached to any larger social vision. In fact, there is a real danger that the plan will retard innovation and entrench the past.

In a stimulus plan, the first job is to get money out the door quickly. That means you avoid anything that might require planning and creativity. You avoid anything that might require careful implementation or novel approaches. The quickest thing to do is simply throw money at things that already exist.

Sure enough, the Obama stimulus plan, at least as it has been sketched out so far, is notable for its lack of creativity. Obama wants to put more computers in classrooms, an old idea with dubious educational merit. He also proposes a series of ideas that are good but not exactly transformational: refurbishing the existing power grid; fixing the oldest roads and bridges; repairing schools; and renovating existing government buildings to make them more energy efficient.

This is the federal version of “This Old House.” And this is before the stimulus money gets diverted, as it inevitably will, to refurbish old companies. The auto bailout could eventually swallow $125 billion. After that, it could be the airlines and so on.

It’s also before the spending drought that is bound to follow the spending binge. Because we’re going to be spending $1 trillion now on existing structures and fading industries, there will be less or nothing in 2010 or 2011 for innovative transport systems, innovative social programs or anything else.

Before the recession hit, we were enjoying a period of urban and suburban innovation. We could have been on the verge of a transportation revolution. It looks as if the Obama infrastructure plan may freeze that change, not fuel it.

And not to get all Rod McKuen on you or anything, but the larger point is this: Social change has a natural rhythm. The season of prosperity gives way to the season of economic scarcity, and out of the winter of recession, new growth has room to emerge. A stimulus package may be necessary, but unless designed with care, its main effect will be to prop up the drying husks of the fall.

Finally a Green Light For Smart Infrastructure?

CitiWire.com

December 7, 2008

By Neal Peirce

WASHINGTON — Even as America plunges into recession, a bright shaft of light has appeared.

It’s a once-in-a-generation opportunity, driven by a popular president-elect, to mount a massive national infrastructure rebuilding program.

There’s no doubt we need it: estimates of our deferred spending on roads, bridges, rail lines, transit, schools, water and sewer systems run into the trillions of dollars. Other nations are racing ahead of us on issues like high speed rail, critical in a post-carbon era. Our long-term global competitiveness is at stake.

Or as Vice President-elect Joe Biden put it in Philadelphia, as he and Obama met with the nation’s governors last week: “China invests 7-9 percent of its GDP in infrastructure projects. We invest just 1 percent. There’s a reason they have a mag-lev train that can go over 200 miles per hour. I may have a bit of a pro-rail bias, but think of the jobs we could create–in both construction and innovation–if we made similarly bold investments here.”

What a change! No administration of the last four decades has had the courage to challenge the country to step up to the plate, to support really serious infrastructure reinvestment for our future.

But the next stimulus package–perhaps $700 billion, backed by President-elect Obama and a good bet to get swift congressional passage once he’s sworn in, provides an ideal vehicle.

Economists often denigrate infrastructure projects as too slow to combat recessions. They’ve preferred cash infusions like the $300 government checks President Bush had mailed out earlier this year.

But it’s becoming clear the current recession is so deep that people will just pocket quick cash. The time for serious infrastructure projects, covering an extended recession, has arrived.

And lots of projects are “shovel ready” or close to it–a total of $136 billion, the nation’s governors told Obama in Philadelphia. Among the projects, at both the state and local level, are 3,000 highway and bridge projects ($18 billion). Hard-pressed transit agencies, ridership up 32 percent since 1995, could mount 559 improvement and repair projects within 90 days. Fifty-eight new and expanded public transit lines, at a cost of $25 billion, could move into construction within four months to a year. Over $300 million of bicycle and pedestrian projects are ready-to-go.

Such spending creates blue collar work with ripple effects across the economy, increasing demand for steel and machinery and augmenting, says Obama economic adviser and former Treasury Secretary Lawrence Summers, the country’s “productive potential in the long run.”

It’s true, of course, that not all projects are smart ones–the 3,000 highway projects, for example, include a good share of bridges and roads to peripheral developments–or nowhere.

To use this opportunity smartly, it’s critical that stiff “fix it first” criteria be set–early attention to truly imperiled bridges, seriously decayed subway lines and roads, leak-plagued water systems, schools crying out for basic repairs, for example.

But we need a wider vision than that. And if Obama’s to be taken at his word, we need to reject politics favoring friends and insist on core “national priorities” for these times. Energy conservation and reduced greenhouse gas emissions seem to top his list– “freeing our nation from the tyranny of foreign oil, and saving the planet for our children.”

To reach those goals, the mega-infrastructure measure the Obama crew hopes to push through Congress quickly after Jan. 20 will need some real teeth. With a dire recession, job loss, new president and eager Congress, the big stimulus package may be the vehicle for a large share of Obama’s entire agenda–conceivably the most important legislative action in decades.

The measure is likely to push his vision of 2.5 million new “green jobs” (solar, wind power and the like) within two years. And it’s virtually sure to include considerable aid to fiscally floundering state and local governments.

But if the “smart growth” principles Obama has embraced are to be served, it won’t do just to turn huge chunks of cash over to state transportation departments, few questions asked–a step some of the macro-economists signed up early for his White House and administration might unthinkingly make.

States instead could be instructed to use “mode neutral” measures to decide between road and transit projects, and employ a “three e’s” filter–evidence a project not just stimulates the economy, but is also environment-friendly and sensitive to equity issues. Plus, major chunks of the stimulus cash should go directly to existing Metropolitan Planning Organizations, with instructions to give major attention to such Obama priorities as public transit funding, biking, walking and health, maybe even connections with affordable housing.

The political bars to any of these ideas are normally sky-high–indeed prohibitively high. But with the window of opportunity suddenly opened, the new president and Congress actually have it in their power to reset national priorities for decades to come. And with luck and care, to refashion the compact between Washington, the states, cities and metropolitan regions for dramatically better results.

Study: Leaner nations bike, walk, use mass transit

Austin American Statesman

12/15/08

By Associated Press 

KNOXVILLE, Tenn. — Jim Richards is no kid, but he loves to ride his bike.

At 51, he has become a cycling commuter, pedaling 11 miles from his home in the suburbs to his job in downtown Knoxville.

"It really doesn't take that much longer" than driving, he insists.

And he gets 40 minutes of exercise twice a day without going to the gym, which he attributes to a 20-pound weight loss.

New research illustrates the health benefits of regular biking, walking or taking public transportation to work, school or shopping. Researchers found a link between "active transportation" and less obesity in 17 industrialized countries across Europe, North America and Australia.

"Countries with the highest levels of active transportation generally had the lowest obesity rates," authors David Bassett of the University of Tennessee and John Pucher of Rutgers University conclude.

