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Promote public transportation that improves our regional quality of life, economic development, affordability, and the environment.
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New Cedar Park transit plan in need of funding

System would start out with two small buses on two routes.

AMERICAN-STATESMAN STAFF

Monday, February 02, 2009

By Miguel Liscano

About a decade ago, Cedar Park residents decided to try to spur development with a portion of the city's sales tax that was going to public transportation, so they voted to sever ties with Capital Metro.

The move helped lead to new businesses, jobs, a population boom that doubled the city's size to more than 52,000 residents — and eventually a demand for, well, public transportation.

Now city officials are looking for ways to pay for a proposed transit system that would shuttle residents around town during peak hours and stop at one of Capital Metro's park-and-ride lots, where they could get transit service to Austin.

"It's something we would like to see happen," Cedar Park Mayor Bob Lemon said. "Getting the funding is a big if."

The city hopes to get the new system, which would cost about $312,000 in the first year, up and running by next year, Assistant City Manager Jose Madrigal said.

The plan, approved by the City Council in November, would consist of two 15- to 20-passenger shuttles that would run on two routes around the city Monday through Friday from 6:25 to 10:20 a.m. and 3 to 7 p.m., Madrigal said. It's currently unclear who would run the system, he said.

The city hopes to pay for much of the system with federal money it has not yet secured. The city's portion would be about $88,000 in the first year, Madrigal said.

He said the first big step is obtaining a share of federal funds that now go to Capital Metro. Cedar Park's population is included in the allocation of some of the federal money that Capital Metro receives, but none of those funds go to Cedar Park because it is outside the transit agency's service area.

"That money has been going to Capital Metro, but we've never been receiving any of it," Madrigal said. We just want our fair share."

In 2005 and again in December, Round Rock, which is in a similar situation, successfully negotiated a payment of more than $900,000 over two years to help pay for public transportation within the city. A transit study prepared for Cedar Park estimated its portion of the money might be roughly $120,000 annually.

The money Capital Metro receives, however, is partly based on how many people use the system, Capital Metro Vice President Randy Hume said. Based on customer surveys, about 46 percent of the commuters who use buses from the Leander park-and-ride lot and the Lakeline Station park-and-ride lot in Northwest Austin live in Cedar Park, Capital Metro spokeswoman Misty Whited said.

So, from Capital Metro's point of view, the company still serves Cedar Park residents.

"This is where we have to do some negotiating," Hume said. "We feel that since we're serving those people, we ought to get credit for some of those people, too."

Cedar Park leaders have been negotiating for more than a year with Capital Metro, Madrigal said. They meet again this week.

He said city leaders are optimistic that the negotiations will be successful, especially since a deal with Round Rock has already been reached.

However, if the deal falls through, Madrigal said the city will seek other federal money and will continue to pursue the transit system.

At the time of the 1998 vote to leave, Cedar Park paid Capital Metro $2 million for a park-and-ride lot, along with bus service for disabled residents. There are no current plans for the city to rejoin the Capital Metro service area, Madrigal said.

Meanwhile, now that a new Capital Metro commuter train stop is set to open in Leander in March, Cedar Park officials are also weighing whether to pay for a rail stop within their city.

"We're willing to pay for the service if they were to stop in Cedar Park," Lemon said. "We're negotiating with them as to how all that works out. The biggest negotiating point is how much that service is worth." 
Freeriding

Austin Contrarian.com

February 1, 2009

By Chris Bradford
In 1998, Cedar Park voted to secede from Capital Metro's service area.  Despite having shucked their contributions to Cap Metro, many Cedar Park residents exploit Cap Metro by driving up to Leander to catch Cap Metro's express buses.

Cedar Park is now trying to devise a system to help its residents freeride:

Now city officials are looking for ways to pay for a proposed transit system that would shuttle residents around town during peak hours and stop at one of Capital Metro's park-and-ride lots, where they could get transit service to Austin.

Cedar Park officials, of course, have no plans to join Cap Metro's service area -- it's much cheaper simply to drive its residents to Leander.  And, not content merely to freeload, Cedar Park wants to grab some of Cap Metro's federal dollars, on the theory that it's entitled to its "fair share."

Cap Metro has tolerated this for far too long.  I suppose it believes that sorting Leander residents from Cedar Park residents is just too hard.  But it really shouldn't be.  

I suggest setting shuttle bus fares at full cost, including capital and overhead expenses.  That fare might be, say, $6 one-way.  Then offer deeply discounted fare cards to anyone who can establish residence in Cap Metro's service area.  Providing a Leander mailing address when ordering a card online would be good enough.  Cedar Park residents could then pay their own way and Cap Metro taxpayers could get the discounted rides they (mostly) pay for.  

Final price tag for commuter rail: $105 million

Overrun modest by recent standards

AMERICAN-STATESMAN STAFF

Friday, January 30, 2009

By Ben Wear

You won't see a price tag on Capital Metro's shiny red-gray-and-white passenger trains when the 32-mile Leander-to-downtown-Austin line opens March 30. But if there were such a label, it would say, "$105 million."

