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Promote public transportation that improves our regional quality of life, economic development, affordability, and the environment.
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Central Texans must take the long view of local transit

Austin American Statesman

Monday, December 01, 2008

Sarah Eckhardt, TRAVIS COUNTY COMMISSIONER

'What the heck is a 'multimodal transportation system'?" It's a system that includes a coordinated mix of roads, rail, bus, bike and pedestrian infrastructure moving people and goods through and within a region. We need one of them multimodal jobbies for many reasons.

First, everybody from former national security advisers to hockey moms from Alaska have been scaring the daylights out of us with the fact that we are dependent on oil produced by people who don't like us very much. Now combine that with the inconvenient truth about our copious energy consumption threatening our planetary ecosystem.

If scary geopolitical and environmental facts don't do it for you, let's try state demographics. People in Texas are condensing around urban metropolitan areas. The Texas State Demographer has a lovely set of maps illustrating the undeniable march of Texans out of the rural east and west and into a corridor stretching from north of Dallas to Laredo. We in Central Texas are at the 50-yard line of that corridor.

If state demographics aren't your bag, let's try your wallet. We can't afford the roads necessary to support our habit of suburban single-occupant car commuting. The major highways in our 30-year transportation plan are so expensive that we plan to toll them to the max and take out 40-year loans backed by those expected tolls to pay for construction. Construction will cost us, our children and our children's children billions of dollars. According to the 2007 estimates, just seven miles of U.S. 290 East will cost at least $623 million. Seven miles of U.S. 183 South will cost at least $490 million. One two-mile interchange at "the Y" in Oak Hill will cost at least $500 million.

In contrast, 32 miles of Capital Metro's Red Line from Leander to Austin is expected to cost less than $200 million for the initial build and the proposed Phase 2 expansion. Twenty-eight miles of Capital Metro's proposed Green Line, stretching from Austin through Manor to Elgin, is expected to cost less than $200 million. The City of Austin is proposing an urban rail network to connect downtown to the University of Texas, the Mueller redevelopment, the Long Center, the Seaholm redevelopment and the airport for less than it will cost to do the proposed toll projects along U.S. 183 South and Texas 71 East. Rapid bus, high occupant vehicle incentives, grade-separated bike lanes, sidewalks and crosswalks are even cheaper. Roads will play a vital role in the multimodal system we need, but we must integrate these other modes into our system of roads now, not later.

The major metropolitan areas of Texas are begging for this kind of regional multimodal system. The Legislature responded by creating entities like the Central Texas Regional Mobility Authority to develop multimodal systems including toll roads, rail, rapid bus and HOV lanes. But the mobility authority has confined itself to a "unimodal" system consisting exclusively of toll roads. The CTRMA system, which began with the tolled lanes of U.S. 183A, is pursuing inclusion of tolled lanes on U.S. 290 East and intends to include tolled lanes on U.S. 183 South, Texas 71 East, U.S. 290 West/Texas 71 West and Texas 45. The CTRMA system will cost billions of dollars, include nothing but rubber tire infrastructure and support sprawl development as far as your tank will take you.

We must not allow all of our capacity for transportation financing to go to toll roads. A system made up exclusively of toll roads has and will continue to choke out all other modes of transportation. Instead, combine the fortunes of toll roads, rail, rapid bus and HOV incentives. Demand the inclusion of rail, rapid bus, HOV incentives and other methods of reducing vehicle miles traveled in every major road project. Do it for your wallet, your state, your nation and your planet.

TWG Considers Green Line

Austin Chronicle

DECEMBER 5, 2008

BY KATHERINE GREGOR

The Transit Working Group reconvened Dec. 1 to begin evaluating a Capital Metro proposal for Green Line rail transit service along the congested Austin-Manor-Elgin corridor. Members of the Capital Area Metro­pol­itan Planning Organization requested additional information on projected ridership, total costs, land-use changes, and other options and assumptions; Cap Metro and CAMPO staff promised to provide the requested data at the next sessions, scheduled for Dec. 8 and 15.

Air quality was the most compelling rationale presented for pursuing rail transit instead of express bus lines or additional highway lanes. Central Texas is currently within 1 part per million of violating federal standards, said CAMPO Executive Director Joe Cantalupo; the region thus is likely to hit federal "nonattainment" status for air quality next year. The next ozone season, which begins April 1, will probably determine our status. If the region comes under federal restrictions, rail transit might be the only project allowed because it lowers polluting emissions, unlike additional road capacity. The other strong rationale presented for passenger rail was its positive track record for creating compact, energy-efficient growth patterns.

A CAMPO staff review found that the proposal met criteria outlined in the Transit Working Group's Transportation Invest­ment Decision Tree, Cantalupo reported. Staff also recommended adding the project to the CAMPO 2035 long-range regional transportation plan now under development, as required for federal action or funding. Asked by Transit Working Group Chair Will Wynn which should come first – incorporation into the 2035 plan, to be finalized June 2009, or voter approval – Cantalupo replied, "It would be your choice." He noted that voters might "want the confidence that this would be in the plan before an election." If so, that could push back a voter referendum from May to November 2009.

Right now, the Transit Working Group is vetting whether projects are desired; in a second phase, it will review financing plans, or what Wynn called the "painful process" of a "how will we pay for it" analysis. After sending a Green Line recommendation to the CAMPO board, the Transit Working Group will consider a second submittal from the city of Austin for an urban circulator "streetcar" project. Look for those deliberations at meetings set for Jan. 5, 12, and 26.

Rider-powered customer service for transit

Trillium Solutions Blog

December 2, 2008

Less than a year ago, I saw a presentation on GetSatisfaction.com, a site that hosts user-powered customer service forums.  To me, the site offers an inspiring, slightly provocative, and savvy approach to customer interaction.

You can browse some of their (beautiful and interesting) slide decks online.  One presentation is Customer Service is the New Marketing.  The other is Be Like the Internet - 8 steps to success in a post 2.0 world. It’s not a presentation, but I also recommend checking out their very charming Company-Customer Pact.

One of their points is that customers have so many venues to vent, rant, and communicate in the networked world that their voices are going to be heard and trumpeted all over the internet regardless of whether a company sets up a forum at GetSatisfaction.com.  Wouldn’t you rather this happen in a forum where customers feel like they are heard, where the campany cares, and where people remind each other they are dealing with human beings?

They boil this idea down to a few suggestions:

1. Reduce your sphere of control to increase your sphere of influence

2. The way for a business to thrive in the networked world is to adapt to the network (get used to it being out of your control)

3. Most of what matters to your business is happening outside your business

Another way to think about this is that when people search for your transit service, they won’t necessarily just find your official homepage.  They’ll find everything that anyone has said about you anywhere on the internet.  Your new homepage is Google.

Here are some of their mantras for “how to be like the internet:”

1. Adapt to chaos

2. From fear to confidence

3. From ownership to stewardship

4. From walls to openness

5. Create ecosystems around your business

I suggested to Humboldt Transit Authority that they should check out GetSatisfaction.com, and they agreed to give it a try.  Some larger transit agencies have confessed to me that the idea of giving up so much control scares them, but I think HTA, as a smaller nimble agency, was willing and in a position to take a small risk and experiment (this willingness to try new things has paid dividends for them more than once: as the most rural agency on Google Transit at the time of their Google Transit launch, they have enjoyed an explosion of new ridership and public support as a partial result).  I would say the GetSatisfaction.com has also been a success.  Here are a few outcomes:

1. Folks who ask for more transit service have been successfully mobilized to help make the case for better transit funding.  Other riders and citizens can (and want to) facilitate this discussion.  It happens organically, from the grassroots, without the agency crossing that line from education to lobbying.  In this particular case, the person who posted to GetSatisfaction.com asking for more transit service ended up writing a newspaper column calling for more transit funding.

2. I’ve had open discussions directly with riders about how to improve online transit information.

3. Riders can ask questions about related transit services not operated by HTA and have their questions answered.  Then, since the answer is public, it doesn’t need to be asked a second time.

4. Riders have helped each other by answering each others’ most basic questions about how to use schedules and transit service.

5. Yes, we’ve seen a few rants from some unhappy riders who want to complain.  These posts are hard to respond to.  That was bound to happen but it is encouraging that these complaints were made only once — someone got it off their chest, and none of the complaint threads snowballed with other people adding their rants.  The forum has stayed relatively free of this kind of toxicity.

I’m encouraged and inspired by both the theory behind GetSatisfaction.com and seeing it play out in practice.  It would be great to see how it would work for a bigger agency with more tech-savvy riders.

Sustainable Development

FW Star Telegram

Sun, Dec. 07, 2008

EDITORIAL

The 16-county North Central Texas area has more than 6.5 million residents, more than at least 36 states.

Most of the population is in the Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington metropolitan area, now the fourth-largest in the country. It ranks behind only the New York City, Chicago and Los Angeles metro areas.

We’ve still got much more growing to do, regional and state demographers forecast.

The North Central Texas Council of Governments predicts that by 2030 the population of the 16-county area will be 9.49 million, or nearly 3 million more people than today. By 2050, the population could mushroom to 12 million, or nearly double today.

Population impact

That raises serious questions:

Will the future population growth bedevil us with far worse traffic congestion than the gridlock that collectively cost area motorists more than 1 million precious hours per day last year?

Will air pollution increase in a region that already is in violation of federal air quality standards for ground-level ozone, which in high concentrations can spawn asthma attacks, hinder lung development in children and aggravate respiratory ailments such as bronchitis?

The answer to both questions: Could be, but not necessarily.

