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CAMPO Proposes Prioritized List of COA Transportation Projects

This Week in Downtown, Downtown Austin Alliance

Jan 21, 2009

www.ci.austin.tx.us/council_meetings/wams_item_attach.cfm?recordID=15539
Recently, in response to a request from CAMPO, the City of Austin submitted a list of transportation projects that might qualify for funding through a possible federal stimulus package. Following are projects from that list that relate to Downtown. For a full list of projects and project criteria, refer to the City's web site. CAMPO staff will review the projects and decide whether or not to incorporate each one into their own list of projects. 

· East 7th Street Corridor Project (Pleasant Valley to Pedernales Street) to include street reconstruction and drainage and utility upgrades, streetscape amenities (sidewalk, landscaping, lighting), and ADA improvements: $8,120,000

· Bicycle Infrastructure Improvements (a package of ready-to-install bicycle lanes, shared-used bicycle and pedestrian paths, and minor infrastructure improvements to remove barriers on bicycle routes): $2,600,000

· Bicycle, Shared Paths, Connected Trails and Sidewalk Project: $2,500,000

· ADA Title II Handicap Facility-Compliant Upgrades: $5,000,000

· Boardwalk along Lady Bird Lake: The project will close a 1.3-mile gap in a heavily used pedestrian and bicycle trail system, improving safety and providing additional access to the Pfluger Bridge, a major bike and pedestrian facility in downtown Austin: $18,000,000

· Brazos Street Utilities and Road Reconstruction Project (from Cesar Chavez to E. 11th Street): $9,700,000

· Purchase and Install Transit Fare and Parking Management Kiosks: solar powered, cell phone-based travel fare machines to be installed on-street along proposed Austin Urban Rail Corridor and at MetroRail stations, to dispense transit tickets and manage station parking: $5,000,000

· Austin Urban Rail Project: purchase vehicles and maintenance equipment necessary to jump start high capacity rail investment in Central Austin: $60,000,000

· Trail Enhancements at Lady Bird Lake (to include, for example, trail resurfacing, five restroom replacements, retaining wall replacement, 25 water fountain replacements, two park shelter replacements, etc.): $7,000,000

· Davis/Deer Lane Roadway Improvements: $1,000,000

· Purchase and install computer technology necessary to allow web access to existing 200+ arterial traffic cameras and other traffic information devices, resulting in improved driver information and system efficiency: $800,000

· Purchase and install variable message signs on major highways and arterials to manage special events in Central Austin and provide improved driver information: $5,000,000

· Purchase and install vehicle detection stations using toll-tag registration tags, creating a real-time congestion information system accessible by Austin citizens: $6,000,000

· Asphalt Overlay Projects Citywide: $1,500,000

Bill would launch pilot bus-only lane program in local counties

Austin Business Journal

Friday, January 23, 2009

Sen. Jeff Wentworth, R-San Antonio, has filed a bill that would create a motor-bus-only lane pilot program for state highways in Travis, Williamson, Bexar and Denton counties.

If passed, Senate Bill 434 would require appropriate mass transit authorities to initiate the pilot program no later than Dec. 31, 2009.

State highways that would qualify for the motor-bus-only lanes are those that enforce a speed limit of 35 miles per hour or less. Motor buses would not travel more than 15 miles per hour greater than the speed of vehicles on the main part of the highway.

The text of the bill is available at: http://www.wentworth.senate.state.tx.us/
Sen. Carona to Consider Gas Tax  

KERA News

01-27-2009

By Shelley Kofler

Tuesday morning in his state-of-the-state address Governor Rick Perry is expected to call for ending the diversion of the gas tax. The 20-cents per gallon collected is supposed to be used for roads. But about one third is used to pay for other things. Perry's view on the gas tax is supported by Senate Transportation Chairman John Carona, a Dallas Republican.

When Senator Carona talked to KERA's Shelley Kofler he said finding money for transportation is his top legislative priority, and he not afraid to use the "t" word.

Listen
Lawmakers face rough road on transportation issues

San Antonio Express News

1/27/2009

By Patrick Driscoll

The economic downturn, a change in the Texas House leadership and the prospect of a hot governor's race have cast a haze of doubt over state transportation issues, leaving everyone from toll road advocates and their critics to light rail supporters bracing for a wild ride this legislative session.

With $9.1 billion less in estimated general revenues than they had two years ago, lawmakers face hard choices.

Can they muster up enough nerve to raise the gas tax and stop diverting the funds to non-transportation uses, moves that would shrink the craving for toll roads?

And will they give local governments more freedom to ask voters to pay for large-scale projects such as San Antonio's proposed light rail?

Legislators eyeing the political landscape won't be able to answer those questions, but a number of clues are emerging — and some San Antonio lawmakers say having a House speaker who hails from here could make the going easier.

After getting news that the nation's recession has pulled in Texas and squeezed its revenue streams, state lawmakers last week filed a budget that's $2.3 billion in the red, leaving some to look to a rainy day fund.

“It's a kick in the stomach,” Lt. Gov. David Dewhurst said.

Dewhurst, along with Gov. Rick Perry and other key leaders, has pledged to stop diverting about $800 million a year in gas tax receipts to other uses, most of it to fund the Department of Public Safety.

But now it's best to phase in the shift, Dewhurst said, maybe starting with $175 million a year for the biennium.

Along with a Senate Transportation Committee plan to allocate another $175 million a year in general revenues to highways, the thicker flow of money would enable the Texas Department of Transportation to raise $5 billion in bonds.

That's enough to keep TxDOT, which last year said it ran out of construction funds, busy building roads for the next three years, Dewhurst said. He wants the agency to use some of the money to help pay for toll roads, a match that would bring in even more revenues.

Because bonds are one-hit bonanzas, others want to shore up the state's gas tax, locked at 20 cents a gallon since 1991, by letting it rise with inflation.

Perry, with an eye on gubernatorial challenger U.S. Sen. Kay Bailey Hutchison and her jabs that he's pushed toll roads too hard, now says he won't block an effort to index the gas tax to inflation. His green light will encourage lawmakers who don't want to be caught supporting a failed tax bill.

“Nobody is going to vote for a tax bill that a governor has said in advance he'll veto,” said Sen. Jeff Wentworth, R-San Antonio, who has backed such bills in past sessions.

Without raising the gas tax, the state will have to lean more on toll roads or find funds elsewhere, he said.

“We cannot responsibly do nothing,” he said.

Senate Transportation Committee Chairman John Carona, R-Dallas, who's leading the charge to index the gas tax, has also filed a bill this session to give the state six more years to privatize toll roads.

“The preferable, optimal approach is to make the gas tax do what it's supposed to do, index it and then (diversify) and do these other things,” aide Steven Polunsky said.

“But if you fail to do that, then you have to have these other options, less desirable though they are, or you just stop getting roads altogether.”

But some legislators say hard economic times are a good reason not to raise the gas tax.

“In today's economy, raising any taxes that aren't absolutely necessary is not going to be well received,” Dewhurst said.

San Antonio, too, might have a tough time getting its own tax bill passed to make up for languishing state as well as federal transportation funds.

Community leaders here want state authority to let the county call elections on measures such as adding a sales tax on gas, raising vehicle registration or safety inspection fees, or implementing a transportation property tax to fund light rail and road projects.

Perry supports a similar effort by Dallas-Fort Worth because its plan spans a large area with numerous agencies, spokesman Kris Heckmann said. But the governor's not convinced that urban areas like San Antonio have the same coordination challenges.

“So I think he might look at that a little different,” Heckmann said. “Obviously, we're willing to have the discussion.”

Heading up the local option discussion will be Rep. Mike Villarreal, D-San Antonio, who plans to reach out to lawmakers from Austin to El Paso who also seek more ways to raise transportation dollars.

“We're not going to let the governor pick and choose his favorites,” Villarreal said. “I'm not going to let any region get left behind that wants to move forward. We all recognize that there's strength in numbers.”

The recent election of Rep. Joe Straus, R-San Antonio, as speaker of the House gives San Antonio a big brother on the legislative playground at the right time, Villarreal and other area lawmakers say.

“He sure does have a whole lot of friends in the House,” Villarreal said. “The odds of San Antonio not having its proper place at the table have gone down dramatically.”

Even if local officials get what they want — a bill allowing voters here to approve new taxes or fees — County Judge Nelson Wolff said he'll wait until the economy perks up.

“Nobody would take anything to the voters now, in the economic condition we're in,” he said. “Who knows when that'll be for sure.”

Perry supports North Texas rail plan

Dallas Morning News

January 21, 2009

By MICHAEL A. LINDENBERGER

Gov. Rick Perry said Tuesday that he supports the Rail North Texas plan that would give North Texas counties the right to hold elections to raise perhaps billions of dollars over the next 15 years to pay for new suburban rail lines and other projects. 

"I am a very strong proponent of having the local officials make those decisions," Perry said in an interview with The Dallas Morning News. "If the solution is to be found for that type of transit, it is going to be found at the local level, with a regional approach."

While noting that he generally opposes higher taxes, he said that wouldn't keep him from signing a bill giving local counties the right to raise local taxes or fees for rail. 

"I don't have an entrenched opposition that would deny people at the local level the right to make this decision," he said. 

In the hour-long interview Tuesday, Perry, who will deliver his State of the State address Jan. 28, also said he will urge the Texas Legislature to increase state transportation funding by as much as $750 million a year. 