That amounts to a cost overrun of $15 million, or about 17 percent, from the $90 million estimate that the transit agency put before voters in 2004.

That overage, which the agency acknowledged in the past few months, would fall into the lower range for busting budgets on passenger rail, at least based on a 2006 Transportation Research Board study of 16 recent projects showing that on average spending was about 30 percent above original projections.

Capital Metro has continued to assert that as much as $35 million in other, directly related costs be attributed instead to the agency's freight rail operation on the same tracks, or to its bus business or to general agency operations.

Capital Metro's stance stands in contrast to at least one sibling transit agency, North County Transit District in San Diego, which attributed all the costs on its recent project to passenger rail whether or not they benefited freight service running on the same track. The project's costs overall fall into the lower end for passenger rail, primarily because Capital Metro already owned the track and bought the bare minimum of train cars to get rolling.

Among thecosts excluded by Capital Metro: $7.4 million for a Leander park-and-ride lot built next to the coming train station; $11.3 million for new crossing gates and a centralized track control system; $1.7 million for "commuter rail startup;" $2.1 million of the cost of the Martin Luther King Jr. Boulevard rail station and plaza; and $463,000 for safety fencing alongside the tracks.

And the local hit on taxpayers included an additional

$30 million because Capital Metro, after telling voters in 2004 it would seek that much in federal funding, decided shortly after the election that doing so would delay the project and dropped the effort.

No matter what number should be on that final price tag, Capital Metro executives say, Central Texas is getting a bargain.

"Even $105 million is still pretty much a shoestring compared to these others," said John Almond, the rail project director, pointing to the installation cost per mile of recently opened passenger rail lines in Salt Lake City, San Diego, New Jersey and Albuquerque, N.M.

Capital Metro, at $105 million, will have spent about $3.3 million a mile to open its line. That's about a tenth of the dollars-per-mile figure in New Jersey. The other three spent between $9 million a mile and $22 million a mile, according to Capital Metro figures.

But as Capital Metro acknowledged from the beginning, the Red Line to Leander had some built-in cost advantages.

Capital Metro already owned the railroad, the middle portion of an old 162-mile-long Southern Pacific freight spur between Llano and Giddings. It had spent at least $8 million in the early years of this decade replacing substantial portions of the welded rail, wooden ties and old bridges.

And the agency decided to buy (at a cost of about $38 million) just six of the self-propelled diesel cars that will carry passengers. That move kept the proposed cost under the politically significant $100 million figure but also meant that capacity will be limited in the early years.

Other agencies that recently opened passenger lines generally had to lay new track, and most made much larger initial orders of rolling stock.

The 22-mile Sprinter line north of San Diego, which open last March, bought twice as many cars and had to replace the entire length of track where, as with Capital Metro, freight was already running.

According to Tom Kelleher, spokesman for Sprinter operator the North County Transit District, the pre-existing track and signal system from Oceanside to Escondido was sufficient to serve the slow-speed freight trains. But, as was the case with Capital Metro's line, an overhaul was necessary for passenger rail to run at 55 mph.

So the transit agency there replaced the entire track and installed a much more sophisticated signal control and dispatching system (as Capital Metro did here). The entire $480 million cost was assigned to passenger rail.

"We didn't need a new track for the freight," Kelleher said. "All of that was for the light rail."

Capital Metro took a different approach, excluding most costs that in some way benefit its freight rail line as well.

As for the overrun the agency does acknowledge, Almond points to higher-than-predicted inflation and to program changes the agency made along the way: a permanent maintenance center, at $5.5 million, rather than a temporary facility pegged at $2.4 million; a $5.8 million bridge over the intersecting Union Pacific track near Round Rock, which will prevent delays from freight trains blocking the Capital Metro track; the expanded version of the Howard/MoPac station; and the centralized control system.

Voters said yes to what amounted to a bare-bones rail line. Upon reflection, agency officials say, they decided an upgrade was the prudent way to go.

"At the beginning, it was a starter system," Almond said. "We wanted to take advantage of our track, build some stations and go. As we got into it, we realized there was a lot more we could offer."

Sen Carona’s letter to colleagues maps doable transportation strategy

AllianceforPublicTransportation.org

February 3rd, 2009

Senate Transportation and Homeland Security Committee Chairman writes, “What is the potential for passage of all of these? Better than any session before, but still mixed.”

Sen. John Carona (R-Dallas) has laid out his vision for the immediate future of transportation funding in Texas in a two-page letter sent to colleagues today.

In his letter, Carona supports the end of diversions out of Fund 6 through a Constitutional amendment. He also suggests scaling back the size of the Texas Department of Transportation, approving a modest index to the motor fuels tax and issuing all debt already authorized to TxDOT. That debt can be leveraged through a revolving credit facility, Carona wrote in his letter.

He also advocates for “a balanced transportation system” with local governments having the “resources to cope with regional transportation needs.”