Americans, with the highest rate of obesity, were the least likely to walk, cycle or take mass transit, according to the study in a recent issue of the Journal of Physical Activity and Health. The study relied on each country's own travel and health data. 

Only 12 percent use active transportation in the United States — 9 percent walk, 1 percent ride a bike and 2 percent take a bus or train — while a quarter to a third are obese, the study said.

By comparison, 67 percent of commuters in Latvia, 62 percent in Sweden and 52 percent in the Netherlands either walk, bike or use mass transit. Latvia's obesity rate is 14 percent, the Netherlands' is 11 percent and Sweden's is 9 percent.

A similar pattern was found in Canada (19 percent active transportation, 23 percent obese) and Australia (14 percent active transportation, 21 percent obese).

Overall, Bassett said, "Europeans walk three times as far and cycle five times as far as Americans."

The authors say it's more than lifestyle choices that lead Americans to use their cars more. Europe's compact, dense layout and infrastructure are more conducive to getting around without a car.

Europeans on average walk 237 miles and cycle 116 miles per year; U.S. residents walk 87 miles and bike 24 miles. Bassett and Pucher calculated that translates into burning off 5 to 9 pounds of fat annually for Europeans compared to only 2 pounds for Americans.

While the analysis doesn't prove that transportation keeps obesity levels down "they make an excellent case," said Susan Handy, who heads the Sustainable Transportation Center at the University of California at Davis.

"The question, then, is what do we do?" said Handy, who was not involved in the study. "How do we get more people walking and bicycling in the U.S.?"

Anne Lusk, a research fellow at Harvard School of Public Health, said the study's results make sense.

"What I found most exciting about this excellent research is the applicability," she said. "The issue then becomes should we improve our transit, walking or bicycling opportunities simultaneously or should we focus on one of the three?"

Lusk said her first choice is bicycles — and not just because of global warming, fluctuating gas prices or the economic downturn. When Dutch researchers asked people to match emotions with various forms of travel, she said, "The greatest emotion was joy for bicycling."

Richards rekindled his love affair with a two-wheeler a few years ago while visiting bike-friendly Sweden.

Back home, he has a couple of things going for him. Richards lives in a medium-size Southern city where police officers can be found patroling on bikes and the mayor sometimes cycles to city hall.

The car is still king here, like most places in the United States, but Knoxville has developed a 41-mile greenway system that keeps Richards mostly on paved trails and off city streets.

He also works for an environmentally conscious employer. The country store-themed Mast General Stores of Valle Crucis, N.C., pays Richards and his co-workers $4 a day to ride, walk or catch a bus rather drive than their car.

After a year, his annual checkup shows the results: his heart rate, blood pressure and cholesterol all are down.

"I just love riding," he said. "It's like a double-shot of caffeine in the morning."

Northern Va. Tries New Model To Battle Sprawl

NPR 

December 10, 2008 ·
By Franklyn Cater 

Tysons Corner, a sprawling suburban area anchored by two regional malls in Northern Virginia, is slated for an extreme makeover.

Over the next 30 years, Fairfax County is planning to build a real city out of an "edge city," or what people used to call places that cropped up in the outer suburbs to shop or work, but not to live.

Tysons will get a real alternative to driving when the Washington, D.C., metro rail system comes to the area in a few years.

With the makeover, Tysons could be a model for change across the country.

"This is your classic drivable suburban place that is anchored by a regional mall, just like Perimeter Center in Atlanta; King of Prussia, outside Philadelphia; Schaumberg, west of Chicago; Newport Beach; and Costa Mesa south of Los Angeles," says Chris Leinberger, a developer turned academic and urbanist who is now at the Brookings Institution. "This is, however, one of the biggest, if not the biggest concentration of retail, office and hotels in the suburbs, in the country."

A City For Cars

Started on farmland in the 1960s, Tysons is a city for cars with two huge shopping malls, tens of thousands of shoppers a day and 167,000 parking spaces. The streets are broad — and what should be right angles at the corners of intersections are curved turning lanes so drivers don't have to slow down.

Tysons was built 13 miles from Washington, D.C., near two interstate highways and half way to Dulles International Airport. But as D.C. sprawled, the edge pushed out 30 miles and now Tysons Corner is what's called in real estate terms an "infill," Leinberger says.

The car-dominated city is the product of policies and subsidies that favored drivable suburban development, he says.

"This is something that we the people wanted very badly," he says. "What we didn't know is as you build more of it, you decrease the quality of life."

Fairfax County is the most populous county in Virginia — and Tysons Corner is a huge source of its revenue. But in today's market, people want walkable, bikable, livable, urban environments. That will be possible as Metro rail makes its way from D.C. to the airport. Four Metro rail stations are planned to anchor four of five new neighborhoods in Tysons.

Bill Lecos, who runs the Fairfax Chamber of Commerce, admits that Tysons was designed for cars, not people.

"About 17,000 live here and about 117,000 — give or take — come to work here every day," Lecos says. "So that incredible imbalance is why you have the absolute commuter nightmare of trying to get 117,000 people in, in one period of time in the morning, and out again at 5 o'clock."

So, a central part of the plan is to build residential housing, and plan for 100,000 people. But that means more than build apartment houses — Tysons is also utterly inhospitable to pedestrians.

Clark Tyler, who chairs the Tysons Corner Land Use Task Force, says there are nine lanes of traffic near Tysons Corner Center, but the street lights give pedestrians only 40 seconds to cross them. Sidewalks mysteriously end.

More Development Worries Neighbors

Although developers are starting to love the idea of green, dense, walkable neighborhoods because the land value will rise, some of Tysons' neighbors are incredulous.

"I'm so used to Tysons being what it is now that it's a new idea that we've got to get our minds wrapped around," says Mayor Jane Seeman of the neighboring town of Vienna. "And it's a little difficult, but you've gotta think far enough ahead in the future, I guess, to believe it."

She and a coalition of neighboring residents want to have a voice in the continuing development.

The New Model

So, what will the new Tysons be like?

"Hopefully it will have sidewalks that aren't hyphenated," Tyler says. "It will have a grid of streets, shorter blocks, it will have a circulation system, so the other thing that would be radical is what they call LEED certified — or green buildings that are energy efficient — and all the rest because that's what we've recommended."

Buses to get you from the rail stations to these stores — right now, that sounds like science fiction. It also sounds like a city.

The 30-year plan for Tysons isn't like a plan to restore an old place: You can't peel away the clumsy construction of the 1970s and then work with the remains of a charming older city somewhere beneath.

The place went from zero to 60 like a fast car.

"This is going to be the model of how we transform King of Prussia, Perimeter Center, Costa Mesa down in Orange County, Calif.," Leinberger says. "All of these places are going to be transforming just as you are. But you're going first, which means that you get to pay the dumb tax."

How Should The Infrastructure Stimulus Be Spent?