Needed measures

We can do a lot to curb the harm that population growth does to traffic and air quality. The region can focus on intelligent, sustainable development that reduces the number of miles we drive in single-occupant vehicles and greatly expand mass transit (including commuter and light rail). Construction of "green buildings" that use less energy and pollute less will help, along with expanding renewable energy such as wind and solar power. We must accelerate energy conservation on a variety of fronts and look for ways to benefit from hoped-for technological advancements such as widely affordable electric cars.

We’ll also have to keep doing some things we’ve long done to accommodate population growth, such as building new roads and expanding existing ones.

It won’t be easy, or cheap, to thwart the impact of population growth.

For example, a regional Mobility 2030 plan estimates that there will be a 37 percent increase in traffic congestion even if $70.9 billion in improvements to highway, rail, bike, pedestrian and other transportation systems are made.

Water demand is also expected to more than double from 2000 to 2050. Both expanded water conservation programs and new water supplies will likely be needed.

Leadership and vision

If we’re going to have sustainable development — making the moves necessary to sustain our quality of life as the region’s population mushrooms — we must have a strong vision, effective leadership and escalated efforts to educate the public about the relevant issues.

An organization called Vision North Texas is providing such leadership. It has been holding workshops in recent years with area leaders and planners to discuss the region’s future development.

About 300 people are expected to attend a Vision North Texas regional summit Tuesday to discuss the formulation of North Texas 2050, a long-range plan that will outline strategies for ensuring successful sustainable development. The plan is to be adopted by the end of 2009.

Charter sponsors of Vision North Texas are the North Central Texas Council of Governments, which has become a leading regional think tank; the University of Texas at Arlington; and the North Texas District Council of the Urban Land Institute.

Vision North Texas is led by a management team chaired by Fort Worth Assistant City Manager Fernando Costa, a prominent city planner who has been a leader in sustainable development efforts.

Ongoing effort

Efforts to ensure sustainable development will be ongoing for decades. North Central Texas residents can individually help out — beginning now — by making changes in their everyday lives, such as taking mass transit where available, driving more fuel-efficient cars, conserving more energy at home and supporting measures by elected officials that encourage sustainable, mixed-use development that allows people to live closer to work and drive less.

Collectively, we can accomplish a lot through our own personal initiatives, thus reducing somewhat the need for sweeping measures by government.

Lawmakers: Rail North Texas a long shot at best

Fort Worth Star Telegram

Thu, Dec. 04, 2008

By GORDON DICKSON

FORT WORTH — State representatives from the western side of the Metroplex lined up Wednesday in support of Rail North Texas — a proposal to create new taxes, with voter approval, and build a regionwide web of commuter trains.

But the lawmakers warned elected leaders from Tarrant, Johnson and Denton counties that their chance of success in the legislative session that begins in January is a long shot at best. Attempts to win approval for commuter rail failed in 2005 and 2007.

"I will believe it when I see it," a pessimistic state Rep. Todd Smith, R-Euless, told the Tarrant Regional Transportation Coalition during a breakfast meeting in Fort Worth.

The plan is to build more than 215 miles of rail lines, giving travelers an alternative to driving and potentially staving off massive congestion as the North Texas population increases from about 5 million residents today to a projected 9 million by 2030.

But it will be a harder sell than the education reform plan that dominated sessions several years ago, because of the potential tax increases involved, Smith said.

"I think you’ll be getting a lot of assurances from people that they’re supporting your agenda, and in the end you’ll come home with nothing," Smith said. "I hope I’m wrong. I support it."

Third time a charm?

To avoid asking lawmakers to raise the sales tax cap above the 8.25-cent limit — the fatal flaw in both previous attempts in the Legislature — Dallas-Fort Worth transportation leaders have crafted a new approach. This time, they’ll go to Austin asking to create a transportation district covering up to 12 counties, including Tarrant.

Officials in each county within the district would prioritize rail and road plans, then ask voters in a referendum to raise one or more taxes on a menu approved by the Legislature.

The menu could include:

· Vehicle registration fees up to $150 per year.

· Gas taxes up to 10 cents per gallon.

· Mileage fees up to 1 cent per vehicle mile driven.

· Property taxes up to 5 cents per $100 of valuation.

· Driver’s license fees up to $50 per renewal.

· New resident impact fees on vehicle registration up to $250.

Area employers such as American Airlines, J.C. Penney and Texas Instruments have been included in the Rail North Texas planning process and have indicated that they won’t oppose it.

Last month, officials from Dallas Area Rapid Transit and the Denton County Transportation Authority came out against Rail North Texas, saying they feared that it could lead to the creation of a competing transit agency. However, those agencies and the Fort Worth Transportation Authority have been working on a compromise that will be presented next week to the Regional Transportation Council, officials said.

The most important thing is that North Texas transportation agencies make their pitch to state government with a unified voice, said state Rep. Vicki Truitt, R-Keller.

"It’s time to put the interests of the public ahead of self-interest," she said.

The meeting Wednesday was an informal, hour long discussion among county and city officials and four lawmakers: Smith, Truitt, and Reps. Rob Orr, R-Burleson, and Diane Patrick, R-Arlington.

Fort Worth Mayor Mike Moncrief said the Rail North Texas plan "is the most important transit initiative in the history of North Texas." He and leaders from across the Metroplex have pledged to mount a full-fledged statewide lobbying effort.

"If we do not succeed in this go ’round, it’s going to be a long time before the opportunity presents itself again, and by then we will be gridlocked," Moncrief said.

Transportation will likely be a dominant issue during the session, with lawmakers prepared to reorganize the Texas Transportation Department, Patrick said.

Sentiment is also growing for transportation funding to be overhauled, including possibly indexing the state gas tax to increase gradually with the cost of living. Lawmakers also want to stop diverting gas taxes to nontransportation expenses, Patrick said.

Truitt said she is optimistic that Rail North Texas can be passed. But it will be a complicated process, as House officials grapple with their own internal leadership and committee assignments. There will also be debate about whether to write the Rail North Texas bill so that other metropolitan areas can use the same taxes or keep it a local initiative.

Statewide Coalition Kicks Off Effort to Put Texas Transportation on Track

MarketWatch – The Wall Street Journa;

Dec 04, 2008 

PRESS RELEASE

The Texas Rail Relocation and Improvement Association, a coalition of transportation advocates, on Dec. 4 kicked off its Rail Relo Now! campaign, aimed at obtaining funds for improvement of the state's transportation system by relocating freight rail lines out of densely populated urban areas throughout Texas.

During the Texas Legislature's 2009 session, which starts in January, the coalition will recommend various options for funding that would enable relocation and improvement of freight rail lines around the state. The funding would create a revenue stream that could leverage billions of dollars in bonding authority to improve transportation safety, ease traffic congestion at hundreds of railroad crossings around the state, increase the capacity of the state's freight rail network and shift more of the state's ever-growing truck freight load to improved rail lines.

Texas voters already have passed a constitutional amendment establishing the Rail Relocation and Improvement Fund to finance relocation and improvement projects. However, even though the amendment was approved in 2005, state lawmakers have not yet dedicated any dollars for the fund.

"The Texas Rail Relocation and Improvement Association believes that rail must be a key component of the overall solution to the state's transportation challenges. Our state cannot simply build more and more roads without rail being incorporated into transportation plans across the state," Bexar County Judge Nelson Wolff, co-chairman of the Texas Rail Relocation and Improvement Association, said. "A safe and efficient transportation system is vital for the economic progress of Texas."

Other co-chairmen of the association are former Harris County Judge Robert Eckels and Fort Worth City Councilman Jungus Jordan.

Rail relocation efforts that could be financed with money from the Rail Relocation and Improvement Fund may include projects in Austin, Brownsville, Bryan-College Station, Dallas-Fort Worth, El Paso, Houston, South Texas and San Antonio.

Among the statewide public and private supporters of rail relocation and improvement are the City of Austin, Bexar County, the Borderland Mobility Coalition, the City of College Station, Comal County, Denton County, the East Texas Corridor Council, Ector County, the City of El Paso, the City of Georgetown, Harris County, Harrison County, Hays County, Montgomery County, the City of Nacogdoches, the Real Estate Council of Austin, the City of San Marcos, Travis County, the City of Victoria and Williamson County.

Benefits of rail relocation include:

· Less highway congestion. Relocating freight rail lines would allow passenger trains to take over the old tracks, thereby removing cars from already crowded roads and reducing air pollution. At last count, motorists in the Dallas-Fort Worth area waste 58 hours in traffic each year, with Houston at 56 hours, Austin at 49, San Antonio at 39 and El Paso at 24. Furthermore, an updated freight rail system would mean more shipments by rail and fewer big rigs carrying cargo on our highways.

· More economic opportunities. By relocating rail lines away from densely populated areas, freight-including $900 billion a year in NAFTA-related g oods-could move more quickly, efficiently and safely, giving Texas an even bigger edge in national and international trade. Federal studies show freight rail is five times more fuel-efficient and pollutes one-third less than comparable goods moving by truck.

· Fewer accidents at railroad crossings. According to the Federal Railroad Administration, 295 accidents occurred at railroad crossings across Texas in 2007, resulting in 34 deaths and 140 injuries. Texas ranks first in the nation for injuries caused by train accidents. Moving freight rail lines away from heavily congested urban areas would help lower these numbers.

· Reduced maintenance costs. Diverting freight traffic from roads to rails would cut maintenance expenses for highways across the state, and would free that money for other critical transportation needs.

· Greater opportunities for passenger rail. A 2004 report by the Victoria Transport Policy Institute found that U.S. cities with large, well-established rail systems benefit economically. The report indicated that in Texas, every $1 million spent on a passenger rail system resulted in an estimated $2 million regional economic impact.