Read the letter
Outsourcing road work drives up the state's bills

Highway maintenance and repair costs more when the private sector does it than Texas state employees.

Austin American-Statesman

Monday, February 02, 2009

Editorial

It costs taxpayers more money to outsource the state's highway maintenance work to private firms than to have state employees do it. The logical conclusion, then, would be for the Texas Department of Transportation to hire more employees and do more of the work itself, saving taxpayers money.

But that won't happen unless the Legislature gets over the ideological delusion that, always and everywhere, the private sector can do the same job better at less cost than any state bureaucracy or state-paid employees. As the state's own numbers show, t'aint so.

A couple of examples, as reported in Sunday's American-Statesman by reporter Eric Dexheimer:

• In the past fiscal year, state employees filled nearly 13,800 potholes at an average cost of $23 each. But taxpayers forked over an average of $129 for each pothole filled by a private contractor.

• It cost $327 per mile for state employees to seal cracks on state highways. But taxpayers ladled up $812 per mile to private contractors who did the same work.

The numbers are not our calculations, but the state's, from its 2008 Statewide Detailed Maintenance Efficiency and Analysis Report — which found that in 50 out of 60 repair and maintenance categories, it was less expensive for state employees to do a job than to pay a private employer.

You don't have to be an economist to figure out why: TxDOT doesn't have to make a profit and, as a state agency with offices in every part of the state, it has an easier time hiring crews and getting them to work than a private contractor with only one or a few offices.

The cost-conscious taxpayer at this point might figure that a cost-conscious state would consider hiring more highway workers and shifting more of its maintenance and repair work in-house.

But as Zane Webb, former director of the transportation department's maintenance division, said, "Sometimes, it's not always about saving money. It can be about politics." Webb retired Friday.

The Legislature and governor are in charge of politics in state government. And they have in recent years accelerated the outsourcing of government work to the private sector, unfortunately with little or no success to show for it.

About 80 percent of TxDOT's maintenance work is now contracted out, as is about 60 percent of its engineering work. Before the department goes even further with its outsourcing, state lawmakers must determine whether taxpayers benefit at the bottom line.

As we've said before, contracting with private companies to carry out work for taxpayers should be done for highly specialized or one-time jobs, or when a private company really can do a job with the same quality for less money without cheating workers of decent pay and benefits than the state can.

But outsourcing the taxpayers' business should be done only when taxpayers benefit. Whether it benefits private contractors, and it apparently does, should be irrelevant. 

Older Streets are Safer Streets

Key to safer roads is identified in California study

New Urban New

January/February 2009 

By Philip Langdon

A review of fatalities in 24 cities shows that safety grows as street networks become denser.

Transportation researchers Wesley Marshall and Norman Garrick fed the facts from more than 130,000 vehicular crashes into their computers in recent months, hoping for a systematic answer to a life-and-death question: How can America’s streets and roads be made safer?

Highway departments have typically focused on “finding the most problematic locations and fixing those roads or intersections,” say Marshall and Garrick of the University of Connecticut’s Center for Transportation and Urban Planning. But the conventional approach doesn’t go far enough, the two researchers assert. They felt it was time for “a more comprehensive approach to road safety that takes into account the complete street network.”

Consequently the two gathered data on nine years of road safety records for 159 California cities of 30,000 to 150,000 population, and ultimately zeroed in on 24 medium-sized cities with some of the best and worst crash frequencies.

Their conclusion: The most unsafe cities in California, in terms of traffic fatalities, are the newest ones — those developed primarily since 1950. The cities with the fewest fatalities, by contrast, are those with significant portions built before 1950.

The newer cities tend to have more “dendritic” networks — branching, tree-like organizations that include many cul-de-sacs, limiting the movement of traffic through residential areas. They also don’t have as many intersections. The pre-1950 cities, on the other hand, tend to be more grid-like, giving motorists many more routes to choose from.

For several decades, traffic specialists believed a tree-like hierarchy of streets was superior because it made residential neighborhoods quieter and presumably safer. But an American Society of Civil Engineers (ASCE) study cited by the UConn researchers points out that more-connected street networks tend to reduce travel speeds. That’s important because even a small reduction in speed can boost safety — mainly by reducing the severity of the accidents.

A recent report from Europe found that when average vehicle speeds drop by just 5 percent, the number of injuries drops by 10 percent and the number of fatalities falls 20 percent. Extensively connected street networks may not have fewer crashes over all, but the crashes that occur are less likely to leave someone dead.

The ASCE study also concluded that street networks containing many cul-de-sacs increased travel demand on arterial roads by 75 percent and on collector roads by 80 percent, compared to a gridded street design. That, too, may help explain the higher fatality rate associated with the street networks that became prevalent after 1950.

The safer cities identified by Marshall and Garrick were municipalities such as Santa Cruz, San Mateo, Berkeley, La Habra, and Danville. The more dangerous cities were places such as Turlock, Rialto, Victorville, Antioch, and West Sacramento. The safer cities had roughly twice the population density of the more dangerous cities — 5,736 people per square mile, versus 2,673 per square mile.

