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Brave new world of transit decision-making confounds

Austin American Statesman

Monday, January 5, 2009

By Ben Wear

Figuring out significant mileposts in the passenger rail debate used to be easy around here. Capital Metro’s board would decide to do something (milepost) and then put it before voters (milepost), who would then say yes or no (milepost).

Then came the “transit working group.” This creature was invented a year ago, mostly by state Sen. Kirk Watson and Austin Mayor Will Wynn. It has some elected officials (including two who are leaving office about now) and some private citizens. What it doesn’t have is any sort of written charter or any actual authority.

Which makes it very difficult, watching the group’s weekly Monday morning meetings these days, to figure out when something significant might have happened. It seems the members are having the same problems.

The working group, originally formed in late 2007, initially existed, basically, to say yes to Wynn’s downtown streetcar/light rail plan and get it on the November 2008 ballot. But by the time the group went on hiatus last May, it had instead helped create a “decision tree” to evaluate any rail projects that came before. That implied, of course, that the working group would then give a thumbs up or thumbs down to such rail projects.

But if they do — and now the group is pondering both the Green Line to Elgin and Wynn’s light rail plan — what exactly does that mean?

These thoughts came to mind today while watching the transit working group hear a presentation from City of Austin officials on the 15.3-mile proposed light rail line from the Mueller development in Northeast Austin, to UT, to downtown, then across Lady Bird Lake and then east on Riverside Drive to Austin-Bergstrom International Airport.

The line, officials said, would cost about $625 million, which would have to come from multiple sources, and would take nine to 11 years to pull off once it is decided to do it.

But there’s the key: Where would that decision point be, and by whom? The working group, for its part, is thinking seriously of taking some sort of vote on the light rail plan next week. But that wouldn’t really trigger anything definitive, other than more study, and maybe another working group vote sometime.

The working group, technically, is a creature of the Capital Area Metropolitican Planning Organization board. Federal funds cannot be spent on a transportation project — and everyone dearly hopes that federal money will be available for this project, unlike Capital Metro’s Red Line — unless the CAMPO board says yes. So that would seem to be a milepost.

That milepost, if it occurs (and it probably will), likely will happen in spring 2010 when the CAMPO board approves the next version of its 25-year transportation plan. A project has to be in that plan to get federal funding. Of course, the CAMPO board could vote between now and then to amend the current 2030 plan, so that would be a milepost instead.

However, almost any funding plan for this rail project (or the Green Line for that matter) is sure to include either Capital Metro’s participation, which would trigger a public vote, or some sort of bond election, which would also require public approval. That is the real milepost, or at least the last one.

State Rep. Mike Krusee, a working group member, at today’s meeting said basically the milepost that matters to him is the economic stimulus package that Congress likely will past this month or next. The U.S. House transportation chairman, Krusee said, has said mass transit projects could get about $12 billion in the bill, which by the time it works its way down to Austin could mean $100 million or more. But only if there’s a project in the pipeline ready to receive that money.

“We shouldn’t be talking about six years, we should be talking about six months,” Krusee said. “We need to be moving on this as quickly as possible.”

That may or may not happen, and the mileposts for the time being may be hard to pinpoint. But the political momentum, based on what has been happening with the working group, other local officials and the changes happening in Washington, certainly seems to be moving in passenger rail’s direction.

All aboard? Round Rock mulls rail line

Proposal has stops at Dell, Dell Diamond, Avery Centre.

AMERICAN-STATESMAN STAFF

Tuesday, January 06, 2009

By Ben Wear

Ready to take a ride on the Round Rock Railway?

In the middle of a toll road?

The city in Williamson County, a mushrooming suburb with a transportation network dominated by an interstate and three massive tollways, is considering building its own passenger rail system. The planning effort, serious enough and far enough along to have yielded maps with 16 miles of rail and four notional stations, did not arise from a mandate from the more transit-oriented folks in the big city to the south.

Instead, Round Rock's public works staff, led by a former Texas Department of Transportation engineer who recently received an "unsung hero" award from the area's leading road advocacy group, decided on its own to take a gander at rail. To those familiar with the transportation politics of Central Texas, Round Rock's independently pursuing rail qualifies as something of a surprise.

"You know, it's a little surprising to me, too," said Tom Word, Round Rock's chief of public works operations. "We felt as a responsible government we needed to look and say, these are the options people are bringing to us. Are there other options we should be looking at?"

The people Word is referring to are those running the Austin-San Antonio Intermunicipal Commuter Rail District, which hopes to build a 110-mile commuter rail line from Georgetown to San Antonio. The district has been lobbying Round Rock to join the organization, Word said, and pay the annual fee of about $50,000.

The rail district's proposed line would run on the existing Union Pacific rail as it enters Round Rock from the southwest, then go almost straight north from east Round Rock to Georgetown on newly laid track.

The problem, from the point of view of Word and his staff, is that the rail district's route would go nowhere near the beehive of economic activity in and around the junction of Interstate 35 and the Texas 45 North tollway, an area with more than 12,000 workers. And, Word said, plans show it having only one station in Round Rock, near the quaint and sleepy old downtown.

"That's not where all the action is in Round Rock," Word said. Commuter rail district officials "have never been able to give us a warm-and-fuzzy that they would consider another station in Round Rock."

The city, in fact, might want as many as three stations, Word said, with none of them near the old downtown.

Ross Milloy, interim director of the commuter rail district, said that his organization in the end would "put stations where the towns that are members want stations."

Regardless, Round Rock has come up with its own plan, one that would begin with a route that to date has appeared on no Central Texas rail planning maps.

Word cautions that it is premature to call what the city has produced a "plan," that it's closer to a "30,000-foot-view concept." He has shown it to the Round Rock City Council (and to the Central Texas Regional Mobility Authority, the City of Georgetown and the Round Rock Chamber of Commerce), but the council has not taken a vote on rail.

The rail system would come in two phases. The first part, with a roughly estimated cost of $50 million (including two trains), would run down the center of the Texas 45 North tollway from a point just east of Interstate 35 (opposite, not coincidentally, the Dell Inc. campus) to about a mile west of the Loop 1 tollway. At that point, the rail line would go up and over Texas 45 North's eastbound lanes and then connect to Capital Metro's Red Line.

The Red Line from Leander to downtown Austin, looping through the still-undeveloped Robinson Ranch, is only a couple of hundred feet south of the tollway at that point. The idea is that Round Rock would buy self-propelled trains identical to what Capital Metro will begin running in March, and that they would make runs to downtown Austin and back.