"Our current rail system threatens to derail the Texas economy," Bruce Todd, executive director of the Texas Rail Relocation and Improvement Association, said. Todd is former mayor of Austin and a former Travis County commissioner. "Clogged or insufficient freight rail lines are preventing rail carriers from efficiently shipping goods. We need to put the brakes on the potential for lost business opportunities due to our inadequate freight rail system."

For more information, visit http://www.railrelo.org.

Texas has transportation projects ready to roll with stimulus funds

The Dallas Morning News

Tuesday, December 9, 2008

By MICHAEL A. LINDENBERGER

If the federal government wants to spend hundreds of billions of dollars on transportation and other infrastructure projects to resuscitate America's economy, Texas is ready to oblige.

Officials in Austin and North Texas have prepared lists of hundreds of transportation projects that could be under construction within months, if only Congress would send a big check.

"If they are going to hand out this kind of money, we are sure not going to walk away from it," said Texas Transportation Commission member Ted Houghton of El Paso. "Not if 49 other states are lining up for the money. ... Whether it's the right thing to do, that is an entirely different question."

But even as officials at every level have begun compiling wish lists for what California Sen. Barbara Boxer said Monday could be a $1 trillion spending program, few details of the stimulus effort have emerged other than its eye-popping price tag and a consensus that it should be spent quickly.

And with key details still in flux, some critics worry that the once-in-a-lifetime spending plan will be wasted if it is spent only on ready-to-go projects. Most of the projects on the lists submitted by Texas are small ones, ranging from paving jobs to overpass repairs and highway widening.

Missing, for the most part, are long-range projects that experts say would do far more to solve Texas' and America's transportation problems, such as big urban transit expansions, comprehensive passenger rail service that could extend beyond the Northeast, or costly relief for backed-up freight corridors that have clogged highways in states like Texas.

"We're playing the cards that are being dealt us," said Coby Chase, top governmental affairs official at TxDOT. "This may or may not be the highest and best use of these transportation dollars, but at this time, that's not the point of the money. The package is aimed at stimulating the economy."

U.S. Transportation Secretary Mary Peters, in an interview last week, said spending money on transportation makes sense, but she said doing so as part of a quick-acting stimulus package could backfire.

"The kinds of projects that are ready to go aren't the ones that have the most strategic value," she said. "And while even those quick projects will create some jobs, the impact may be less than some expect. They won't bring the kind of long-term return more strategic spending would have."

Details sketchy

While Ms. Boxer said many details will probably remain secret until President-elect Barack Obama addresses the stimulus plan again, most likely just before or during his inaugural address, some rough outlines of the legislation have emerged.

For starters, Ms. Boxer, chairwoman of the Senate Public Works Committee, said the total spending will probably be between $500 billion and $1 trillion. States will be required to spend the money quickly and on a lot more than just transportation projects.

In an interview last week, a spokesman for U.S. Rep. James Oberstar of Minnesota, Ms. Boxer's House counterpart, said the stimulus package could also include money for food stamps or other aid to the poor. Ms. Boxer said Monday that she'll insist on focusing some of the funds on energy infrastructure, and Mr. Obama singled out over the weekend a commitment to create so-called green jobs.

"As far as how exactly this is going to work, I can't give you any insight into that right now," Ms. Boxer said. "But I do believe the money will flow to the states, which already have lists of projects ready to go. That's how we have done it in the past."

How much each state will get isn't certain yet. Ms. Boxer, for instance, wants states whose economies are in the worst shape to get more. With its comparatively strong economy, Texas would get less. But the legislation will start in the House, and Mr. Oberstar's aide said last week that the plan will begin with the assumption that the money will be divided by the same formula that Congress usually uses for transportation funds. If so, Texas would get about $7.9 billion for every $100 billion in the overall transportation spending component.

Spending wisely

Texas Transportation Commission member Bill Meadows of Fort Worth said $8 billion could go a long way toward helping Texas meet significant infrastructure needs.

"The nation needs the money badly," he said. "But this is one of those times when it would be a terrible mistake to be reactionary and just throw a bunch of projects on a piece of paper and fire them up to Washington. That's not the best thing for Texas or for America."

Instead, he said, state transportation officials need to reach out to transit leaders in Texas' biggest cities and see what projects they need that ordinarily don't qualify for TxDOT funding. "What we need to do is prepare a thoughtful list of projects for funding that is based on criteria that are themselves thoughtful."

Texas is barred by its constitution from using gas taxes for transit, and federal funds for those projects usually require a 50 percent local match. The stimulus money, on the other hand, will have no such restrictions and require no match. That could make investing in DART or The T wise, he said, even if those projects would take longer than the 90 days to get started.

Experts who have been calling for big investments in transportation for years agree.

David Goldberg of the Transformation for America advocacy group in Washington said Monday that states should fix broken assets first, then think big about how to spend whatever funds are left over.

"Eighty percent of America lives in metro areas, and all of them have some real serious traffic issues," he said. "Building new roads alone just gives the illusion that you are doing something about the worsening traffic."

Mayor touts plan for $7M pedestrian bridge with a twist

Houston Chronicle 

Dec. 4, 2008

By BRADLEY OLSON
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It may look like a bridge that can go nowhere, but the walkway set to be built across Buffalo Bayou next year could become a Houston landmark, city officials insist.

Mayor Bill White on Wednesday unveiled plans for the "Tolerance Bridge," a $7 million project built with public and private funds that will connect pedestrian and bike trails along Allen Parkway with those on Memorial Drive near Montrose Boulevard.

The bridge design features a visual sleight of hand: a twisted archway at its center that from afar, project officials told City Council members, will make it appear impossible to cross. However, when pedestrians or bikers are closer, they will see the bridge is easily passable. From one vantage point, the "twisted arc" will frame the Houston skyline.

"What we found with Discovery Green is that when we invest in these high-quality public places, that it improves the property values and the living environment and quality of life all around there," White said. "So, I think great art is part of a real city."

The $4.4 million in public funds that will be directed toward the bridge and trails will come from the Memorial Heights Tax Reinvestment Zone, a board that supervises growth and infrastructure improvements with a portion of city tax collections in that area.

An additional $2.5 million will come from private fundraising and will pay for the archway, which was selected through an international artistic competition that received 54 proposals.

New development

The intersection near where the bridge will be built is surrounded by apartment complexes that have spurred new development, including a nearby Islamic community center funded by the Aga Khan Foundation that some civic leaders expect to be an architectural wonder.

A few joggers and bikers Wednesday said they believed the design of the bridge looked strange and unusual, but several others said they believed it would fit in perfectly with the neighborhood. Some also said they were grateful the two sides would be connected in a way that would make their exercise easier and more pleasant.

"I think the city will love it," said Darrell Puckett, 27, who was shown the plans by a reporter as he paused from running. "It's something abstract that will really fit in with the vibe around here. It could be a landmark for the whole city."

While City Council members expressed broad support for the plan, some jokingly questioned the bridge's name.

"How did we come up with the name 'Tolerance'? I tolerate these two people beside me," Councilman Jarvis Johnson said, motioning to Councilwomen Pam Holm and Toni Lawrence, "But I'm trying to figure out what's the whole idea behind this tolerance."

Bridging groups

Helen Lessick, director of civic art and design for the Houston Arts Alliance, which oversaw the process of commissioning the artistic design, said the hope is that as people cross the bridge, they will see the beauty of the park and reflect on the "metaphor of bridging between different groups — ethnic and religious, gender, orientation, class, everything.

"When you look at the twisted arc from a distance, you'll look at the pedestrian bridge and the sidewalk seems impossible to cross," she said. "But when you get on pathway, you realize you can cross it. You'll see it's not so impenetrable."

BRT: A Case of Mistaken Identity

Planetizen

8 December 2008

By Jeffrey Wood

As Bus Rapid Transit, or BRT, has become a much-discussed alternative among transportation planners, Jeff Wood of Reconnecting America argues that a rose by any other name does not smell as sweet. When comparing transportation options, it is important to understand the true definition.

Recent alternatives analyses have added a newcomer to the list of transit options. Light rail, heavy rail and bus alternatives have been joined by a hybrid bus option, known as Bus Rapid Transit or BRT. Proponents of this technology claim that it gives the benefits of rail at a lower cost, citing the success of systems in Curitiba, Brazil and Bogota, Columbia. Opponents believe the technology is being oversold and the full costs and benefits are misrepresented. But the biggest question everyone has is: What qualifies as Bus Rapid Transit?

Full BRT

Full scale BRT is a system of fully grade-separated, dedicated bus lanes with intelligent transportation systems (ITS), full scale stations, low floor/level boarding, branded vehicles, and off vehicle ticket vending. Successful BRT needs all of these elements to truly create the benefit attributed to BRT. The Orange Line in Los Angeles is an example of full-scale BRT. Buses can be as long as 65 feet and carry 90 passengers per bus. Recent costs have ranged anywhere from $25 million per mile for the Orange Line to an estimated $49 million per mile for a new BRT line in Hartford. This includes guideway reconstruction, platforms/shelters and new buses which can cost anywhere between $300,000 for a 40 foot conventional bus to $1.6 million for a full 60 ft. articulated vehicle. Also included in the cost is new ITS technology, including signal pre-emption and GPS arrival time information for the stations. Costs obviously increase in specific cases such as the Silver Line in Boston when subway tunnels must be built.

