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Promote public transportation that improves our regional quality of life, economic development, affordability, and the environment.
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A Study in Texas New Urbanism

Terrain.org: A Journal of the Built & Natural Environments

January 10, 2009

Terrain.org takes a look at Plum Creek, a New Urbanist development outside Austin, TX that added 1,400 households to a town that had only 4,000 people in the mid-1990s.

"New urbanism provided the framework for the community design, and making the project affordable remained a driving force for the team. By developing in Kyle, the project would have a price advantage over Austin, and the goal of creating a place for a variety of people where home prices started in the $100,000s instead of the $400,000s remained primary throughout the planning and development process.

As is often the case for New Urbanism and smart growth communities, the desired lot sizes, street widths, mix of uses, and numerous other aspects proposed by the developer were not allowed under the City of Kyle’s existing residential subdivision code. Benchmark spent 18 months negotiating a detailed planned unit development (PUD) agreement with the city. Sidewalks, planting strips, and street trees are part of Plum Creek's focus on pedestrians. 

The scale of the project was as daunting to city leaders as the nuts and bolts of the proposed ordinances. Issues of particular concern were lot sizes, street widths, and zoning uses. The planning and development team spent considerable time working to educate city leaders about the benefits of walkable, mixed-use communities, the safety benefits of narrow streets and alleyways, the value of preserving open space and building tax base through density. Ironically, the town’s historic downtown features many of the desired design elements outlawed by the existing subdivision and development ordinances."

Full Story: UnSprawl Case Study: Plum Creek in Kyle, Texas
Tight budget may affect road bills

Budget bill, TxDOT sunset, gas tax and concessions will be the focus.

Austin American Statesman

Monday, January 19, 2009

By Ben Wear

Texas Comptroller Susan Combs' unexpectedly low revenue estimate last week for the next two years was bad news for everyone who spends state dollars.

But for transportation advocates, having $9.1 billion less for the state's general fund carried extra sting: Gov. Rick Perry, Lt. Gov. David Dewhurst and then-House Speaker Tom Craddick (remember him?) had all but promised in a letter last summer to grab general fund dollars with both hands and use them on roads. Now, who knows?

So Senate Bill 1, this year's state budget legislation, will be Bill No. 1 to follow this session.

Here is a partial list of key bills to watch and their sponsors:

• The Texas Department of Transportation sunset bill: No number available yet. But this bill will determine what changes with TxDOT and its governing board.

• SB 217, Sen. John Carona, R-Dallas: Would adjust the state's 20-cents-a-gallon gas tax, up or down, with a change in a "producer price index" of highway construction costs. The change would be capped at 5 percent.

• House Bill 564, Rep. Ruth Jones McClendon, D-San Antonio (twinned by Carona's SB 383 ): Would dedicate up to $200 million a year in vehicle sales taxes to the rail relocation fund approved by voters in 2005. The fund is sitting empty so far.

• SB 404, Carona: Extends by six years TxDOT's authority to reach decades-long lease agreements with private companies to build and operate toll roads.

• SB 216, Carona: Prohibits using highway fund money (from gas taxes, vehicle fees) on the Department of Public Safety. This would push $500 million a year to TxDOT. Carona's Senate Joint Resolution 9 would ask voters to amend the Texas Constitution to ban all diversions from the highway fund other than the one-quarter for education already in the Constitution.

• SB 434, Sen. Jeff Wentworth, R-San Antonio: Would allow transit buses in four counties (including Travis and Williamson) to use highway shoulders when congestion slows regular lane speeds to 35 mph or less. Buses could go at most 15 mph above the prevailing speed at the time.

• SB 384, Carona: Strikes TxDOT's ability to spend money to promote development of toll roads.

• SB 220, Sen. Robert Nichols, R-Jacksonville: Removes the Texas Transportation Commission's authority to make a toll road out of a free road when the commission determines that it is the "most feasible and economic means" to expand road capacity.

• HB 273, Rep. Linda Harper-Brown, R-Irving: Requires cars to be at least three feet from cyclists they pass on highways.

Many lawmakers are only now beginning to churn out legislation. Austin state Sen. Kirk Watson, likely to again be a player on the Senate transportation panel and carry notable bills on the issue, is keeping his powder dry for now. As of late last week, Watson had filed three bills. None addressed transportation.

Let Dallas-Fort Worth solve transit issues

Fort Worth Star Telegram

Wed, Jan. 14, 2009 

EDITORIAL:

http://www.star-telegram.com/225/story/1141036.html
One of the most important agenda items for North Central Texas is to secure approval from the state Legislature to let the area raise and keep the money it needs to correct its consistent and growing traffic and transportation problems.

One of those solutions is rail, and the Regional Transportation Council is calling its proposal Rail North Texas. There is seeming unity among leaders — if what is said in public is also said in private — to ask permission for county-by-county elections so that residents willing to do so can pick from a menu of new taxes and fees for public transportation.

We remain firm in our belief that the simplest funding mechanism is permission to levy additional sales tax in the region — also only with voter approval. But an effort to permit that met intense resistance from some business interests in the last session.

The opposition was not unanimous — significant parts of the business community supported the proposal or took no position — but it was sufficient to spook members of the House. As a result, local government and transportation officials have become convinced that the sales tax option is dead.

Members of the North Texas legislative delegation asked local officials for a variety of ideas for funding, recognizing that what comes from Austin probably will be a result of compromise agreements forged in this session.