At the east end, Word's staff envisions a station in the tollway median, with two tracks flanking it. There might be a park-and-ride lot on the south side of the road, Word said, where an undeveloped 60-acre plot now sits.

The second phase, which so far has no price tag, would run east along the tollway to about Schultz Lane, then follow the old MKT railway's right of way (it no longer has track) most of the way to a station on Georgetown's southern edge. The proposal diverges for part of the run, jogging east by the Dell Diamond.

Word envisions a station at what the city is calling Avery Centre, near where Texas State University, Texas A&M University and Austin Community College all have plans to build campuses.

"If we're going to have rail, it's going to be absolutely necessary for us to have a rail station at Avery Centre," Word said.

As is the case with many rail plans in Central Texas, the source of money for this idea is not clear. Word said the city would probably seek federal funding, a lengthy and uncertain process that Capital Metro ultimately decided not to pursue with its Red Line. The city might sell bonds, he said, or use money generated by added development around the tollway station.

The city staff has made no estimates of how many people might ride the line.

Round Rock Mayor Alan McGraw said the council's reaction was "very curious optimism. Normally with light rail, you think the cost will far exceed the benefits. We're willing to spend a little more time looking at it."

Cap Metro finds a legislative acorn?

Austin American Statesman

Wednesday, January 7, 2009

By Ben Wear 

Part of Capital Metro’s legislative agenda in 2007 — and again this year because it didn’t pass — was a bill to allow buses to use expressway shoulders during rush hour when traffic slows below 35 mph. The bill made it through the Senate last time, but ran aground in the House.

Turns out recent events may be smiling on that idea.

The sponsors of SB 132 in 2007 were state Sen. Jeff Wentworth, R-San Antonio (who, as noted, got it passed), and a little known, second-term House member (also from San Antonio) who apparently didn’t have the stroke to get the bill through. You may have heard of him since then, however. His name is Joe Straus.

Well, then!

Straus, who politically speaking came down out of the grandstands in recent weeks and then immediately hit a grand slam, will now be speaker of the Texas House. He will have a whole lotta stroke now.

Speakers don’t normally carry bills, so Capital Metro will likely have to find another House champion for its buses-on-the-shoulder idea. But the bill it appears might have an easier path to passage.

Rail relocation fund more likely to move forward, officials say

Austin Business Journal

Friday, December 26, 2008 

by Jean Kwon

The Texas Rail Relocation and Improvement Fund, approved by voters in 2005 as a constitutional amendment and unfunded since its inception, will once again be put to the minds of legislators. And this time, advocates say, it has a better chance of securing funds.

The fund was designed to move potentially dangerous freight rail lines in densely populated urban areas, as well as to improve or add capacity to lines. Moving such lines could open the door for regional and commuter rail lines that could vastly improve the state’s transportation network and grease its economic development engine, advocates say.

The fund “is a tool that we would hope would allow for greater flexibility in using our existing rail corridors for passenger rail if it makes financial sense in the future,” said Jeremy Martin, senior vice president of governmental relations at the Greater Austin Chamber of Commerce, part of a group of Texas’ eight largest chambers that support the fund. “For cities like Austin, Dallas and Houston, this would open up the possibility for more transit and transit-oriented development.”

Fund advocates this year established the Texas Rail Relocation and Improvement Association. No dollar figure has formally been attached to the fund, but advocates say they expect $200 million could eventually be needed to create a bondable revenue stream to fund projects around the state.

Oberstar Calls for $85 Billion in Transport and Public Works

Outsourced Logistics

Jan 8, 2009

Chairman of the House’s Transportation & Infrastructure Committee, Congressman Jim Oberstar plans to introduce what he calls, “the largest transportation investment package since the creation of the Interstate Highway system in the 1950s.”

As has been widely reported, it is anticipated that Congress will pass economic recovery legislation aimed at such projects as highway and bridge construction, transit and passenger rail projects, among other public works efforts. Oberstar recommends that the transportation portion of the bill be aimed at projects ready for work to begin, but lack the funding. He claims, “We want to put people to work within 120 days of the passage of this bill. To be effective, this bill needs to be transparent and accountable to the taxpayer. The economic recovery package needs to be earmark-proof, with no specially-designated projects.”

Longer term, the current SAFETEA-LU (the Safe, Accountable, Fair and Efficient Transportation Equity Act—A Legacy for Users) is due to be renewed in September 2009. Oberstar vows to make it a “transformational transportation bill.” He looks to create investments in, “new modes of transportation to move people and products. Everything from shipping in the Great Lakes to high-speed rail will be on the table,” he claims.

Transit: Long-Scorned, Key to Metros’ Future?

Citiwire.com

January 11, 2009

Neal PeirceBy Neal Peirce

Public transit was scorned by vast majorities of Americans for a half century after World War II. But might it become the central development key for America’s 21st century cities and their metro regions?

That’s the audacious “green” formula of the authors of a just-released blue-ribbon commission report– “Sustainability and the MTA” –for New York’s Metropolitan Transportation Authority.

It’s true, New York with its 8.5 million daily trips, comprising to 40 percent of all U.S. bus and subway ridership, seems like a transit outlier.

But ridership is now surging nationwide (even with $1.50 gas). And for cities aiming to be “green” and globally competitive, New York’s transit-centered approach poses a powerful model.

MTA’s commission was headed by Jonathan Rose, an illustrious developer of environmentally friendly and transit-accessible housing. Rose insists that transit is the necessary centerpiece of planning the future as the New York region adds an expected 4 million new residents and 3 million new jobs by 2030. If New York or any other region hopes for a sustainable future, he insists, development needs to be channeled carefully, consistently, into transit-oriented clusters rather than sprawl.

Plus, Rose argues, a strong and expanding transit system can organize and help grow the region so that it cuts back sharply on its carbon emissions, competes efficiently with other leading world cities by reducing wasteful traffic congestion, and advances social equity by making jobs accessible to all residents.

New Yorkers can already boast their transit system makes the city and region America’s green leader. MTA’s buses, subways and commuter trains remove some 3 million drivers from the roads each day. And they do it at twice the energy efficiency of the most advanced hybrid cars, registering a massive “carbon avoidance” benefit. The high-density, high-transit model translates into per capita energy consumption just one quarter the national average.

But the secret’s not just having more transit lines–though the commission recommends the MTA do just that. It’s about shifting zoning and other policies to make sure the lion’s share of new residential and business development is located in transit-accessible city and neighborhood cores. And then insisting the “last mile” of transit accessibility be covered by flexible feeder buses as well as pedestrian and bike improvements.

Cars and trucks won’t go away under this new approach. But the region will have a more efficient, “robust, resilient, multimodal, fine-grained system,” argues Rose.