The rail plan has been endorsed by the Regional Transportation Council and dozens of local cities, including the Dallas City Council. It would allow counties to hold elections to impose new fees and taxes to pay for up to 212 miles of rail connecting suburbs. In cities where taxpayers already support rail through membership in DART or Fort Worth's transit agency, some of those new funds could be used for other transportation needs. 

The governor's vote of confidence for the bill, which could be changed significantly by lawmakers, comes as the RTC is trying to line up support among members of the Legislature from North Texas. 

If passed, the bill would give each county the option of imposing a mix of new fees and taxes – including higher property tax rates, a new $150 vehicle registration fee, a new one-time fee for new residents, or a combination of several new sources of revenue. Voters in each county would have to approve the new fees or taxes before they could take effect. 

In calling for up to $750 million in additional annual funding for TxDOT, Perry is proposing a complete halt to the use of motor-fuels taxes for purposes other than transportation. Currently, lawmakers divert about $1.5 billion in gas taxes every two years to pay for the Department of Public Safety and other needs. 

"You prioritize what's important to you," Perry said. "I don't know if you cut something or not, but you go find the money. I know we are going to have a tight budget, but you prioritize. What's more important – building transportation infrastructure in your area, or is some other thing more important?" 

Lt. Gov. David Dewhurst and other legislative leaders have already agreed to reduce the so-called diversions from the gas-tax account but have said they will probably do so over several years given the slowing Texas economy. On Tuesday, Dewhurst filed a budget bill that would restore just $150 million a year in funding now diverted to other uses. 

When asked if he is calling for an end to all diversions, Perry said Tuesday: "I am. That's our position, all of it." 

Some new money for TxDOT is essential if the department it to make good on demands by the Legislature to issue up to $5 billion in new debt beginning in 2009. Dewhurst and House leaders have promised to cover any debt service related to those new bonds with additional money from the state's general fund. 

Meanwhile, Perry said he expects little to come of recommendations by the Sunset Advisory Commission that would replace the five-person Texas Transportation Commission with a single commissioner. The commission also wants a new legislative panel to oversee the department between sessions. 

Perry laughed when asked if he thought those two proposals would win support in the Legislature. Lawmakers, he said, will be loath to lose the geographic diversity that comes with having five commissioners. Nor are they likely to want to manage the department through a panel of overseers, he said. 

"Where do you stop? Why not appoint a panel to oversee education and anything else. If you want a full-time Legislature, then this is a good first step. But Texans, and most lawmakers, aren't going to want that," he said. 

Some lawmakers remain harshly critical of TxDOT, as well as of Perry, who has appointed every member of the agency's governing board. But on Tuesday, the governor said TxDOT has already improved relations with the Legislature.

"We've given them that change they asked for," he said. "Are the same people angry that were angry two years ago? I'd tell you they are not. We've made a lot of progress." 

TxDOT Chair: $313B needed for Tex. transportation over 20 years

Austin Business Journal

Wednesday, January 21, 2009

Deirdre Delisi, chair of the Texas Department of Transportation, spoke to members of the Real Estate Council of Austin on Wednesday about TxDOT’s conversations with legislators and funding options for future mobility.

Delisi had a rapt audience, and acknowledged the need for effective transportation in continuing economic development. She touched on the TxDOT’s “Innovative Connectivity” plan, the department’s goals for working with local governments, recommendations from the state’s Sunset Commission and statewide funding needs.

The department’s 2030 Committee has finished a preliminary plan, Delisi said, that estimates the state will need $313 billion between 2009 and 2030 to adequately meet Texas’ transportation needs. The department has also identified $6 billion in shovel-ready transportation projects that could begin this year with adeqaute funding.

Where that money will come from, though, is not yet clear, she said.

The state does expect to see more than $2 billion in federal money from President Obama’s proposed $800 billion economic stimulus plan. About 45 percent of that will go to local metropolitan planning organizations around the state like the Capital Area Metropolitan Planning Organization, she said.

Texas could receive $3.1 billion in infrastructure funding

House stimulus bill estimates possible states' share of revenues

Texas Government Insider

January 23, 2009

Although only the first step in a multi-phase process, the federal economic stimulus bill currently making its way through the U.S. House would send nearly $3.1 billion in federal funds to Texas to invest in the state's infrastructure. Texas ranks third among the states in the amount of funding designated in the bill for highways, bridges, roads, wastewater treatment projects, public transit and other infrastructure projects.

California would be allocated the lion's share of the funding, according to estimates determined through existing funding formulas used by staff of the U.S. House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee. The total estimate of funding for California is nearly $4.5 billion, or 10 percent of the more than $43 billion spending proposed. New York ranked second in front of Texas in funding estimates at just under $3.4 billion. 

The Texas estimated funding includes more than $2.4 billion for highways and bridges, nearly $336 million for transit capital grants, $30.5 million for fixed guideway modernization (generally heavy rail, commuter rail, light rail, monorail, trolleybus, aerial tramway, inclined plane, cable car, automated guideway transit, ferryboats, portions of motor bus service operated on exclusive or controlled rights-of-way and high-occupancy-vehicle lanes) and $265.3 million for the Clean Water State Revolving Fund that provides funding and low-interest loans for water quality protection projects for wastewater treatment, nonpoint source pollution control and watershed and estuary management projects.

"Infrastructure investments will put construction workers back on the job and yield lasting benefits by improving our deteriorating infrastructure," said U.S. Rep. James Oberstar, chair of the Committee on Transportation and Infrastructure.

This initial House plan provides for approximately two-thirds of the money to go to the states for updating roads, highways and bridges and the remaining third to be allocated to local governments. The plan also will likely include some "use it or lose it" deadline as the intent of the funding is to get projects started quickly so they will have an almost immediate impact on job creation and thus the economy.

In December of last year, the American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials conducted a survey, finding that there were 853 "ready to go" highway and bridge projects in Texas valued at nearly $6.1 billion. Many of these would likely be among the first projects funded.

The House plan is only in the formative stages and the estimates from congressional committee staff are simply a starting point. The Senate has yet to produce its plan. President Barack Obama is expected to meet with a congressional delegation today, Friday, to discuss the economic stimulus bill while House Speaker Nancy Pelosi said the House bill should come to the floor for discussion sometime next week.

Earlier this week, Rep. Dave Obey of Wisconsin, who chairs the House Appropriations Committee, said quick passage of a stimulus bill is necessary or local governments will face "major tax increases" or "devastating service cutbacks." He said the stimulus package is "essential" and something lawmakers cannot afford to delay, as "every day that we delay, 10,000 more people lose their jobs."

Nine Texas issues to watch in '09 Legislature

The Fort Worth Star-Telegram 

January 18, 2009

Editorial 

The only job the Texas Legislature has to finish every two years is to adopt a state budget.

But lawmakers never are content with just that.

After all, they have less than five months in which to shape and reshape policies that have short- and long-term impact on Texans.

There were already close to 1,200 filed bills -- including 58 proposed amendments to the state constitution -- by the end of the session's first week.

Members of the Star-Telegram Editorial Board have identified nine key issues for 2009 that we'll follow. In print and online, we'll regularly document the progress of relevant bills.

Education

"Texas has been mining its education resources and has not been putting resources back into the education system," either for kindergarten through 12th grade or for higher education, University of Texas President Bill Powers told journalists at an early January legislative preview.

He urged the Legislature to take a "holistic approach" and look at ways of making higher ed more affordable.

Lawmakers will almost certainly grapple with proposals to reregulate college tuition, adjust the top 10 percent rule for automatic admission, provide more financial aid to needy students and underwrite the development of more tier-one research universities.

1. They should start with tuition. Deregulation resulted from a budget-balancing bargain in 2003: Texas' four-year universities could set their own rates to make up for less state funding. Rates that had been extremely low rose quickly, to much public consternation. Any legislatively imposed limits on tuition rates should be paired with more money to cover rising costs associated with enrollment growth and inflation.

2. Texas needs more universities that are considered premier research institutions. Tier-one universities bring in crucial research grants, attract top-flight faculty, prepare graduates for sophisticated jobs and help boost area economies by attracting industry and investment. UT and Texas A&M are the state's only public tier-one universities, a designation based on research spending, extensive doctorate offerings and other factors.

UT-Arlington, UT-Dallas and the University of North Texas are among the campuses aiming to develop into tier-one institutions. But the state doesn't have the millions it takes; lawmakers are more inclined to offer incentives or let schools compete for funds to match money they raise themselves.

3. Public school districts across the state, city and suburban alike, are squeezed so tight that they're clamoring loudly for a comprehensive solution to continuing flaws in the finance system. But lawmakers don't sound inclined to take on more than piecemeal fixes. If that's the case, they should at the very least help with increased costs of utilities, transportation and inflation. (The state's transportation contribution, for instance, hasn't been updated since 1984.)

The high school allotment should be increased to pay for increased math and science requirements, end-of-course exams and new college-readiness standards.

And, if trustees are going to have to ask local taxpayers to vote on tax hikes, districts should be allowed to hold elections in the spring, rather than November, to help with budget planning.

Transportation

4. Hardly anybody likes paying more taxes. But hardly anybody likes sitting constantly in snail-paced traffic on inadequate roads with few better transportation options. Given a choice, between the two, would voters in North Central Texas counties rather pay a little more in taxes or other fees to get on board with regional rail? It's time for the Legislature to let us find out by giving counties the option of taking tax-increase proposals to their voters.

Local officials aren't asking to impose higher costs unilaterally -- they want to know what, if anything, voters would agree to from a menu of options to improve the transportation landscape.