Those options include increased vehicle registration fees, gasoline taxes, property taxes and perhaps a one-time fee on new Texas residents. The business interests that defeated previous efforts supposedly support the North Texas plan.

We certainly hope so.

Transportation problems are increasing all over the state, with the most critical focus along the Interstate 35 corridor from Dallas-Fort Worth to San Antonio and in Houston. People just keep coming — and they bring cars with them.

In 2003, the editorial boards of The Dallas Morning News and the Star-Telegram took the unusual — and controversial — step of developing a joint general editorial position on transit in North Central Texas.

The boards, in a series of editorials since then, have encouraged both local and state action.

In the Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington area, the Texas Transportation Institute at Texas A&M University calculated that the average peak hour motorist experienced 58 hours of delay in 2005. In 1982, the delay was 10 hours. Traffic delays cost the region nearly $2.5 billion a year. The 2005 figures are the latest available.

The Star-Telegram reported Saturday that the American Society of Civil Engineers gave Texas roads a D in a report card it issued — down from a C-minus when the report was last done, in 2004.

Civil engineer David Calabuig told the newspaper that about 86 percent of Texas roads are in good or great shape, but the grade is a result of what is expected to be horrifically low funding in coming years.

Underscoring that was Monday’s report by Texas Comptroller Susan Combs that the state’s revenue will drop about $9 billion in the next two-year spending cycle. The figure is based primarily on sales tax forecasts.

Urban legislators from traffic-choked cities should be interested in the North Texas proposal because it could well be a model for the other metropolitan areas of Texas.

And a new speaker of the house — Rep. Joe Straus, R-San Antonio, instead of Midland Republican Tom Craddick — could mean a better chance of getting a bill to the floor.

The civil engineers’ Texas branch said that $188 billion is needed for road improvements over the next quarter of a century, with present revenue streams about to produce about half that.

Selling local voters on increased taxes and fees will be semi-difficult, but the Legislature ought to give North Texas officials — and voters — the option to try.

And one other thing: An attorney general’s report issued in December said that a $3.2 billion payment generated by the Texas 121 toll-road agreement must remain in state coffers. Local leaders plan to use that money for road and rail projects in the area.

The North Texas Tollway Authority paid the RTC for the right to the project. Local officials want the money in a local bank account, but the AG’s ruling said no, meaning that the RTC will have to request the money from the state on a project-by-project basis. It earns up to $400,000 a day in interest, and North Texas officials fear the money might get siphoned off to other parts of Texas by a cash-strapped Legislature.

That needs to be fixed.

"This region made sacrifices to get that money," Tarrant County Judge Glen Whitley, a member of the Regional Transportation Council, said in a Dec. 18 story.

"For them to not allow us to get that money and potentially risk the shifting of those funds at the state level is just totally unacceptable, and exactly the reason why people question the integrity of politicians and elected officials," he said.

We agree.

Some States in a Pinch May Raise Gasoline Tax

The New York Times

January 13, 2009

By KATE GALBRAITH

Several states are considering the rare step of raising gasoline taxes to help fill growing budget gaps and potholed roads.

Gov. Deval Patrick of Massachusetts, where state leaders are debating both toll and gasoline tax increases to raise revenue.

Politicians in California, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Illinois and Oregon, for example, are introducing bills that would raise gasoline taxes for road and bridge repair, as state legislatures around the country begin their new sessions.

In Iowa, top legislators in both houses would support an increase. And in Ohio, a state task force last week recommended raising the gas tax by 13 cents a gallon.

There are political risks in raising taxes of any kind, and legislators have been loath to raise their gas taxes, which are imposed in every state but Alaska. In many states, gas taxes have not been raised for more than a decade and they often are not indexed to inflation.

“I’ve opposed virtually every revenue enhancer in terms of tax increases up to this point,” said John E. Bradley, an Illinois state representative who is chairman of the House Revenue Committee.

This year, he is introducing a bill with a motor-fuel surcharge of 8 cents a gallon. He was persuaded to change his stance, he said, because of the urgent needs of Illinois roads and highways.

State lawmakers clearly see an opportunity to push through a tax. The recent sharp drop in gasoline prices, to less than half of last summer’s high of more than $4 a gallon, means that drivers may be less hesitant to pay slightly higher prices.

For states, acute revenue shortfalls, combined with years of rising construction costs and a backlog of projects, are forcing difficult choices between raising taxes or imposing drastic cuts.

“Do you cut snowplowing? Do you cut salting roads? Do you cut maintaining and fixing bridges?” asked Representative David B. Campbell, of New Hampshire, vice chairman of the House Public Works and Highways Committee. He is introducing a bill to raise the state gasoline tax by 15 cents a gallon over three years, which would help close what he says could become a cumulative $1 billion hole in the state Transportation Department’s budget over 10 years. The gasoline tax in New Hampshire has not been raised since 1991.

As of last October, the average state tax was 30 cents a gallon, led by California at 48.7 cents, according to the American Petroleum Institute.

The federal government also takes a flat 18.4 cents at the pump, a number that has not budged in essentially 16 years. The National Commission on Surface Transportation Infrastructure Financing, a federal group that analyzes future highway and transit needs, is expected soon to release a report to Congress that includes a recommendation to raise the federal gasoline tax by 10 cents a gallon. It also will recommend raising the federal tax on diesel fuel. (States have diesel fuel taxes as well.)

