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Cap Metro weathering sales tax slump, for now

Austin American-Statesman

Wednesday, February 4, 2009

By Ben Wear

Capital Metro, which depends on sales tax for about 70 percent of its income, has seen lower-than-last-year tax revenues for three straight months, including the first two of the current fiscal year. And the December numbers, when they come out next week, are not expected to be any better.

Given that the agency had predicted sales taxes to increase by 3 percent this year, this is a problem. But so far, thanks in part to plunging diesel fuel prices, the agency says it does not plan bus service cuts or layoffs. In fact, chief financial officer Randy Hume said today that while the agency is reducing some staff through attrition, it is still filling vacant bus driver and maintenance slots.

This stands in contrast to many transit agencies around the country, particularly those in big cities, which are cutting routes and raising fares as their own tax revenues fall. See the New York Times story on this today.

St. Louis, according to that story, is cutting service at 2,300 bus stops. New York’s transit agency faces a $1.2 billion deficit and is weighing service cuts and a 23 percent price hike.

All this comes months after transit agencies saw what for them was a golden moment, with $4-a-gallon gasoline sending more and more people their way. Of course, prices at the pump have fallen since then, and ridership it appears is following.

Hume said that while the agency’s express routes are holding ridership, bus boardings overall were down in December as compared to December of 2007. Part of that may be due to a fare hike of about 50 percent that went into effect in October, just as gasoline prices began to fall.

All in all, it’s a poor combination for Capital Metro: higher fares, lower sales taxes and decreasing incentive for car owners to use their service.

Hume said that aside from cutting the work force through attrition, the agency has put off some capital spending — replacing a parking lot at headquarters, some computer projects, consultants — and otherwise watching costs. The current budget had projected adding nine full-time positions this year.

The agency is helped by the diesel situation of course. Using an expected diesel price of $3.60 a gallon, the 2008-09 budget projected a $4 million increase in fuel costs to about $24 million. And that would have been about $9 million more than what had originally been projected for the 2007-08 budget year. Diesel prices are now lower than they’ve been in several years, so the agency should see considerable savings there.

“The fuel is saving us big time,” Hume said.

Central Texas' next road plan could get narrower

Changes in law, scarce money and philosophical differences might mean contentious cuts ahead in 25-year spending map.

AMERICAN-STATESMAN STAFF

Sunday, February 08, 2009

By Ben Wear

The book is 300 or so pages long, is rewritten every five years and, for something that most Central Texans have never heard of, makes an inordinate difference in their lives.

Thanks to the U.S. Congress, the area's 25-year transportation plan is also about to get a dose of authenticity in its next rewrite, a change that could force many projects onto the cutting-room floor.

Given this culling, as well as a push by activists to tie road planning to growth patterns, the new edition of the long-range plan may have shed some of its obscurity by the time the Capital Area Metropolitan Planning Organization board votes in June 2010.

"When you don't have all the money in the world, and the needs are greater, it puts more focus on how you pick and choose," said Joe Cantalupo, CAMPO's executive director.

Cantalupo and state Sen. Kirk Watson, CAMPO's board chairman, on Monday will announce a plan to get the public involved in that picking and choosing.

"We are making sure that anyone can participate," said Watson, D-Austin, pointing to plans to post presentations on YouTube, host a series of workshops and take public comments online.

CAMPO's long-range plan is the bible for transportation projects in Hays, Travis and Williamson counties. In order to get federal funding, projects must be in this plan.

And the plan, by federal law, must match expected costs and revenue over the next 25 years. Which is the problem.

Planners around the country, Cantalupo said, have tended to use cost estimates taking a charitable view about when a project would be built. That can make a huge difference in estimates, especially given double-digit construction inflation recently. If many projects in the plan (the current "2030" plan has 65 pages of them) undershoot actual costs, then the plan by definition overstates what can get done.

Congress, in a law passed after the current plan was approved in 2005, decided that projects instead carry "year of expenditure" cost estimates.

So CAMPO must make a good-faith assessment of when each project will really occur and at what cost. Do that for 65 pages and, well, you end up with fewer pages.

"The net effect is that we're going to be able to fit a lot fewer projects into the (2035) plan," Cantalupo said.