National Journal.com

Monday, December 8, 2008

President-elect Obama has made a hefty economic stimulus the first item on his legislative agenda and signaled that he wants a significant infrastructure component. How should the money for transportation infrastructure be distributed to maximize job creation in the short run while ensuring that the projects deliver the greatest benefit for the public? And who gets to decide which projects move first?

-- Lisa Caruso, NationalJournal.com

Responded on December 10, 2008 10:12 AM

Rich Sarles, Executive Director, NJ TRANSIT

The President-elect has wisely decided that while infrastructure projects are a crucial part of stimulating the economy, it is just as important to target projects intelligently to ensure both short-term economic and long-term transportation benefits for the nation. Otherwise, money will be wasted on work that will fail to meet one or both goals. "Stimulus to nowhere" work won't serve citizens.

The stimulus package must focus on infrastructure projects that meet common-sense criteria: the projects must be "shovel-ready," that is, have their environmental and other approvals essentially finsihed. Preliminary engineering also must be complete. These A+ projects also should have their local funding share committed, so that an injection of federal funds is all that is needed to move forward.

Projects that fulfill these basic criteria don't just offer the advantage of being able to create jobs quickly. These projects also have been tested and found worthy from a planning, environmental and public benefit standpoint, because they've already completed the federal NEPA process and they have passed the rigorous reviews necessary to obtain local funding. In a sense, such projects have already passed their "background checks," and are cleared to go to work.

Dozens of projects around America can meet these basic guidelines, including, here in the New Jersey-New York metropolitan region, with our own initiative to relieve commuter rail congestion by building a new rail tunnel under the Hudson River.

The fear that a stimulus package could end up wasting taxpayer dollars is legitimate. But that's no reason for Congress to drag its feet. With proper vetting, America can have its stimulus and worthy infrastructure improvements to the transportation system, too.

Responded on December 10, 2008 9:24 AM

Robert Puentes, Senior Fellow and Director, Metropolitan Infrastructure Initiative

Members of Congress and the new administration are currently debating a recovery plan that could direct hundreds of billions of dollars towards infrastructure to help put Americans back to work and get our economy moving by rebuilding our roads, bridges, and mass transit systems. Though state governments have tremendous outstanding investment needs, any infrastructure investments included in a recovery bill need to focus on investments that secure the existing system and help transition to a clean, efficient, energy-independent future—creating millions of green jobs and job opportunities for the under-employed in the process. There are three core recommendations:

1.    Fix what is broken and build out green infrastructure

    * Stimulus funds for the highway and road network should be restricted to rehabilitation and maintenance projects only. States should be given the option of flexibly transferring funds to ready-to-go transit initiatives, non-motorized initiatives, and projects that result in less driving. Reducing vehicle miles travelled will help the nation achieve its energy independence goals, as transportation contributes one-third of the nation’s greenhouse gas emissions and is the fastest growing contributor to our carbon footprint.

    * To ensure we have the human capital to rebuild our nation's infrastructure, a portion of funds for each project should be set-aside for job training programs, particularly those in partnership with community colleges or trade unions. Such programs can help stabilize low income communities and provide a pathway to good, decent jobs.

    * To support new capacity in fast-growing areas, the economic stimulus should include new transit expansions and projects that contribute to a clean, efficient, energy-independent future. Specifically, any pending project meeting statutory criteria seeking New Starts and Small Starts funding (section 5309) and approval should be eligible for economic stimulus funding. Over $16 billion worth of new transit capital investments could move from planning to contracts and construction in the next year ($4 billion in 90 days) if additional federal funding and contingent commitment authority were provided, and the federal review process expedited by the incoming administration. For purposes of the economic recovery, operating assistance to local transit providers is also urgent and essential.

2.    Ensure states, metropolitan areas, and localities have a role in programming funds

    * The mechanism for distributing the transportation infrastructure stimulus funds should be the existing Surface Transportation Program (STP). This would ensure that, in addition to the guaranteed share of STP funds reserved for the states, local officials and metropolitan areas within the states would receive a balance of the funds based on population, as federal law has provided since 1991.

    * For the purposes of the stimulus package, this would mean about one-third of STP funds are "suballocated" to metropolitan planning organizations (MPOs). This process of targeting funds specifically for urbanized, or metropolitan, areas is referred to as suballocation since the federal funds are allocated below the level of the state departments of transportation (DOTs)—the traditional recipient for such funding. The state administers the funds for the other areas. Although the suballocated funds are directed to urbanized areas, federal law directs local officials to work through MPOs in their use.

    * Current provisions that allow for STP funds to be used for Transportation Enhancements should also be allowed.

3.    Demand transparency and accessible information

    * Once the stimulus package is approved, states and metropolitan areas should quickly turn around a specific list of which projects will be funded. The list should be released publicly in a transparent and accessible manner. To the greatest extent practicable, disclosures should take advantage of recent advances in geographic information systems to provide citizens with easy-to-read state and regional maps that lay out core highway and transit investments.

    * The federal government should require state and local metropolitan transportation agencies to maintain information systems that measure the impact of these projects in meeting the goals of the stimulus. This should include indicators such as jobs created, cost-effectiveness, carbon emissions, fuel use and fuel economy, safety, and demand forecasting.

    * Funds should be tied to performance measures that evaluate whether their proposed use is likely to enhance economic growth in the long-term. Then the federal government should track these funds to find out whether they actually accomplished what they predicted.

    * To ensure this is not an unfunded mandate, for every billion dollars invested in infrastructure, one-half of one percent should be allocated for data-collection, analysis and reporting

Responded on December 9, 2008 7:48 PM

Ken Orski, Publisher, Innovation Briefs

In order to revive the economy, President-elect Obama has proposed to create "the single largest new investment in our national infrastructure since the creation of the Interstate highway system in the 1950s". Promising strict "use it or lose it" rules to govern spending, he said "we won’t just throw money at the problem. We’ll measure progress by the reforms we make and the results we achieve — by the jobs we create, by the energy we save..." The transportation community greeted the announcement with enthusiasm. The American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials (AASHTO) announced that more than 5,000 highway and bridge projects worth $64 billion could be under contract within six months as money became available. The nation’s Governors, meeting with Mr. Obama in Philadelphia, estimated there were 136 billion worth of "ready-to-go" infrastructure projects eligible for inclusion in the stimulus bill. Not to be outdone, the nation’s mayors released a report saying there are 11,391 infrastructure projects in 427 cities requiring a $73 billion investment. Transit officials, for their part, identified 736 projects valued at $12.2 billion as ready for inclusion in the stimulus bill. At this point there is no information regarding the specific nature of these projects.