In the period from 1997 through 2005, the safer cities experienced 3.1 fatal crashes per year per 100,000 population, while the more dangerous cities suffered 10.1 fatal crashes per 100,000 population — a death rate more than three times as high.

New urbanists often identify “connectivity” as a critical factor in street design. Marshall and Garrick suggest that the focus should be defined a bit differently. They say that what matters most, from the perspective of reducing deaths in traffic accidents, is how many intersections there are in a given land area. The more dangerous cities had 41 percent fewer intersections per square mile. (In the lingo of Marshall and Garrick, this measure is “real intersection density.”)

A street network with low intersection density might have fewer than 81 intersections per square mile. A street network with high density — which is much safer — might have more than 225 intersections per square mile. With a high number of intersections per square mile, fatalities decline and the frequency of severe injuries decreases, too. Communities with many small blocks — a description that fits many older cities and new urbanist developments — tend to have more intersections. It should be noted that not even the safer cities have a uniformly high intersection density. That group of cities includes newer, poorly connected areas — just significantly fewer of them  than the “less safe” cities.

“We need to be much clearer about what we want in a transportation network,” Garrick, the director of the UConn center, said in presenting a preliminary report on the findings to a CNU Transportation Summit in Charlotte in November. (He and Marshall provided more complete findings to New Urban News this January.)

Communities influenced by new urbanist thinking have begun requiring connectivity in their street networks, mainly because they want to make it easier for people to walk to their daily destinations. Marshall and Garrick are trying to help communities do a better job of this — by making finer distinctions in how connectivity and network density are defined and measured.

In a paper the two are preparing for CNU, they note that some municipalities — including San Antonio, Texas; Cary, North Carolina; Orlando, Florida; and Middletown, Delaware — measure connectivity by counting the number of “links” (road segments between intersections) and dividing that by the number of “nodes” (or intersections).

Connectivity, as indicated in a high ratio of links to nodes, appears to help reduce fatalities and severe injuries, according to the California study. But intersection density or street network density, rather than the link-node ratio, seems to be a better measure of safety.

One problem of both these measures is that they’re hard for people to understand intuitively. Neither the link-node ratio nor the street network density calculation is easy for people to translate into actual street patterns. As Marshall and Garrick admit, “most of the existing street network measures are either misunderstood and misused or tough to interpret and difficult to explain to the general public.”

Marshall and Garrick are continuing their quest for the best ways of identifying and measuring well-performing street networks — at both the neighborhood level and the regional level. If these can be identified and communicated fairly simply to the public and to local officials, communities will have a better chance of obtaining street networks that are safe — and presumably pleasurable as well.

House Bill Pleases Rail-Transport Advocates

The Wall Street Journal

ANUARY 28, 2009

By CHRISTOPHER CONKEY

WASHINGTON -- Advocates for mass-transit and passenger-rail service scored two victories in the House version of the economic-stimulus bill, adding $3 billion in mass-transit spending and beating back a proposal to cut Amtrak funding.

Rep. Jerrold Nadler of New York and several other House Democrats Wednesday put forward an amendment to the $825 billion economic-recovery package that would add $3 billion more in spending for mass-transit service. The amendment passed on a voice vote, bringing the total for public-transportation spending in the House bill to $12 billion. The House is expected to vote on its version of the bill on Wednesday evening.

The House rejected an amendment sponsored by Republican Rep. Jeff Flake of Arizona that would have stripped from the bill $800 million in funding for Amtrak and intercity-rail service. The measure also was defeated in a voice vote. Mr. Flake later asked for a roll-call vote, but the amendment isn't expected to pass.

"How can we argue that this is good for the economy?" Mr. Flake asked, in arguing against any further federal support for Amtrak. He said the government essentially pays $210 for every person that rides an Amtrak train.

Rep. Corrine Brown, a Florida Democrat who chairs the rail subcommittee, criticized Mr. Flake's amendment after emerging from a hearing on freight- and passenger-rail conditions.

"I got some breaking news for you. There is no form of transportation that pays for itself. We subsidize all of it," she said. "Kill this bad idea before it multiplies."

Mr. Nadler, Ms. Brown and other members of the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee are miffed that the House version of the economic-recovery bill contains less spending on rail and transit services than they had recommended. They have been urging a big boost in spending after the number of riders on Amtrak and many mass-transit lines surged to record levels last year. They have argued that bolstering rail and bus service helps create "green" jobs and gives consumers environmentally friendly transportation choices.

Advocates for rail and transit saluted Wednesday's votes.

"This extra funding will go a long way to improve our rail systems and maintain the jobs needed to keep them running," said Deron Lovaas, federal transportation policy director for the National Resources Defense Council, an environmental-advocacy group. "Congress is clearly catching up with public support for more and cleaner transportation choices."