Given the hundreds of projects in the current plan, it's hard to say for sure what might fall out. But environmentalists have long wanted to remove Texas 45 South between Interstate 35 and FM 1626, and several pending tollways have critics. The proposed rail line from Austin to Elgin is not in the current plan and no doubt will be on the table.

Transportation funding is in a drought. Gas tax receipts, given unchanged tax rates and better fuel efficiency, have flattened. Federal transit funding stagnated in the Bush years, though that may change under President Barack Obama.

And locally, passenger rail has taken on new legitimacy among the political class even as Capital Metro now finds itself unable to pay for any more such projects.

Then there's the philosophical question of what should drive a CAMPO plan: historic traffic trends and concentrically expanding suburban development, or some sort of community consensus of where growth should go.

Devotees of the Envision Central Texas planning effort five years ago, which produced a vision of a denser Austin and "nodes" of concentrated suburban development, want the 2035 plan to reflect that.

But there will be resistance from those who say growth is driven mostly by where people want to live, and that roads (and maybe rail) should serve that demand.

"Where people's heart is, is where their money is," said Bruce Byron, executive director of the Capital Area Transportation Coalition, which advocates for roads.

Overlaying all this is the still-unsettled question, at least for a vocal if not huge faction, of how many tollways the area should have. All of this foretells a 16-month process that could become contentious.

Cantalupo said that could be OK: "People think the worst thing that can happen is to go to a meeting where there are a bunch of people. I'd rather have a roomful of people who disagree with each other than a roomful of nothing."

Austin proposes nation's largest solar array

Cost of power from 30-megawatt plant raises concerns among city's manufacturers.

AMERICAN-STATESMAN STAFF

Thursday, January 29, 2009

By Marty Toohey

Austin could soon have one of the largest solar power facilities in the world.

Austin Energy, the city's electric utility, wants to set aside 300 acres it owns outside Webberville in eastern Travis County for a solar array, which would be built and owned by San Francisco-based Gemini Solar Development Co. Austin Energy would be the exclusive client and pay $10 million a year for 25 years for the power generated by the array.

The facility would open in late 2010 and produce enough energy annually to power up to 5,000 homes.

It would also raise the monthly electricity bill of an average Austin homeowner, who uses 1,000 kilowatt-hours, by an estimated 60 cents, according to Austin Energy. And it has generated concern among some of Austin's large manufacturers, who say the plant could raise their bills substantially.

The average monthly electricity bill in fiscal year 2008 among Austin single-family homes was $98.51, the utility said.

The city has already decided to reduce its dependence on fossil fuels, and the plant would put Austin Energy on pace to meet its goal of getting 30 percent of its power from renewable power sources by 2020, utility officials said.

"We think this is a good project," said Michael McCluskey, Austin Energy's chief operating officer, "and we think this is a very competitive solar project."

Austin Energy already offers to pay part of the cost of adding solar panels to homes and businesses, but the Webberville array would be the city's first large-scale solar project.

The facility would have more than double the generating capacity of the nation's largest solar array, which is owned by Gemini Solar and provides power to Nellis Air Force Base in Nevada. (At least one planned facility, in Arizona, would provide power to a privately owned utility and would dwarf Austin's in terms of power produced).

Even though the Webberville plant would be huge, it would add a relatively small amount of power — 30 megawatts — to the 2,900 megawatts the city can now generate, Solar energy is more expensive than alternatives such as natural gas, nuclear and coal, which produce more pollutants and political objections.

The City Council was scheduled to hear a presentation today on the solar array. But the presentation and a possible vote were postponed at the request of Austin Energy.

The council is being asked to wait because of the concerns of several large manufacturers, including Freescale Semiconductor and Spansion.

They told the city's Electric Utility Commission on Monday that they support renewable energy but are concerned about a lack of concrete information about the cost of the solar power, as well as the hit they expect to take to their bottom line.

"If the cost goes up for our utilities," said Roger Wood, a corporate facilities manager for Freescale Semiconductor, "our price goes up for our product."

Concerns about cost and public process also were raised last year when the city decided to buy power from a plant to be built in East Texas powered by wood waste.