Traffic delays in Dallas-Fort Worth cost about $2.5 billion and an average of 58 hours in delays a year, according to a study by the Texas Transportation Institute at Texas A&M University. Not to mention the air pollution and stress. And lawmakers think they're protecting our pocketbooks by not letting us vote on higher taxes?

5. Inflation has greatly eroded the state gasoline tax of 20 cents a gallon, last raised in 1991. A tax increase, with an annual rate adjustment for inflation, would provide sorely needed money for transportation projects. It also would somewhat reduce the need for more toll roads and more state borrowing for roads. And a higher gas tax would encourage people to drive more fuel-efficient, less-polluting vehicles. Watch for Sen. John Carona, R-Dallas, to tackle the gas tax, with possible discussion of raising or indexing the state diesel fuel tax, too.

Healthcare

6. With 1.5 million Texas children lacking health insurance, Texas surely needs to make coverage more available. It can start by increasing enrollment in the Children's Health Insurance Program, which covers children whose parents make too much to qualify for Medicaid but too little to afford private insurance.

Texas currently limits CHIP to children whose parents earn up to 200 percent of the federal poverty limit, or $42,400 for a family of four. The Legislature should consider expanding access so that parents making up to 300 percent of the poverty limit ($63,600 for a family of four) can buy CHIP coverage by paying the premiums. Lawmakers can discourage parents from dropping private coverage by making this option available only to those without access to similar employer-based plans.

Natural gas regulation

7. With Barnett Shale natural gas drilling still going hot and heavy in North Texas, and more gas pipelines being built, expect a flurry of bills related to gas drilling, production and distribution. Residents of urban neighborhoods have been shocked to learn that a gas company -- through power of eminent domain -- can lay a sizable pipeline under their property whether they like it or not.

Fort Worth and other cities want more control over the routing of pipelines, and they support more Texas Railroad Commission funding for inspecting wells and minimizing drilling's pollution to groundwater and air.

Stricter regulation is needed, but it shouldn't become so restrictive that it significantly discourages drilling.

Property tax restrictions

8. Every legislative session, some lawmakers propose politically inspired and generally ill-conceived caps on property value appraisals for tax purposes or other measures that would limit property tax revenues. But these restrictions don't lower the cost of paying a police officer or filling a pothole by a single penny. The limits often just shift more tax burden from one group to another. Somebody ends up paying higher taxes. And the restrictions crimp revenues, actually boosting the chances that a city, county or school district will raise the property tax rate to compensate -- or opt against a tax-rate cut it otherwise would have approved.

Redistricting

9. With the House closely divided between the two political parties, it's time to hand the drawing of congressional districts to a nonpartisan redistricting commission that would put voters' interests ahead of protecting incumbents and power bases.

Sen. Jeff Wentworth, a San Antonio Republican who got a commission bill through the Senate in 2005 and 2007, has introduced a bill for a nine-member panel that would meet only during a two-year window following the Census. (No elected officials, candidates or lobbyists allowed.) That would prevent the kind of mid-decade redistricting that tore the Legislature apart in 2003.

A commission bill by Rep. Mark Strama, D-Austin, has some attractive details Wentworth's doesn't, but it also contains questionable elements: It would require a constitutional amendment and let senior Senate and House members appoint commissioners, and it would let counties switch to electing judges from single-member districts.

Senator proposes regional sales taxes for transportation woes

The Citizen,com

Tue, 01/20/2009

Atlanta, GA - As transportation projects across the state have been delayed or having their funding cancelled by the Department of Transportation, there is a growing concern about how to bankroll such projects.

State Senator Jeff Mullis, R-Chickamauga, is proposing to allow governments to enter regional agreements to seek Special Purpose Local Option Sales Tax (SPLOST) funding from voters for regional transportation projects.

Mullis’ bill will require ratification by Georgia voters as it is proposed as an amendment to the Georgia Constitution. He is the chairman of the Senate’s transportation committee.

The bill would require county governing authorities to create a “special transportation district” if the tax were to be approved.

The bill also would require the creation of a list of transportation projects to be funded by the SPLOST prior to the referendum being sought. Also, all funds collected must be spent on those listed transportation projects.

Those projects could include roads, freight and passenger rail, bridges, airports, public transportation, buses, seaports and the related infrastructure and services, according to the bill.

Boise Region Grapples With Smog

The New York Times

January 22, 2009

By WILLIAM YARDLEY

BOISE, Idaho — The Caldwell Express sprints between this high-desert capital and its outermost exurb. The express bus seats 40 people, but sometimes it is standing room only for the 23-mile trip. And there is no reason to wait for the next bus: the Caldwell Express runs each way just once a day.

Ridership on the bus between Boise and Caldwell, a growing suburb 23 miles away, has grown sharply since it began four years ago.

“If you don’t make it,” said Sonia Johnson, waiting at one of the main downtown bus stops on a recent day after work, “you’re toast.”

Despite the limited system, public transportation is taking on a greater role in Boise, with ridership way up. And remarkably for this once unspoiled corner of the West, it is not just volatile gasoline prices that have gotten people out of their cars. Air pollution, and longterm economic concerns, are playing a major role.

After years of growth and suburban development, the region that includes Boise and its suburbs, known as the Treasure Valley, is on the brink of violating federal clean air standards, and experts say the only real solution is one that might seem awfully un-Idahoan: persuading people to drive less.

“We’re encouraged to ride the bus to keep pollution down and to keep costs down,” said John Hurst, 63, who has commuted to work in Boise on the Caldwell Express since the route was established four years ago.

As the region struggles economically along with the rest of the nation, the declining quality of its air threatens to undermine central aspects of its formula for economic growth. The Treasure Valley’s sales pitch has long been that it is a quiet, clean and less restrictive place to live and do business.

The population of the Treasure Valley has doubled, to more than 600,000 people, over the last two decades, growth built largely on the region’s combination of sun, mountains and semirural appeal. Along with the people, however, has come traffic congestion, particularly on the region’s sole expressway, Interstate 84, which links Boise to suburbs like Caldwell and Nampa that border dusty ranch land and sagebrush.

Auto emissions have risen, as has pollution from the increased business activity. In turn, the region’s distinctive weather patterns, called inversions, often trap polluted air in the valley.

Faced with the prospect of expensive and unwanted federal regulations, some local leaders, including conservatives not typically drawn to environmental issues, are exploring unconventional ways to keep the federal government at arm’s length by getting cars off the road.

The suburb of Nampa is considering letting city employees move to a four-day workweek. Caldwell recently adopted a policy requiring city employees to scrape ice from windows rather than let city vehicles idle to warm up. Employees also are encouraged to walk on city errands.

The initial goal of some of these policies was to reduce fuel costs, but now that gas prices have come back down, emissions must still be addressed, officials said.

“We don’t want a yellow alert permeating the news and drawing attention,” said David J. Ferdinand, chairman of the county commission in Canyon County, referring to a layer of smog that had settled over the Treasure Valley on a recent winter weekday.

East of Canyon County, in more liberal Boise, local officials are considering a streetcar line downtown, and there is talk of one day converting a rail freight line for commuter use.

The relationship between traffic and the region’s struggle to control ozone crystallized last summer, when gas prices were more than $4 a gallon. People suddenly began leaving their cars at home, choosing instead to use the region’s limited bus system and, in the process, shrink the number of so-called vehicle miles traveled by as much as a 9 percent. That, coupled with favorable weather, led to notably lower ozone levels than the summer before.

“We went from a year that was terrible to a year that was great, and the only variables were weather and vehicle miles traveled,” said Leonard Herr, the air program manager for the Idaho Department of Environmental Quality.

Along with this apparent evidence that driving less really can improve air quality, a change in state law has also added pressure on the region to change. The measure, passed last spring, requires local governments in the Treasure Valley to have vehicle emissions testing or find other ways to reduce auto emissions. More than a decade ago, the federal government began requiring Ada County to test auto emissions. Ada County officials have urged their more conservative and less affluent counterparts in Canyon County to join them, but local residents there largely oppose testing.

“They think it’s government interference,” said Mr. Hurst, the bus rider from Caldwell. “They feel like they still live in the country and that they don’t have pollution.”

Given the public resistance to emissions testing, Canyon County leaders are hoping to cut emissions through efforts like the four-day workweek proposed in Nampa, promoting no-idling policies or perhaps requiring the trapping of fuel vapors at gas stations.

Canyon County is not alone in its skepticism. Gov. C. L. Otter, a Republican, made no mention of public transportation in his lengthy discussion of transportation challenges during his State of the State address this month.

And the Republican-controlled Legislature, where rural, antigovernment interests have strong influence, has so far refused to give growing cities like Boise and its suburbs the power to impose special taxes, common in other states, to raise money for things like public transportation.

Whether the Legislature eventually shifts its position or not, experts say the Treasure Valley must change its habits if it hopes to hold on to its distinctive appeal in the changing West.

"Idaho’s always considered itself very rural," said Mr. Herr, the state air quality official, "and we found out we’re not."

Task force says Oregon land-use system needs tweaking

The Oregonian

Thursday January 22, 2009

by Eric Mortenson,

Oregon's storied land-use system makes the state an environmental pacesetter but it smothers regional differences and is complicated to the point of being "unapproachable," a review concludes.

Also, challenges -- ranging from global warming to the cost of providing development infrastructure -- demand that the land-use system evolve, according to a "Big Look" task force that studied it.

The arrival of as many as 2 million new residents in the next 25 years compounds the situation, the group concluded.