Part BRT

Some systems operate as part BRT. These lines often run part of their route in city streets or run in HOV lanes with other traffic or dedicated transit lanes. They also have some or all of the same features as full BRT including ITS, full-scale stations, low/floor level boarding, branded vehicles and off vehicle ticket vending. An example of part BRT is the Eugene EMX busway or the Euclid Busway in Cleveland. 40% of the EMX route is in traffic, while the rest is in a single bi-directional dedicated lane. Another example of half BRT is the Houston Express buses that operate in the HOV lanes of Houston’s freeways with vanpools and cars. Costs are much lower for these systems and reported costs range from $6 million per mile for the EMX to $17.9 Million per mile for the Euclid Line. This includes the partial guideway reconstruction, vehicles, ITS, and stops.

The Rapid Bus

The remaining systems really are not really BRT at all. They are instead repackaged express buses. These lines run in traffic along regular bus lines but have limited stops and some of the special features of BRT including ITS, stations, low/floor level boarding, branded vehicles, and off vehicle ticket vending. Examples include the San Pablo Rapid Bus in Oakland, California and the Metro Rapid Bus system in Los Angeles. Both run on the street with regular buses that have red “Rapid” badges. Costs for these systems only include new buses, station canopies, and necessary technological changes such as GPS for real time arrival and signal pre-emption.

In other words, don’t judge a book by its cover. The “Bus Rapid Transit” label is touted as a low-cost, easily implementable solution, but unless it is in an exclusive use guideway, with boarding platforms and the ability to change the streetlights ahead, it won’t deliver all of the benefits attributed to the concept. Riders and developers know the difference. Part BRT and Rapid Bus are incremental solutions that are an improvement over standard buses, but they should not be touted as substitutes for rail and full BRT.

Gold Line extension to L.A. Eastside stirs hopes, fears

Los Angeles Times 

November 30, 2008

By Hector Becerra

David Contreras sits alone in his rockabilly clothing shop in Boyle Heights. At first, he explains, he wanted an "atomic age" theme for his store, with Cadillac fins mounted on walls, stars on the ceiling -- sort of like a glamorous 1950s department store.

But he figured that would scare people away in the working-class neighborhood he grew up in before moving away to New York and then Silver Lake. So he went with a tiki-bar look instead, thinking it would be warmer and humbler. Some people still freak out when they walk in, he said, raising his clenched hands and contorting his face as if to impersonate a doomed woman on a vintage horror movie poster. People still stumble into his store, wondering where Frank's TV repair shop went.

"Everyone thinks we're gentrifying, but we don't want to gentrify. We just want to be a cool place for people to hang out," said Contreras, 49. "We're like the Neiman Marcus of Boyle Heights! Everyone likes glamour. What's wrong with that?"

Contreras' store sits in an old, wedge-shaped brick building at Boyle Avenue and Whittier Boulevard, a crossroads of impending change on the Eastside. By next year, a new light rail line will be running a few blocks from his store -- the first foray of L.A.'s rail system into the eastern neighborhoods beyond downtown's skyscrapers.

The Gold Line extension has long been hailed as a turning point for the predominantly Latino areas, "transit equity" for residents who heavily use mass transit but until now have had only one option: the bus.

But as the opening of the line draws closer, there is growing angst about how it will change development patterns in Boyle Heights and East L.A.

The construction of rail across Los Angeles over the last three decades has helped transform some neighborhoods. The area around the Red Line subway terminus in North Hollywood has become a hip arts and theater district with a growing skyline of loft and condo projects. The Red Line has also helped fuel the revival of Hollywood, with dense mixed-use developments popping up next to subway stations. The Blue Line helped foster downtown Long Beach's resurgence.

But the Eastside is different. Residents there have much more ambivalent feelings about gentrification than the neighborhoods to the west and north. Some have high hopes for the Gold Line, expecting it to bring some of the better chain shops -- Borders, Trader Joe's -- that have avoided the Eastside. Others are more suspicious, fearing that an influx of money and outsiders will change the area's character and push out the poor.

"I would love to have a yoga studio that's affordable," resident Sandra Martinez, 40, said with a half-guilty laugh. "The problem with a yoga studio is when that moves in, that's the end -- that's the definition of gentrification."

Even before the Gold Line started nearing completion, there were growing signs of change.

There's a controversial proposal to knock down the working-class 1930s Wyvernwood Garden Apartments to make room for mostly market-rate condominiums and retail space. Developers have also been talking about transforming the 14-story Art Deco Sears, Roebuck & Co. building into a complex of condos, retail space and restaurants.

Experts said the addition of the light rail line, which will run from Union Station to East L.A., will accelerate development.

Rail lines mean access, which is valuable, said Lisa Schweitzer, a professor in the USC School of Policy, Planning and Development. Rail also means a bump in property values, she said, with land around the line becoming "perpetually valuable."

Some developments are already planned with the Gold Line. That, experts say, will in turn become a catalyst for more development -- though the toughening economy could temporarily slow that down. Then there's the fact that traffic is worsening in L.A. and people might want to move closer to the core of the city.

"Naturally, these neighborhoods will be gentrified," said Los Angeles County Supervisor Gloria Molina, who represents much of the Eastside. "But they will be gentrified overnight if we allow developers to."

Diversity long gone

At various points, going back to the early 20th century, Jews, Russians, Italians, Japanese and Mexicans all called Boyle Heights and East L.A. home. The neighborhoods' more than half a dozen old cemeteries -- including the Serbian Cemetery on 3rd Street, along the Gold Line route -- speak to the long-gone diversity.

By the 1960s, Boyle Heights and East L.A. had begun to cement themselves as the motherland for L.A.'s growing Mexican American community. The neighborhoods, always working-class, remained vibrant but became poorer with the infusion of immigrants.

Although Boyle Heights and much of the Eastside have been pocked with gangs, crime has declined sharply for several years. The housing boom that hit many parts of Southern California -- before the bust -- arrived in these neighborhoods a bit later, but they remained largely affordable.

Change didn't stop, though; it only happened at a slower pace than in places including Silver Lake and Echo Park, cultural cousins to the neighborhoods east of the L.A. River. In recent years, large housing projects along 1st Street in Boyle Heights have been converted into town houses, with a mix of market rate and affordable housing. And a popular wine bar opened at Mariachi Plaza, which is being renovated as part of the Gold Line project.

East L.A.'s first Starbucks opened a few years ago.

Diana Tarango, 73, remembers when neighbors on her East L.A. street included Germans and Japanese. A third-generation Mexican American, Tarango said she misses the diversity and thinks the Eastside has too many discount stores, flower shops and taco trucks.

The Gold Line, Tarango said, will put the neighborhood on a fast track to change. "To me this is one of the best things that could happen to East L.A," she said.

"Why do we have to go to Pasadena for a Borders? Don't give me second-class retail," she said. "Does everything have to be low-income? Why not build for people who can own homes now -- condos, town houses? Because when you own something, it becomes yours and you take pride in it."

Tarango said that when she told her husband that maybe Trader Joe's could come to East L.A., he replied, "You would be the only one shopping there."

"I don't think so," she said. "I think if you offer it to people, I think they would buy into it. But if you don't offer it, you're being complacent. I'm 73, but I'm not complacent."

But Lydia Avila-Hernandez, 25, of Boyle Heights worries that for all the good the rail line will bring, it will also highlight differences between many Mexican immigrants and Mexican Americans over issues that include affordable housing, street vending and even taco trucks.

"Even my own friends I grew up with, I told one of them about the Gold Line and she said, 'That's good, then white people can come and make the neighborhood better,' " Avila-Hernandez said. "I told her, 'How could you say that? Just because they're Mexicanos doesn't mean they're bad.' "

Avila-Hernandez said the Gold Line, beyond its mass transit benefits, could be a very good thing as long as the community is involved and has a voice. Otherwise, she said, it could get divisive -- even without the wholesale movement of people from other parts of L.A.

Molina said it will be important that no matter what changes take place, there be "opportunities for people living there today."

Whatever one calls it, change is necessary, she added. Molina said there's no reason that over time people in neighborhoods like Boyle Heights and East L.A. should not be able to partake of some of the things that people in places like Arcadia and Temple City do.

"People don't like always going to the corner liquor store for food products," she said. "Everyone likes a Trader Joe's. But change and opportunities have to be incorporated within the framework of the community there today, families that have been there forever."

Sandra Martinez can see both sides of the gentrification debate. A Salvadoran American who works for a health foundation, she was priced out of Echo Park. A real estate agent was able to find a duplex for her and her sister in Boyle Heights, next to the new County-USC Medical Center.

Martinez quickly grew to like her new neighborhood, with its good eateries, which included not just Mexican restaurants but also a Salvadoran one and a Middle Eastern restaurant just a few blocks away.

She discovered the new wine bar, Eastside Luv, at 1st and Boyle. The trendy, popular homegrown bar represents a kind of meeting of the past and possible future of Boyle Heights -- a place where young professionals socialize next to Mariachi Plaza with its for-hire musicians.

Next to the wine bar, itself a reminder that what people call gentrification isn't always an outside thing, is an old-school cantina, where lonesome-looking immigrant men with 10-gallon hats can be found hunkered over beers.

But though she liked some of the changes that happened in Echo Park, she found others unsavory and wouldn't want them to befall her newly adopted neighborhood. She cites the time a record store opened in her Echo Park neighborhood and she went in to look for some Latin music.

"I was struck by the fact they didn't have any, and I thought to myself, 'That's just rude!' " Martinez recalled. "I thought, 'Where do you think you are?' "

Planners embrace new transit vision

The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

Thursday, December 04, 2008

By Ariel Hart

Metro Atlanta’s official planning agency on Wednesday adopted a $54 billion vision for mass transit that includes new rail lines, buses and streetcars stretching deep into suburban counties.