That $2.3 billion deal was approved by the City Council in August over objections from environmental activists and businesses. Complaints centered around a perceived lack of public input, the cost, concerns about the plant's effect on the environment and questions about whether there was enough "biomass" near the plant to provide a steady supply of fuel.

The biomass and solar plants were planned jointly as part of a broader plan, which the city is still refining, for getting 30 percent of its power from renewable fuels by 2020. With the two plants, Austin Energy expects to hit 18 percent by 2012.

Privacy laws intended to protect the contractor's competitiveness prevent the city from releasing the cost per killowatt-hour that Gemini will charge for the power.

But long-time Austin environmental activist Paul Robbins, the author of the Austin Environmental Directory guide, estimates the cost at 16.5 cents per kilowatt-hour — much more than traditional power sources. He based that estimate on the city's total projected bill and the solar array's production capacity.

But Robbins, who is generally supportive of solar power, cautioned that energy production is a complicated matter that makes comparisons between solar and other types of energy tricky.

The solar plant would operate only about a quarter of the day and provide energy when the city's demand is highest. By contrast, most fossil-fuel facilities operate around the clock.

The cost of solar "is not so bad as it first seems," Robbins said.

Austin attorney Pike Powers says it's the kind of project Austin needs to maintain a strong economy.

Powers, one of the leading figures in Austin's push to attract the semiconductor industry in the 1980s and '90s, says solar energy can help Austin replace the semiconductor jobs it's now losing. He sees several parallels between the semiconductor industry then and the solar industry now.

For instance, he said, if Austin can attract solar plants, they would probably be followed by suppliers, which in turn would be followed by companies that make the suppliers' equipment.

Austin Energy officials say that unlike natural gas and oil, whose prices are volatile and expected to trend upward, the long-term costs of the solar plant would stay relatively stable.

McCluskey, the utility's chief operating officer, said those terms are appealing because they can give Austin a "hedge" against spikes in fossil-fuel cost. If oil and gas do skyrocket, solar may also become a relative bargain in the future, or at least look less costly by comparison, McCluskey said.

Austin would also avoid pumping 51,000 tons of carbon per year into the air by using the solar array versus an equivalent fossil-fuel powered plant, according to Austin Energy estimates. Carbon emissions contribute to global warming.

The 300 acres proposed for the plant are part of a 2,800-plus acre tract at Webberville owned by Austin Energy.

The city has been debating whether to use some of the property for a landfill, but the solar plant is small enough and far enough out of the way that it shouldn't affect the landfill discussions, McCluskey said.

Hector Gonzales, the mayor of Webberville and a vocal critic of the landfill proposal, likewise said the solar plant probably wouldn't affect the landfill talks.

"It's only one part of the property," Gonzales said. "But it's an idea for it I support."

Big-city Texas mayors want more from Legislature

Fort Worth Star-Telegram

Sat, Feb. 07, 2009 

By MIKE LEE

http://www.star-telegram.com/804/story/1190306.html

DALLAS — The mayors of Texas’ biggest cities are asking the Legislature to put its money where its people are: in the cities.

The mayors want a bill that will allow them to impose new fees and taxes to pay for transportation projects, $25 million to deal with mental health issues related to homelessness, and more efforts to promote clean air and renewable energy.

"This is bread-and-butter services for our citizens," Houston Mayor Bill White said, after meeting at Dallas City Hall with Dallas Mayor Tom Leppert, Fort Worth Mayor Mike Moncrief, Austin Mayor Will Wynn, El Paso Mayor John Cook and Denton Mayor Mark Burroughs.

The transportation bill is at the top of the list in Dallas and Fort Worth. "The No. 1 concern of everyone up here, if I took a poll, they’re going to say 'roads,’ " Moncrief said. "Rail is the future people mover."

Two years ago, the Legislature turned down a plan to pay for rail in the Metroplex with a new sales tax. The latest plan would allow cities to choose from a list of fees.

Having the backing of the Houston and Austin mayors should strengthen the bill’s chances during the current Legislature, Moncrief and Leppert said.