Half of highway funds for states come from state and federal gasoline tax revenues, according to a pending National Governors Association report. (The federal tax is routed through the federal Highway Trust Fund, with about 20 percent of that going to mass transit.) The rest of state highway funds come from a variety of sources, like tolls, vehicle registration fees, bonds and general funds. Compounding the budget problems for states is the fact that people are driving less, in large part because of the weakening economy and last year’s high gasoline prices. Last October, Americans traveled 3.5 percent fewer miles, on average, compared with a year earlier, according to the federal Department of Transportation.

When people drive less, and buy fuel-efficient cars like the Toyota Prius, they buy less gas, causing gas-tax revenues to fall. In Georgia, for example, motor fuel tax revenues fell 10.4 percent, or $8.8 million, in December 2008 compared with a year earlier.

Even the federal government has been left short of highway funds. Last fall, Congress provided $8 billion in emergency funds to the Highway Trust Fund, which distributes federal gas tax revenue to the states, because of rising costs and shrinking revenue as Americans drove less.

States are hoping that President-elect Barack Obama will make good on his promise of huge stimulus spending on roads and bridges. Many states have already submitted wish lists.

In California, both Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger, a Republican, and Democratic lawmakers are prepared to raise the gasoline tax, last directly raised in 1994. But they disagree on the means. The governor’s proposal would indirectly raise the tax as part of an overall sales tax increase, for an effective gasoline tax rise of about 3 cents a gallon (which could later rise if fuel prices rise). The proposal by the Democrats, recently rejected by Governor Schwarzenegger, would change the structure of gasoline taxes and result in an increase of 8 to 9 cents a gallon.

“It is the first time anybody has talked about this in some time,” said John White, executive director of the Center for Energy Efficiency and Renewable Technologies, based in Sacramento.

In Massachusetts, which still needs to pay off debt from Boston’s Big Dig, a debate is under way over whether to impose higher tolls, which Gov. Deval Patrick has said he was willing to support, or higher gasoline taxes, which some state lawmakers are discussing. Governor Patrick has also indicated that he is conditionally open to supporting an increase in gasoline taxes.

Naturally, legislators proposing higher gas taxes are certain to face some opposition. “One of the biggest economic drivers for New Hampshire is tourism, and we feel this may have a negative impact,” said Timothy G. Sink, president of the Greater Concord Chamber of Commerce.

He is worried that gas prices could rise again, so the tax would just add to the driver’s burden. “Who’s got the crystal ball to tell us what’s going to happen in the next two years?” he said. The chamber has not taken an official position on the tax, he said.

And with the advent of more fuel-efficient vehicles — including hybrids and all-electric cars that some automakers are now promising to bring to market — some states are rethinking the traditional gas tax. North Carolina and Ohio, among others, are starting to consider the concept of a tax on “vehicle miles traveled.” That system has been tried on a small pilot scale in the Portland, Ore., area, but has never been tried on a large scale.

Poll: Most Americans Want Stimulus to Emphasize Road and Bridge Repair and Transit, Not New Road Construction, Poll Finds

T4america.org

January 16, 2009

David Goldberg, 202/412-7930

WASHINGTON – As Congress takes up debate over an economic stimulus package, a new poll shows that most Americans would rather use federal dollars to repair highways and bridges and improve public transportation than expand highways through new construction.

In addition, fully 80 percent of respondents said stimulus investments should not only create jobs, but also help the goals of reducing oil dependency, improving the environment and increasing transportation options, even if the job creation took longer. Only 20 percent agreed that stimulus funds should include only “road and bridge projects that can be started right away and create an immediate boost to the economy”.

The stimulus questions were included in the 2009 Growth & Transportation Survey sponsored by the National Association of Realtors® and Transportation For America conducted Jan 5-7.

An overwhelming 80 percent believe it is more important that a stimulus plan include efforts to repair existing highways and public transit rather than build new highways. Forty-five percent of those polled said construction of highways should “definitely” or “probably” not be included in the plan.

“Realtors® build communities and believe smarter transportation and infrastructure development will help create more livable and vibrant neighborhoods,” said NAR President Charles McMillan, a broker with Coldwell Banker Residential Brokerage in Dallas-Fort Worth.

The survey shows that Americans want Congress and the incoming administration to factor plans for reducing dependence on foreign oil, improving the environment, and increasing transportation choices into the stimulus package currently in development, even if it temporarily delays job creation.

Americans are also very interested in energy conservation. Eighty-nine percent agreed that transportation investments should support the goals of reducing energy use, with 58 percent agreeing strongly. Three in four of those polled also want the stimulus plan to support the reduction of carbon emissions that lead to global warming and climate change.

The telephone survey of 1,005 adults living in the U.S. was conducted by Hart Research Associates Jan. 5-7. The study has a margin of error of plus or minus 3.1 percentage points.

Transportation for America (T4America.org) is a big-tent coalition of housing, real estate, environmental, public health, urban planning, transportation and other organizations.

“We believe it is possible to invest the stimulus money both wisely and quickly,” said Geoff Anderson, co-chair of Transportation for America. “Because this is a down-payment on long term economic stability, it is critical that we don’t just throw money at our problems. Voters are clearly asking that Congress and the Administration line up our investments with important national goals.”

The National Association of Realtors®, “The Voice for Real Estate,” is America’s largest trade association, representing 1.2 million members involved in all aspects of the residential and commercial real estate industries.