The House bill now contains $30 billion for road and bridges and roughly $12 billion for transit and rail projects. That would represent a major boost for transit in relation to highways, which usually receive four times as many federal dollars as transit.

The Senate bill contains slightly different levels of transportation spending but it is roughly equivalent to the House bill.

10 Most Enlightened Suburbs

Utne Reader magazine

March / April 2003

By Peter Katz and Jay Walljasper 

1.
Montgomery County, Maryland (Washington, D.C.) - A mostly affluent stretch of communities northwest of D.C., it’s home to probably the leftiest burb anywhere (Takoma Park) and one of the very first New Urbanist communities (Kentlands). Montgomery County stands out as a national leader in preventing sprawl by preserving thousands of acres of farmland. It has also achieved impressive results on affordable housing by requiring developers to include 15 percent lower-income units in all major projects or subdivisions.

2. 
Tempe, Arizona (Phoenix) - Standard-issue Sun belt sprawl has been transformed into a genuinely lively town through smart redevelopment and historical restoration. Local planners capitalized on the presence of Arizona State University to create a lively main street that attracts shoppers, cultural patrons, and lovers of urban atmosphere from around the area.

3.
Suisun City, California (Bay Area) - Once a tough town notorious for pollution, drugs, and crime, Suisun City took bold steps in revitalizing its waterfront, investing in its tatty downtown, and building a handsome city hall and two public plazas. To the surprise of numerous skeptics, it worked, and this suburb on the way to Sacramento is now enjoying a renaissance.


4.
Shaker Heights, Ohio (Cleveland) - A classic 1920s garden suburb built around a rapid-transit stop, Shaker Heights has worked hard since the 1960s to encourage racial diversity. Controversial pro-integration policies have prevented it from becoming either a segregated white fortress or a resegregated black enclave. (Oak Park, Illinois, has accomplished much the same thing.)

5.
Royal Oak, Michigan (Detroit) - Sure, some suburbs can be progressive, public-minded, and even pedestrian-friendly, but hip? Well, take a look at Royal Oak’a suburbohemia filled with ethnic restaurants, sidewalk cafes, art galleries, theaters, a farmer’s market, and some of the Motor City’s best live music.

6.
Hammond/Whiting/Gary, Indiana (Chicago) - Folks in these hard-hit steel towns might be excused for feeling hopeless about the future. But they’ve refused to give up on their communities. As part of the Northwest Indiana Federation of Interfaith Organizations, a coalition of religious congregations, local activists won a five-year uphill battle to establish a regional transit system. This victory not only will make it easier for residents to get to jobs in outlying suburbs, but also demonstrates the power of people working together.

7.
Burlingame/San Mateo, California (Bay Area) - Burlingame offers a grand example from the early 1900s of what a suburb can be: a bustling downtown clustered around a train station and surrounded by tree-shaded neighborhoods. Neighboring San Mateo is newer but is increasingly recognized for its vital and pedestrian-friendly downtown. This has made a big difference for the community’s many older people, who suffer isolation in most suburbs when they no longer drive.

8.
Delray Beach, Florida (Palm Beach) - Suburban civic spirit is not an oxymoron here. This mixed-income beach town has won national awards for programs that help at-risk youth, minority senior citizens, and low-income elementary school students. Atlantic Avenue has been revitalized and low-income neighborhoods nearby are seeing signs of revival without wholesale gentrification.

9.
Markham, Ontario (Toronto) - Toronto has been described by some wags as ?Vienna surrounded by Houston.? But this booming technoburb defies the sprawling, ticky-tacky, no-there-there image of the region?s suburbs. Municipal officials in Markham have embraced New Urbanism more sincerely than almost anywhere else, working hard to instill a vibrant, bustling feeling to new developments.

10.
Naperville, Illinois (Chicago) - An old town on the Fox River encircled by suburban development, Naperville has maintained the amiable spirit of Main Street USA. But these charms have made it a target for tear-downs classic old homes being razed to make way for oversized new McMansions. Community First, a local citizens group, established successful guidelines for maintaining the character of Naperville’s neighborhoods without stifling homeowners’ creativity.

Obama to let states set auto emission rules

CNN.Com

January 26, 2009

WASHINGTON (CNN) -- President Obama signed a memorandum Monday requiring the Environmental Protection Agency to reconsider an application by California to set more stringent auto emissions and fuel efficiency standards than required by federal law.

California and 13 other states would be permitted to set their emission standards under President Obama's plan.

California and 13 other states would be permitted to set their emission standards under President Obama's plan.

If the EPA grants a waiver allowing California to set its own emissions standards, the nation's most populous state will be allowed to require automakers to produce trucks and cars that get better mileage than what is required under the current national standard.

Thirteen other states could take similar action.

"It will be the policy of my administration to reverse our dependence on foreign oil," Obama said. Video Watch Obama discuss energy plans
Increasing fuel efficiency, he said, is a key step in preventing the United States "from being held hostage" to hostile regimes and the threat of global warming. iReport.com: What should Obama do next?