Likewise, the mayors hope that the Legislature will listen to them on funding to deal with homelessness, which is closely connected to a lack of mental health services. The state has cut funding for mental health services, which has pushed the problem onto local communities, White said.

"The issue of homelessness is not just a humanitarian issue; it’s a matter of saving dollars and cents we now spend on jails, emergency rooms" and other services, White said. "Our law enforcement constantly has to make decisions that should be made by social workers."

Together, the mayors of the six cities represent more than a fifth of all Texans, and they’re at the core of metro areas that make up more than half the state’s population.

"We’ve gone from being a rural state to one now where the majority of the economy is in metro areas," Leppert said.

Transit gets a boost

Dallas Morning News

Friday, February 6, 2009

Editorial

Sen. John Carona has taken ownership of the North Texas initiative to build a major expansion of the regional rail transit network.

It couldn't have come at a more critical time or from a better-positioned lawmaker in Austin.

As chairman of the Senate's transportation panel, the Dallas Republican saw that the five-year effort was in danger of losing momentum. The Regional Transportation Commission delivered a funding proposal to lawmakers for the $5 billion undertaking, but dissenting voices – some with legitimate gripes – threatened to slow progress just as the legislative session was getting under way.

Carona has chosen an effective strategy to advance the plan, integrating it into a wider effort to address urban traffic congestion and anemic transportation funding statewide.

North Texas leaders are looking for voter-approved revenue sources to add 200 miles of rail transit and, in Dallas and other DART cities, build other transportation projects to unsnarl traffic. The list of possible sources has been ever-changing, but almost certainly will include a local motor-fuels tax and surcharges on car registration and driver's licenses. Voters could also decide to levy new fees on parking facilities.

There is no politically perfect combination. Asking the public for more money guarantees some backlash. The important thing is the ability to make a case to voters for improving the region's mobility as quality-of-life and economic matters.

At the same time, Carona makes a strong argument that lawmakers must come to grips with the gasoline tax's evaporating buying power. The statewide road grid faces daunting maintenance and improvement needs, yet the gasoline tax has been stuck at 20 cents a gallon since 1992, and motorists are consuming less fuel per car.

The results: more toll roads, more overdue bridge and road projects.

Times being what they are, Carona is backing off his call for an immediate boost in the gas tax. His fallback proposal to index the tax to the rising cost of construction is reasonable and justified.

The transportation chairman, never short on ambition, also wants lawmakers to nurture new technologies and use of alternative fuels – both solid long-term goals.

We hope the overall message sinks in as the Legislature nears warp speed: The transportation system badly needs modernizing, a job best done on many fronts.

State could miss out on trade if rail relocation doesn’t push forward 

Austin Business Journal

Wednesday, January 28, 2009

By Bruce Todd

New concerns raised Wednesday by Bruce Todd, the former Austin mayor and current executive director of the Texas Rail Relocation and Improvement Association, suggest Texas could lose a chance to expand its role in foreign trade if funding for the state’s rail relocation initiative doesn’t come quicker.

A $5.25 billion expansion of the Panama Canal, set for completion in 2014, could bring more cargo ships to Texas ports, Todd said in a statement. But, he said, that extra cargo could be paralyzed if the freight rail lines serving ports aren’t upgraded.

Voters approved the Texas Rail Relocation and Improvement Fund in 2005. The fund is designed to move potentially dangerous freight rail lines in densely populated urban areas, as well as to improve or add capacity to lines. Lawmakers have not allocated any money for the fund since then, though, something many advocates are hoping that could change in this session.

One of the projects that could benefit from the fund is the planned Austin-San Antonio Intermunicipal Commuter Rail, which relies on the relocation of the local Union Pacific rail off its 110-mile main line to get up and running. Moving Union Pacific could cost $800 million to $2 billion, advocates say.

“Texas is in jeopardy of letting millions of dollars worth of economic opportunity simply sail away if rail infrastructure improvements aren’t made to ensure that goods can move efficiently to and from our ports,” Todd said. “That’s one of the reasons why state legislators must authorize money for the Texas Rail Relocation and Improvement Fund. Above all, Texas cannot tackle its transportation challenges without rail being a key part of the equation.”