INVEST IN A NEW DIRECTION

Kick-starting the economy is Congress' number one priority. As they consider an economic recovery package, we need to raise our voices and make sure they use this moment to chart a new direction for our nation's transportation system.

We can help all Americans reduce their expenses and save money, free ourselves from oil dependency, and create clean, green long-term jobs - all by investing in a 21st Century transportation system.

Send a strong message to your representative and senators: Make sure the economic stimulus package makes the highest-impact transportation investments.

Join us in calling on Congress to boost our economy and invest in the future with smart transportation investments.

House Democrats propose $825 billion stimulus bill

Senate clears the way for second $350 billion of the earlier financial bailout package.

Austin American Statesman/ASSOCIATED PRESS

Friday, January 16, 2009

By David Espo

WASHINGTON — Congress laid the foundation Thursday for President-elect Barack Obama's economic recovery plan with remarkable speed, clearing the way for a new infusion of bailout cash for the financial industry as majority Democrats proposed spending increases and tax cuts totaling $825 billion.

Two days after Obama personally lobbied for release of $350 billion in bailout funds, the Senate narrowly turned aside a bid to block the money.

Across the Capitol, House Speaker Nancy Pelosi, D-Calif., said that "immediate job creation and then continuing job creation" were the twin goals of the separate stimulus measures. The new plan recommends tax cuts for businesses and individuals and an injection of billions into areas such as health care, education, energy and roads.

She and Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid, D-Nev., pledged to have the stimulus bill ready for Obama's signature by mid-February.

Obama hailed the stimulus blueprint as "a significant down payment on our most urgent challenges."

The outlines of the economic stimulus measure reflected a change in political priorities, with an emphasis on spending and tax breaks designed to encourage production of alternative energy sources, make federal buildings more energy-efficient and weatherize homes.

More traditional anti-recession spending also was built in. There was more than $130 billion for health care, much of it to help states cope with the rising demand for Medicaid, the health care program for low-income people and a recession-era refuge for the newly laid-off.

More than $100 billion was ticketed for education, in part to help local school districts avoid the impact of state budget cuts.

The plan also includes a tax credit for higher education expenses modeled after a proposal introduced last week by Democratic Reps. Lloyd Doggett of Austin and Tom Perriello of Virginia. The tax credit, worth up to $2,500 a year for the first four years of higher education, would effectively replace two existing deductions, the Hope Tax Credit and the above-the-line deduction, although those two wouldn't immediately be eliminated.

"While some of the mechanics of the bill are still being resolved, I believe that every eligible family will find it easier and more advantageous to take a newly created American Opportunity Tax Credit," Doggett said. "For the first time ever, the soaring cost of course materials, including textbooks, is included in the tax credit. In addition, for the first time, up to $1,000 of the credit is refundable. This means more working families can take advantage of this opportunity. And the help will apply this year — $1,000 spent on tuition or textbooks this year will reduce a family's tax bill by $1,000 next April."

The bill includes $30 billion for highways and $10 billion for transit. Texas is about 8 percent of the country, and Central Texas typically gets about 8 percent of what the Texas Department of Transportation passes out. So that could equate to Central Texas receiving about $190 million for roads and $70 million for transit.

But the documents released by the House Appropriations Committee indicate that the new money for rail projects, just $1 billion, would probably to go to projects that are already waiting in line. Central Texas rail projects are either almost ready to open or in the conceptual stage.

In all, the House plan calls for $550 billion in new spending and $275 billion in tax cuts.

Republican leaders quickly criticized the plan. John Boehner of Ohio, the GOP leader in the House, said the proposal was "grounded in the flawed notion that we can simply borrow and spend our way back to prosperity."

Obama, who travels to hard-hit Ohio today to promote his economic program, announced he would convene a "fiscal responsibility summit" in February to focus on long-term problems with the economy and the skyrocketing costs of benefit programs such as Social Security and Medicare.

"We've kicked this can down the road and now we are at the end of the road," he said in a Washington Post interview posted on the newspaper's Web site.

The Senate and House had both debated Obama's call to release another $350 billion from the financial bailout package, but both chambers, under law, would have had to block the funds, so the Senate vote guaranteed the money's release. Despite bipartisan anger over the Bush administration's handling of the program to date, Democratic allies of the incoming president prevailed on a 52-42 roll call.

Both of Texas' Republican senators, Kay Bailey Hutchison and John Cornyn, opposed releasing the $350 billion. "Without greater transparency and accountability measures in place, I cannot in good conscience lend my support to the release," Cornyn said.

Additional material from staff writers Ralph K.M. Haurwitz and Ben Wear.

Highlights of $825 billion stimulus plan

A look at the economic recovery plan drafted by House Democrats and Obama's economic team.

Spending

Energy: $32 billion for a 'smart electricity grid'; $20 billion in renewable energy tax cuts.

Infrastructure: $32 billion for transportation projects; $31 billion to build and repair federal buildings; $19 billion in water projects; $10 billion in rail and mass transit projects.

Aid to poor and unemployed: $43 billion to extend unemployment benefits through Dec. 31, increase them by $25 a week and provide job training; $20 billion to increase food stamp benefits.

Education: $41 billion in grants to school districts; $79 billion to prevent cuts in state aid; $21 billion for school modernization.