In any event, the transportation community’s optimistic expectations are likely to be only partially fulfilled. Its wish list of projects will be competing with a number of other public works initiatives. They include renovating school buildings, upgrading the existing electrical power grid, retrofitting public buildings to make them more energy efficient and enhancing broadband access to the internet.

What criteria should guide the allocation of funds dedicated to transportation? Who gets to decide what gets funded and who should be the recipients? These questions were the subject of a panel discussion at the Transportation Finance Summit held by the International Bridge, Tunnel and Turnpike Association (IBTTA) in Washington DC. On December 8 (The Panel consisted of Karen Hedlund (Nossaman, LLP), Moderator, Robert Atkinson (Information Technology and Innovation Foundation), Emil Frankel (Bipartisan Policy Center), Jordi Graells (Abertis), Frank McArdle (member, Transportation Policy & Revenue Commission) and Robert Puentes (Brookings).

Panel members agreed that, given Mr. Obama’s objectives to put people to work and get money out the door quickly, the transportation funds will be inevitably focused on mundane projects that local jurisdictions have shelved for want of funds. Money will be spent on road resurfacing, bridge repair, bus purchases and other system preservation type activities. This was also the conclusion of the Bipartisan Policy Center’s (BPC) National Transportation Policy Project. In a December 9 statement, the BPC said, "Experience has shown that projects that focus on improving the operations of existing transportation system are often those that can be undertaken most quickly and can bring the greatest returns in terms of creating immediate construction jobs."

I agree with the IBTTA’s panel’s final conclusion that "money should be spent wisely even as we try to create jobs." Or, to use House Minority Leader John Boechner’s (R-OH) words, the money should not be used for "pork barrel spending masquerading as economic stimulus."

We do not know yet how the stimulus legislation will be structured. Assuming that the portion of stimulus funds dedicated to transportation will be allocated to the Department of Transportation for distribution to eligible recipients, the Secretary of Transportation will need to make some quick decisions concerning program implementation since a timely distribution of the funds will be of the essence. Given the expected large number of applicants, the quickest way to distribute the funds to their intended recipients will be by a formula allocation with a requirement that the recipients must evaluate and report on how well the projects they selected have achieved the stipulated goals.

The Obama stimulus proposal inevitably brings to mind Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal initiative, the Work Projects Administration (WPA). Like the economic stimulus bill, putting people to work was WPA’s primary objective. During its existence, the WPA provided almost eight million jobs. However, there is an important distinction between the two initiatives. The economic stimulus bill is intended to revive the economy on an accelerated basis. WPA was a longer-term program (1933-42) and as such was able not only to create jobs but also to contribute some impressive additions to the nation’s infrastructure. The WPA program built roads, bridges, airports, parks, courthouses, schools and hospitals. It enriched the physical landscape of America through some imaginative projects such as the Blue Ridge Parkway and San Antonio’s River Walk. In the words of author Nick Taylor, WPA "gave the country a new infrastructure to go with the new century."

In our haste to produce jobs, we shall regrettably sacrifice an opportunity to do what WPA did 70 years ago: pursue a larger vision, make a more lasting contribution to the nation’s physical plant and build a foundation for growth that will last far into the future.

Responded on December 9, 2008 4:35 PM

Ed Hamberger, President and CEO, Association of American Railroads

I applaud President-elect Obama's commitment to investment in transportation infrastructure as a critical component to economic recovery. Focusing on the nation's infrastructure will not only bring immediate benefits in terms of creating millions of jobs, it will yield long-term benefits in the form of expanded capacity to move both freight and people.

With demand for freight transportation expected to double over the next 30 years, freight rail investment will be critical to keeping America’s economy moving without clogging our highways. Freight rail should be included in any infrastructure stimulus package for the following reasons:

Freight rail projects get underway much more quickly

Unlike highways and other public works projects, which can take years to plan and begin – and even longer to actually build – freight rail projects get underway much more quickly, often within a matter of months.

Rail investment will deliver tangible economic relief - JOBS

Freight rail investment would deliver the tangible economic relief that our citizens need: new jobs – an estimated 20,000 jobs nationwide for every $1 billion of new rail investment.

Rail investment helps ensure that our nation remains globally competitive

A rail infrastructure component in the stimulus bill would accelerate rail projects that would improve the ability of our nation’s farms, coal mines, chemical factories and other companies to move their goods to domestic and global markets.

Freight rail is GREEN

Many of the comments below mention a "green" infrastructure stimulus plan. I couldn't agree more. In addition to easing highway congestion, increased rail capacity also helps the environment. Freight trains are at least four times more fuel efficient than trucks, and can move one ton of freight 436 miles on a single gallon of fuel.

Freight rail investment is good for the economy now, will help our country grow in the future and will benefit our environment for decades to come; it should be a critical component of the infrastructure stimulus.

Responded on December 9, 2008 12:22 PM

Paul Yarossi, President, HNTB Holdings Ltd

First and foremost, this money must stay in the United States—a new “buy American" program. The stimulus must show immediate results. The first wave should fund “ready-to-go” infrastructure projects, those that can get people working in 60-90 days.

The full capacity of our U.S. engineering and construction industries needs to be tapped to make this happen—construction organizations, governmental oversight and private sector program management, inspection and design. Until all resources are exhausted, the money should continue to flow.

Prudent application of stimulus funds offers a triple win:

    * Use the money for projects that have a direct, demonstrated benefit to the rebuilding of this country by maximizing jobs, repairing critical infrastructure, building new infrastructure that can be proven to enhance competitiveness, improving education and quality of life, and providing that products necessary to these efforts are manufactured domestically.

    * Use some of the money to make the effort sustainable by assuring the construction pipeline is full.  This can be done by funding the planning and design of projects to be ready for construction in 2010 and beyond.

    * Funnel some of the stimulus money into an initiative that encourages increasing technical capacity in the U.S. through improving job prospects for engineers and scientists, and a program to train workers to be technicians and skilled labor in the construction industry.  A program that retrains the American workforce can provide long lasting results.

Responded on December 9, 2008 6:39 AM

Steve Van Beek, President & CEO, Eno Transportation Foundation

How to Spend the Stimulus Bill

John Porcari is right.  There will be plenty of time in the coming months to debate the outlines of the surface authorization's policy and funding architecture that will guide our policy over the next few years.  Last week's post was heartening in the degree of consensus about including national priorities such as contributing to energy security, reducing transportation's carbon footprint, improving planning and finally having an intermodal transportation policy that lives up to ISTEA's promises and our future challenges.  While there was agreement on many of the principles, there undoubtedly will be many debates on how those principles take life in a new surface authorization.  This will make the development of a consensus, always important for a ground-breaking bill, very challenging.