Paying for tracks

With transit money scarce, Metro's light rail expansion needs stimulus dollars

Houston Chronicle

Feb. 7, 2009

EDITORIAL

As Congress debates the fate of the massive stimulus package, Metro officials in Houston are banking on a share of the funds to facilitate the timely construction of new light rail lines. It's a strong reason for the Texas congressional delegation to get behind the final version of the legislation.

So far that incentive has failed to breach partisan barriers. The House passed the American Recovery and Reinvestment Plan with the Harris County delegation split on party lines, Democrats for, Republicans against.

The Senate spent the past week debating its version of the bill, and it remains to be seen what sort of horse trading develops as the legislation moves toward a House-Senate conference committee.

The two proposed rail lines that would immediately get a boost from the stimulus package are the North and Southeast projects, routes initially slated for bus rapid transit but converted to light rail last year.

The Southeast route will run 6.3 miles, starting downtown at Capitol and Rusk and ending at Palm Center mall. The North line will start at the current north end of the existing Main Street rail and extend 5.3 miles to Northline Mall.

The Federal Transit Administration initially delayed consideration of the alternate plans until additional environmental studies were conducted. After receiving new data from Metro, it then approved both lines last summer, making them eligible for federal funding when it becomes available. Each line would cost more than $600 million in 2007 dollars, and 50 percent could be subsidized by federal funds.

If the stimulus legislation passes with the current $12 billion proposed funding for transportation infrastructure intact, the Houston projects could get an immediate infusion of $180 million in the next year with an overall total of $410 million for Metro projects.

Rep. James Oberstar, D-Minn., chairs the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee and rates the Houston projects highly. He met with a Houston delegation that included Metro president and CEO Frank J. Wilson, and Houston Democratic Reps. Al Green and Sheila Jackson Lee. Afterward, he promised "to work with the Houston delegation and the Federal Transit Administration to process this project along."

Wilson says the stimulus funding comes through several mechanisms that will be supplemented by future federal transit appropriations. Metro can immediately benefit from formula funding that automatically allocates money to its construction projects. Additional cash could come from the discretionary New Starts Program.

According to Wilson, Metro is looking to eventually receive about $800 million from the federal government for construction of the North, Southeast, East End and Uptown/Galleria lines that are slated for completion in 2012. The more controversial University line, including a stretch on Richmond, will require additional funding and will be the last to be completed, possibly in 2013.

"The serious money will come from the transportation reauthorization bill and that's a year, worst case two years away," says Wilson. "University will be at the front of the line with all the engineering done and all the contracts negotiated and ready to go when that reauthorization bill is approved." The line will cost more than a billion dollars, with Metro hoping the federal government covers half that amount.

Rail money is not the only enticement for Texas lawmakers to support some version of the stimulus bill. According to a White House estimate, other benefits for the Lone Star State include making 346,000 Texas families eligible for $2,500 tax credits for four years of college, expanding unemployment insurance benefits to 677,000 workers, a tax cut of up to $1,000 for more than 8 million workers and their families, modernizing nearly a thousand schools, and creating or saving more than 285,000 jobs over the next two years.

On the same day that the Metro delegation was making the rounds in Washington to build support for rail funding, Galveston officials were similarly appealing for $25 million in hurricane recovery money and $10 million to support a Galveston-Houston commuter rail line.

It would be a shame if Texas misses out on its fair share of stimulus dollars because its lawmakers opposed federal expenditures that will boost the state's infrastructure and provide additional support for thousands of workers who find themselves victims of the economic storm of a lifetime. If ever there was a moment when the well-being of state and constituents should trump ideology, it is now.

Rider Paradox: Surge in Mass, Drop in Transit

The New York Times

February 3, 2009

By MICHAEL COOPER

ST. LOUIS — Buses will no longer stop at some 2,300 stops in and around this city at the end of next month because, despite rising ridership, the struggling transit system plans to balance its books with layoffs and drastic service cuts.

Val Butler worries about her commute to the Garden View Care Center in Chesterfield, Mo.