The blue ribbon commission was a picture of inclusiveness–transit and rail professionals to regional citizen groups, utility executives to sustainability advocates. Line managers from MTA’s vast rail-bus-bridge authority were active on project task forces. And Obama-style, all 68,000 MTA workers were polled for their ideas, with a big crop of creative responses.

Major goals and a plethora of “green” ways to conserve, avoid pollution, and cut carbon emerged. By 2050, it’s suggested, MTA should draw 80 percent of its energy from renewable sources–among them a big set of wind farms 13 miles off the Long Island coast. Through such measures as energy retrofits and new braking technologies, it would cut its operational energy use sharply. It would apply high LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) standards to all its building projects. It would apply green standards to its waste flows, even take care to substitute rainwater and “greywater” for its massive daily washdown of thousands of buses.

Will a new transit era require “megabucks”? The answer is definitively yes. The commission believes $75 billion to $100 billion will be needed between now and 2019 “to prepare MTA and its service region for a sustainable future.” A separate commission has come up with a $30 billion estimate for capital improvements by 2014. It’s headed by Richard Ravitch, the business leader who, as MTA chair in the 1980s, introduced new financing to save the system from ruination in a low-point of frequent breakdowns, graffiti-splattered cars and troublesome crime.

Admittedly, advancing New York for transit in the face of recession will be tough. But the city’s civic leadership is remarkable and it’s had decades of high quality mayors, including Mayor Michael Bloomberg and his imaginative department heads pushing a “PlaNYC” to green the entire city. Predictably, the New Yorkers are hoping some Obama stimulus money will help push their green transit agendas forward.

Could a New York-style formula apply to regions nationwide? Absolutely, asserts Robert Yaro, a member of MTA’s blue ribbon commission and president of New York’s Regional Plan Assn.: “If this process were replicated in the 45-plus U.S. metros that already have urban and regional rail systems, which collectively are home to two-thirds of our national population, it would go a long ways towards achieving national mobility, a national climate and energy strategy.”

Think of it, Yaro suggests, as a “stealth national development/metro development/energy independence/climate strategy” for the entire United States.

Atlanta watches with envy as Phoenix light rail debuts

Local leaders say metro Atlanta’s poor mass transit hinders business growth

The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

Wednesday, December 31, 2008

By ARIEL HART

Phoenix — A train seems about as normal as a water buffalo on Phoenix’s Central Avenue, but here one comes, gliding along what used to be the center lane. Excited would-be passengers chatter under an artsy awning as it approaches their platform. The word “Disneyland” keeps popping up — the train’s sleek shape prompts thoughts of Tomorrowland.

As of this week, Phoenix has light rail, and metro Atlanta mass transit boosters are jealous.

“I continue to be frustrated that we can’t seem to move in that direction,” said Sam Olens, chairman of the Atlanta Regional Commission and the Cobb County commission. “We’re losing our competitive advantage.”

Two years ago, the Metro Atlanta Chamber of Commerce invited reporters to hear officials from Phoenix and other cities talk about their new transportation initiatives. The message was clear: Atlanta and Georgia could be left in the dust.

On Wednesday, Sam Williams, president of the chamber, said in a statement that “cities that have made transportation a priority, like Phoenix, Dallas and Charlotte, continue to leapfrog Atlanta with respect to regional mobility. … While these areas make progress, we seem choked in congestion with little leadership to get us out.”

As another legislative session begins, Atlanta remains the second-most-congested urban area in the nation. The Georgia Legislature has tried and failed to pass a transportation funding measure and is preparing for another go in the 2009 session.

Olens said plum employers with skilled jobs are slipping away. “In the last two years, I’ve had two major corporations tell me they would not move their headquarters to the Cobb Galleria area because all we had are buses,” Olens said this week.

Rail transit opponents in Georgia agree that congestion must be addressed. But they say rail isn’t an effective way to do it, especially in a spread-out area like Atlanta.

Both Phoenix and Charlotte got nearly half of their rail money from federal funds. City and special regional taxes paid the rest of the $1.4 billion cost of the line that runs 20 miles through Phoenix, Tempe and Mesa.

Phoenix, like Atlanta, is a sprawling collection of communities. Life without a car there is challenging.

While the Phoenix line met its share of controversy in getting approved, this week that seemed forgotten for many of the 150,000 to 200,000 who tried it out for free on its grand opening.

Families and groups of friends crowded station stops to gawk and ride between public parties and pub crawls.

On train platforms, local businesses passed out coupons and fliers.

There was at least one protest sign — complaining that the last train would run three hours before bars’ 2 a.m. last call.

Outside a standing-room-only train car Saturday morning, Central Avenue was nearly deserted. Tracks sit flush with the street, and trains travel alongside car traffic.

They stop at red lights, although they can sometimes make them go green.

The fun will subside Thursday when the line starts charging — $1.25 for a single ride — and finds out how many riders are in for the long haul.

An Urban Neighborhood on the Rise

The Washington Post

Saturday, January 3, 2009

By Mary Ellen Slayter

A hundred years ago, life in Eckington was all about the streetcar.

Now it's all about the Metro, with stations anchoring the north and south ends of the Northeast Washington neighborhood.

Often lumped in with nearby communities such as Shaw and Brookland, Eckington is increasingly becoming a requested area in its own right, real estate agents say. But more often, it draws people who were attracted to other, better-known neighborhoods with easy Metro access -- but found that they didn't suit their budgets.

That's what brought Vicki Gass to her light-filled end-unit rowhouse in 2002. "It was an extremely tight market," she said. "Finding anything I could afford was a challenge."

The neighborhood is a mostly a mix of two- and three-story brick rowhouses, many with bay fronts. Some blocks include grander homes. Condo developments have popped up in the past few years.

The housing styles vary from block to block, said Angela Jones, who lives in Eckington and works as an agent with Long and Foster's nearby Brookland office. The mix includes big Victorians and Federal-style homes; they're similar to those on Capitol Hill, "but with much lower prices," she said.

The land that became Eckington was once the country home of Joseph Gales Jr., Washington's mayor from 1827 to 1830 and publisher of the National Intelligencer. Gales built a two-story house on the site, naming his estate Eckington after the English village where he was born. The streetcar -- the Washington area's first -- came in 1878. Most of the houses in Eckington began going up in the 1890s, with another boom in development in the 1920s.

The streetcar line was shut down in the 1950s, and Eckington suffered the sort of decline that afflicted many urban neighborhoods in the ensuing decades.