Health care: $39 billion to subsidize health insurance for unemployed; $90 billion to help states with Medicaid; $20 billion to modernize health information technology systems.

Taxes

Individuals: $500 per worker, $1,000 per couple tax cut for two years, costing $140 billion; expands earned-income tax credit; a $2,500 college tuition tax credit.

Businesses: Lets money-losing companies claim tax credits on past profits dating back five years instead of two; doubles the amount small businesses can write off for capital investments.

Transportation Aid Levels Decried

The Wall Street Journal

JANUARY 15, 2009

By CHRISTOPHER CONKEY

Some Democrats and interest groups protested that the economic-stimulus proposal unveiled by the House Tuesday doesn't allocate enough funding for transportation projects, setting the stage for a heated debate in the weeks ahead.

The House bill would provide about $43 billion for roads, transit and airport projects, well below the $53 billion recommended by House Transportation Committee Chairman James Oberstar (D., Minn.). Many House members had figured the transportation component of the bill would exceed $85 billion, as the price tag of the overall package swelled to $825 billion in recent weeks.

Some members of the House transportation committee objected to the proposed level of investment during a Democratic caucus session Thursday, and several members later spoke out during a committee meeting. Highways and Transit Subcommittee Chairman Peter DeFazio (D., Ore.) suggested the committee draft a letter or resolution to House Speaker Nancy Pelosi objecting to the transport section of the stimulus bill.

Rep. Oberstar suggested the committee "mobilize those practitioners of infrastructure" at a hearing next week to demonstrate the need to increase spending levels on shovel-ready projects. "Then I think we make the move on the House leadership and the incoming Obama administration," he said.

President-elect Barack Obama has pushed for an economic-stimulus package to help jump-start the economy, which has slid into recession. He had pledged to set aside funding for infrastructure projects, both to help cash-strapped local governments create jobs and to bolster the country's aging transportation networks.

Special-interest groups from labor unions to businesses also voiced objections. Environmental groups criticized the proposed spending for mass-transit systems and intercity rail projects, which was about $7 billion less than Mr. Oberstar had recommended. They have argued that expansion of mass-transit systems could help ease problems posed by climate change, congestion and oil consumption.

Critics noted that the stimulus bill would spend three dollars on highways for every one dollar spent on mass-transit systems. When hearings begin next week, environmental groups said, they would push to lower that ratio or even put funding for transit on an equal footing with highways.

About the only interest group in the transportation world that seemed satisfied Thursday was one representing highway users. About $30 billion of the roughly $43 billion directly provided for roads, transit and aviation would be set aside for highway projects. Intercity rail would get about $1 billion, compared with the $5 billion recommended by Mr. Oberstar. Airports would get about $3 billion, a little more than half of what Mr. Oberstar requested.

"Why is transit continuing to take a back seat to highways?" asked Kevin Sheys, a lawyer who represents commuter rail and transit agencies. "The disproportionate amount of highway spending could cut against a lot of things they're trying to do on energy efficiency."

House Plan for Infrastructure Disappoints Advocates for Major Projects

The New York Times

January 19, 2009

By MICHAEL COOPER

Faced with growing financial problems, officials in California have cut financing to some 2,000 public works projects. Enrique Vera, right, and Baldwin Jay, who work for the San Francisco Department of Public Works, are building a ramp at a street corner.

When President-elect Barack Obama announced last month that he would revive the economy with the largest public works program since the dawn of the Interstate System of highways, advocates for the nation’s long-neglected infrastructure were euphoric.

Some hoped that the time had finally come to bring high-speed rail to the United States, or to wean the nation from its dependence on foreign oil with new or transformed public transit systems, or to take bold action to solve the problems of rising populations and falling reservoir levels across the Southwest.

But those hopes are fading. As the details of the plan come into focus, big transformative building projects seem unlikely. And the plan does not begin to provide the kind of money that civil engineers believe is needed to bring the nation’s aging bridges and water systems and roads and transit systems to a state of good repair.

Less than one-third of the $825 billion plan that was introduced Thursday in the House would go to infrastructure, and much of that would go to high-tech projects, rather than traditional concrete-and-steel building and repair work. The rest would go to tax cuts and aid to help states pay for health care and education. At a time when the American Society of Civil Engineers has estimated that $1.6 trillion is needed to improve the nation’s crumbling infrastructure, the proposal calls for spending $30 billion on roads and, to the consternation of transit advocates, only $10 billion on transit and rail.

(The House bill, though, was only the opening salvo in the push to pass a bill quickly, and some senators are already talking about adding money for more transit programs.)

The requirement that the money be spent quickly, in order to get it coursing through the parched economy, means that many ambitious projects that require more planning will have to give way to smaller ones considered “shovel ready.”

The plan also calls for using existing federal formulas to send transportation money quickly to the states, giving policy makers in Washington little say as to where or how the money should be spent.

Gov. Edward G. Rendell of Pennsylvania, who, with Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg of New York and Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger of California formed a group called Building America’s Future to push for more infrastructure spending, called the plan a good first step but warned that it fell far short of what was needed.

“Anybody who thinks — if the president-elect thinks, or the team thinks — that this is the answer to America’s infrastructure needs is in a different universe,” said Mr. Rendell, a Democrat who noted that his state was full of aging, deficient bridges.

Mr. Rendell said in an interview that the proposal would help upgrade the nation’s electrical grid and water systems, modernize schools and expand broadband access to rural areas.