One stop scheduled to be cut is in the western suburb of Chesterfield, Mo., just up the road from a bright, cheerful nursing home called the Garden View Care Center. Without those buses, roughly half of the center’s kitchen staff and half of its housekeeping staff — people like Laura Buxton, a cook known for her fried chicken who comes in from Illinois, and Danette Nacoste, who commutes two hours each way from her home in South St. Louis to her job in the laundry — will not have any other way to get to work.

“They’re going to be stranding a whole lot of people,” said Val Butler, a nurses’ assistant at Garden View, who said that she feared looking for work elsewhere in a tightening economy. “A lot of people are going to lose their jobs. A lot of people.”

St. Louis may be girding itself for some of the most extreme transit cuts in the nation, but it is hardly alone. Transit systems across the country are raising fares and cutting service even when demand is up with record numbers of riders last year, many of whom fled $4-a-gallon gas prices and stop-and-go traffic for seats on buses and trains.

Their problem is that fare-box revenue accounts for only a fifth to a half of the operating revenue of most transit systems — and the sputtering economy has eroded the state and local tax collections that the systems depend on to keep running. “We’ve termed it the ‘transit paradox,’ ” said Clarence W. Marsella, general manager of Denver’s system, which is raising fares and cutting service to make up for the steep drop in local sales tax.

The billions of dollars that Congress plans to spend on mass transit as part of the stimulus bill will also do little to help these systems with their current problems. That is because the new federal money — $12 billion was included in the version passed last week by the House, while the Senate originally proposed less — is devoted to big capital projects, like buying train cars and buses and building or repairing tracks and stations. Money that some lawmakers had proposed to help transit systems pay operating costs, and avoid layoffs and service cuts, was not included in the latest version.

The Washington Metro set a record on Inauguration Day last month when people made 1.5 million trips on it to see the swearing-in of President Obama, but its $176 million budget gap means that it is planning to cut service and eliminate 900 jobs. Chicago had its biggest gain in riders in three decades last year, but was forced to raise fares. Charlotte, N.C., whose new light-rail system is the envy of transit planners around the country, and which is enjoying its biggest ridership levels since “the days of streetcars,” according to Keith Parker, the transit system’s chief executive, will be running its new trains less frequently, raising fares and cutting back on bus service.

In New York City, the Metropolitan Transportation Authority is considering steep fare increases and its deepest service cuts in years to help close a $1.2 billion deficit. In addition to considering a 23 percent increase in fares and tolls, the authority is weighing plans to eliminate more than two dozen city bus routes and two subway lines, reduce off-peak service and even close some subway stations at night.

The nation’s transit woes threaten to deal another blow to the weak economy, keeping some workers from jobs they commute to and forcing some systems to lay off administrators, bus drivers, train operators and mechanics. And while the economic stimulus package being considered on Capitol Hill includes tax cuts intended to put more spending money in people’s pockets, fare increases promise to take a big bite for many commuters.

Big systems in Boston, Atlanta and San Francisco, and smaller ones across the nation, find themselves weighing cuts or fare increases that they fear could erode the gains they have made in attracting new riders. Beverly A. Scott, general manger of Marta, the Atlanta system, said as the sales tax revenue continued to drop, she was weighing everything from fare increases to service cuts to even selling the naming rights to stations — but she still hopes for more state support.

William W. Millar, president of the American Public Transportation Association, an industry group, wrote to the House speaker, Nancy Pelosi, last month urging her to include money for operating costs in the stimulus bill.

“Public transportation ridership is surging across the country,” he wrote, “increasing 6.5 percent in the third quarter of 2008 — the largest quarterly increase in the past 25 years, but transit systems are cutting service, increasing fares and laying off employees as a result of increased transit fuel costs in the past year and declining state and local revenue sources that support transit.”

So even as the federal government plans to buy new train cars and buses for some transit systems, places like St. Louis find themselves without enough money to pay the bus drivers and light-rail train operators that they have now.

“I have 165 buses that I’m going to have to put in mothballs,” said Ray Friem, the chief operating officer at Metro, the St. Louis system. “There’s a ton of federal money tied up in those assets.”

Money is so tight that the agency is not planning to rip out the bus stop signs that dot the roads, though they will soon be misleading. Instead, at the transit system’s headquarters upriver from the Gateway Arch, officials last week put the final touches on a model of a vinyl hood they plan to drape over each sign. “We regret due to a lack of funding, service to this stop is suspended,” the prototype said.