"I am fearful that today's action will begin the process of setting the American auto industry back even further," replied Sen. George Voinovich, R-Ohio, in a written statement. "The federal government should not be piling on an industry already hurting in a time like this."

Former President George W. Bush's administration rejected California's application, agreeing with automakers that the creation of another set of rules regarding pollution standards for some states would be confusing and unenforceable.

advertisement

Besides the EPA waivers, Obama also called for automakers to increase their fuel efficiency standards nationwide.

The president also directed the federal government to make its buildings more energy efficient and to find new ways for federal agencies to save energy.

Obama's team turn to EU bank for inspiration

The Independent

By Mark Leftly

Sunday, 25 January 2009

President Barack Obama's administration is looking to establish a $60bn (£43.5bn) infrastructure bank based on the European Investment Bank (EIB), which is bailing out small UK businesses hit by the financial crisis.

The President's transition team has met at least one City figure close to the EIB to discuss how to set up a bank dedicated to rebuilding America's creaking transportation infrastructure. It is estimated that the backlog of road repairs is close to $5 trillion.

A spokesman for the Federal Highway Administration said on Friday: "There are no plans currently in place, as the US Secretary of Transportation was only sworn in yesterday. [But] I can tell you that state infrastructure banks are being considered."

These banks would have lent states cash for roads projects, but instead the new transport team, led by former congressman Ray LaHood, have been impressed by the EIB model. Rather than just act as a middleman directing money from central government, the EIB can raise funds from the capital markets through a mix of commercial paper and bonds. In 2007, the EIB borrowed €55bn.

Also, the EIB lends to specific projects rather than to individual EU states. This, said one EU source, has intrigued the Obama team, which originally planned to lend money to states rather than to specific transport schemes. If the US bank follows the EIB's lead, it could look at infrastructure projects beyond roads, such as housing and hospitals. Bridges are also likely to be highlighted, as more than a quarter across the US are in a state of serious disrepair.

The source added: "Obama's new government is talking about a $50bn-to-60bn infrastructure bank. The EIB is going to lend more than that this year, so the US is now looking at how the bank operates."

The Chancellor, Alistair Darling, announced in November that the EIB, as well as providing £300m to the programme to rebuild every secondary school in the UK, had pledged £4bn to small UK businesses by 2011.

Ailing infrastructure is one of the big problems facing Mr Obama. According to a survey by KPMG, 75 per cent of US executives claim that their companies will face an operating cost rise as a result of poor infrastructure. The report cites communications giant AT&T, which moved its headquarters from San Antonio to Dallas for better air travel links. More than half those surveyed in North America were concerned that local workforces lacked the training to improve local infrastructure.

Last month, California governor Arnold Schwarzenegger argued in Newsweek: "Our infrastructure is more than just a quality-of-life issue. It is an economic issue.... We are a dinosaur economy trying to compete in a space-age global environment."

More than 300 directors – 47 per cent chief executives – from 21 countries were surveyed by KPMG last November and December. Roads were in the top two areas of infrastructure in most urgent need of investment in every region of the world. Energy generation, schools and hospitals were all widespread concerns, though water infrastructure was considered particularly poor in India and China.

Streetsblog: Advocacy Journalism and the Reconquering of the American City

Planetizen.com

29 January 2009 - 5:00am

By Mike Lydon

The Internet is a trove of great ideas about improving cities. Filling blogs and personal websites, the vast majority of ideas out there are little more than that: ideas. New York City's Streetsblog -- now a growing nationwide force -- is transforming the conversation into action.

By now you have probably heard the buzz about New York City's Department of Transportation Commissioner, Janette Sadik-Khan— a "guerilla bureaucrat" who is consistently credited with redefining the "T" in DOT. Yet, Gotham's real quest for livable streets is happening from the bottom up, not the top down—more like Jane Jacobs v.2.0 than Robert Moses.

At the center of the city's livable streets movement is a little known non-profit comprised of Gen X and Y tech geeks, educators, artists, and journalist-urban activists who leverage open web technology to network catalytic change in the 21st century city. They call themselves The Open Planning Project (TOPP), and their signature communication tool—the one gaining acclaim and potentially coming to a city near you—is Streetsblog.

Mark Gorton is a technology and finance entrepreneur who founded TOPP in 1999. The organization, he says, "began with a mission to mesh open web technology with civic engagement." Like any successful entrepreneur, Gorton sees great opportunity where others see none. But unlike most entrepreneurs—and DOTs in America— Gorton believes a street's true potential is not related to how many automobiles it can move during peak traffic. Instead, he believes streets can be great places that also safely "protect the city's most vulnerable people—pedestrians, bicyclists, children and the elderly." Gorton reminds us that New York City's "vulnerable" far outnumber automobiles, yet for more than half a century the city's surface transportation policy ignored its majority.