Instead of whacking the land-use approach, however, the task force appointed by the governor and the 2005 Legislature recommended a series of strategic tweaks. Among them:

• Allow counties to find regional solutions, including rezoning farm and forestland for development instead of applying a "one-size-fits-all" philosophy.

• Coordinate land-use planning with economic development and transportation policies to ensure orderly expansion of urban areas and protection of rural areas.

• Instead of 19 statewide goals, focus on four guiding principles that ensure a healthy environment, prosperous economy, a desirable quality of life, and equity and fairness for all Oregonians.

• Simplify the system.

The findings are condensed into a bill (HB 2229) beginning its way through the Legislature. The House Land Use Committee is getting up to speed on the issues and probably will meet with Big Look task force members next week, said Rep. Mary Nolan, D-Portland, committee chairwoman.

"There's a lot of meat in what the task force has developed," Nolan said.

She acknowledged the land-use bill is heading into a Legislature focused on the state's economic problems, however.

"Anything that costs a lot of money, or distracts from the Legislature's ability to focus on the budget, is probably not going to move rapidly this biennium," Nolan said. "I think it's still an effort that will be well received."

Land-use and property-rights fights have consumed Oregonians for much of the past five years, and courts continue sorting out land development claims and lawsuits generated by 2004's Measure 37 and its 2007 revision, Measure 49. The task force, made up of 10 members approved by Gov. Ted Kulongoski and legislative leaders, was appointed with the hope of settling the arguments.

The task force concluded that the system has produced "tremendous benefits" by checking urban sprawl and protecting Oregon's farms and forests. But it should be more flexible, simpler to understand and responsive to regional differences.

The group recommended allowing two or more counties to jointly ask the state to rezone farm or forestland that is unproductive or compromised by land-use patterns, water problems or other issues. The counties would be required to show any development wouldn't harm water quality and supply, clog transportation networks, increase energy use or put a service load on nearby cities and government agencies.

The conservation group 1000 Friends of Oregon said allowing more regional control is "a very bad idea." Other groups believe the recommendations don't go far enough.

"In an attempt to make it easier to develop (in rural areas), they made it more difficult," said Jon Chandler, spokesman for the Oregon Homebuilders Association.

"They've substituted a new set of things you've got to demonstrate, and the old one had 25 to 30 years of case law attached to it," he said.

The Oregon Farm Bureau favors regional control but believes the task force recommendation might simply add another layer of government approval.

"The intent is good, but I think it misses the mark," spokesman Shawn Cleave said.

Inauguration tests area roads and transit systems

InsideNOVA.com

January 20, 2009

By Uriah A. Kiser

The crowd on the National Mall stretched for nearly two miles Tuesday — from the Capitol to the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, where Martin Luther King Jr. delivered his “I Have a Dream” speech.

The Associated Press, through photographs and past crowd estimates, guessed that a million people descended on Washington for the inauguration of Barack Obama.

More than 930,000 of them got there using public transportation. 

The rest of the story
Inauguration Crowds Overwhelm D.C. Transit

The Wall Street Journal

JANUARY 20, 2009, 7:09 P.M. ET

By CHRISTOPHER CONKEY, AUGUST COLE and MELANIE TROTTMAN

WASHINGTON -- Traffic backed up for miles in the pre-dawn hours outside transit centers. Trains bulged, often turning away passengers. Many people shuffled along jam-packed streets, searching for a way through security checkpoints and onto the National Mall.

WSJ's August Cole speaks with a rider at a Metro station in Falls Church, Va. -- one of many people patiently waiting for a ticket to Washington, D.C.

Hundreds of thousands -- if not millions of people -- poured into downtown Washington to see the inauguration of President Barack Obama Tuesday. They did so via foot, bike, bus or rickshaw because the major highways and bridges into town were blocked by armored vehicles and barricades. "Millions on the mall, few out on the freeway," is how Bob Marburg, an area traffic reporter, described the scene.

By far, the biggest strain fell on the 1,036 rail cars operated by the Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority.

A 68-year-old woman fell onto the tracks amid a giant crowd at the Gallery Place-Chinatown Station, shutting down traffic in both directions for nearly an hour. A number of trains were taken out of service due to jammed doors.

As of 6 p.m., the mass transit system had transported more than 900,000 riders -- easily surpassing the previous record for a single day, which had been set on Monday -- and thousands more were crowding into stations throughout the city as the presidential parade wound down and the evening's inaugural balls began. Slowly, transportation officials began reopening closed Metro stations like Federal Triangle and some of the bridges crossing the Potomac River.

The worst bottlenecks occurred in the morning -- when commuters snaked in hour-long queues in the parking lots of outlying stations in suburban Maryland and Virginia - and again in the afternoon, in the first couple hours after the inauguration ceremony. By mid-afternoon, a number of Metro stations resorted to "metering" crowds, blocking access for periods of time so platforms could be cleared. To speed up the flow of passengers, some station managers allowed riders to exit stations without swiping their farecards.

At the Foggy Bottom station at George Washington University, passengers waiting for trains heading to Northern Virginia faced a line stretching more than two blocks before even getting to the underground station's escalator. A policeman outside Union Station suggested to one weary would-be rider that she try walking to another station many blocks away.

"Walk?" the woman replied. "I've already walked 25 miles."

At the East Falls Church station in Virginia, trains arriving from the city discharged passengers who were visibly worn out by a day that started before sunrise and spent outside in subfreezing temperatures and a biting wind.

But Majorie Davis-Sams, 58 years old, a nurse from Atlanta, Ga., and Elicia Hargrove, 27, a recent law school graduate from Milledgeville, Ga., were still full of energy when they stepped off the train, though they admitted it had been a long day and the organization for the inauguration wasn't perfect.

"It was very hectic but it was worth every minute of it because this is a very inspiring moment for America as a whole," said Ms. Hargrove.

Many inaugural attendees braved the bottlenecks in high spirits, engaging in call-and-response chants, singing or swapping stories. Hats, pins and other Obama-themed paraphernalia was ubiquitous. A reggae band managed to strike up some tunes on a Red Line train headed downtown from Rockville, Md.

The biggest complaints were directed at the crowd management around the National Mall, where it was often unclear where people were supposed to go to gain entrance to the ceremonies.

But for the most part, Washington's 30-year-old mass transit network held up well. "Overall, the service has been very strong," said Steven Taubenkibel, a WMATA spokesman. "It's been an unprecedented three days here."

Missing the Train on the Recovery Package

CommonDreams.org

Monday, January 19, 2009

by Deron Lovaas & Paul Loeb

Our new President and Vice President rode the rails to D.C., echoes of history in the air. Obama's deliberate choice of a train for his inaugural journey and Biden's famed love for Amtrak raise hopes that the new Administration will make public transportation a priority.  Unfortunately, the current recovery bill heads directly down the opposite track.

Transportation drives our oil dependence and our global warming impact. The sector is responsible for 70 percent of our oil consumption and second only to electrical generation in its global warming footprint. Congress finally raised fuel economy standards in the 2007 energy bill, for the first time in decades. And this will help. But far more needs to be done, and the current bill just cut allocations for intercity rail almost 80 percent from new House Transportation Committee Chairman Jim Oberstar's original proposal, and made similar cuts for public transit.

A month ago, Oberstar -- a longtime supporter of transportation alternatives -- proposed serious investment in rail and transit as part of the recovery bill. He did ask for $30 billion for highways (which could be new highways or repairs). But he also asked for $12 billion for public transit, and $5 billion for intercity rail (including high-speed rail). In an oil-addicted nation and a world of escalating climate change, this was far too much on roads, but at least transit was a significant part of the mix.

The recovery bill unveiled last week contains several important steps in other key environmental areas, including support of loan guarantees for renewable energy, weatherization programs for low-income families, and a boost to alternative energy research and development. But compared to Oberstar's proposal, let alone where we need to go, its transportation provisions are a major retreat.

The bill created by the House leadership, the appropriations committee, and the Obama economic team would cut $2 billion proposed by Oberstar to help transit agencies provide service for growing ridership. This follows a 6.5 percent increase in transit use from 2007, the biggest in 25 years. Meanwhile, local agencies are considering trimming services nationwide, due to fiscal strain from the slumping economy.  Intercity rail faces even bigger cuts, from $5 billion to $1.1 billion. We already trail the rest of the developed world in public transportation of every kind. Europe now plans to build thousands of new miles of rail lines, and China is adding a high-speed rail link between Hong Kong and Beijing. After eight years of malign neglect during the Bush administration, we now risk falling even further behind, when this kind of infrastructure is critical to both our economic efficiency and our ability to tackle global climate change.

In a problem with both versions of the bill, the highway investment isn't explicitly targeted to repair and maintenance of crumbling roads and bridges. That's indefensible, since the Department of Transportation already considers more than half of miles driven on pavement as less than "good ride quality," and that backlogged repair projects can be undertaken quickly, generating nine percent more than new highway construction. For any money spent on highways, the commonsense approach is "fix it first."

But most of the transportation money will likely be spent on new highways, with a far worse energy impact. Every year, U.S. public transportation saves 4.2 billion gallons of gasoline and cuts 37 million metric tons of greenhouse gas pollution. It is a key foundation for additional progress toward energy and climate security. And because in-city rail transit is electric, it has the potential to be readily fueled by renewable alternatives. New highway construction also promotes endless sprawl, with accompanying inefficient use of resources, whereas public transportation alternatives foster more clustered development, including in suburban areas, making it possible for people to avoid lengthy commutes for work, shopping, and even for socializing and entertainment. The more transit alternatives are interconnected, the more they build on each other, providing transportation choices, easing congestion on existing roads, and promoting smart growth that ultimately costs less and burns up far less time for people in daily commutes.