But he noted, regretfully, that it contained less money for more traditional transportation projects than a House proposal last year, and he worried that Mr. Obama’s campaign call for creating a new national infrastructure bank to evaluate big projects and set priorities had so far not been included in the plan.

Other planners agreed with his assessment.

“It’s a drop in the bucket,” said Robert D. Yaro, the president of the Regional Plan Association, which has shaped long-term planning in New York, New Jersey and Connecticut since before the New Deal.

Some advocates said they feared that the pressure to spend more on infrastructure — which has risen since the levees failed in New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina and the Interstate 35W bridge collapsed in Minnesota, and as old water mains have burst and submerged streets around the country — would ebb now that some money had been allocated for such projects.

Still, there are areas where Mr. Obama’s plan would break ground.

Mr. Obama wants to computerize the nation’s medical records to make health care more efficient and less expensive, and expand rural broadband internet access. He plans less-visible, but perhaps more critical, improvements to water and electric systems. He wants to repair and modernize schools, and make federal buildings more energy efficient, a priority that gets more money in the House bill — $31 billion — than aid to roads and highways.

But proponents of mass transit, which has had a significant increase in riders in recent years, even as the recession is forcing many major transit systems to reduce service — had hoped that much more money would be devoted to transit projects.

Phineas Baxandall, a senior analyst for tax and budget policy at the United States Public Interest Research Group, a liberal advocacy organization, noted that highways still stood to get three times as much aid as rail and transit systems.

“Money included to modernize and expand public transportation networks will put thousands to work while reducing our nation’s dependence on oil, traffic congestion, and global warming pollution,” Mr. Baxandall said.

The demand for more public transportation has been evident recently. Voters authorized spending more money on mass transit and rail projects in local ballot measures last November. Californians voted to authorize $10 billion in borrowing to begin bringing high-speed rail to the land of the freeway.

But those kinds of projects are hard to get under way quickly. Using existing formulas to distribute the money will also make it hard for policy makers in Washington to make sure it goes to the areas with the greatest needs.

Robert Puentes, a fellow at the Metropolitan Policy Program at the Brookings Institution, analyzed some of the lists of state projects that have begun to emerge, and found that the 100 biggest metropolitan areas, considered the economic engines of the nation, were not getting priority.

Although Mr. Obama has said he would not tolerate bridge-to-nowhere projects, there is nothing to keep states from taking political considerations into account when deciding how to spend their share of the highway money, say, by doling out some of it to each lawmaker’s district instead of to more beneficial projects.

The plan will include a use-it-or-lose-it provision to force states to spend the money they get quickly, or risk forfeiting it. But that can be hard to do.

Jack Wells, the chief economist at the Department of Transportation, said that the Federal Highway Administration had analyzed how long it took before money from transportation projects was paid out to workers, and found that 27 percent of it was paid in the first year and 41 percent in the second year. 

Project Transit: Restoring the Romance of Public Transportation

Treehugger.com

01.11.09

by Brian Merchant, Brooklyn, New York

Project Transit is a newly launched website that aims to upgrade the general conception of public transportation through art and dialogue. Needless to say, it's a daunting challenge—many people, especially those who don't live in major public transit-friendly metropolises like New York or Chicago, still perceive taking a subway or a bus as unseemly.

With a little love, and a lot of artistic inspiration, (and long-term ever-rising gas prices) Project Transit hopes to change that.

Just having launched, the ultimate direction of the site is still a little unclear (the next phase is due in Feb). What it does offer at the moment is already promising: there are downloadable subway postcards for four different cities, each which highlights shopping destinations along the various lines. Their goal is to emphasize the unique opportunities that taking public transit holds, and outline enjoyable ways to take advantage of them.

There's also a forum section where users can share thoughts, ideas, and experiences they've had relating to public transit. Users can also upload art and photos to share with the community.

It's a fine idea—and taking public transit does have an air of romanticism about it that's been sullied over the years. Why does taking a train across the French countryside to Paris seem so romantic, but riding the J train into Manhattan seems vulgar? Both offer amazing views, an intimate proximity with other people, and a unique opportunity for reflection-on-the-go. Public transit surely needs a facelift in the collective American consciousness. Maybe Project Transit can help kick start the procedure.

What Will Save the Suburbs?

New York Times

January 11, 2009

By Allison Arieff

For a long time now I’ve been obsessed with suburban and exurban master-planned communities and how to make them better. But as the economy and the mortgage crisis just seem to get worse, and gas prices continue to plunge, the issues around housing have changed dramatically. The problem now isn’t really how to better design homes and communities, but rather what are we going to do with all the homes and communities we’re left with.
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“Aerial #65″ by Sarah McKenzie. (Courtesy of the artist)

In urban areas, there’s rich precedent for the transformation or reuse of abandoned lots or buildings. Vacant lots have been converted into pocket parks, community gardens and pop-up stores (or they remain vacant, anxiously awaiting recovery and subsequent conversion into high-end office space condos). Old homes get divided into apartments, old factories into lofts, old warehouses into retail.

Projects like Manhattan’s High Line show that even derelict train tracks can be turned into something as valuable to citizens as a vibrant public park. A brownfield site in San Francisco has been cleaned up and will house an eco-literacy center for the city’s youth. Hey, even a dump (Fresh Kills, on Staten Island) is undergoing a remarkable metamorphosis into a recreation area.