Planners want to implement the ideas during the next two decades, though money has not yet been allocated for the projects.

“I truly believe that today is a major milestone in the history of metro Atlanta,” said Lee Biola, president of Citizens for Progressive Transit, addressing the Atlanta Regional Commission board before it voted.

The Transit Planning Board, a group created to conjure the mass transportation vision, touted the advantages it would bring to metro Atlanta: The region would save up to 176 million gallons a year of fuel and up to $12 billion a year on congestion relief, in addition to other savings.

Biola said the proposed mass transit projects could effect a 21st-century transformation, and “will form the foundation for future growth.”

The General Assembly is working to find funds for transportation projects. One proposal would let regions within Georgia tax themselves to fund transportation projects they would choose. The proposal failed in the state Senate by three votes in the last session, but is expected to be revisited when the Legislature reconvenes next year.

Some of the items proposed:

· A streetcar or light rail north to Alpharetta, continuing as express bus to Cumming

· Commuter rail lines stretching from Atlanta to Douglas, Hall, Spalding, Coweta and Newton counties

· Express bus lines reaching into Henry, Forsyth and other counties

· Regional or suburban bus routes swinging wide arcs around the region, serving suburb-to-suburb commuters and travelers.

Clearing the Way for Mixed-Use, But Economy Puts Projects On Hold
Utah Stories

November 21th, 2008

by Jonny Glines
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Across the nation, malls are being demolished and replaced with "mixed-use" communities. The euro-style communities are designed to create dense neighborhoods, providing residents with all their needs within walking distance. The design has turned into a fad and Salt Lake City was one of the first to jump on the band-wagon with the Gateway nearly seven years ago. The success of the Gateway is apparent with recent expansions and nearly all units filled to capacity.

Urban planners have termed the mixed-use model, "The Paris Pattern." Over 2 million residents live in the urban metropolis of Paris. The design is compact and limited. Every district has its own shopping, entertainment, food and what's most appealing: identity and sense of place.

Vacationing in Las Vegas, six months ago, I learned the mixed-use model is in no way new to America. In Vegas there are now two cities. "New Vegas," is used to label the current main strip. I visited Caesar's Palace, the Mirage and the Luxor. This is where all the action is, but "Old Vegas," presents some authentic character and history in the city. "Old Vegas" was once the main strip in the 1950's. The area was pedestrian focused, with large boxy buildings that contained everything a resident or tourist could ever need, without leaving the street. After World War II Americans left the city for the suburbs, but few knew the Vegas strip would preview how some U.S. communities would look 40 years later.

Steve Izenour, a Philadelphia architect and the author of Learning From Las Vegas writes, "What we can learn from Las Vegas is that buildings aren't permanent. Main streets do happen as density increases and more money gets spent. Sprawl happened in Las Vegas first and now it was undone there first."

Suburban Sprawl is currently being "undone" in Salt Lake City by both market conditions and developers' plans. More infill development is going up while structures are being torn down with the plans for mixed-use developments. Developments in places like Harriman and Woodscross remain with houses unsold as (formerly high) gas prices made people more willing to live in dense areas.

The Gateway Mall was one of the first projects in Salt Lake that truly followed the Paris Pattern. The mall features early French Renaissance architecture that provides housing, over 100 retail stores and restaurants, entertainment and work places such as Fidelity Investments and The Salt Lake Tribune.

The plan was a success and now other developers are taking their sledgehammers to old Salt Lake structures. For many, the Sugarhouse area was full of nostalgia. The downtown area featured local shops including a boutique, record store and a corner coffee shop that became a commons area for many residents. All this was lost when the developer Craig Mecham demolished the Granite Block of Sugarhouse for a new mixed-use project. The plans were to create a live-work-play dense pedestrian friendly environment for citizens.

"I actually think it's a great idea because it's going to bring housing to Sugar House," said SLC resident Zach Moses. "There's a lot of housing around Sugar House, but there's not really any in it."

But with America's economy reaching its lowest numbers since the Great Depression, Mecham lost his funding and left a huge hole. Now city officials want Mecham to fill the hole, only to later dig it up again when he achieves the funding. This would result in an extra $80,000 added to the cost of the project.

Mecham has denied requests from the mainstream media, but in a Utah Stories exclusive interview, he said, "it seems futile to me to fill up that hole and then dig it back out. That's just added expenses, it hinders the project and it certainly isn't beneficial to the merchants. It's not even beneficial to the city. The taxes will remain the same."

cottonwood mall plans

The Cottonwood Mall site remains vacant while GGP attempts to secure

funding.

The situation echoes in Cottonwood. The Cottonwood Mall was one of the first malls built west of the Mississippi River, until Chicago based company General Growth Properties demolished the mall, intending to build another mixed-use project. On October 2, GGP announced the project will be postponed an extra year due to "market conditions."

"Worldwide, we have a financial credit crunch which has made it very difficult to move projects like this forward," said James Greham, GGP. Senior Director of Public Affairs. "As liquidity returns to the market, I think we will be able to take a fresh look at the Salt Lake City regional market and begin to reassess our plans." Both projects are experiencing lendig shortages causing their respective developers to postpone construction. But on January 15, the Granite School District voted to provide funding to GGP for the Cottonwood project under the ( Tax Increment Funding) TIF financing provision.

There is an essential question regarding the funding differences in the two projects. Why does the city require a local developer to spend $80,000 to fill in a hole and then dig it up again for his mixed-use project; while an out-of-state company receives Utah tax dollars for the same type of project?

The answer is one developer wanted to largely self-finance the project, while the other wanted government help. The Cottonwood Mall was determined a "blighted area," so the state qualified the project as an RDA project (Redevelopment Agency). This designation made the project eligible for TIF funding from the Granite School District.

Basically, GGP said they couldn't complete the project without the funding and the city determined they needed the project to increase Holladay's retail economic shortage, due to the loss of Cottonwood Mall tennants.

"We don't pay anything unless the project is successful," said David Garrett, Granite School District Business Administrator and Treasurer, in a phone interview. Under an RDA designation, Garrett says the school board will "not pay any money until there is additional new tax money collected, and then a portion of [tax revenue] will go back into paying the debt on the project."

In other words the city is off the hook with GGP if the project is a failure- Sounds fair. This begs the question: Why didn't Mecham try to obtain government assistance like GGP?

"Not all construction projects are RDA projects," said Garrett. "I don't know what the conditions are in Sugar House. My guess is that it was a smaller project and he was trying to do that on his own. The Cottonwood project is larger. [GGP] probably felt they couldn't finance it themselves entirely, so they turned to the RDA assistance."

Hopefully, the assistance can prevent the former Cottonwood Mall area from turning into the urban sand dune that Sugarhouse has become. One thing to keep in mind is that GGP has only postponed the project for a year, while the Sugar House project still holds an imaginary question mark, hovering over the rubble.

Jennifer Dunn, Owner the Pizza Restaurant, Gepettos, is excited for the completion of the project. "I love the idea of the housing. I think it'll be great and hopefully it would bring in more residents that will find us," Dunn said.

But like most residents, Dunn worries that Sugarhouse's history could repeat itself in Cottonwood.

Unfortunately, there are no crystal balls to indicate future market conditions. But one thing all mixed-use projects have in common, is that residents want these plans completed and their cities back to looking like --well, cities.

NEWS SUMMARY: Cities Cutting Back

Planetizen.com

4 December 2008 - 5:12am

By Nate Berg an dTim Halbur

It is a confusing time for cities and the people who work for them. On the one hand, the recent election showed a groundswell of support for new investment in infrastructure. Americans passed $75 billion in funding for public transportation, from a bullet train between San Francisco and Los Angeles to an elevated commuter rail system in Honolulu. Voters also overwhelmingly elected a presidential candidate that is promising to invest attention (and hopefully, dollars) in cities through the new Office of Urban Policy. He’s also supported creating a National Infrastructure Reinvestment Bank to the tune of $60 billion over the next 10 years.

At the same time, cities are facing mounting fiscal problems as the mortgage crisis hits home. While greater investment appears just over the horizon, cities are making tough decisions in the here and now about where to cut services.

“Our community and region fares pretty well usually, but we are feeling the effects,” says Jeffery G. Ulma, Planning Director of the Town of Cary, NC, a well-off community in The Triangle. Ulma says that his town is waiting on filling positions, cutting back on travel and training, and putting projects that use consultants on hold. “We'll be optimistic, but we're hunkering down,” Says Ulma. “We still have lots of inquiries from developers, and we're still exploring those opportunities. My calendar is no less full than a year ago.”

But other communities aren’t faring as well. "We are now cutting into what we believe is the bone," says Atlanta Mayor Shirley Franklin in the Atlanta Journal-Constitution. The city is cutting 222 jobs and closing a dozen recreational centers. Last year Atlanta was already feeling the hit and closed a handful of underattended schools to make up the shortfall.

So how are cities making the tough decisions when they go to cut up the budget?

Cutting Back Services

One approach is to think about it as ‘streamlining’. In a recent column on Citiwire, Neal Peirce writes that the best place to cut back funding is in those areas that use the most money. Sounds good, but for most cities, those areas are public safety services like police and firefighters – not the most politically expedient budgets to trim. But don’t be so fast to put the kibosh on those cuts, Peirce argues. By improving the efficiency of these safety operations, he says cities can cut budgets and still maintain high levels of service.