There's broad public support for recovery approaches that prioritize transportation alternatives. A new nation-wide survey from the National Association of Realtors and Transportation for America shows that the public is on-board for more transit funding, as well as for the common-sense idea of repairing existing highways before building new ones.  A whopping 89 percent of those surveyed agreed that transportation investments should support the goal of reducing energy use. Three-quarters wanted the plan to support lower carbon emissions.  80 percent preferred prioritizing transit and repair rather than new highways. And 45 percent believed new highways should be excluded from the plan altogether. The survey also showed that the public wants our new national team to preserve the environment, reduce dependence on foreign oil, and increase transportation choices even if this delays job creation.

All of this is happening as new, hopeful leadership steams into Washington. As that train pulls up, the legislative train is only just leaving the station, and it needs to make several stops before becoming law. The highway lobby and its allies will have their say. They already have. It's time now for the rest of us to get on board and convince the new administration to change course by boosting investment in transit and rail.

Rep my LaHood

Transportation Secretary appointee LaHood appears before Senate panel

Grist.org

22 Jan 2009

by Kate Sheppard

Former Rep. Ray LaHood (R-Ill.), Obama's pick for Secretary of Transportation, on Wednesday didn't reveal much about how he will handle his new job when he appeared before the Senate Commerce, Science and Transportation Committee, but he did make the explicit connection between transportation issues and climate change and sustainability.

"We must acknowledge the new reality of climate change. This has implications in all areas," LaHood told the senators. "The inner-city, rail and mass-transit funding in the economic recovery plan are a part of the equation, but only a part."

LaHood said there will be four focus areas for his work: safety, the economy, sustainability and livability. Transportation programs should be designed to create jobs and improve the lives and safety of citizens he said, and there must be an eye toward the long-term needs of the country.

"Sustainability must permeate all we do, from highways and transit to aviation and ports. President Obama is committed to this principle, and so am I," he said.

LaHood said that raising automobile fuel efficiency standards will be "one way for us to really overcome some of the pollution that exists around the country." Tighter standards, he said, should "be a part of the overall plan here to eliminate pollution, the greening of America, and getting the American car manufacturers in the game here with the reality that they need to be producing American cars that get much better standards."

Asked about his support for Amtrak, LaHood pledged to work with Congress to implement the funding bill that approved last year. "I think it's the way forward to get us as comprehensive as we can an Amtrak system in this country," said LaHood. "During my 14 years in Congress, in the House, I had been a strong supporter of Amtrak. It's the lifeblood for many, many communities around the country, and I will work with all of you to implement the Amtrak bill. I think it's a good bill."

He was also asked for his ideas on how to replenish the Highway Trust Fund, which was has been nearly depleted as a spike in gas prices through much of 2008 prompted Americans to drive less. He mentioned putting tolls on new highways and new lanes, and on bridges, as possible solutions, and said that relying on a gas tax will not be enough.

"We need to think about these things differently than just the gasoline tax," said LaHood. "We know that Amtrak ridership is still way up even though gasoline prices have come down. We know, in places like Chicago, that people are still using a lot of mass transit even though gasoline prices have come down."

"People are still going to drive, but the resources to pay for it, through the Trust Fund, is a dinosaur, if you'll excuse the expression," continued LaHood. "It was developed when Eisenhower and the Congress came up with the idea of developing an interstate system. We've come far afield of that now."

It was a short hearing, with more speaking time given to Commerce, Science and Transportation Committee members than to LaHood himself. He was received positively by the entire panel, which was led for the first time on Wednesday by Sen. Jay Rockefeller (D-W.Va.). Rockefeller is taking over the post as former chair Sen. Daniel Inouye (D-Hawaii) moves to chair the Appropriations Committee. Other new faces on the panel included Alaska's Mark Begich, New Mexico's Tom Udall, and Virginia's Mark Warner, three of the new Democratic Senators elected last November.

The new chair also promised today to use his committee to work on global warming.

"I think, when you really look at the scope of the Commerce committee, it's endless. It was one of the original committees created, and its work is really wherever we want it to go," said Rockefeller. "I think we can be a big part of climate change legislation, big part of economic recovery."

In other transportation news, OpenLeft's Chris Bowers says he heard from Sen. Chuck Schumer (D-NY) that he's working to boost funding for mass transit in the stimulus legislation now making its way through Congress. Bowers wrote:

First, at a Senate progressive media summit today, Senator Charles Schumer said that he was unhappy about the amount of stimulus money set aside for mass transit and rail. He indicated that several other Senators from highly urbanized states were also unhappy about this portion of the stimulus, and that when the legislation reached the Senate, they would be jointly pushing for an increase in money set aside for mass transit and rail. The current amount for mass transit and rail in the stimulus bill is only $10 billion.

Putting fast rail back on track

Globe and Mail 

January 19, 2009

COMMENTARY by JOHN LORINC

All but unnoticed amid the excitement over Barack Obama's election last November, California voters endorsed a highly anticipated ballot proposition to approve raising $9.9-billion (U.S.) in state bonds for the first leg of a high-speed rail line extending from San Diego to San Francisco and Sacramento.

In a region famous for both its green politics and its populist tax revolts, Californians offered up a resounding vote of confidence in a $40-billion infrastructure scheme well calibrated to the energy dictates of the 21st century. The California High Speed Rail Authority predicts construction could begin as soon as 2011.

The success of Proposition 1a should come as welcome news to Canadian high-speed rail advocates, who have long dreamed of such service between Windsor and Quebec City, and connecting Calgary, Red Deer and Edmonton.

But as is the case with high-speed rail systems in much of Europe and Japan, the proponents of the California project have been up front about the need to involve the private sector in this massive undertaking. The authority has retained Infrastructure Management Group, a finance firm, to assess the opportunities to involve private players; indeed, as many as 50 companies expressed interest last year. "The authority's finance team anticipates public-private partnerships will comprise $4.5-billion to $7-billion of initial investment opportunities, including project debt financing, vendor financing, system operations and private ownership."

The implications for Canada are clear: If we want to drag Canadian passenger rail service out of the 1960s, Ottawa must include private partners, a development that could mean selling the moribund Via Rail to a transportation consortium that understands the technology, the market opportunities and is willing to invest.

This is an ideal moment to have the debate, given that federal politicians are expected to approve a multi-billion-dollar stimulus package this month.

With the incoming Obama administration poised to unveil a massive infrastructure program that includes substantial rail investments (he enthused about the potential for high-speed rail in the U.S. Northeast on the hustings), the California plan will almost certainly have additional public backing. Indeed, the U.S. Congress last year passed a long-term plan to upgrade Amtrak and provide matching funds to state-backed high-speed rail projects.

There's scant evidence that Ottawa sees the long-term implications of these developments. They suggest the possibility of continental high-speed rail networks linking populous urban mega-regions in the two countries.

Last year, the Harper government managed to rouse itself to fund a third of the cost of updating a feasibility study on high-speed rail in the Quebec City-Windsor corridor (Ontario and Quebec picked up the balance). The results have yet to be made public, and there's nothing to indicate they have much interest in an idea that is still associated with former Liberal cabinet minister David Collenette.

In Alberta, meanwhile, a consortium led by retired banker Bill Cruickshank has lobbied Alberta to consider a privately operated high-speed rail link between Edmonton and Calgary, to be financed through a proposed partnership between the consortium and public backers. Alberta Premier Ed Stelmach made positive noises about the plan, but has refused to release the results of a market assessment conducted in 2007. As Mr. Cruickshank notes, "If the government said it wouldn't work, I'm sure they would have told us."

High-speed rail, as Mr. Cruickshank argues, is tailor-made for public-private partnerships. Such train networks are extremely capital intensive and therefore depend on public financing to get going. But as a transportation service that competes vigorously with airlines, private operators will bring the necessary marketing savvy, as well as the ability of amortizing capital costs over a long period.

What's clear is that pure private plays don't work, while publicly owned passenger service tends to suffer from a lack of investment. (An exception is Spain, where the state has moved aggressively to build high-speed rail since 1994.)

Earlier attempts to privately develop such networks in Texas and Florida failed because of inadequate financing. In Japan, which originated the bullet trains in the 1960s as a national transportation policy, private firms now run the service.

In much of Europe, state-run rail companies and private investors have a history of collaborating successfully across national borders, the best example being Eurostar, the London-Brussels-Paris high-speed rail service that now commands a 60- to 70-per-cent share of the transportation market among the three cities.

The business proposition is that when customers factor in all the delays associated with flying, high-speed rail becomes a convincingly competitive option, in both price and time. In France, according to California officials, the TGV service between Paris and Marseille saw its market share triple, to 65 per cent, between 2001 and 2006 - a growth trajectory that actually prompted one discount airline to discontinue short-haul service between those cities.

The environmental proposition is simple: High-speed trains are a lot cleaner than planes and cars. As Mr. Cruickshank has calculated, an Edmonton-Calgary line could offset 150,000 tonnes of greenhouse gases each year.

If the recent developments in California do herald the beginning of a new era for 21st century rail in the U.S., Canada desperately needs to insert itself into that conversation, making the case for cross-border service connections and international joint ventures involving private investors.

Mr. Obama will soon be coming to Ottawa - presumably by plane. It's the perfect time to begin the discussion.