But right now the task is to put people to work and jump-start the faltering economy.  This cannot wait for the debate to come.  Projects ready-to-go should be given priority.  That means fixing our roads and bridges which have been neglected even in the aftermath of the Minneapolis bridge collapse.  It definitely means providing assistance to local public transportation authorities to construct extensions, add new lines, and put out to bid proposals for buses, train cars, and other capital equipment.  Here some acceleration of the normal FTA review process is required.

Craig Fuller is right as well.  The nation's airports have many capacity and safety projects that are ready to go.  We made the mistake of not using a lull in traffic in 2001-2003 to invest for the future.  It is time not to make that mistake again.  Similarly, if the FAA has air traffic control towers and other projects that are in the queue, let's accelerate them.

What we should not do is use stimulus to somehow truncate the environmental review process.  The consideration of alternatives contributes to building good projects (in every sense of the term) and is one of the defenses against "bridges to nowhere."

Use the policy and funding architecture we have now to get projects moving.  Debate and deliberate the rest of the year about new priorities for the upcoming, multi-year surface authorization effort.

Responded on December 9, 2008 2:44 AM

Phineas Baxandall , Senior Analyst, United States Public Interest Research Group (U.S. PIRG)

President-elect Obama is correct to liken an infrastructure stimulus to Eisenhower’s historic initiative to create the Interstate Highway system. That endeavor set the patterns for America’s car-dominated transportation network and suburban growth throughout the second half of the twentieth century. The coming stimulus similarly presents a tremendous opportunity to advance transportation goals for the twenty-first century.

It is critically important how infrastructure stimulus money gets spent. It is not enough to simply spend money. Nor should Congress assume that more transportation is always better. As many have pointed out, America’s transportation system isn’t just broke; it’s also broken. In fact, transportation contributes to many of America’s most pressing problems. Consider:

    * Each year Americans waste billions of dollars and millions of hours stuck in traffic – a problem that is often made worse by construction of new highways.

    * Our transportation system is also the chief source of our nation’s addition to oil, consuming two our of every three barrels, and leaving our nation vulnerable to volatile prices and hostile foreign regimes.

    * Cars and trucks are the biggest end-user source of global warming pollution. We will not succeed in reducing these emissions unless we allow Americans to reduce the number of miles they drive.

    * Finally, too many transportation projects like Alaska’s infamous “Bridge to Nowhere” have been embarrassing boondoggles that erode confidence in government and divert dollars from more productive uses. 

Clearly, not every infrastructure dollar is equally good for the public interest. As state Departments of Transportation eagerly offer lists of favored projects, how should Congress and the Obama administration decide?

 There needs to be a commitment to spend for results rather than simply to inject dollars. The reason that there is such wide consensus that our national transportation system is dysfunctional is because the current system primarily collects gas taxes from the states and then pumps those dollars back based on outdated formulas forged by political compromises that had nothing to do with achieving national goals. For decades, the federal government has spent billions of dollars on highway projects with little evaluation and no accountability. That must change. Spending is not based on allocating dollars where they will yield the greatest results. There are not even clear goals for what the transportation system should accomplish.

 Thus the next Congress should spend taxpayers’ money more wisely by focusing transportation dollars on solving our nation’s biggest problems. Federal transportation money should be spent only on projects that produce real results over the long haul – for example, by reducing our dependence on oil, curbing global warming pollution, alleviating congestion, improving safety, and supporting healthy, sustainable communities.

 A rough guide for what that change looks like can likened to the difference between the early Detroit bailout requests and the emerging counter proposals. Rather than simply throw more money toward continuing failure, the emerging consensus seems to be that funds most go toward a fundamental shift in the business model and in the mix of vehicles that get produced. No less substantive change should be demanded from a stimulus package for our dysfunctional transportation system.

As part of ensuring accountability, state DOTs should report on the results of how transportation stimulus money gets spent. That sounds like common sense but it would actually be a major shift from the current system. States should report back on the extent to which the projects funded with stimulus money increased or decreased jobs, energy security, carbon dioxide emissions, vehicle miles traveled. Perhaps the second installment of a two-year package would be allocated according to how well states advance national goals with the first installment.

Other priorities for spending transportation stimulus should also advance the nation toward future goals. Emphasis should be placed on expanding clean, efficient transportation choices for Americans by prioritizing investment of new funds for light rail, commuter rail, rapid bus service, high-speed intercity rail and other forms of modern public transportation. At least as much money should be allocated to these transportation choices as to roads and highways. In doing so, federal policy will encourage transportation investments that build dynamic and accessible communities, where more Americans can walk, bike or take transit to get where they need to go. Meanwhile stimulus money allocated to roads and bridges must prioritize "fixing it first." Investment should go to maintenance and repair of America's crumbling bridges, not massive new highway expansions. 

The United States Public Interest Research Group (U.S. PIRG) has signed up growing support for these basic principles from over 100 public officials from state, local, and federal government as well as other civic leaders. To see a list of the principles and signatories see: http://www.uspirg.org/issues/transportation/more-and-better-transit/transportation-principles-signers

 To see more about U.S. PIRG’s positions and reports on transportation, see: http://www.uspirg.org/issues/transportation

 For an in-depth report on America’s transportation challenges and solutions, see: http://www.uspirg.org/uploads/2q/fV/2qfVu2ZrflTk-TnRQEDdDw/A-Better-Way-to-Go-vUSPIRG.pdf

Responded on December 8, 2008 4:46 PM

Deron Lovaas , Federal Transportation Policy Director, Natural Resources Defense Council

News accounts say this will be a package with hundreds of billions of taxpayer dollars in infrastructure spending that some say will rival the Interstate Highway System. Recently, we've seen two packages make their way through Congress, the financial industry bailout and the auto company bailout (still pending).

The latter has really put the recipients through the paces, ensuring a commitment to, and a business plan for, what the President-Elect has called a "sustainable" industry. He also said automakers must "adapt to these new circumstances," referring among other things to a marketplace that values fuel economy.

This is all well and good, and neither Congress nor he should apply a double-standard to the stimulus package. States must not receive a blank check.

Instead recipients (states with the concurrence of metropolitan areas) should be required to submit plans and project lists that show a commitment to, and plan for, putting the nation on a competitive footing in what NYT columnist Tom Friedman calls "the energy climate era." States with the best-performing plans and lists would receive the most funding.

Overall, the package should be split 50-50 between highway/road and low-carbon, oil-saving mobility projects (rail, bus, bike, etc.). This is underscored by the news out today: Transit ridership is up six percent in the third quarter while driving is down for the 11th month in a row. Strapped transit agencies need help meeting demand, and expanded public transportation options will serve us well in the future.

As a matter of policy, states should have easy access to assistance for repair or maintenance. This is the "fix-it-first" priority that Secretary Porcari mentions in his comment. It makes sense to expedite deployment of assistance for repairs since more than half of miles driven happen on pavement that isn't "good ride quality" and more than a quarter of bridges are structurally deficient or functionally obsolete. On the other hand, an eligibility test based on job creation, oil savings, and global warming pollution should be applied to investments in new capacity.