But the whole neighborhood has transformed in the past five years, said Chip Lewis, an agent with Matthew Spicer Real Estate who has worked in the D.C. real estate business for more than 35 years. He sees interest in Eckington from a mix of young professionals, government workers, artists and young families who want to live in the city and avoid commuting an hour.

ad_icon

Those who choose to make Eckington their home say they are drawn by a diverse, friendly community, the solid housing stock and myriad transportation options.

Ben Lyttleton and his wife moved from the Virginia suburbs to Eckington about two years ago. They quickly felt welcome, he said.

"The thing about rowhouses -- you have to meet your neighbors," he said, acknowledging the close quarters. For example, more than 35 neighbors stopped by their election night party, he Conversations in Eckington turn as often to plumbing as politics, though, as new residents often find themselves orchestrating major upgrades of older plumbing and electrical systems while trying to hang on to attractive details such as the wood trim. Many residents take on the projects themselves, a common point of conversation among old-timers and newcomers alike.

Lyttleton described himself as "in the throes of renovation" on his 1902 Victorian. Many of the neighboring houses have similar repair and renovation issues, even though "some of them are a little finer, some are a little grander."

Iris Mitchell, a retired postal worker, bought her house in 1993, paying just $101,000 for her three-bedroom, two-bath rowhouse. "I put a lot of work into that house," she said on a recent evening stroll with her dog, Ginger.

Fixer-uppers aren't the only option. Cristina von Spiegelfeld and her husband bought a condo in Eckington in July 2007 after they "outgrew Adams Morgan," she said. They were attracted by the neighborhood's affordability, given the relatively generous size of the units.

Eckington is quieter, she said, but still close to everything. They often cross North Capitol Street to check out the farmer's market and Big Bear Cafe in Bloomingdale.

Being bordered by major roads such as New York Avenue, Rhode Island Avenue and North Capitol makes it relatively easy to get in and out of town by car, residents said. proximity to the Rhode Island Avenue and New York Avenue Metro stations, as well as regular bus service, also helps.

That the neighborhood is not included in either station's name peeves some residents. "The lack of a neighborhood name on our station has always bothered me as a wasted opportunity for an effective 'branding' campaign," Jay Cooper writes on his Eckington blog.

Two of residents' worries are common to cities: crime and schools. Great improvements in safety have been made, residents said, but there are still issues. Overall, we're talking "classic inner-city problems," said Lyttleton, who praised community policing in the neighborhood as "very effective."

For those with children, the ongoing problems in the D.C. public schools can be an issue. "It's a challenge," said Lyttleton, who has two young children, Gryphon, 4, and Fletcher, 20 months. Their solution so far: Instead of the neighborhood school, the older child attends a nearby Chinese immersion charter school, which he said he and his wife have been pleased with.

Activity in the nearby industrial area of the city can also create a nuisance, Gass said, "especially the big gravel trucks that zip through the neighborhood rather than take the main arteries."

Development is also among residents' top concerns, said Denise Wright, a member of the advisory neighborhood commission whose district included Eckington. "People want restaurants, and they want stores," she said, but major developers are reluctant to be the first to move into the neighborhood. And the developments cropping up nearby don't count, said Wright, who has lived in Eckington for four years and was on the ANC for about one year. "Why are you telling me to walk across New York Avenue to buy a bag of groceries?"

That lack of retail development means the neighborhood can be surprisingly quiet in evenings and weekends, though. "We love the weekend strolls when it's so quiet and peaceful you'd never think you were in the crosshairs of North Capitol Street and Florida Avenue," said Steve Rynecki, who has lived in Eckington for seven years and who served as the economic development co-chair for the Eckington Civic Association for nearly five years.

Mitchell and Gass also praised Eckington's walkability. The two women have been walking their dogs together for two years, a habit that Gass said has helped her make many connections. "It's amazing how getting a dog forces you to get to know people."

Urban playground

The Boston Globe

December 28, 2008

By Sasha Issenberg

WHEN MASSACHUSETTS DECIDED to boost its biotechnology sector, it turned to a traditional model of economic development: Spending $1 billion over a decade to build infrastructure and encourage employers, hoping that jobs - and growth - will follow. The federal government appears ready to stick to a similar strategy for a stimulus package next year that could commit as much as $1 trillion to the construction of bridges, schools, and industrial facilities in the hopes of reviving struggling communities around the country.

Yet some social scientists who study regional growth have turned away from such joyless nitty-gritty and are instead turning to another tool for improving economic health: fun.

In a paper published this month by the Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia, economists Gerald A. Carlino and Albert Saiz looked at 150 metropolitan areas around the United States and found hat those rich in what they called "consumption amenities" - the things that make a city delightful, such as parks, historic sites, museums, and beaches - "disproportionally attracted highly educated individuals and experienced faster housing price appreciation."

In other words, urban growth and prosperity have less to do with transportation links and industrial infrastructure than the patterns that govern behavior at a social mixer: Beautiful and charming cities draw a crowd, while the featureless and unattractive wilt like wallflowers.

Carlino and Saiz's paper could give policy makers a new way to think about the conditions necessary for economic growth. As they consider how to boost the economy, they should think not about the raw materials of business, but about what will bring together talented people in the same place. This suggests a different approach to stimulus spending - and, likely, stark assessments about where to spend it that will not make for popular politics.

"If you have sun and a beautiful beach and 300-year-old buildings, it's no wonder that you're going to attract people," said Saiz. "But that's no use for Detroit or Syracuse."

Social scientists had long studied the growth of cities, but in the 1990s they started to notice something puzzling: Cities like Seattle and Austin were booming as new-economy hubs for no apparent reason other than the fact that the people responsible for the greatest innovations in high technology had chosen to live in places that were bike-friendly, had good music scenes, and allowed them to show up to business lunches in jeans.

Elsewhere, downtown enclaves in cities like Philadelphia and Providence had also begun to rebound, with new condominiums and coffee bars, even as the fundamentals of the local economies around them seemed to change little. What puzzled the experts was why, if the "American central city generally did not 'come back' in the 1990s," as Carlino and Saiz wrote in their paper, "the 'beautiful city' within flourished."

The Rest of the Story
Stimulus funding needs accountability and transparency

Transportation for American

January 8, 2009

Press Release

Washington — Shelley Poticha, Co-Chair for the Transportation for America campaign, today issued a statement in advance of President-elect Obama’s speech on the state of the economy:

“This morning, President-elect Obama intends to present his vision for a renewed economy, both with a short-term stimulus package and a long-term plan for recovery. According to his prepared remarks, Obama will call for investment in ‘a new infrastructure that [is] necessary to keep us strong and competitive in the 21st Century.’ He will also reiterate that the success of the recovery package will be determined by whether it creates jobs and grows our economy.