Back on Tracks

A nineteenth-century technology could be the solution to our twenty-first-century problems.

Washington Monthly
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By Phillip Longman

Six days before Thanksgiving, a truck driver heading south on Interstate 81 through Shenandoah County, Virginia, ploughed his tractor trailer into a knot of cars that had slowed on the rain-slicked highway. The collision killed an eighty-year-old woman and her one- and four-year-old grandchildren, and brought traffic to a standstill along a ten-mile stretch of road for the better part of the afternoon.

It was a tragedy, but not an unusual one. Semis account for roughly one out of every four vehicles that travel through Virginia on I-81’s four lanes, the highest percentage of any interstate in the country. They’re there for a reason: I-81 traces a mostly rural route all the way from the Canadian border to Tennessee, and the cities in its path—Syracuse, Scranton, Harrisburg, Hagerstown, and Roanoke among them—are midsized and slow growing. This makes the highway a tempting alternative to I-95, the interstate that connects the eastern seaboard’s major metropolises, which is so beset with tolls and congestion that truckers will drive hundreds of extra miles to avoid it.

This is bad news for just about everyone. Even truckers have to deal with an increasingly overcrowded, dangerous I-81, and for motorists it’s a white-knuckle terror. Because much of the road is hilly, they find themselves repeatedly having to pass slow-moving trucks going uphill, only to see them looming large in the rearview mirror on the down grade. For years, state transportation officials have watched I-81 get pounded to pieces by tractor trailers, which are responsible for almost all non-weather-related highway wear and tear. To make matters worse, traffic is projected to rise by 67 percent in just the next ten years.

The conventional response to this problem would be simply to build more lanes. That’s what highway departments do. But at a cost of $11 billion, or $32 million per mile, Virginia cannot afford to do that without installing tolls, which might have to be set as high as 17 cents per mile for automobiles. When Virginia’s Department of Transportation proposed doing this early last year, truckers and ordinary Virginians alike set off a firestorm of protest. At the same time, just making I-81 wider without adding tolls would make its truck traffic problems worse, as still more trucks diverted from I-95 and other routes.

Looking for a way out of this dilemma, Virginia transportation officials have settled on an innovative solution: use state money to get freight off the highway and onto rails. As it happens, running parallel to I-81 through the Shenandoah Valley and across the Piedmont are two mostly single-track rail lines belonging to the Norfolk Southern Railroad. Known as the Crescent Corridor, these lines have seen a resurgence of trains carrying containers, just like most of the trucks on I-81 do. The problem is that the track needs upgrading and there are various choke points, so the Norfolk Southern cannot run trains fast enough to be time competitive with most of the trucks hurtling down I-81. Even before the recent financial meltdown, the railroad couldn’t generate enough interest from Wall Street investors to improve the line.

The railroad has long been reluctant to accept government investment in its infrastructure out of fear of public meddling, such as being compelled to run money-losing passenger trains. But now, like most of the industry, it has changed its mind, and it happily accepted Virginia’s offer last year to fund a small portion—$40 million—of the investment needed to get more freight traffic off I-81 and onto the Crescent Corridor. The railroad estimates that with an additional $2 billion in infrastructure investment, it could divert a million trucks off the road, which is currently carrying just under five million. State officials are thinking even bigger: a study sponsored by the Virginia DOT finds that a cumulative investment over ten to twelve years of less than $8 billion would divert 30 percent of the growing truck traffic on I-81 to rail. That would be far more bang for the state’s buck than the $11 billion it would take to add more lanes to the highway, especially since it would bring many other public benefits, from reduced highway accidents and lower repair costs to enormous improvements in fuel efficiency and pollution reduction. Today, a single train can move as many containers as 280 trucks while using one-third as much energy—and that’s before any improvements to rail infrastructure.

For now, Virginia lacks the resources to build its "steel wheel interstate," but that could change quickly. Thanks to the collapsing economy, a powerful new consensus has developed in Washington behind a once-in-a-generation investment in infrastructure. The incoming administration is talking of spending as much as $1 trillion to jump-start growth and make up for past neglect, an outlay that Obama himself characterizes as "the single largest new investment in our national infrastructure since the creation of the federal highway system in the 1950s." We’ll soon be moving earth again like it’s 1959.

By all rights, America’s dilapidated rail lines ought to be a prime candidate for some of that spending. All over the country there are opportunities like the I-81/Crescent Corridor deal, in which relatively modest amounts of capital could unclog massive traffic bottlenecks, revving up the economy while saving energy and lives. Many of these projects have already begun, like Virginia’s, or are sitting on planners’ shelves and could be up and running quickly. And if we’re willing to think bigger and more long term—and we should be—the potential of a twenty-first-century rail system is truly astonishing. In a study recently presented to the National Academy of Engineering, the Millennium Institute, a nonprofit known for its expertise in energy and environmental modeling, calculated the likely benefits of an expenditure of $250 billion to $500 billion on improved rail infrastructure. It found that such an investment would get 83 percent of all long-haul trucks off the nation’s highways by 2030, while also delivering ample capacity for high-speed passenger rail. If high-traffic rail lines were also electrified and powered in part by renewable energy sources, that investment would reduce the nation’s carbon emission by 39 percent and oil consumption by 15 percent. By moderating the growing cost of logistics, it would also leave the nation’s economy 10 percent larger by 2030 than it would otherwise be.*

Yet despite this astounding potential, virtually no one in Washington is talking about investing any of that $1 trillion in freight rail capacity. Instead, almost all the talk out of the Obama camp and Congress has been about spending for roads and highway bridges, projects made necessary in large measure by America’s overreliance on pavement-smashing, traffic-snarling, fossil-fuel-guzzling trucks for the bulk of its domestic freight transport. This could be an epic mistake. Just as the Interstate Highway System changed, for better and for worse, the economy and the landscape of America, so too will the investment decisions Washington is about to make. The choice of infrastructure projects is de facto industrial policy; it’s also de facto energy, land use, housing, and environmental policy, with implications for nearly every aspect of American life going far into the future. On the doorstep of an era of infrastructure spending unparalleled in the past half century, we need to conceive of a transportation future in which each mode of transport is put to its most sensible use, deployed collaboratively instead of competitively. To see what that future could look like, however, we need to look first at the past.

The Lost Vision

At the beginning of the twentieth century, a "Good Roads" movement emerged, calling for more paved highways. It was led by farmers and bicyclists, but railroads were strong supporters; they reasoned, logically enough, that with more paved roads, more people and goods could travel from greater distances to reach their lines. Farmers wouldn’t get stuck in the mud trying to move their crops to market, but could use newly available trucks traveling on all-weather macadam highways to reach railheads. The Pennsylvania, Southern, and Illinois Central Railroads, among others, ran "object-lesson trains" to small towns along their routes, carrying the men and materials needed to pave a short stretch of local roadway so the locals could see the possibilities. U.S. Senator J. W. Daniel, on hand to welcome one such train’s visit to Lynchburg, Virginia, in 1901, described it enthusiastically as "an itinerant college on wheels."

The vision of intermodal transport the railroads were seeking to promote made perfect sense. Rail transport lacks the flexibility of the rubber wheel kind, but it has other advantages that make it far superior when the circumstances allow. The biggest is a unique quality of the technology itself. Steel wheels on steel rails meet with very little rolling resistance. They don’t compress and absorb energy from the surface the way a tire does, and the rail itself is much smoother than any road, so trains have only about one-tenth the rolling resistance of trucks. And because of the way rails absorb and spread the weight of a vehicle over long distances, this advantage increases as freight is added. The more you load up a train, the more efficient it becomes compared to a fleet of trucks carrying the same cargo.

The Environmental Protection Agency calculates that for distances of more than 1,000 miles, a system in which trucks haul containers only as far as the nearest railhead and then transfer them to a train produces a 65 percent reduction in both fuel use and greenhouse gas emissions. As the volume of freight is expected to increase by 57 percent between 2000 and 2020, the potential economic and environmental benefits of such an intermodal system will go higher and higher. Railroads are also potentially very labor efficient. Even in the days of the object-lesson train, when brakes had to be set manually and firemen were needed to stoke steam engines, a five-man crew could easily handle a fifty-car freight train, doing the work of ten times as many modern long-haul truckers.

. . .

The alternative is for the public to help pay for rail infrastructure. Actually, it’s not much of a choice. Unlike private investors, the government must either invest in shoring up the railroads’ overwhelmed infrastructure or pay in other ways. Failing to rebuild rail infrastructure will simply further move the burden of ever-increasing shipping demands onto the highways, the expansion and maintenance of which does not come free. The American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials (hardly a shill for the rail industry) estimates that without public investment in rail capacity 450 million tons of freight will shift to highways, costing shippers $162 billion and highway users $238 billion (in travel time, operating, and accident costs), and adding $10 billion to highway costs over the next twenty years. "Inclusion of costs for bridges, interchanges, etc., could double this estimate," their report adds.

Choke Points

Let’s start with the small-scale stuff that needs doing. There are many examples around the country where a relatively tiny amount of public investment in rail infrastructure would bring enormous social and economic returns. Why is I-95 so congested with truck traffic that drivers divert to I-81 and overwhelm that interstate as well? One big reason is that railroads can capture only 2 percent of the container traffic traveling up and down the eastern seaboard because of obscure choke points, such as the Howard Street Tunnel in downtown Baltimore. The tunnel is too small to allow double-stack container trains through, and so antiquated it’s been listed on the National Register of Historic Places since 1973. When it shut down in 2001 due to a fire, trains had to divert as far as Cincinnati to get around it. Owner CSX has big plans for capturing more truck traffic from I-95, and for creating room for more passenger trains as well, but can’t do any of this until it finds the financing to fix or bypass this tunnel and make other infrastructure improvements down the line. In 2007, it submitted a detailed plan to the U.S. Department of Transportation to build a steel wheel interstate from Washington to

Miami, but no federal funding has been forthcoming.