Let's get money out the door quickly, while ensuring smart, no-regrets investment of taxpayer dollars by tying reasonable strings to them.

Responded on December 8, 2008 10:56 AM

John D. Porcari, Secretary, Maryland Department of Transportation

    For an economic recovery plan to be effecitive, it must move quickly to first preserve the jobs that remain, and hopefully create more jobs.  This argues for two approaches: 1) Utilize existing federal programs and formulas, and; 2) focus on system preservation projects. 

     The existing federal programs and formulas are well known and understood (though not necessarily fair to  those of us that are "donor" states).  Getting projects out the door is the highest priority, and this is the fastest way to do it.  And focusing on system preservation-- "fix it first"-- is the right priority, and avoids a state versus local (or regional) fight.

     In Maryland, the project planning process begins with local priority lists.  We have a collabrative process in determining project priorities.  In the case of system preservation projects, these priorities are straightforward.  They are then approved through the Metropolitan Planning Organizations (MPOs), so they have already had extensive public input.

     The reality is that most, if not all, of the states have more system preservation projects today than are likely to be funded.  These investments in bridges, rail transit, highway rebuildng and bus replacement will preserve and create jobs not just in our states, but in regions where the materials, vehicles and  supplies are produced.

Responded on December 8, 2008 9:28 AM

Betty Knight, R-Mo., Presiding Commissioner of Platte County, Mo., and, President, National Association of Regional Councils

It is imperative that any economic recovery package contain regionally strategic infrastructure investments that maintain a strong focus on the priorities of local communities, act in partnership with regional planning organizations, and provide transparency in the process. The National Association of Regional Councils (NARC) released a report documenting at minimum $23 billion in transportation and wastewater infrastructure investment needed on the regional and local level as offered by Metropolitan Planning Organizations (MPOs), regional Councils of Governments (COGs) and Rural Planning Organizations (RPOs) in urban, suburban and rural America. If funded, these projects could immediately begin to create jobs, strengthen communities, stimulate local, regional and national economies and lay the foundation for long-term economic growth.

Our member regions, as studied by NARC, face severe underinvestment as needs outstrip our ability to fund critical infrastructure. Urban and rural America are sitting on billions of dollars of unfunded, dormant infrastructure projects. To date, the regional planning organization of which I am a policy Board Member, the Mid-America Regional Council (MARC), has identified nearly $400 million worth of ready-to-go, job generating infrastructure improvements that would address congestion, create more pedestrian-friendly communities, and lessen the impact of the recession. In my region, the Kansas City bi-state region straddling the Missouri and Kansas statelines, approximately 4,000 jobs have been lost since the mid-2008 and projections for job loss are currently between 11,000 and 30,000 depending on the length of the recession and create family-wage jobs.

Infrastructure dollars are best utilized on the regional level through consensus building and planning efforts of local governments working collaboratively across multiple jurisdictions to meet the needs of communities, business and local, regional and national economies.  Regional planning organizations are today’s “boots on the ground” planners and implementers of tomorrow’s regional infrastructure. They have identified thousands of priority "ready-to-go" regional projects that would address the most pressing community issues – safety, preservation, and maintenance – and maintain and generate jobs, but have been shelved due funding limitations. These projects have gone through rigorous decision-making processes by way of local elected involvement in their regional planning organizations, are part of fiscally constrained plans and represent a piece of the overall economic vision for the region.

If the federal government wishes to be part of a unified solution tomorrow, federal leadership must be at the table today. A good way to begin reversing this trend is through the passage of a comprehensive economic recovery package.

A strong federal partner, decisive federal leadership and federal investment are needed now to help make safe and secure infrastructure a reality. When the federal government commits a percentage of economic recovery dollars to local governments, action will be taken immediately, focusing on the needs of communities – urban and rural. NARC believes the most effective application of federal transportation infrastructure investment is through the current framework and mechanism guaranteeing that local and regional needs are addressed, the Surface Transportation Program (STP). This proven and successful mechanism must be preserved in any economic recovery legislation. Regional planning is essential to the construction of infrastructure to move people, goods and services across our surface transportation network, continually bolstering our economy, and the STP guarantees the flexibility of transportation funding will be given directly to our local officials and regions. Through STP, upwards of 30 percent of funding would be sent to the 50 states. The remaining 70 percent would go to cities, counties and regions – which accounts for 90 percent of the nation’s gross domestic product.

In the case of water and wastewater funding, NARC believes that the economic recovery package should examine issuing grant funding (not subject to a local match) to local governments and regional planning organizations through the Clean Water State Revolving Fund process.

By allocating money to local governments through established and proven processes, local governments will be able to permit contracts, work with public works departments and companies to retain employees and staff-up, and ensure people are put to work on projects communities need to be safe and prosper. The proof is in the job creation numbers – the U.S. Department of Transportation estimates that for every $1 billion invested in transportation by the federal government, 34,779 jobs are created; the National Utility Contractors Association estimates that for every $1 billion spent on water infrastructure 57,400 jobs are created; and, the National Resources Defense Councils estimates that a $100 billion initial investment in clean energy infrastructure will yield two million jobs over two years.

Significant infrastructure attention and funding at all levels of government is required to improve safety, the environment, interconnectivity and commerce and, as such, NARC supports the willingness of our Congressional leaders and the President-Elect to find real solutions to these challenges as a necessary step in defining a commitment to upgrading our infrastructure nationwide. NARC encourages opportunities fostering multi-jurisdictional, regional solutions through an economic recovery effort to improve the economy and forestall severe budget cutbacks and layoffs within local governments.

NARC looks forward to working with Congress, the new Administration and our association partners to determine the best short and long-term strategies to address the convergence of a softening economy, rising unemployment, forecasted population growth, and the clear need for substantial investments in the country’s infrastructure network. We welcome a continued dialogue and the building of partnerships across government to ensure that today’s opportunity becomes tomorrow’s success.

Responded on December 8, 2008 8:42 AM

Geoff Anderson, Co-chair of the Transportation for America Campaign, President and CEO of Smart Growth America

The next Congress and Administration are right to seek an economic recovery package — projected to exceed $300 billion — that includes infrastructure spending to create jobs and boost our economy. When it comes to transportation, however, infrastructure spending could do more harm than good if it goes primarily toward building bigger roads rather than the clean transportation network we need for a truly “green” recovery.

The key goals of this investment should be to preserve America’s existing highway and transit networks, while giving our growing nation more options for getting around, in turn allowing Americans to use less gasoline. If we spend this money the right way, we should get a three-for-one-return on our investment: A revitalized economy positioned for long-term health; less dependence on oil; and a reduction in climate-damaging emissions.