And though it might seem like planners are scapegoating public safety budgets, there’s evidence that they may be on to something. When the city of Vallejo, California declared bankruptcy this spring, it was largely due to ballooning salaries and benefits for public safety employees like cops and firefighters. Nearly 75 percent of the city’s general fund went towards these services, and the rising costs of providing pensions for retirees. These expenses rapidly became too much for the city to handle, according to a recent article in Governing Magazine. Bankruptcy was the unfortunate solution for Vallejo, and many other cities in similar straits are looking at Vallejo’s experience to understand what not to do.

A Blue Christmas

Cutbacks are even effecting Christmas, as the usual holiday festivities face the chopping block. In an article in The Wall St. Journal, several cities admitted to turning Scrooge-like this year when it comes to funding holiday festivities and decorations. "People just aren't feeling it -- or can't afford it," said one business owner in Bay City, Michigan about the annual City of Lights display. Mayor Charles M. Brunner looked at the $75k price tag and decided it doesn’t make sense given all the other cutbacks the city is facing. Many Bay City residents aren’t pleased with the decision. "'Complain' isn't the word," says Brunner. "People are sad." Other cities like Brunswick, Ohio, St. George, Utah and Hartford, Connecticut are tightening Santa's belt, going so far as to cut staff holiday parties at City Hall.

Thinking Differently

Some groups, however, see the economic downturn as an opportunity for cities to try things differently. In a recent op-ed on the Project for Public Spaces website, Philip Myrick argues that "keeping and attracting people is the most important strategy in this new economic landscape." Myrick poses that the lesson of the current economic downturn is a need to focus on the local by investing strongly in placemaking, creating lively downtowns, and pride in local character. "In a down economy, it is tempting to cut back on these planning ideas," says Myrick. "But disregarding these principles in the name of saving money can create a downward spiral that causes a local economy to lose its competitive edge."

Regardless of approach, it appears the divide between hope and reality may continue for some time, following the separate paths of the economic crisis and the mortgage crisis. While funding and political will may cause the market to rally and the economy to improve, it is likely depressed housing prices will keep property taxes low and city coffers hurting. The Urban Land Institute recently released an opinion piece predicting that the new home market could pick back up by 2010, followed by a rally in the resale market in 2011. Until that time, cities may be forced to make some tough choices.

Proposal Ties Economic Stimulus to Energy Plan

NY Times

December 3, 2008

By JOHN M. BRODER

WASHINGTON — President-elect Barack Obama and leaders in Congress are fashioning a plan to pour billions of dollars into a jobs program to jolt the economy and lay the groundwork for a more energy-efficient one.

The details and cost of the so-called green-jobs program are still unclear, but a senior Obama aide, speaking on the condition of anonymity to discuss a work in progress, said it would probably include the weatherizing of hundreds of thousands of homes, the installation of “smart meters” to monitor and reduce home energy use, and billions of dollars in grants to state and local governments for mass transit and infrastructure projects.

The green component of the much larger stimulus plan would cost at least $15 billion a year, and perhaps considerably more, depending on how the projects were defined, aides working on the package said.

During the campaign, Mr. Obama supported a measure to address global warming by capping carbon emissions while allowing companies to buy and trade pollution permits. He said he would devote $150 billion of the revenue from the sale of those permits over 10 years to energy efficiency and alternative energy projects to wean the nation from fuels that are the main causes of the heating the atmosphere.

But the Obama adviser who discussed the green energy project said Mr. Obama would not await passage of a global warming bill before embarking on the new energy and infrastructure spending. House and Senate supporters of a climate bill said they would continue working on legislative language but did not expect quick action on a cap-and-trade law because of the economic emergency.

That means that the green-jobs program would not be financed with pollution credits bought by power generators and other carbon emitters, but instead would be added to the budget deficit.

Congressional officials working with the Obama administration said the stimulus program was also likely to involve tax breaks or direct government subsidies for a variety of clean energy projects, including solar arrays, wind farms, advanced biofuels and technology to capture carbon dioxide emissions from coal-burning power plants.

The programs will be a part of a larger economic stimulus package whose outlines are faint but which is expected to cost $400 billion to $500 billion. Mr. Obama has said that his goal is to create or save 2.5 million jobs in the next two years. He has assigned to his economic and environmental advisers the task of devising a proposal that is expected to combine a shot of new federal money into existing federal and state programs and the possible creation of agencies modeled on New Deal public works programs.

“We’ll put people back to work rebuilding our crumbling roads and bridges, modernizing schools that are failing our children, and building wind farms and solar panels, fuel-efficient cars and the alternative energy technologies that can free us from our dependence on foreign oil and keep our economy competitive in the years ahead,” Mr. Obama said in a radio address last month, echoing a campaign promise with a new sense of urgency.

The political climate seems favorable to an economic stimulus plan, but large sums of new money touch off lobbying frenzies and energy projects spur debate between conservationists and those who want to more fully exploit domestic sources of oil, natural gas and coal.

Some experts said the record of government’s intervention in energy markets and new technologies was not promising, citing as a spectacular example the Carter-era Synthetic Fuels Corporation, which spent more than $3 billion without producing any commercially usable amount of coal-based liquid fuel.

Ethanol and other non-oil-based fuels have also not proved their commercial value, in some cases yielding less energy than was needed to produce them, or, in ethanol’s case, diverting land to corn and driving up food prices.

The plan could also face resistance from fiscal hawks. In 2004, Senator John McCain, Republican of Arizona, almost single-handedly blocked a $100 billion energy package, saying the billions of dollars in subsidies for ethanol and other alternative fuels were little more than a special-interest boondoggle. The bill was revived a year later at half the cost, and much of the money in it has not been spent.

“Now they’re talking about some large amount of money — what, $100 billion? — and spending it on windmills, job training, whatever,” said David Kreutzer, who studies energy economics and climate change at the Heritage Foundation, a conservative research group. “But where do you get the $100 billion in the first place? Are you going to take $100 billion from some other part of the economy, are you going to tax some people to pay for it? Are you just going to print it or borrow it? The money has to come from somewhere.”

The Obama team and Congressional leaders say they want a plan ready shortly after Congress reconvenes in January.

Mr. Obama has said that, after stabilizing the economy and the markets, putting the nation on the path to a more energy-efficient future is his top priority. The House speaker, Nancy Pelosi of California, said this week that rebuilding infrastructure and creating green jobs was “the first order of business that we will have” when Congress reconvenes in January. Several hearings are planned even before Mr. Obama takes office on Jan. 20.

State officials say a lack of financing has stalled billions of dollars in projects. Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger of California told Mr. Obama this week that the states were ready to break ground with $136 billion in infrastructure projects that could provide new jobs within two years.

The American Public Transportation Association, which represents local mass transit authorities, said there were $8 billion in “ready-to-go” projects that could preserve or create thousands of jobs and provide more energy-efficient transportation.

Beverly A. Scott, the chief executive of Atlanta’s transit agency and head of the national association, told Congress in October that the projects included diesel-electric hybrid buses for Chicago; a new bus maintenance shop for Eugene, Ore.; and a set of crossover tracks to allow San Francisco’s rapid transit trains to turn around more quickly and carry more riders.

The Obama aide said the residential smart meters were a relatively small project that would not create a large number of jobs, but the aide said they would be an essential building block for the electric grid of the future. The new grid — a multiyear, multibillion-dollar project — would more efficiently move electricity from its source to its destination and would reward those who saved power or used it during off-peak hours.

Senator Jeff Bingaman, Democrat of New Mexico, who heads the Energy and Natural Resources Committee, said he was sympathetic to Mr. Obama’s desire to pump up the economy and reduce energy usage. But Mr. Bingaman said he was wary of big government spending programs without sufficient oversight or expertise.

“Just buying smart meters for everybody doesn’t really move the ball very far,” said Mr. Bingaman, who will hold a hearing next week to gather ideas for energy-related stimulus spending. “Realistically speaking, getting money properly spent in a short period of time requires some degree of competence in the government agency doing it. The best plan is to start with existing programs that work, like weatherization, and build on those.”

Paths to Economic Recovery

Brookings Institute

William G. Gale, Vice President and Director, Economic Studies

Bruce Katz, Vice President and Director, Metropolitan Policy Program

December 4, 2008

Congress has punted to next year the prospects for a stimulus package with an infrastructure investment that could provide more jobs, a stronger transportation network and a better-running economy. The clock stopped on legislative action, but not on the deterioration of our infrastructure and our financial system.

Meanwhile, the president-elect has directed his team to come up with an economic recovery plan, a two-year nationwide effort to put people back to work on modernizing schools and building wind farms, among other things. We should use this time-out to reset the line.

Since the beginning of our republic, transportation and infrastructure have played a central role in advancing the American economy, whether it was the canals of Upstate New York, the transcontinental railroads or the interstate highway system.

Other nations around the globe have picked up on this calculus, too. Witness the recent half-trillion-dollar investment plan China just rolled out.

Infrastructure investments are also highly touted for their ability to put people to work in a slow economy. In 1991, President George H.W. Bush said the federal transportation authorization he signed “could be summed up in three words: jobs, jobs, jobs.” This was a six-year, $155 billion program that set off a long-term vision for transportation policy in the United States.

Yet infrastructure investments have a mixed track record.

Lost in a morass of pork and politics, federal infrastructure policy today is an unaccountable free-for-all. Though there is little economic justification for making broad improvements in all places, that is exactly how the American transportation structure operates. The 6,373 earmarked projects in the latest federal transportation authorization illustrate the problem. It's not just the distaste for earmarks but the politically driven scattershot approach. The result is that only half of the projects go to places that matter most to the American economy and would benefit most from the investments: the 100 largest metropolitan areas, where 75 percent of GDP is produced.