The President-elect is right to seek an economic recovery package that includes infrastructure spending to create jobs, boost our economy and make America competitive over the long term. When it comes to transportation, however, infrastructure spending could do more harm than good if it goes primarily toward building bigger roads rather than the clean transportation network we need for a truly ‘green’ recovery.

Yesterday, Congressman David Obey (D-WI), chairman of the House Appropriations Committee, stated on National Public Radio that stimulus funding directed towards transportation infrastructure will be allocated directly to states to determine how best to use the American tax dollars. While T4America agrees with the sentiment of letting states and localities decide what projects best suit their needs, a review of 19 proposed ‘ready to go’ project lists developed by state Departments of Transportation (DOT’s) indicates the need for Congress to set clear standards for how the spending of these federal dollars should be prioritized.

According to the 19 lists, most state DOTs favor big, new highway projects at the expense of repair and maintenance needs, and investing in energy-saving options, such as public transportation and safe walking and biking. For example, the proposed $1.9 billion expansion of I-94 in Chairman Obey’s home state makes up nearly one quarter of the Wisconsin DOT’s ‘wish-list.’ It makes little sense to allow a handful of such large highway expansions, which can take years to complete, to gobble up near-term ‘stimulus’ money while existing highways and bridges are allowed to crumble.

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

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

Such investment has the potential to create more jobs than simply building and expanding more highways. A recent report by Reconnecting America identified 78 communities around the country with more than $240 billion worth of planned investment in light rail, commuter rail, subway and rapid bus projects. If all were to be funded, this could support as many as 6.7 million jobs.

We agree that time is of the essence and job creation should be a top priority. But if the incoming Obama-Biden administration wants the recovery package to truly effect change, it should be seen as a down-payment on a new, 21st Century federal transportation mission.”

Rail Takes Back Seat as States Target Obama Stimulus for Roads

Bloomberg.com

December 24, 2008

By Heidi Przybyla

Missouri’s plan to spend $750 million in federal money on highways and nothing on mass transit in St. Louis doesn’t square with President-elect Barack Obama’s vision for a revolutionary re-engineering of the nation’s infrastructure.

Utah would pour 87 percent of the funds it may receive in a new economic stimulus bill into new road capacity. Arizona would spend $869 million of its $1.2 billion wish list on highways.

While many states are keeping their project lists secret, plans that have surfaced show why environmentalists and some development experts say much of the stimulus spending may promote urban sprawl while scrimping on more green-friendly rail and mass transit.

“It’s a lot of more of the same,” said Robert Puentes, a metropolitan growth and development expert at the Brookings Institution in Washington who is tracking the legislation. “You build a lot of new highways, continue to decentralize” urban and suburban communities and “pull resources away from transit.”

In proposing a stimulus plan that could total as much as $1 trillion, Obama has promised a new federal infrastructure program that would dwarf President Dwight Eisenhower’s interstate highway system that began in 1956. Obama told reporters at a Dec. 7 news conference that his effort would go beyond “roads and bridges” and fund more innovative projects.

Fiscal Shortfalls

His plans are colliding with deep fiscal shortfalls among states with a backlog of road-building needs and pressure from lawmakers to use his economic recovery package mainly for “ready to go” projects that will immediately bolster the economy.

Highway construction advocates say numerous projects are needed because of years of neglect of the nation’s infrastructure. Along with new roads, these include resurfacing existing ones and guardrail installation. As evidence of the economic impact of such work, they cite President Ronald Reagan’s $12 billion investment in federal highways during the 1982 recession that created 700,000 jobs by 1985.

Caterpillar Inc. executives have said the U.S. needs as much as $700 billion in road, port and airport investments to remain competitive with countries like China. The largest maker of construction equipment stands to see a boost from the spending plan, along with rival Deere & Co., crane makers Terex Corp. and Manitowoc Co., and material producers U.S. Steel Corp. and Olympic Steel Inc.

Little Oversight

Members of Congress and some officials with the incoming administration are moving toward legislation that gives states funds through existing formulas that provide little oversight to ensure the spending fits into a broader plan to modernize the nation’s infrastructure grid and promote energy efficiency, according to several lobbyists and congressional aides.

“We like the environmentally friendly way of doing things but the charge we were given was to come up with something that can happen quickly,” said Jim Berard, a spokesman for House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee Chairman James Oberstar, a Minnesota Democrat. “We can’t lose sight of what the primary goal here is, and that is to put people to work.”

Urban planners and mass transit advocates say that approach may undercut Obama’s goal of more innovation in upgrading the nation’s infrastructure.

‘Bad Projects’

“The fear is that you would begin a bunch of bad projects that would have to be funded all the way,” said Petra Todorovich, director of the New York-based America 2050, a coalition of transportation officials and civic, business and environmental groups. That would make it “a lot harder to make the big investments needed to build high-speed rail and public transit.”

Advocates of surface-road and highway building say these projects would prove environmentally friendly because they would help relieve congestion.

The U.S. Department of Transportation has identified 220 bottlenecks that significantly increase the number of vehicles idling in traffic. “If you can eliminate the congestion, you can dramatically reduce greenhouse-gas emissions,” said Jeff Solsby, a spokesman for the Washington-based American Road and Transportation Builders Association.

The Missouri plan reflects the current needs of the state, where 90 percent of travel is by cars on highways and roads, said Sally Oxenhandler, a spokeswoman for the Missouri Department of Transportation.

‘Strike a Balance’

“We had to take a look at the needs and strike a balance, and also look at projects that we had ready to go in 180 days,” she said.

Polly Trottenberg, director of Building America’s Future, a Washington-based group promoting innovation in infrastructure improvements, counters that “there are plenty of projects that can put Americans back to work immediately and also start the transformation that is needed.”

Her organization and other groups have pinpointed $16.5 billion in mass-transit projects on which work can start within a year, and in many cases within four months.

In Europe and Southeast Asia, governments are investing tens of billions of dollars in high-speed rail projects that include systems designed for the rapid transport of merchandise. Proponents of a new approach to transportation in the U.S. are pushing for the stimulus package to fund similar projects.

They also are backing a provision in the stimulus legislation that would require states to spend funds on maintenance before building new roads. And they also want to direct funds to metropolitan planning authorities and to create a national oversight group to help coordinate the spending.

This could be similar to President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s creation of a national resources planning board during the New Deal that developed long-range plans for infrastructure spending, Todorovich said. It laid the groundwork for the interstate highway system 20 years later.