But similar transformation within the carefully delineated form of a subdivision is not so simple. These insta-neighborhoods were not designed or built for flexibility or change.

So what to do with the abandoned houses, the houses that were never completed or the land that was razed for building and now sits empty?

Lands cleared to make way for houses that were not (and may never be) developed. 

(DigitalGlobe, Sanborn, GeoEye, U.S. Geological Survey; 2008 Google Imagery)

Cover of Julia Christensen’s “Big Box Reuse.”

Take as an analogous example their symbiotic partner, the big box store. As I learned in artist Julia Christensen’s new book, “Big Box Reuse,” when a big box store like Wal-mart or Kmart outgrows its space, it is shut down. It is, apparently, cheaper to start from scratch than to close for renovation and expansion, let alone decide at the outset to design a store that can easily be expanded (or contracted, as the case may be).

So not only does a community get a newer, bigger big box, it is also left with quite an economic and environmental eyesore: a vacant shell of a retail operation, tons of wasted building material and a changed landscape that can’t be changed back.

The silver lining in Christensen’s study are the communities she’s discovered that have proactively addressed the massive empty shells they’ve been left with, turning structures of anywhere from 20,000 to 280,000 square feet into something useful: a charter school, a health center, a chapel, a library. (And, in Austin, Minn., a new Spam Museum.)

The repurposing of abandoned big-box stores is easier to wrap one’s head around: one can envision within a single volume (albeit a massive one) the potential to become something else.

But exurban communities are a unique challenge. The houses within them are big, but not generally as big as, say, Victorian mansions in San Francisco that can be subdivided into apartments. So they’re not great candidates for transformation into multi-family rental housing.

I did visit a housing development last year that offered “quartets,” McMansions subdivided into four units with four separate entrances. These promised potential buyers the status of a McMansion with the convenience of a condominium, but the concept felt like it was created more to preserve the property values of larger neighboring homes than to serve the needs of the community’s residents.

There has been a nationwide shift toward de-construction (led by companies like Planet Reuse and Buffalo Reuse, the surgical taking-apart of homes to salvage the building materials for reuse, but often the building materials used in these developments aren’t of good enough quality to warrant salvaging.

I don’t have the perfect solution for how to transform these broad swaths of subdivisions, and while I’ve heard much talk of the foreclosure tragedy, I’ve heard nary a peep about what to do about it.

A recent article in The Times spotted an emerging trend of kids usurping the abandoned pools of foreclosed homes for use as temporary skate parks. (Interestingly, this was big in the ‘70s, as you can see by watching the rad skate documentary “Dogtown and Z-Boys.”) It’s a great short-term strategy for adolescent recreation (and for ridding neighborhoods of fetid pools, which often harbor West Nile virus), though it’s not a comprehensive solution to the problem of increasingly abandoned, ill-maintained and more dangerous streetscapes.

But there are some interesting avenues to be pursued. Part of President-elect Obama’s proposed massive public works program, for example, is to be dedicated to clean tech infrastructure. Included in this is the intent to weatherize (that is, make energy-efficient) one million low-income homes a year.

One can already see how those in the construction industry can begin to make the shift from new construction to home retrofitting. It’s the centerpiece of “The Green Collar Economy: How One Solution Can Fix Our Two Biggest Problems,” the best-selling, Al Gore- and Nancy Pelosi-endorsed book by environmental activist Van Jones. Though we hear a lot in the news about new LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design/) buildings and incentives for implementing the latest green technology, it’s often the case that fixing leaks and insulation are just as effective in reducing the carbon footprint of single-family homes (which account for about 18 percent of the country’s carbon footprint).

As people increasingly stay put — and re-sell homes less — this retrofit strategy makes sense. Millions of homes, not just low-income ones, are in need of the sort of weatherization the Obama plan describes. The non-profit Architecture 2030, established in 2002 in response to the global warming crisis, is leading a major effort in this arena with the goal of dramatically reducing greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions of the building sector by changing the way buildings and developments are planned, designed and constructed.

And after decades of renovation-obsession that has simply gotten out of hand, it seems a prudent time to swap Viking ranges for double-paned windows and high-efficiency furnaces. It’s the perfect moment to fix what we’ve got. Despite their currently low numbers, green homes typically re-sell for more money than their conventional counterparts.

I still dream that some major overhaul can occur: that a self-sufficient mixed-use neighborhood can emerge. That three-car-garaged McMansions can be subdivided into rental units with streetfront cafés, shops and other local businesses.

In short, that creative ways are found not just to rehabilitate these homes and communities, but to keep people in them.

A Bicycle Evangelist With the Wind Now at His Back

The New York Times

January 12, 2009

By CORNELIA DEAN

PORTLAND, Ore. — For years, Earl Blumenauer has been on a mission, and now his work is paying off. He can tell by the way some things are deteriorating around here.

“People are flying through stop signs on bikes,” Mr. Blumenauer said. “We are seeing in Portland bike congestion. You’ll see people biking across the river on a pedestrian bridge. They are just chock-a-block.”

Mr. Blumenauer, a passionate advocate of cycling as a remedy for everything from climate change to obesity, represents most of Portland in Congress, where he is the founder and proprietor of the 180 (plus or minus)-member Congressional Bicycle Caucus. Long regarded in some quarters as quixotic, the caucus has come into its own as hard times, climate concerns, gyrating gas prices and worries about fitness turn people away from their cars and toward their bikes.