Recently, policymakers have also avoided infrastructure as a short-term stimulus because of timing problems. In previous cycles, the economy has already been back on the road to recovery by the time infrastructure legislation is enacted and the funds authorized and spent. Even last winter, when Congress opted to authorize $170 billion in economic stimulus, it eschewed infrastructure because it wasn’t the quick jumpstart the economy was thought to need.

So why would infrastructure be the right approach now?

For one, timing is less of an issue when a recession is prolonged. Over the past 50 years, the average recession has lasted less than a year; this recession is likely to last until the end of 2009 or longer, according to recent surveys of economic forecasters. This means that infrastructure spending — even if it takes longer to kick in than rebate checks or interest rate cuts — will still stimulate the economy during a downturn.

Yet infrastructure spending will only be effective if Congress defines a tight framework for the "shovel-ready projects" that can put federal funds to work immediately. The focus should be on investing in infrastructure that supports the competitiveness and environmental sustainability of the nation instead of funding individual states or spending on singular needs.

To score this, the nation needs a strong, deliberate and strategic federal government to do what is necessary to keep America competitive. What would that mean?

It means setting strict criteria for the billions of infrastructure dollars that are spent as part of the stimulus. Such criteria should include a real assessment of economic benefits and costs that consider environmental, energy, and social impacts. We should only invest those dollars where the nation has assurances of high returns.

It means holding the grantees — the states and metropolitan planning organizations — accountable through ongoing audits to ensure public dollars are being spent as efficiently and effectively as possible. The direct loss of future federal funds should be a genuine consequence for failing to meet basic accountability standards.

It means making focused, targeted investments in those gateways and corridors that are the critical nodes of international trade and inter-metropolitan commerce, rather than spreading infrastructure funding around the country like peanut butter. An independent national infrastructure bank should be established to define and finance those projects of substantial regional and national significance now and in the future.

Recognizing that infrastructure investment takes time to reach fruition, Congress should also enact more rapidly acting stimuli. The best scenario is federal aid to state governments. State governments with balanced-budget rules often cut spending as tax revenues drop in a recession. Federal aid to the states is sure to be spent, while rebate checks will often be saved by recession-weary taxpayers.

Our nation is in for tough economic challenges in the months, and perhaps years, ahead. But with challenge comes opportunity. The next Congress and administration have the chance to address critical infrastructure issues while creating more jobs and stimulating the economy.

Will Transit, Bikes, and Peds Get a Stimulus We Can Believe In?

StreetsBlog.org

December 5, 2008

by Ben Fried

Billions of dollars are being dangled in front of big cities in the form of President-elect Barack Obama's proposed public works stimulus. A queue has already started forming -- as Philadelphia, Phoenix, Atlanta, Connecticut and North Carolina have dusted off plans with ready-to-go projects. Gov. Paterson and Mayor Bloomberg must act now to ensure that New York doesn't miss the boat -- or the train, or the bus.

The competition for funds is not just between regions, but between modes as well. The Times reported yesterday that APTA has identified a bundle of transit projects as candidates for stimulus spending:

The American Public Transportation Association, which represents local mass transit authorities, said there were $8 billion in "ready-to-go" projects that could preserve or create thousands of jobs and provide more energy-efficient transportation.

Beverly A. Scott, the chief executive of Atlanta’s transit agency and head of the national association, told Congress in October that the projects included diesel-electric hybrid buses for Chicago; a new bus maintenance shop for Eugene, Ore.; and a set of crossover tracks to allow San Francisco’s rapid transit trains to turn around more quickly and carry more riders.

Is $8 billion aiming high enough when a consensus has emerged for stimulus spending of at least $300 billion for each of the next two years?

In October, Reconnecting America released a report identifying $248 billion in transit projects on the drawing board. Not all of those would qualify for stimulus funds, which are supposed to be directed toward projects that can get underway and create jobs within 90 days. (We're told there might be a second stage of stimulus spending that would be more conducive to bigger capital projects.) But some worry that transit providers are so accustomed to getting outspent by highway builders that they won't make the most of this opportunity. "Aim low and you'll hit Mt. Everest instead of the moon," says Reconnecting America's Jeff Wood.

There's also the question of bike and pedestrian infrastructure, and whether those projects will get more than crumbs. Portland, as usual, looks like a leader in this regard. Bike Portland reported last month that PDOT included a $24 million, 110-mile bike boulevard project as part of a larger federal funding request.

Transportation chief floats federal gas tax alternative

Houston Chronicle

Dec. 3, 2008

By ROSANNA RUIZ

Federal Transportation Secretary Mary Peters suggested Wednesday that the government wean itself from the federal fuel tax as a revenue source for highway projects as motorists move toward more fuel-efficient cars.

Peters, in a speech at the Texas Lyceum's transportation conference at the Reliant Center, said alternatives to the fuel tax may come up when Congress renews the federal highway bill, set to expire next September.

``The gas tax, which served us well in building our nation's interstate system, is simply not serving us well today,'' she said.

The government, she said, continues to rely upon a gas tax at a time when exorbitant gas prices are forcing people to use other modes of transportation.

As a result, the Highway Trust Fund, the government's primary revenue source for highway, bridge and road projects, took in $3 billion less this year as motorists drove 90 billion fewer miles. The fund, she said, nearly ran dry in September when Congress passed an $8 billion rescue plan.

She applauded the fact that Americans are driving less and relying upon public transportation more.

She said a more reliable system could be one based upon vehicle miles traveled rather than the gas tax, now 18.4 cents per gallon. The tax is applied to every gallon sold, so revenue fluctuates with consumption.

``We need to do things substantially different in the future than we've done in the past,'' she said, ``if we are really going to meet our nation's transportation challenges and make it a public policy priority.''

One conference speaker, Joe B. Allen, a Houston lawyer and lobbyist, was among those not won over by Peters' proposal.

``I thought that was unrealistic,'' Allen said, ``on even a medium-term basis. With all due respect, she's the expert. But when you say, 'Let's do away with something' you have to have a replacement and we don't have a replacement.''

Troy Gattis, who operates the Houston Strategies blog, agreed that gas taxes are unstable, but said alternatives such as the vehicle mile tax proposal are equally unworkable.

``You instantly create a black market and everybody messing with their odometer,'' he said.

Oregon, he said, has proposed use of a device installed on motorists' cars that tracks miles and uses that information to set taxes per mile.

``I don't see Texas going for that - the politicians will get so much blowback,'' he said. ``If you think they're getting blowback from tolls now wait till they say, 'We're going to track your car and charge you per road mile you drive on.'''

A step in the right direction

GlobeandMail.com

October 18, 2008

CHRIS TURNER

Inspired by a visionary Dane, communities around the world are reacquainting their citizens with the joys of walking and cycling. Can cities in climate-challenged Canada get off car-free as well?

Last summer Montreal transformed 12 blocks of Ste. Catherine Street, one of its busier thoroughfares, into a vibrant public square. Outdoor cafés spilled out on the cracked concrete, and buskers and sculptures filled the curbside parking spaces. The catalyst for all this was simple: The city closed the stretch that serves as the main drag for Ville-Marie, also known as its gay village, to motor vehicles.

In the process, Montreal began to look like - for 10 weeks, at least - what famed Danish architect Jan Gehl calls a "reconquered" city.

Mr. Gehl is the chief proponent and visionary for a burgeoning global movement known as "pedestrianization." He feels people are healthier and happier when their feet are on the ground, and his ideas have helped to turn his native Copenhagen into a haven for walkers and cyclists - and inspired similar changes in cities as diverse as Oslo, Barcelona, London and Melbourne.

Now he is facing his greatest challenge: bringing this vision to the car-obsessed cities of North America. His company, Gehl Architects, is working with municipal governments in Seattle and New York, and San Francisco may sign on soon.

In Canada, a special case because of our extreme weather and sprawling urban centres, Mr. Gehl has given a series of high-profile lectures. But so far no major city has committed fully to implementing his ideas - which revolve around his core message: "Cultures and climates differ all over the world, but people are the same. They will gather in public if you give them a good place to do it."

COPENHAGEN

If the pedestrian revival has a birthplace, it is Mr. Gehl's hometown. Considered a dull provincial burg in the 1950s, the cozy Danish capital now routinely tops international quality-of-life rankings - the ultra-hip current affairs journal Monocle recently declared it the world's most livable city. This newfound prominence rests largely on Copenhagen's inviting city centre, which is latticed with a half-dozen pedestrian-only promenades and a dozen car-free squares, stitched to the rest of the city by one of the world's more extensive networks of bicycle paths.

At the height of summer, a quarter-million people stroll Copenhagen's downtown streets each day, and 36 per cent of residents cycle to work, with the help of more than 300 kilometres of dedicated bike lanes and guided in congested areas by bike-only traffic lights.

Most days the Strøget - the city's high street and Europe's longest pedestrian thoroughfare - is a forest of marching feet. Café seats encircle every downtown square, many of them draped on cool days in blankets for public use, with more sidewalk cafes crowding the narrowest back lanes. The whole scene looks as entrenched and timeless as the façades of the city's 500-year-old Lutheran churches.

Copenhagen's lively inner city started with a bold experiment similar to Montreal's summer test run. Traditionally, the Strøget had been closed to vehicles for two days each Christmas, but by the 1950s, it was choked with cars, trucks and buses every other day of the year - as was every other downtown street. Stately old squares served mainly as parking lots.