In response, TOPP has conceived a number of tools that empower citizens to contribute to local and national urban policy reform—transportation especially. Streetsblog, however, is a relatively new addition to TOPP's web-based advocacy work.
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Aaron Naparstek, editor-in-chief and the web site's co-founder, defines Streetsblog as "advocacy journalism connecting sustainable transportation, smart growth, and environmental issues to policy reform initiatives." Using daily blog postings and videos to educate and connect readers, as well as to incite action, Streetsblog has effectively taken a rather ethereal tool—the internet—and helped create physical change in the built environment.

Naparstek, a journalist by trade and activist by circumstance, began his quest for more livable streets by raising awareness about the incessant traffic jams— and the inevitable honking that ensued— outside his Brooklyn apartment window. A clever writer, he started posting poems— or Honkus as he dubbed them— on neighborhood lampposts. Each one provided witty commentary on the neighborhood's traffic-clogged streets. His neighbors took notice and began to write their own. Before long they forced the DOT to change the light times so traffic flowed more smoothly, and safely.

As all activists know, one battle leads to another. By 2005 Naparstek began the initial Streetsblog effort as a way to "to organize, track, and advocate for transportation reform as people of various political stripes were coming together to push congestion pricing in Manhattan." Naparstek, who began running in the same advocacy circles as Gorton, thought the blog might be something TOPP would be interested in funding. He was right.

To raise awareness further and capitalize on the city's highly publicized battle for congestion pricing, TOPP teamed up with The Project for Public Spaces and Transportation Alternatives— New York City's other livable city stalwarts— in an ongoing campaign called the New York City Streets Renaissance, which seeks to "educate New Yorkers about potential transportation policy changes that will improve quality of life across New York City."

“

Streetsblog is the force de majeure in the American Livable Streets movement.

”

Today, Gorton and Naparstek credit TOPP's multiple efforts, and especially Streetsblog, with helping to reform the NYC DOT— a formerly myopic big city agency with members who "now read the blog on a regular basis." Gorton says of the agency, "we now compliment each other very well. As a public entity, they can't be advocates like we can, but they now approach these issues with similar goals."

Streetsblog and its New York City based readers therefore give Janette Sadik-Khan the political support she needs to institute the change they are asking for. Indeed, before the congestion pricing battle, Naparstek says "sustainable transportation was a third-tier issue. Bloomberg was a 'public health guy' and did not necessarily see the connection between health and global warming, transportation, and more sustainable street design." This quartet of issues Naparstek referred to as "wacky ideas," which Streetsblog has brought out of the "policy wonk arena" and into more mainstream discussion— and ultimately implementation.

Today, Streetsblog is the force de majeure in the American Livable Streets movement— capturing 125,000 unique site visits per month, and growing. Naparstek credits the blog's success to being accessible and interesting, but also his organization's deliberate efforts in cultivating a smart, dedicated readership capable of elevating the discussion across the country and engaging in the many local battles needed to invoke change at the national scale. "You know," he says, "if all we did was just post topical news, we have a readership capable of bringing about remarkable discussions and critiques." According to Gorton, an energetic and optimistic man by nature, "it has exceeded all of our expectations."

Streetsblog, however, is also just one node in TOPP's larger Livable Streets Network— an expanding online juggernaut including such "brands" as Streetfilms, which just logged its one millionth "view," and Streetswiki, Livable Streets Education and Streetsblog.net, a collection of 175 transportation and urban planning blogs. Today, the drop of a blog post sends action alerts and livable streets information to all corners of the country.

Of late, Streetsblog has become bi-coastal with locale specific blogs on the livable streets beat in Los Angeles and San Francisco—launched in 2008 and 2009 respectively. When asked if TOPP will expand Streetsblog further, Naparstek says such plans are already in the works. A real coup, he says, would be to take the blog to the political no-fly zone for the livable streets movement: suburbia.

Indeed, one hopes that it is only a matter of time before 21st century technology and planning practice makes 20th century auto-dominated streets a thing of the past. Architect Jan Gehl— one of the movement's most-loved champions— calls it the "re-conquering of the city." And in America no other place is moving to do so quite like New York City. 

15 Bold and Bizarre Parking Solutions

Weburbanist.com

26 January 2009 - 5:00am

WebUrbanist brings together fifteen innovative, creative, and absurd experiments in parking, from VW's robot stacker to eco parking to parking meters on gravestones.

"As much as people love to drive, all good things must come to an end: the parking spot. Problem is, the number of cars have grown much faster than the amount of parking space. Something’s gotta give - as seen in these sometimes surprising and eminently enterprising solutions show so well."

Towards 'Dynamic' Zoning

Planetizen.com

2 February 2009 - 5:00am

By Don Elliott

Ever since the first zoning ordinances were adopted over 90 years ago we have thought of zoning rules as “fixed” – at least until City Council acted to change them. Minimum lot sizes, building heights, and setbacks were written down for each district, and they didn’t change without Council action. A 35 foot height limit was a 35 foot height limit until Council amended the ordinance to make it 45 feet. Obviously, this made zoning predictable, but it also made the rules rigid, and most zoning codes are filled with “fixed” rules adopted by some long-dead City Council that no longer make sense. In fact, much of the history of zoning can be seen as a dance (or a battle) between the desire for flexibility and predictability. Fixed rules are predictable at the expense of flexibility.