“We have been flogging this bicycle thing for 20 years,” said Mr. Blumenauer, a Democrat. “All of a sudden it’s hot.”

But Mr. Blumenauer’s goals are larger than putting Americans on two wheels. He seeks to create what he calls a more sustainable society, including wiser use of energy, farming that improves the land rather than degrades it, an end to taxpayer subsidies for unwise development — and a transportation infrastructure that looks beyond the car.

For him, the global financial collapse is “perhaps the best opportunity we will ever see” to build environmental sustainability into the nation’s infrastructure, with urban streetcar systems, bike and pedestrian paths, more efficient energy transmission and conversion of the federal government’s 600,000-vehicle fleet to use alternate fuels.

“These are things that three years ago were unimaginable,” he said. “And if they were imaginable, we could not afford them. Well, now when all the experts agree that we will be lucky if we stabilize the economy in a couple of years, when there is great concern about the consequences of the collapse of the domestic auto producers, gee, these are things that are actually reasonable and affordable.”

All this might still be pie-in-the-sky were it not for one of Mr. Blumenauer’s fellow biking enthusiasts, Representative James L. Oberstar, a Minnesota Democrat, avid cyclist and chairman of the House Committee on Transportation and Infrastructure, which has jurisdiction over surface transportation.

“He’s been wonderful,” Mr. Oberstar said of his Oregon colleague. And as support for cycling grows, he said, builders, the highway construction lobby and others have stopped regarding biking as a “nuisance” and started thinking about how they can do business.

With an eye on the potential stimulus package, cycling advocates “have compiled a list of $2 billion of projects that can be under construction in 90 days,” Mr. Oberstar said, adding that prospects are “bright.”

In addition, after many attempts, this fall Mr. Blumenauer saw Congress approve his proposal to extend the tax breaks offered for employee parking to employers who encourage biking. The measure, which Mr. Blumenauer called a matter of “bicycle parity,” was part of a bailout bill.

Mr. Blumenauer has spent a lot of time on another issue that ordinarily draws little attention: the federally subsidized flood insurance program. The program serves people who own property along coasts and rivers who otherwise would pay enormous premiums for private flood insurance, if they could obtain it at all.

The insurance “subsidized people to live in places where nature repeatedly showed they weren’t wanted,” he said. They might be better off if they did not live there, he said, but “it’s un-American to say, ‘Get out.’ ” Politicians who should confront the problem “are betting Nimto, not in my term of office,” he said. They hope that disasters will spare their districts or, if they strike, that the government will come to the rescue, Mr. Blumenauer said.

A Portland native, Mr. Blumenauer, 60, has spent his adult life in elective office. He graduated from Lewis and Clark College in 1970 (after organizing an unsuccessful 1969 campaign to lower the state’s voting age to 18) and worked until 1977 as assistant to the president of Portland State University. In 1972, he won a seat in the Oregon House of Representatives. He moved to the Multnomah County Board of Commissioners in 1978, and from there, in 1986, he won election to the Portland City Council. Though he lost a mayoral election in 1992, he easily won election to the United States House in 1996 and has not faced serious opposition since. 

Mr. Blumenauer entered Congress just after Newt Gingrich, the Republican speaker, killed a stopgap spending measure, shutting down much of the government, out of pique over his treatment on Air Force One. “Partisan tensions were very raw,” Mr. Blumenauer said. The bicycle caucus was “a way to bring people together.”

Sherwood Boehlert, a Republican and fellow bicyclist who represented upstate New York in Congress until 2007, agreed. When “partisanship was at an all-time high and tolerance of another point of view was at a longtime low,” he wore the bike caucus’s plastic bicycle lapel pin. “Bicycling unites people regardless of party affiliation,” he said.

In addition to bicycles, Mr. Blumenauer is particularly interested in public broadcasting and the plight of pollinators like honeybees. He is a founder of a “livable communities task force” whose goal, he said, is to educate members of Congress and their staffs on the benefits of transportation alternatives, open space, sustainability, vibrant downtowns, affordable housing and transparency in government.

Initially, he said, these interests marked him as “kind of left coast.” Not anymore. “They are becoming very mainstream,” said Adam B. Schiff, a Democrat who represents in Congress the area around Pasadena, Calif., and who, with Mr. Blumenauer’s bicycle advice, now regularly rides to work from his home in Maryland. “He has been way out in front of the Congress,” Mr. Schiff said. “Now the rest of us are trying to catch up.”

When Mr. Blumenauer is in his Portland district, he usually gets around by bike, cycling about 20 miles in a typical day. He has three bikes in Washington and five here, and he cycles in all weather, even in the unusual snow Portland has had recently. “In falling snow you can get some traction,” he said.

But the surge of bicycling in Portland has not been free of incident. The Oregonian newspaper and bloggers have reported on “bike rage,” drunken biking, hit-and-run bicycle accidents and other problems. Drivers complain about bikers who ignore traffic rules or hog narrow roads, phenomena some irritated motorists attribute to feelings of entitlement or moral superiority.

Mr. Blumenauer brushes off this criticism. “They are burning calories, not fossil fuel, they are taking up much less space, they are seeing the world at 10 miles per hour instead of 20 or 30,” he said. “And even though there are occasionally cranky or rude cyclists, they are no greater a percentage than cranky or rude motorists.”

Plus, he added, “they have really fought for their place on the asphalt.”
Events

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, The Greater 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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