In November, 1962, half-disguised as an extended holiday closure, the Strøget went car-free for good. The initiative immediately ran into opposition, particularly from merchants, who assumed that a car-free Strøget would be their ruin. Other critics argued that the move was simply un-Danish - "We are not Italians," they argued. "It's too cold here. It rains too much. We like cozy meals at home, not outdoor cafés."

The fears proved unfounded - the Strøget soon boasted more shoppers (plus an explosion in café seating) and eventually a new kind of urban culture, one focused on outdoor public spaces. Building on this success, the system expanded piecemeal - another street and a few more squares emptied of cars in 1968, and again in 1973, 1980 and 1992. From those first 15,800 square metres of the Strøget, Copenhagen's pedestrian network has expanded to about 100,000 square metres.

The city also developed a unique set of empirical data to chart the impact of banishing the auto. In the early 1970s, Mr. Gehl, then a professor of urban design at the Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts, began to measure foot and bicycle traffic and the use of public space in Copenhagen. He soon was joined by colleague Lars Gemzøe, and they started to publish their findings every 10 years.

One statistic measured the steep growth in "stationary activities" in downtown Copenhagen - people seated at outdoor cafés or around the rims of fountains, people window-shopping or watching buskers. From 1968 to 1995, the average number of people so engaged on a summer afternoon shot up 330 per cent, an increase in magnitude almost identical to the growth in the pedestrian network's size.

The two men also assembled evidence of qualitative success. For example, their 1996 study, Public Spaces Public Life, features before and after photos that depict a radical transition: on the left, in black and white, a desultory 1950s-era parking lot; on the right, a colourful scene of shoppers strolling among market stalls and commuters hustling by.

The result, says Jeff Risom, an urban designer at Gehl Architects, was a "powerful empirical tool for shifting the mindset," and soon Mr. Gehl's techniques were widely adopted. Traffic engineers around the world were tracking how many cars zoom through major intersections, the impact of adding a lane of traffic or the demand for parking spaces.

But they're still missing something crucial, says Mr. Gemzøe. "We need to make pedestrians visible in planning. All the problems of vehicle traffic are well known and you'd never dream of changing anything in the public space without knowing how it conflicts with that. But you have no information about people."

MELBOURNE

One of the first cities to call on Mr. Gehl came quite a distance to do so. Once an elegant port city and Australia's premier metropolis, Melbourne had all but strangled itself trying to accommodate the automobile. By the late 1970s, it was a textbook "doughnut city" - a wide ring of sprawling suburbia surrounding a soulless ring of high rises that hollowed out almost entirely at the end of each workday. A newspaper headline had dismissed downtown Melbourne as "empty, useless."

In 1983, with new governments at the local and state levels, a fresh strategic plan recommended that the city take several measures - wider sidewalks, an expansion of its historic streetcar network, a dramatic increase in downtown housing - but the most dramatic, enacted in 1991, was the partial "reconquest" of Swanston Street, Melbourne's most important north-south thoroughfare. Only streetcars and service vehicles were permitted during the day.

Here, too, merchants feared the apocalypse. "The retailers were up in arms - we were going to kill them," says Rob Adams, a consultant at the time and now director of Melbourne's urban design department. "Well, we've doubled the number of pedestrians walking past their doors. You know, you don't shop from a motorcar - not at 60 kilometres an hour, you don't."

Soon, Mr. Adams brought in his old friend, Mr. Gehl - who had taught at the University of Melbourne in the late 1970s - to sell the city on the plan's next phase. Mr. Gehl's 1994 report, Places for People, employed the data-gathering techniques he'd developed in Copenhagen and recommended many of the same measures - expanded pedestrian and transit network, wider sidewalks and more "active façades" (such as street-level storefronts in office towers) plus a radical makeover for Melbourne's moribund riverfront.

In the decade that followed, the residential population downtown jumped 830 per cent. Pedestrian traffic shot up 39 per cent overall and 98 per cent in the formerly quiet evenings. More than 250 new outdoor cafes appeared, almost triple the original number.

"The secret to our strategy has been incrementalism," says Mr. Adams. "We've got about 200 things running at once. You know, improving the footpaths, planting trees, signage, furniture, widening the footpaths, bringing pedestrians back in - it's a sort of broad strategy of slow improvement."

In Canada's many doughnut cities, the converging climate and energy crises have dramatically increased the need for this kind of pedestrian reconquest. "The good news," says Mr. Adams, "is if you convert to a sustainable model for a city, it's actually going to become a better place to live in. Because increased densities, mixed use, connectivity, local character - all the things that we did to improve the livability of the city - are exactly the same things you need to do to improve the sustainability."

He and his staff are now pushing for higher densities and downtown-style "walkability" in communities along tram and commuter-rail lines outside the core area.

As for the inevitable resistance, he says, "the way you get round that fear is you say, 'The amount of city we are asking you to change is around 5 to 10 per cent. We're not asking you to change 95 per cent of the city.' "

Along one formerly "grotty" commuter artery just outside Melbourne's city centre, for example, a stretch of low-rise buildings housing car-rental outlets and auto-body shops has been replaced with multi-use residential developments six to eight storeys tall - a height common in Europe.

CANADA'S HURDLES

The challenge may seem even greater for Canadian municipalities - which are even more sprawling and car-dependent than Melbourne, with much harsher climates. Then again, a generation back no one thought Melburnians would want to sit out under patio umbrellas in the frequent rain. And Copenhagen has become a global leader in bicycle commuting despite a winter nearly as cold as that in most Canadian cities and much drearier.

"The natural resistance to change exists, I think, everywhere," says Mr. Risom, the only American designer at Gehl Architects. "But luckily, what we've found is that when you begin to plan for people, invite them to spend time in the city, they do. And it's just that simple."

More Americans are getting on the bus

Forbes

11.25.08

By Rebekah Kebede

NEW YORK (Reuters) - Many Americans have abandoned their love of getting behind the wheel during the last year, and opted to hop on buses instead, according to a study released this week.

Inter-city bus service jumped 9.8 percent between the fourth quarters of 2007 and 2008, the highest growth rate in more than 40 years.

"The growth in intercity bus traffic is being driven by a number of factors, chiefly the spiking price of fuel over the past year," said Joseph Schwieterman, professor of public service and director of the Chaddick Institute, who directed the study, released Monday.

"The basic economic efficiencies of bus travel are proving to be extremely attractive in this difficult economic climate," he said.

The revival of downtown districts and a growing acceptance of bus travel among younger travelers are also partly responsible for the U.S. bus renaissance, the study found.

The study, released by the Chaddick Institute for Metropolitan Development at DePaul University in Chicago, includes all arrivals and departures of all conventional intercity bus companies, such as Greyhound Lines (other-otc: BUSSP.PK - news - people ) and Continental Trailways, as well as curbside bus operators, but not commuter-bus operators.

Much of the growth was driven by two companies, Megabus and Boltbus, a joint venture of the Greyhound and Peter Pan bus companies, which started curbside pick-up service in northeastern states in spring 2007.

The two companies offer high-frequency service between major U.S. cities and wireless Internet service on board.

Growth in passengers choosing to take the bus has also had an environmental impact. Over the past year, bus route growth has reduced carbon dioxide emissions by an estimated 36,000 tons and 3.48 million gallons of fuel, according to the study.

Air travel dipped 8 percent during the study period.

The number of Americans who traveled by car dipped 3.3 percent in the first eight months of 2008.

Events

Capital MetroRail sneak peak at two fun public events on December 11 and December 13.
WHAT:              Capital MetroRail Train Sneak Peek at the Hop n’ Shop Extravaganza

WHEN:             Thursday, Dec. 11, 11:30 am to 1:30 pm

WHERE:           Downtown Station at Brush Square, located at 4th and Trinity

Capital Metro will host a Hop n’ Shop Extravaganza at our MetroRail Downtown Station, located at 4th and Trinity. We'll be kicking off a “Holiday Hop n’ Shop” program in partnership with the many businesses along our newly revamped Dillo routes. As part of the program, participating businesses are graciously offering discounts to customers who flash their Capital Metro bus passes as they do their holiday shopping. So come to the Hop n’ Shop Extravaganza to kick it off! There will be booths from local merchants and prizes and goodies too. Special guests at this lunchtime event will be a shiny and sleek MetroRail train and one of our all-time favorite Austin musicians, Dale Watson.

WHAT:              Capital MetroRail Train Sneak Peek

WHEN:             Saturday, Dec. 13, 2:00 pm to 6:00 pm <CHANGED TIME>
WHERE:           Downtown Station at Brush Square, located at 4th and Trinity

If you can't make that day, you can check out the train on Saturday, December 13, from 12:00 pm to 4:00 pm, again at the Downtown Station. The train will be on hand for viewing and Austin's iconic Armadillo Bazaar will be open for its first weekend of business just next door in the Austin Convention Center. A fun way to get into the holiday season.

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.

Organizations Working on State Legislation

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.

Meeting in Hartford, Connecticut on Monday, the American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials approved a slate of recommendations for next year's authorization of federal highway and transit programs. The current legislation expires September 30, 2009.

"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. 

AASHTO reform proposals call for:

· Streamlining of the current number of federal programs and concentrating 90 percent of federal dollars on "core programs" distributed to the states;

· Capping earmarks at no more than five percent of the federal program;

· Expanding the current congestion air quality program to include climate change initiatives;

· Creating a new "operations" program to fund low-cost, rapid deployment projects to reduce delay and improve reliability of the system;

· Providing dedicated federal funding for a national intercity passenger rail system including high speed rail corridors, regional corridors, and long distance service;

· Addressing expanding freight transportation needs though planning and investment programs; and

· Boosting transit funding and ridership while streamlining the federal program structure and grant processes. 

$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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