The Howard Street Tunnel is the worst of some seventy rail choke points in the mid-Atlantic region alone. According to a study commissioned by the I-95 Corridor Coalition, a group of transportation officials along the highway’s route, fixing these choke points would cost $6.2 billion and return twice that amount in benefits. The returns would include $2.9 billion in reduced freight transportation costs, $6.3 billion in direct savings due to reduced highway congestion for vehicles still on the road, and $3.7 billion in indirect economic benefits generated throughout the economy by these transportation savings. Importantly, rail capacity can often be improved substantially by relatively low-cost measures such as adding signals, occasional switches, and new, computerized train control devices, whereas with rubber wheel interstates the only way to add capacity is to add lanes. This is another reason why the social rate of return on rail investment is much higher than on most highway projects.

Another notorious set of choke points is in Chicago, America’s rail capital, which is visited by some 1,200 trains a day. Built in the nineteenth century by noncooperating private companies, lines coming from the East still have no or insufficient connections with those coming from the West. Consequently, thousands of containers on their way elsewhere must be unloaded each day, "rubber-wheeled" across the city’s crowded streets by truck, and reloaded onto other trains. It takes forty-eight hours for a container to travel five miles across Chicago, longer than it does to get there from New York. This entire problem could be fixed for just $1.5 billion, with benefits including not just faster shipping times and attendant economic development, but drastically reduced road traffic, energy use, and pollution.

Wind Trains

Once kinks like these have been ironed out of the system, we can focus on the big picture—most importantly the electrification of America’s major rail lines. Today, most other industrial countries make extensive use of electric locomotives, and for good reason. They are two and a half to three times more efficient than diesels, more powerful, and cheaper to maintain. They also last longer, accelerate faster, and have much higher top speeds. Trains carrying containers at 100 miles per hour are more than possible. Powered by an overhead wire or third rail, electric locomotives don’t have to lug the weight of their own fuel around with them. Another remarkable feature is that when electric locomotives brake, they generate electricity, which is fed back into the grid and used to power other trains. An electric locomotive braking down one side of a mountain, for example, sends energy to trains struggling up the other side. With all these advantages, electric railroads are fully twenty times more fuel efficient than trucks.

Rail electrification also offers significant opportunities for zero-emission freight and passenger transportation. Heirs to the Milwaukee Road’s hydropowered line could traverse the Great Plains, powered by the region’s wind farms. In fact, there is probably no more practical use for wind than using it to power "wind trains" running across the heartland. Most wind farms are and will be concentrated near rail lines in any event, because the large size of windmills makes them difficult and expensive to move by truck. There is also no loss of energy in transmission when windmills power passing trains—a big problem in other applications. Some companies are already exploring the possibilities: BNSF Railway, which traverses many wind zones, is investigating a deal by which it would lease space for power lines along its rights-of-way to utilities in exchange for access to discounted wind power for its trains.

Much of the electrification could start almost immediately. In the 1970s, the National Academy of Science and many others concerned about that decade’s energy crisis did extensive work in mapping out the specific lines most suitable to electrification. In 1977, at one of the many technical conferences on the subject, Milton J. Shapp, then governor of Pennsylvania, spoke for many of the visionaries involved when he observed that "particularly in view of the energy crisis, it is essential to the well-being of our nation that our major railroads electrify." A temporary fall in oil prices and an abundance of short-term thinking killed almost every last project, but we still have the benefit of all the studies sitting on shelves.

The work involved in constructing overhead wires, or catenary, requires unique skills, but one can imagine laid-off construction workers taking to it far better than, say, to nursing, and with less retraining. Current studies indicate that labor and construction costs would come to about $2 million per mile—and maybe less, if steel prices continue to sink. Wiring the 36,000 miles of mainline track on the nation’s high-density routes would thus come in at a cost of around $72 billion. According to John Schumann, professional engineer at the rail transportation consulting firm LTK Engineering, completing such a project could take as little as six years.

Additional funds would be needed, of course, for new locomotives and generating capacity. But building or retrofitting locomotives to operate under the new grid could put lots of laid-off autoworkers back to work. General Motors, until it sold off its Electro-Motive Division in 2005 to private investors, was long the nation’s dominant diesel-electric locomotive maker. The spinoff company is still headquartered in LaGrange, Illinois, though most production has shifted to London, Ontario. General Electric, which remains a world leader in locomotive building, with a big plant in hard-pressed Erie, Pennsylvania, could also use the business and would bring much expertise to it.

The Back on Tracks Project

To say the federal government should invest in railroads is not to say it should own them. It’s true that countries with nationalized railroad systems can take a broader view of the social value of railroad investment, which is why the Swiss, having voted to put all trucks crossing their country onto trains, are busy carving rail tunnels—one thirty-five miles long—through the Alps. But nationalizing U.S. railroads would bring with it all the problems attendant to government bureaucracies, and buying out current shareholders would cost taxpayers a bundle. What the government should do instead is make creative use of public/private partnerships—like the deal Virginia cut with Norfolk Southern—to fund more rail infrastructure and better integration of trucks and trains.

There are many ways this could be done. During the Great Depression, for example, the Reconstruction Finance Corporation offered loan guarantees to the Pennsylvania Railroad to electrify its lines between New York, Washington, and Harrisburg, which brought such efficiency to the railroad that it was one of the few to avoid bankruptcy during the 1930s. Today, a national infrastructure bank—which many, including Barack Obama, have proposed—could play the same role. Reduced capital gains taxes for investors in rail infrastructure could also help direct capital to where it is needed. Flat-out grants, akin to federal highway money, would also be appropriate, since they would directly reduce the amount of money needed for highway construction and maintenance, not to mention all the other economic and environmental benefits.

If the public helps railroads make these investments in electrification and other infrastructure improvements, it will, of course, earn important quid pro quos. Railroads, for example, could be required to apportion a certain amount of their increased capacity to public use, such as for commuter trains, which the railroads might or might not operate themselves. (Some have shown interest.) It should also be possible to negotiate open access to publicly financed rail infrastructure. This would allow outside companies to rent the rails and run their own freight, package express, fast mail, or passenger trains on them. It would also be a good check on any tendency toward monopoly pricing and provide for many other synergies as well.

. . .

For example, there is no reason we cannot again have fast, efficient express freight service of the kind the Railway Express Agency once provided. For cities as far apart as New York and Chicago, trains can beat planes on next-day mail service. As consulting engineer Alan Drake points out, when passengers and express freight or mail are borne by the same train, the economics of passenger rail improve dramatically, making possible far wider service. We also have the chance to reduce drastically the cost and huge carbon footprint of using trucks and planes almost exclusively to ship perishables across the country. Until the 1970s, railroads handled nearly all fresh food movement from California and Florida, and could again, making healthy winter fruits and vegetables cheaper, and less hard on the planet.

Another potential use of steel wheel interstates would be auto trains. Today, Amtrak offers a service that allows motorists to drive their cars onto special auto racks that are attached to the back of a passenger train. The train runs daily between northern Virginia and central Florida, saving users 855 miles of driving down I-95. The service is particularly popular among northern "snowbirds" who spend the winter in Florida and want to have their cars with them. For now, this is a specialty market, and it is not cheap because of the energy required to haul the weight of the automobiles. But with the potential energy efficiency of an electrified steel wheel interstate system, auto trains could make sense in many markets, whether run by Amtrak or private firms.

A similar service might also appeal to remaining independent long-haul truckers. (We’d still need some for transport of time-sensitive cargo to and from remote locations.) In Europe, a company called HUPAC offers a service known as "the rolling highway." By attaching a coach to the end of its container trains, it allows drivers to rest as they and their rigs traverse the Alps. Truckers in this country, before exceeding their daily legal maximum of eleven hours behind the wheel, could load their rigs onto a rolling highway and get some 900 miles down the road while they took their mandatory ten hours rest.

Is all this politically feasible? Certainly more so than a year ago, before the consensus formed that we must invest massively in infrastructure of some kind. Importantly, too, we’re not talking about bailing out a failing industry, but about helping an expanding, more energy-efficient one to grow fast enough to meet pressing public needs. Nor would we be making big bets on unproven technology. Also, it’s important to remember that big trucking companies, facing acute driver shortages and mounting highway congestion, are increasingly shifting their containers to rail and so have an interest in improved rail infrastructure. With trucking companies morphing into logistics companies, it’s a new day in the special interest politics of freight.

Finally, the proposal has an additional political advantage: it doesn’t involve pricing or guilt-tripping people out of their automobiles. Electrifying and otherwise improving rail infrastructure would indeed facilitate the coming of true high-speed rail passenger service to the United States, a goal Obama committed to as a candidate. But its success wouldn’t depend on persuading a single American to take the train instead flying or driving. Indeed, with its promise of making driving more enjoyable and less dangerous, the proposal bridges the divide between auto-hating, Euroland-loving enviros and those who see access to the open road as an American birthright. What could be more post-1960s? Mr. President, this is change we can believe in.