But local zoning rules don’t have to be fixed – we can design them to change with the times in those neighborhoods where change is wanted. In fact, we are used to adopting standards that change. Many cities adopt impact fees with escalator clauses – they don’t require City Council to adopt a new fee each year, they just state that the fee will go up by the construction cost index. We don’t know what the fee will be next year, but we know it will be determined in an objective way.
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An example of contextual height limits.

Similarly, an increasing number of zoning ordinances include “contextual” height limits – the maximum height on your property is equal to the tallest building on an adjacent site, or on your block face, or within a certain radius of your property, or one story taller than that height. Contextual height limits reflect the Council’s desire that buildings “fit in” with their neighbors, or that the neighborhood gradually allow taller buildings, rather than setting a fixed maximum height. After all, many cities have a single zone district with blocks of predominantly one-story houses and other blocks of predominantly two-story houses. Rather than create two districts with two different maximum heights, Council defines the maximum height based on the surrounding context. But note that these contextual maximum building heights may change over time without further Council action. If someone builds a new building one story taller than its neighbors, that changes the context for nearby properties, and they may be allowed to build even taller buildings. That is a “dynamic” zoning standard, and I believe we will see more of them in the future.

Obviously, dynamic zoning standards are not appropriate everywhere. Most single-family residential zones are drafted for very high levels of predictability and homeowners often prefer an absolute height limit to one that may change in the future. But in redevelopment areas, mixed use areas, transit-oriented locations, and others, dynamic zoning standards have two significant advantages that some cities will find attractive.
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Dynamic zoning in action.

First, they acknowledge the facts that cities change and that in some areas of the city the flexibility to respond to market forces (within limits) is more important than maintaining a pre-determined form, scale, or character. Dynamic zoning standards can allow more flexible development while still ensuring that the resulting projects are not significantly out of scale or character with those around them. While some cities may address these types of transitional redevelopment areas through form-based zoning (which is also based on a fixed graphic depiction of a preferred building form), others will decide that there are areas where flexibility is more important than form.

Second, dynamic development standards can help avoid some of the NIMBY battles that plague efforts to redevelop and densify transitional areas. While zoning theory says that Council will amend zoning when needed to reflect changing market conditions or planning goals, in fact that is only partially true. Good planning around many a light rail line or multi-family residential area have been stymied by those who oppose any change in the neighborhood no matter what its positive impacts on traffic congestion, air quality, housing affordability, or economic growth. Dynamic development standards allow Council to establish triggers that will permit gradual diversification of land uses or increases in development densities and scale over time without requiring a separate hearing (and NIMBY battle) on each project.

For both of these reasons I believe American cities will move towards more dynamic zoning standards in some redevelopment and transitional areas. Like many other things in life, sometimes the best way to get a better zoning result is to lighten up. 

10 Trends Shaping the Future of Our Communities

Project for Public Spaces

January 2009

As we transition from a burgeoning economy to one that's rapidly deflating, people are realizing that placemaking offers the ideal approach to improving our cities and neighborhoods in these hard times.

Placemaking puts people first. It is a holistic approach based on public involvement, on citizens working to make things better. Capitalizing on communities' often overlooked assets and can-do spirit, placemaking shows how we can advance everyone's health and happiness without spending huge amounts of money.

We now see the limitation of the privatized pursuits that flourished in recent years, and are rediscovering the importance of truly public spots—parks, markets, waterfronts and downtowns, to name a few—where we can come together to meet our needs and solve problems.

Taking stock of our work over the past year, we noticed 10 significant trends that are redefining the world as we know it, even in a down economy.  What stood out in looking over all that we accomplished in 2008 was how people can still make big changes in their community if they have the right tools.

1. Placemaking gains ground around the globe   

2. Collaboration is the key to making change
3. Greenplace: How community revitalization fights climate change  

4. Placemaking is essential to vibrant travel destinations
5. Libraries emerge as new town squares
6. How cities stay lively 12 months a year
7. The Power of 10 leverages community assets
8. Public markets provide a leg up in a down economy
9. The rise of community-based transportation planning
10. New developments create innovative models for destinations
For more in-depth information about PPS and Placemaking, check out two recent articles from Convene Magazine and the Urban Land Institute.

EVENTS
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 Central Texas/TransAtlantic Rail Workshop
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 new website link!
Central Texas Growth Summit

Registration Form
Thursday, February 19, 2009

11:00 am - 1:30 pm

Hilton Austin Hotel

500 East 4th Street

Central Texas Growth Summit: How to make money — or hold onto it — during a recession

Presented by Texas State Senator Kirk Watson

Agenda:

11 - 11:30 am - Registration/Networking/Booths

11:30 am - 1:30 pm - Luncheon and Presentation

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
February 3, 2009