Obama's Highway Plans Face Funding Roadblock

NPR, Morning Edition

December 29, 2008 

by Debbie Elliott

Mr. President-elect, you have ambitious plans for the nation's crumbling highways, roads and bridges. And that means you have a big problem: money.

People have been driving less. So they buy less gasoline and pay less in taxes into the federal Highway Trust Fund. Those taxes — 18.4 cents per gallon of gasoline — pay for those roads and bridges. Last year, the trust fund needed an $8 billion bailout from Congress. This year, it's headed again into the red. That's quite a challenge as you and Congress get set to re-authorize the federal highway bill and craft the biggest overhaul of transportation policy in 50 years.

Finding A Way To Pay

Clearly, the trust fund needs a fix. One of the people charged with finding that fix is Rep. Jim Oberstar, a Minnesota Democrat and chairman of the House Committee on Transportation and Infrastructure.

Oberstar served as that panel's chief of staff 40 years ago. And his message for you, Mr. Obama: "Learn from history."

Look back to when the nation last grappled with congested highways and slow-moving goods, he says. It was the 1950s, and the solution was a $22.5 billion, 42,000-mile interstate highway system paid for by a gasoline tax of 3 cents per gallon. It turned out that wasn't enough, so Congress soon raised it by a penny.

"And the 1 cent increase in the user fee passed the House on a voice vote. You can hardly pass a prayer on a voice vote today," Oberstar says. "But in those days there was a sense of destiny, of future, of what is good for America — not what is good for my political career. But what we've had in the last 12 years is a no-tax philosophy, and so there's not been an increase in the user fee, the gas tax, since 1993."

Raising the gasoline tax and indexing it to inflation will be on the agenda next year when the transportation committee tackles what Oberstar says will be a nearly $500 billion update of the nation's transportation policy. But Oberstar says raising the gas tax alone won't be enough.

The panel's top Republican, John Mica of Florida, agrees. Mica says it's time to re-evaluate the gas tax as the primary way the country pays for its highways.

"Every day, we're getting a more efficient fleet on the road," Mica says. "In fact, [as] I came to work here in the House office building last week, I saw a car plugged into the wall. They won't pay any gasoline tax. So the system is broken. Even if we just increase the gas tax and no one's using traditional fuels, which will eventually be the case, I think that the system has to be corrected."

Proposals include a tax based on miles traveled and setting up a federal infrastructure bank that could borrow money to fund long-term projects. That's an idea you have endorsed, Mr. President-elect.

Local Officials: Stimulus Only A Start

In the short term, you and congressional Democrats plan to include infrastructure spending in a massive economic stimulus package coming early next year. Local officials welcome that infusion, but say it's only a start.

"Our message to the president: Stimulus is great, but don't include infrastructure in the stimulus package and then forget about it," Pennsylvania Gov. Ed Rendell says.

Rendell, a Democrat, has joined with California's Republican governor, Arnold Schwarzenegger, and New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg to create an advocacy group called Building America's Future.

"We have to have a long-term plan to rebuild the country's infrastructure, to build it out when it's necessary," Rendell says. "It will do tremendous good for the country — economic competitiveness, public safety, quality of life. At the same time, it will be a long-term job generator and would have an incredible effect on the economy."

Rendell also says it's time to take on congressional earmarks. He says experts should pick projects, not lawmakers.

"I think the public has turned against earmarks ... with a vengeance," Rendell says. "And as a result, they have no confidence that if we put a lot of money on the table to repair our infrastructure that it wouldn't be wasted away by Congress making decisions based on politics, not merit."

But Oberstar defends the role of Congress: "When the road isn't improved in your neighborhood or your travel to work is congested and needs another lane and the state Department of Transportation doesn't address that need ... You don't vote for the DOT; you don't vote for the commissioner of transportation. You vote for your member of Congress."

So, Mr. President-elect, part of the challenge will be how to weed out the "bridges to nowhere" from the projects that really will keep the country moving.

The Net-Zero Gas Tax

The Weekly Standard

01/05/2009

by Charles Krauthammer

Americans have a deep and understandable aversion to gasoline taxes. In a culture more single-mindedly devoted to individual freedom than any other, tampering with access to the open road is met with visceral opposition. That's why earnest efforts to alter American driving habits take the form of regulation of the auto companies--the better to hide the hand of government and protect politicians from the inevitable popular backlash.

But it's not just love of the car. America is a nation of continental expanses. Distances between population centers can be vast. The mass-transit mini-car culture of Europe just doesn't work in big sky country.

This combination of geography and romance is the principal reason gas taxes are so astonishingly low in America. The federal tax is 18.4 cents per gallon. In Britain, as in much of Europe, the tax approaches $4 per gallon--more than 20 times the federal levy here.

Savvy politicians (i.e., those who succeed in getting themselves elected president) know this and tread carefully. Ronald Reagan managed a 5-cent increase. So did Bush 41. Bill Clinton needed a big fight to get a 4.3-cent increase. The lesson has been widely learned. No one with national ambitions proposes a major gas tax. Indeed, this summer featured the absurd spectacle of two leading presidential candidates (John McCain and Hillary Clinton) seriously proposing a temporary gas tax suspension.

Today's economic climate of financial instability and deepening recession, moreover, makes the piling on of new taxes--gasoline or otherwise--not just politically unpalatable but economically dubious in the extreme.

So why even think about it? Because the virtues of a gas tax remain what they have always been. A tax that suppresses U.S. gas consumption can have a major effect on reducing world oil prices. And the benefits of low world oil prices are obvious: They put tremendous pressure on OPEC, as evidenced by its disarray during the current collapse; they deal serious economic damage to energy-exporting geopolitical adversaries such as Russia, Venezuela, and Iran; and they reduce the enormous U.S. imbalance of oil trade which last year alone diverted a quarter of $1 trillion abroad. Furthermore, a reduction in U.S. demand alters the balance of power between producer and consumer, making us less dependent on oil exporters. It begins weaning us off foreign oil, and, if combined with nuclear power and renewed U.S. oil and gas drilling, puts us on the road to energy independence.

High gas prices, whether achieved by market forces or by government imposition, encourage fuel economy. In the short term, they simply reduce the amount of driving. In the longer term, they lead to the increased (voluntary) shift to more fuel-efficient cars. They render redundant and unnecessary the absurd CAFE standards--the ever-changing Corporate Average Fuel Economy regulations that mandate the fuel efficiency of various car and truck fleets--which introduce terrible distortions into the market. As the consumer market adjusts itself to more fuel-efficient autos, the green car culture of the future that environmentalists are attempting to impose by decree begins to shape itself unmandated. This shift has the collateral environmental effect of reducing pollution and CO2 emissions, an important benefit for those who believe in man-made global warming and a painless bonus for agnostics (like me) who nonetheless believe that the endless pumping of CO2 into the atmosphere cannot be a good thing.