Forget The Shiny Toys — Urban Transit Will Go Low-Rent

io9.com

Thu Jan 22 2009

By Charlie Jane Anders

Whenever public planning types talk about urban transportation's future, they always discuss light rail or tiny electric yuppie-mobiles. But future urbanites will really get around in the cheapest, most low-overhead manner possible.

It seems like every day, we come across about the "city car of the future." It's usually lightweight and next-gen, with an electric battery, solar panels, and lots of nano-carbon-fibres everywhere. To be honest, a lot of these designs look like kids' toys. Stuff like this. Or this. Not to mention this. Or hey, how about this foldable city car? These super-future cars always look teeny and clown-sized, plus they'll probably cost a fortune and fall apart the moment someone even looks at them harshly. Plus they're almost always one- or two-person vehicles.

Slightly more believable are some of the fancy public transportation ideas people come up with, like light rail or maglev trains. Or this crazy (but sorta cool) London bus:

But really, the more we think about it, the more we feel like the future of urban transportation in the first world will look the way it does now in the third world. That is, the boundaries between personal cars, buses and taxis will get blurred, and transport will have to be cheaper and more flexible.

A 2007 paper by the Arthur Morgan Institute for Community Solutions agreed — the Institute suggested a "Smart Jitney" system could be pressed into service quickly, and could reduce gasoline consumption and greenhouse gases by 50 to 75 percent. (Those numbers seem awfully optimistic to me. But you never know.)

As the Institute's report says, most U.S. cities don't have the density to make real mass transit (light rail, etc.) feasible. And electric batteries and hydrogen fuel cells aren't yet at the point where they're feasible for mass consumption. Blame our individualistic, car-centered culture — the Institute does — but we've created a system where only cars can serve our needs.

So we have to look to the jitney instead. Says the Institute:

A jitney is defined as a small bus that carries passengers over a regular route on a flexible schedule. Another definition of a jitney is basically an unlicensed taxicab. Basically, a jitney is a form of mass transit using cars and vans, not passenger buses. Jitneys typically are not required to travel specific routes on a specific schedule as are trains, buses and streetcars. They are both ancient and contemporary.

A friend of mine from Kenya said there are tons of van services there, which compete partly based on the type of music they play. There's the reggae bus, the hip-hop bus, etc. With private operators running their own van services, you could have whatever type of atmosphere, from professional to party bus, you wanted.

Best of all, the "smart jitney" system could use existing vehicles — all those soccer-mom SUVs and minivans are just crying out to be pressed into service.

The "smart" part of "smart jitney" involves using high tech to provide an extra margin of safety. Like, each jitney could have an Auto Event Recorder to make sure the driver is being safe and observing speed limits. You could have an online "reservation tracking system" which you could access via cellphone or internet.

Already, some cities are experimenting with a smart carpooling system, where drivers pick up random strangers. For example, in Oakland, CA, you can wait near a supermarket parking lot, at a smart carpooling stop, and drivers will come looking for people who need rides into San Francisco. Passengers share the price of gas.

These ideas are nothing new. As far back as 1968, the Johnson administration issued a 100-page report to Congress on the future of urban transportation, which hailed super-futuristic ideas such as the dial-a-bus, "a hybrid between an ordinary bus and a taxi." It would use the miracle of computers to keep track of people's transportation orders, and pick up passengers at or near their homes as required. Other ideas in the report included Personal Rapid Transit, a kind of light rail system with individual cars that your family could ride in, and "dualmode" systems that could be cars or rail cars, depending on the situation.

More recently, syndicated columnist George Will has written about the injustice of urban transit regulations. Cities hoard taxi "medallions," carefully regulating the number of cabdrivers and making it nigh impossible for new entrants to come into the system. Even worse, most cities ban "jitney" services, which are often the only way low-income people can get around. (A jitney is basically like a taxi service, except that it picks up as many people as will fit in the car, and then takes them, in turn, to their destinations.) I remember reading Will's columns on the subject a few times, but the most recent one I can find right now is a 2003 column in which he commented that Houston had "emancipated the providers of jitney services."

It's a perfect instance of well-meaning regulations holding back services that could actually help the most vulnerable people. Limits on taxi licenses might help keep taxi companies viable and allow for safety inspections, but they also help to leave tons of low-income people stranded.

Events

AIA DESIGN VOICE - Center for Architecture, 801 West 12th Street

Thursday, January 29, 2008 @ 6:00-7:30pm

DESIGN VOICE aims to provide a forum for the architectural community to connect and collaborate with the community interested and engaged in housing advocacy, development and community building and to offer an additional creative resource to the community.

This event will also be the first in the Real Community *chainLINK* series seeking to link the active creative voices engaged in community building all over Austin, and bring them together in an open, ongoing conversation at multiple venues - a chain of talks, exhibits, screenings and diverse projects that further the cause of building Austin community.

Join a conversation about how our city can create housing that reflects the community you want Austin to be.

The January 29th program includes:

· An introduction to DESIGN VOICE and the 1% pro bono design program by Public Architecture *

· An introduction Real Community Ning, a new online social network to connect Austin community builders http://realcommunity.ning.com - please join AIA DESIGN VOICE on this online network http://realcommunity.ning.com/group/design_voice

· An introduction to HousingWorks Austin*

· Real Community Moshpit- A speed introduction to organizations engaged now in housing and community building including:

· Austin Community Design and Development Center

· City of Austin Neighborhood Housing & Community Development

· Design Build Alliance

· *Architecture for Humanity*

· Capital Metro

· Uplift Austin

· Beth Ferguson--Metamorphosis Arte/Austin Green Maps

· St. Johns Neighborhood Association

· Exhibit opening of the 99K Design Competition Houston which challenged architects to design a house for $99,000.

This event is free and open to everyone-not just design and housing professionals-the conversation about housing in Austin is something that concerns all of us.

Please RSVP to: lauren@aiaaustin.org or by phone at 512.452.4332 and please help us spread the word.

Real Community Austin is a growing network of individuals and organizations committed to a collaborative, artful approach to 'building' community.

HousingWorks Austin is a non-profit organization endeavoring to keeping homes affordable for Austinites through research, education, practice, and public policy change.

Alliance for Public Transportation Board Meeting – Jackson Walker, 100 Congress

Jan 30

Open meeting.  Capital Metro presents comprehensive route planning and other major activities coming up for the agency. 

Austin Comprehensive Planning – Final Teams Present to Council

February 12, 2009 @ 2:00 pm

The process of producing a new comprehensive plan for the City of Austin is moving one step closer.  Finalist teams have been selected to work with the community to create the new plan.  Beginning at 2:00 at the February 12, 2009 City Council meeting, these teams will present their approaches to the Council.  They will also have displays in the Austin City Hall Atrium (301 w. 2nd Street) the day of the meeting and will be available to speak with the public from 4:00 PM to 7:00 PM. Due to City of Austin purchasing requirements the names of the finalists cannot be released prior to Friday before the Council meeting.  A press release will be sent out on Friday, February 6, 2009 with information about the consultant teams. 

Questions about the new comprehensive plan can be directed to:

Mark Walters, Principal Planner

Neighborhood Planning and Zoning Department

512.974.7695

mark.walters@ci.austin.tx.us
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
MetroRail Open Houses
March 7 – 27

Next month, Capital Metro will host five Open Houses at several stations along the new passenger rail line opening this March. These events will offer future customers the chance to see the train, learn how to use the ticket vending machines and receive service information.

The open houses are open to the public and people can stop by at anytime during the event. Except for the Leander Open House, parking will be limited. Riding the bus or carpooling is encouraged.

Leander Station – Saturday, Feb. 7 - 800 N. US 183 

10 a.m. – 2 p.m.

Plaza Saltillo Station – Saturday, Feb. 14 - 412 Comal Street Bus routes: 4, 320 

10 a.m. – 2 p.m.

Crestview Station – Saturday, Feb. 21- 6920 N. Lamar Blvd. 

Bus routes:1L/1M, 101, 300, 320, 350; Access St. Johns for limited parking adjacent

10 a.m. – 2 p.m.

MLK, Jr. Station – Saturday, Feb. 21- 1719 Alexander Ave. 

Bus routes: 18; Limited parking next to station

10 a.m. – 2 p.m.

Downtown Station – Friday, Feb. 27 - 401 E. 4th Street

Bus routes: Many local and ‘Dillo routes

2 p.m. – 7 p.m.

Sustainable Communities Training Conference - Sheraton Hotel, Dallas, Tx

March 9-11, 2009 

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. 

For a preliminary agenda, visit:  www.epa.gov/sustainableskylines
For conference registration visit www.cleanairinfo.com/sustainableskylines
Grand Opening – Capital MetroRail Red Line
March 28th
You’re invited to be a part of history as Capital Metro opens the first passenger rail service in central Texas. Capital Metro encourages you to save the date for the grand opening celebration of Capital MetroRail.

Saturday, March 28, 2009

Grand Opening & Ribbon Cutting

Downtown Station, on 4th Street between Neches and Trinity

The official grand opening of the Capital MetroRail Red Line will feature a ribbon cutting ceremony with special remarks, live music and other fun activities.

Station Celebrations

After the ceremony at the Downtown Station, festivities will begin at each of the remaining eight stations. Free rides on Capital MetroRail will be offered.

Monday, March 30, 2009

Capital MetroRail service begins.

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).

National Alliance of Public Transportation Advocates 
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
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.

American Association of State Transportation Officials
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










A4PT Clippings
Page 1
January 27, 2009