We can get there by investing $100 billion to repair and preserve highways, bridges and existing public transportation service; build modern rail and rapid bus lines and upgrading all forms of service in cities large and small; develop high-speed and other forms of inter-city rail; and make streets safe for walking and biking.

Such investment in clean, green transportation infrastructure has the potential to create more jobs than simply building more highways. A recent report by Reconnecting America identified 78 communities around the country with more than $240 billion worth of planned investment in light rail, commuter rail, subway and rapid bus projects. If all were to be funded, this could support as many as 6.7 million jobs. In these tough economic times, with AT&T cutting 12,000 workers, DuPont laying off 2,500 employees, and United Airlines eliminating nearly 1,200 jobs immediately after the holidays, saving jobs and creating new ones is more important than ever.

Soaring gas prices over the summer made our vulnerability clear. As Americans across the country sought better and lower-cost options to get to or find work, shop, ship goods and otherwise get around, we found limited to no public transportation, underfinanced transit systems, and crumbling sidewalks, among other problems.

The recovery package expected in early 2009 should be seen as a down-payment on a new, 21st Century federal transportation mission to complete the second half of America’s transportation network, which began with the national highway system. Federal resources and attention must not only go to fixing our crumbling bridges and highways but also to increasing support for the cleanest forms of transportation — public transit, high speed rail, walking and biking — and ultimately helping Americans compete and thrive.

In a letter to the Transportation for America Campaign in October 2008, President-elect Barack Obama stated, “Now is the time to invest in our future and strengthen our core infrastructure … Everyone benefits if we can leave our cars, walk, bicycle and access other transportation alternatives.”

We couldn’t agree more.

Transit agencies helped by auto bailout

AP

December 10, 2008

By JIM ABRAMS

WASHINGTON — The $14 billion measure to keep U.S. automakers in business also has a provision to keep the nation's rail and bus systems on track.

The legislation would provide federal guarantees for complex financial transactions between major transit agencies and investors. Many of these deals are in danger of default owing to the credit crisis, exposing transit agencies to billions of dollars in payments at a time when they are trying to cope with growing riderships.

Transit agencies and their allies in Congress have warned that rail and bus systems could be crippled without the federal backup. But the provision met with sharp criticism from several key lawmakers.

"This provision aimed at protecting transit agencies really just helps the banks that entered into these sham transactions in their attempts to avoid taxes," said Senate Finance Committee Chairman Max Baucus, D-Mont.

Baucus told reporters Wednesday that he would oppose the auto bailout bill if the transit provision stayed in it.

That panel's leading Republican, Sen. Charles Grassley of Iowa., said that after fighting to eliminate the tax schemes, "allowing parties to these transactions to reap these benefits without taxpayer dollars would be a perverse result."

The transactions, called sale-in/lease out (SILO) and lease-in/lease out (LILO), involve the practice of transit agencies selling rail cars and other equipment to banks and then leasing them back at a discount. The transit agencies get large infusions of capital for investment while the banks could write off taxes on the depreciating property.

After the Internal Revenue Service also went after banks to recoup deductions taken under the deals, the banks sued transit agencies to cover some of their losses. They were able to do so because the insurers of the deals, in many cases American International Group (AIG), failed, leaving the transit agencies technically in default of their agreements.

Under the provision in the auto bill, the federal government would step in and guarantee the transit agencies' obligation. Baucus argues that would put taxpayers on the hook.

"These banks entered into three-card-monty transactions with transit agencies, and they wanted to take tax deductions on these transit properties that they didn't really own," Baucus said. "Paying the banks off with federal dollars is not the right way to respond."

Transit officials argue that the guarantee is a technicality, because most of the transactions are secured by ultra-safe Treasury notes.

Events
Transit Working Group

Meetings to consider Austin-Manor-Elgin and Urban Rail proposals, 9am at City Hall.

Dates: December 8, December 15, January 5, January 12, and January 26

CHARGE: The charge for the CAMPO Transit Working Group is to analyze and evaluate the potential for rail in Central Texas, and the optimal role for rail as part of a comprehensive regional transportation plan that also includes new roads, toll roads, rapid buses, traditional bus service, and other modes of transportation.

The working group should consider and expand on CAMPO's past and ongoing programs, processes and commitments, including those adopted by the Transportation Policy Board in October 2007 as part of the Transportation Improvement Plan, to build out transportation corridors, reduce vehicle miles traveled, utilize land-use tools, and achieve other public benefits and dividends.

It also should coordinate with City of Austin staff, CAMPO, Capital Metro, appropriate Central Texas counties or cities, the University of Texas, the State of Texas, the Austin/San Antonio Corridor Council, and the CTRMA to identify options for routes, modes, financing mechanisms, and operating strategies. Financing options must be considered and evaluated. The Working Group, at its discretion, may choose to recommend specific routes and modal alternatives.

Texas Transportation Forum planned in January

Monday through Wednesday, Jan. 5-7, 2009

The Fourth Annual Texas Transportation Forum, featuring high-profile speakers - former U.S. House Majority Leader Dick Gephardt and former Federal Aviation Administration Administrator and Federal Highway Administration Deputy Administrator Jane Garvey - and a keynote address by Gov. Rick Perry. The forum will be at the Hilton Hotel in Austin. The forum brings together both past and future transportation leaders and will feature sessions on Texas' future transportation needs, an overview of state and federal transportation policy and information on state initiatives, regional partnerships and federal initiatives. Lt. Gov. David Dewhurst will speak about transportation issues for the upcoming legislative session. To view the program: http://www.dot.state.tx.us/ttf/Program.htm
German Marshall Fund Conference on Public Transit in the Austin-San Antonio Region

Feb 18 – 20

GMF will bring international experts to the region.  Wednesday, Feb 18th:  San Antonio discussing regional planning and public involvement; land use and transportation; and economic development.  Thursday, Feb 19th: San Marcus discussing coordinated passenger and freight rail traffic; impacts of rail on small towns; and transportation and environmental impacts.  Friday, Feb 20th: Austin discussing capital financing for rail; governance structure for intra and inter-city transit; and funding operations.

Partners: GMF, Alliance for Public Transportation, Austin San Antonio Corridor Council, and Bexar County.

Sustainable Communities Training Conference

March 9-11, 2009 | Sheraton Dallas Hotel | Dallas, Texas

Connecting Municipal Government, Local Organizations and Related Public Entities with 

Cost-effective, Environmentally Sustainable Solutions and Partnerships

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) Sustainable Skylines Initiative (SSI), in partnership with the Texas Aggregates & Concrete Association (TACA), the North Central Texas Council of Governments (NCTCOG) and the City of Dallas, is presenting the Sustainable Communities Training Conference to be held on March 9 - 11, 2009 in Dallas, Texas.  This exciting and informative meeting will address the issues and discuss the challenges of urban/suburban sustainability planning and management in America. 