The Rest of This Article
Oregon To Introduce VMT Fee Legislation
Albany Democrat-Herald

December 27, 2009

By Hasso Hering

A year ago, the Oregon Department of Transportation announced it had demonstrated that a new way to pay for roads — via a mileage tax and satellite technology — could work.

Now Gov. Ted Kulongoski says he’d like the legislature to take the next step.

As part of a transportation-related bill he has filed for the 2009 legislative session, the governor says he plans to recommend “a path to transition away from the gas tax as the central funding source for transportation.”

What that means is explained on the governor’s website:

“As Oregonians drive less and demand more fuel-efficient vehicles, it is increasingly important that the state find a new way, other than the gas tax, to finance our transportation system.”

According to the policies he has outlined online, Kulongoski proposes to continue the work of the special task force that came up with and tested the idea of a mileage tax to replace the gas tax.

The governor wants the task force “to partner with auto manufacturers to refine technology that would enable Oregonians to pay for the transportation system based on how many miles they drive.”

The online outline adds: “The governor is committed to ensuring that rural Oregon is not adversely affected and that privacy concerns are addressed.”

When the task force’s study and test were in the news in 2006 and 2007, critics worried that the technology could be used to track where vehicles go, not just how far they travel, and that this information would somehow be stored by the government.

In more than one interview with the Democrat-Herald and others, James Whitty, the ODOT official in charge of the project, tried to assure the public that tracking people’s travels was not in the plans.

The task force’s final report came out in November 2007. It was based largely on a field test in which about 300 motorists in the Portland area and two service stations took part over 10 months, ending in March 2007.

A GPS-based system kept track of the in-state mileage driven by the volunteers. When they bought fuel, a device in their vehicles was read, and they paid 1.2 cents a mile and got a refund of the state gas tax of 24 cents a gallon.

The final report detailed the technical aspects of the program. It also stressed the issue of privacy.

“The concept requires no transmission of vehicle travel locations, either in real time or of travel history,” the report said. “Accordingly, no travel location points are stored within the vehicle or transmitted elsewhere. Thus there can be no ‘tracking’ of vehicle movements.”

Also, the report said, under the Oregon concept of the program, “ODOT would have no involvement in developing the on-vehicle devices, installing them in vehicles, maintaining them or having any other access to them except, perhaps, in situations involving tampering or similar fee evasion activities.”

Equipment for the Oregon test was developed at Oregon State University.

Whitty said last year it might take about $20 million to establish that the mileage tax is commercially viable. Eventually, GPS devices would have to start being built into cars, and fueling stations would have to be similarly equipped.

The gas tax would stay in force — Kulongoski has proposed that it be raised 2 cents — for vehicles not equipped to pay the mileage tax.

Fighting congestion, RAND-style

Study finds that tolls and parking charges are key to ease traffic

Gristmill.com

19 Dec 2008

by Clark Williams-Derry 

Earlier this year, the RAND Corporation, a nonprofit think tank, put out a report on how to get traffic moving faster. They considered lots of the standard solutions -- improving signal timing, clearing accidents quickly, encouraging telecommuting, and so forth -- and found that many of them could, in fact, provide some temporary congestion relief.

But here's the rub: RAND found that over the long haul, these kinds of solutions simply don't have much effect on congestion. They can briefly get traffic moving faster, but just about every improvement in travel time results in ... more people taking to the road! Over the long haul, apparently, most congestion relief efforts sow the seeds of their own destruction. Says RAND:

[W]hen traffic conditions on a roadway are improved during peak hours, additional travelers will tend to converge on that newly freed capacity from (1) other times of travel, (2) other routes of travel, or (3) other modes of travel, slowly eroding the initial peak-hour congestion-reduction benefits in the busiest travel corridors. Longer term increases in the demand for automotive travel resulting from population growth and economic expansion can further undermine a strategy's effectiveness. This is why we often see, for instance, that flow improves for a short while when new lanes are added to a freeway but usually returns to former levels of congestion within just a few years. 

In the end, RAND found that only a few strategies had any significant potential to curb congestion. The thing these strategies had in common was that they raised the cost of trips on congested routes. RAND singled out two basic tactics: charging tolls for driving where congestion is heaviest; and making it more expensive for drivers to park. See the chart after the jump:

[image: image1.wmf]
That red oval highlights the only solutions that the study's authors believe have any significant potential to fight congestion over the long term. Sadly, RAND also found that the road pricing solutions -- the top two -- face huge political and practical obstacles.

Which leaves parking pricing in the sweet spot. Variable parking rates and parking "cashout" (more about that) are relatively easy to implement, and have great long-term benefits for congestion. Parking cash-out -- where employers give workers the option to take a cash payment in lieu of free parking -- has real financial benefits as well.

But for all the other congestion-busting ideas out there -- well, they might help a bit, at least for awhile. Over the long run, though, as long as we give road and parking space away for free, we'll still be struck in traffic.

Top Planning Issues Of 2008

Planetizen.com

1 January 2009

By Abhijeet Chavan, Chris Steins, Nate Berg, and Tim Halbur

Over the course of the year, the Planetizen staff editors review and post summaries of hundreds of articles, reports, books, studies, and editorials related to planning and urban development. Now, we take a look back at 2008 and the trends and issues that defined the year in urban planning.

The economy and the housing market dominated the news this year, but there was also a considerable amount of coverage related to the Presidential election and President-elect Barack Obama. Transportation investment and city living were also major themes of the year. 

Economic Meltdown Hits Cities

The downturn in the global economy was the defining issue of 2008. It has affected nearly every aspect of American life, including our towns and cities. The tumbling stock market and reduced consumer spending have slowed commerce in the U.S. and, as a result, local tax revenues are down. With less money in general funds and little hope for a rapid rebound, cities across the U.S. are being forced to make budget cuts. More than 200 city jobs were cut in Atlanta in late 2008, 400 city employees in San Francisco were laid off, and 1,000 employees were handed temporary layoffs in Toledo, Ohio, to name just three cities among thousands.

Planning and community development departments are certainly not immune. For many planning departments the situation is exacerbated by the fact that a large portion of their budgets is based on revenues generated by construction activity/permit fees. Given the precipitous drop in construction, planning department budgets have been particularly hard hit by the recession.

Cities are also increasingly focusing on budget areas previously considered untouchable, like public safety services. Some cities, for example, are looking at ways of revamping police and fire services to cut costs.