This three-day conference will intertwine five tracks through several workshop sessions:

I.
Green Buildings & Construction;

II. 
Advancing the Choice: Transportation Planning & Clean (low-emitting) Vehicle Programs;

III.
Sustainable Livability: Exploring potentials for Recycling & Sustainable Solid Waste Management practices, EPA’s Brownfield & Ready for Reuse Programs (property revitalization), Strategies for Stationary Sources;

IV.
 Energy Efficiency/Renewable Energy & “Clean” Technology Developments;

V.
Sustainable Surfaces: Urban Heat Island & Stormwater Mitigation Strategies, Urban Tree Planting & Strategic Shading, Green & Reflective Roofs, Urban Parks & Green Space;

…and culminate with a half-day training session where you will meet with potential Federal Agency, NGO and Private Sector partners from around the country.  

For a preliminary agenda, visit:  www.epa.gov/sustainableskylines
For conference registration visit www.cleanairinfo.com/sustainableskylines
Organizations Working on State Legislation

Alliance for Public Transportation

Non-profits, businesses, governments, and educational institutions with a common interest in promoting public transportation that improves our regional quality of life, economic development, affordability and the environment. http://www.AllianceforPublicTransportation.org
Transportation Coalition of Central Texas

Katie Ferrier, Director of Public Policy, kferrier@recaonline.com
North Central Texas Council of Governments

http://www.nctcog.org/trans/legislative/
San Antonio Mobility Coalition 

http://www.samcoinc.org/legislation.html
Texas Rail Relocation and Improvement Association

http://www.railrelo.org
Capital Metro

Contact Tina Bui, Tina.Bui@capmetro.org
The CAMPO Peer Review of Cap Metro informs the legislative agenda, see Recommendations.

Organizations Working on Federal Reauthorization
Transportation for America 

A coalition of national, state and local partners campaigning for the following agenda.

Build for America calls for investment in public transit, high-speed and intercity rail, neighborhoods that are less car-dependent, more walkable and more affordable, and restoring the thousands of roads and bridges in failing condition across the United States. Specifically, Transportation for America and its supporters are asking the next President and Congress to work together to:

1. BUILD TO COMPETE with China and Europe, by modernizing and expanding our rail and transit networks to reduce oil dependence, connect the metro regions that are the engines of the modern economy.

2. INVEST FOR A CLEAN, GREEN RECOVERY through cleaner vehicles and new fuels as well as the cleanest forms of transportation – modern public transit, walking and biking – and for energy-efficient, sustainable development.

3. FIX WHAT’S BROKEN before building new roads and restore our crumbling highways, bridges and transit systems.

4. STOP WASTEFUL SPENDING and re-evaluate projects currently in the pipeline to eliminate those with little economic return that could deepen our oil dependence.

5. SAVE AMERICANS MONEY. Provide more travel and housing options that are affordable and efficient, while helping people to avoid high gas costs and traffic congestion. Save taxpayer dollars by asking the private developers who reap real estate rewards from new rail stations and transit lines to contribute toward that service.

Metropolitan Mobility Caucus
Congresswoman Ellen Tauscher (D-CA) & Congressman Tom Petri (R-WI) are forming the Metropolitan Mobility Caucus. This caucus will  focus on federal transportation policy. As Congress continues to examine the structure of the next highway bill, this caucus will advocate for stronger partnerships between federal, state, and local transportation officials; greater use of public transportation, including intercity passenger rail; regional mobility goals; and performance standards. As of today, the following members have joined the caucus: Rep. Ellen Tauscher (D-CA), Rep. Earl Blumenauer (D-OR), Rep. Brad Carson (D-IN), Rep. Bob Filner (D-CA), Rep.Eleanor Holmes Norton (D-DC), Rep. Robert Wexler (D-FL), Rep. Doris Matsui (D-CA), Castle (R-DE), Rep. Howard Coble (R-NC), Rep. Virgil Goode (R-VA), Rep. Thomas Petri (R-WI).

Association of Metropolitan Planning Organizations’ Reauthorization Policy
AMPO believes that the federal surface transportation authorization should continue a strong federal role in transportation, and that the federal role should be refocused on four key performance priorities that together ensure that the United States can compete effectively and thrive in the global economy.  These four federal priorities are: 

1. Improving International and Interstate Commerce; 

2. Improving mobility and reducing congestion in the nation’s metropolitan areas with a stronger and more significant role for the nation’s metropolitan regions in delivering stronger and more significant role for the nation’s metropolitan regions in delivering transportation programs; 

3. Achieving energy independence by 2050; and, Achieving energy independence by 2050; and, 

4. Rebuilding America’s transportation infrastructure.

AASHTO - State Transportation Officials Set Course for Federal Program Reform
State transportation officials this week called for major reforms, accountability, and increased federal funding for the nation's transportation programs as Congress considers authorization legislation in the coming year.

"This is not business as usual," said AASHTO President Allen Biehler, Secretary of the Pennsylvania Department of Transportation. "The American public has every right to see what they will get for increased transportation investment. We have to be accountable and we have to move to a performance-based program focused on national goals. That's where state transportation leaders want to go."

The comprehensive multi-modal package of recommendations urges that the federal program go "back to basics" by focusing on areas of national interest – preservation and renewal, interstate commerce, safety, congestion, system reliability, and enhanced environment and quality of life.

Increased federal funding would be coupled with national performance standards established to achieve the national goals. States would self-define targets that would deliver accountability for the investment of federal funds.

Among the goals called for in AASHTO's new transportation agenda are:

· Increasing funding for congestion relief projects and metro areas;

· Improving highway connections and transit access for rural America;

· Doubling transit ridership to 20 billion by 2030, and 50 billion by 2050;

· Trimming 6-12 months from project delivery time by expanding state environmental responsibilities and integrating planning;

· Dedicating federal funding for a fast and reliable intercity passenger rail network;

· Reducing highway traffic fatalities by half in two decades; and

· Moving as swiftly as practical from current funding methods to a distance-based user fee. 

$545 Billion Six-Year Multi-modal Program Needed

Emphasizing the need to employ every kind of transportation to meet future demands, AASHTO calls for an overall $545 billion investment from 2010 through 2015 for highways, transit, freight movement, and intercity passenger rail. Included are the following:

· $375 billion for highways,

· $93 billion for transit,

· $42 billion for freight improvements (from sources outside the Highway Trust Fund), and

· $35 billion dedicated funding for intercity passenger rail. 

The proposal identifies a number of possible funding options for consideration by Congress and calls for maximum flexibility for state and local governments in the way the funds are used.

The policy positions approved by the AASHTO Board of Directors are available online at http://www.transportation.org/?siteid=98.ORG
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