With no clear end to the recession in sight, cities are undoubtedly going to continue to feel the pain. How much pain there is will largely be determined by how creatively cities adapt to the current situation.

Foreclosures Spread and Home Values Fall

One bellwether of tough economic times this year has been the rash of foreclosed homes that has spread across the country. Bad loans and falling property values have forced thousands of Americans out of their homes, often emptying entire neighborhoods.

Suburban ghost towns have popped up around the nation in places like Riverside, California, much of suburban Phoenix, as well as central Florida. With the economy in a sour state, values are expected to fall even further. Recent figures show that more than one-quarter of American homeowners owe more on their mortgages than they could possibly hope to gain by selling the houses. Economists are estimating that figure could rise to nearly 40 percent in early 2009.

While things are certainly gloomy as we enter 2009, there may be a bright side to the housing fiasco. Some economists are predicting that the downturn in the housing market will usher in a new era of more reasonable mortgage and loan policies, and a new stock of smaller homes. After years of oversized homes and McMansions spurred, in part, by the building boom, home builders may shift direction towards housing that is smaller, more energy-efficient, and lower-priced. But as with the auto industry, we’ll have to wait and see.

Return to the City

In addition to the foreclosure blight that has hit both cities and suburbs, 2008 saw thousands of suburban residents leaving the comfort of their spacious subdivisions and moving back to the city. Rising oil prices and concerns about the environment also contributed to this new trend, with legions of people ditching far-off homes and long commutes for the convenience of being closer to their jobs.

But just being a big city in America doesn’t mean the jobs will come. Places as diverse as Detroit, Reno, Cleveland, and Vallejo, California saw huge drops in job growth. But at the same time, employment opportunities increased in cities like Denver, Chicago, and Seattle. Some have focused on the relationship between job growth and the “creative economy” -- such as tech-based jobs like web development and software design. But the return of the city isn’t purely utilitarian. Urban areas are also coming back because people, especially those in their 20s and 30s, are increasingly attracted to places that are walkable, diverse, and that offer environmental and cultural amenities.

Re-Investment in Transit

The sharp rise in global oil prices in 2008 led to at least one outcome many would have thought impossible just a few years ago: a reduction in the number of vehicle miles traveled in the U.S. Americans drove 100 billion fewer miles between November 2007 and October 2008 than the same period a year earlier. Indeed, it was the first decrease in VMT in nearly 30 years.

Equally dramatic: sharp increases in public transit ridership. Figures for cities like Los Angeles and Washington, D.C. showed increases of 15 to 25 percent compared to the prior year. But as ridership increases across the country, many transit systems are becoming overwhelmed and don’t have enough buses or trains to handle the demand.

The importance of providing funding for public transit has become clearer to millions of Americans, and they took this new conviction with them to the polls this past November. Election day saw voters in cities and counties across the country give the green light to public transit, both for new projects and improvements to existing systems.

With a new president entering office in 2009 and a congressional majority behind him, many transit advocates are hoping America is entering into a renaissance of public transportation.

Obama, the Urban President

Another important advancement for cities was the election of Barack Obama as President of the United States. Obama is notably the first president to have grown up in cities since William Howard Taft was in office almost a hundred years ago. Obama’s experience as a community organizer in Chicago gives him a direct connection to the problems facing urban areas, and many in the field of planning are hopeful that this connection will shine through in the new president’s policies.

His election season rhetoric seemed to indicate that urban issues would play a big role in an Obama presidency. His campaign has stressed the need for new infrastructure investment, a more environmentally-concerned energy policy, and a more regional focus to address the problems facing increasingly interconnected America’s metropolitan areas. New Vice President Joe Biden also stands to benefit the country’s urban policy. As a dedicated Amtrak commuter, Biden is likely to serve as a strong advocate for the often under-funded national train system.

Furthermore, the Obama transition team’s announcement that his administration will be establishing a cabinet-level Office of Urban Policy is further evidence that President Barack Obama could mean good things for the nation’s cities.

Full summary of articles or to listen to the podcast.

EVENTS

Transit Working Group

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

Dates: 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.

German Marshall Fund Conference on Public Transit in the Austin-San Antonio Region

Feb 18 – 20

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

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

For more information: Click Here
Sustainable Communities Training Conference

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

Connecting Municipal Government, Local Organizations and Related Public Entities with 

Cost-effective, Environmentally Sustainable Solutions and Partnerships

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

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

I.
Green Buildings & Construction;

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

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

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

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

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

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

Alliance for Public Transportation

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

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

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

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

http://www.railrelo.org
Capital Metro

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

Organizations Working on Federal Reauthorization
Transportation for America 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

NAPTA - Support Transit Infrastructure Investment

Thanks for all your past support for public transportation. Now, with a new administration and a new Congress about to take office, it is urgent that you make your voice heard. As you have been seeing in the news, there’s much anticipation about an economic recovery package that will occur early in 2009.

The American Public Transportation Association has been calling on President-elect Obama’s Transition Team and Congress to include public transportation projects in the legislation that is expected to be introduced when Congress returns from the holiday recess in January. As you know, public transportation plays a significant role in finding smart solutions to the numerous challenges facing America today. Investing in public transportation not only stimulates economic growth and development, it creates jobs, and benefits individuals, households and businesses.

We ask you to go to President-elect Obama’s transition web site and urge the incoming administration to include public transportation in the legislation.

Here are several points you can include:

· Public transit systems have identified 736 ready-to-go projects worth $12.2 billion that can be advanced within 90 days with federal funding. These include the purchase of new clean fuel buses and rail cars, the expansion of rail infrastructure, and the construction and rehabilitation of stations and maintenance facilities.

· Over a two-year period, studies of public transit needs show that $47.8 billion in much-needed projects could be invested, creating more than 1.3 million green jobs.

· There has never been a stronger demand for public transit than now. Even as gas prices have gone down, public transit ridership had the largest ridership increase in 25 years in the third quarter of 2008.

Share your story about the need for local public transportation and what it means for people in your community. Please write this email in the next few days. Significant public transit investment is critical to moving our economy and country forward. Thank you.

If you have any questions, please contact Kylah Hynes at 202-496-4807 or info@napta.net

Contact Obama's Transition Team Now!

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

1. Improving International and Interstate Commerce; 

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

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

4. Rebuilding America’s transportation infrastructure.

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

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

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

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

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

· Increasing funding for congestion relief projects and metro areas;

· Improving highway connections and transit access for rural America;

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

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

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

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

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

$545 Billion Six-Year Multi-modal Program Needed

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

· $375 billion for highways,

· $93 billion for transit,

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

· $35 billion dedicated funding for intercity passenger rail. 

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

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