St. Louis is in some respects unique. It was in the minority of transit systems that lost a ballot measure in November seeking more money; voters rejected a proposal to raise the local sales tax to help pay for more public transportation. Transit officials said they believed their efforts had been hurt by lingering public resentment over a light-rail expansion project that was delayed and went over budget, devolving into messy litigation with contractors that ended up costing the transit system even more.

Faced with a yawning shortfall, despite an 8 percent increase in ridership last year, the system reluctantly decided to cut nearly half of its bus service; lay off nearly 600 of its workers, or a quarter of its work force, and reduce service on its red, white and blue MetroLink light-rail cars — the modern successors of the clanging trolleys that Judy Garland sang about in “Meet Me in St. Louis.” Absent a windfall, the cuts are scheduled to take effect at the end of March.

Some people who worked on the failed campaign to raise the sales tax said their efforts were complicated because most local voters do not regularly take public transportation. But in the leafy suburbs west of Interstate 270, which are scheduled to lose almost all of their bus service, many people will soon discover that even if they do not take buses themselves, they rely on them to bring workers to their shopping malls, office parks, hospitals and nursing homes.

The Garden View Care Center, in Chesterfield, is part of a cluster of a dozen facilities sometimes called nursing home row. Rhonda Uhlenbrock, the center’s administrator, has been working with agencies that set up car pools and trying to coordinate with other businesses that will be affected to see if she can find other ways for her employees, many of whom do not have cars, to get to work.

“This place could survive without me,” Ms. Uhlenbrock said in her office recently, where she was assembling a collage to honor employees who have been at the center more than 10 years. “But not without them. They are the people who do the work.”

Ms. Nacoste, who rises at 3:45 a.m. for her two-hour commute to work in the housekeeping and laundry department, said employers closer to home either paid less or were not hiring. She shook her head at the thought that the weak economy was leading to cuts in bus service.

“They’re going to make the economy worse if they cut the bus,” Ms. Nacoste said. “There’s going to be unemployment, people running out of money. What are we going to do?”

Ticket to Ride

The Nation

February 16, 2009 edition

By Ben Adler

There's a lot of talk about the "green jobs" that will emerge through investment in cleaner technologies, but some of the greenest technology already exists. In fact, it predates the automobile: mass transit. Trains, trolleys and buses are a far more energy efficient way of moving people than cars. The greenest jobs of all may be laying track for suburban commuter rail or driving trains along those tracks.

Investing in mass transit would benefit not just the environment but also poor people, many of whom can't afford cars, don't drive and so have been shut out of the new economy, with its service sector employment increasingly available only in suburban office parks. A study by the University of Wisconsin found that 74 percent of African-Americans and 66 percent of Hispanics ages 18 to 24 in Milwaukee County did not have a valid driver's license. As urban theorists like Joel Rogers have noted in their "Emerald Cities" proposal, building mass transit could also strengthen labor, providing a larger base of unionized construction and maintenance jobs.

The greenest way to lift the country out of a deepening recession would be to put people to work building mass-transit infrastructure, which could, in turn, ease the flow of goods and services, help generate economic growth and open economic opportunities to the disadvantaged. With a new president from Chicago and a House Speaker from San Francisco, the time seems ripe for Democrats to take advantage of the dual opportunities this year presents to alter America's transportation infrastructure radically: the upcoming stimulus spending bill and the Surface Transportation Reauthorization, due for renewal by September.

Obama clearly appreciates the importance of combating climate change, and he has spoken of the need to reduce demand for fossil fuels. Unlike Hillary Clinton or John McCain, he refused to endorse the economically nonsensical gas tax holiday during the campaign. "Obama has certainly taken good positions in general," says New York Representative Jerrold Nadler, perhaps the most vocal mass-transit fan in Congress. "He talked about energy, greening the country: all those things lead one to expect that he will be good on transportation."

Obama sent more positive signs early in the transition process when he brought in a cadre of urban-policy veterans, from New York to Chicago to Washington. He also created the first-ever White House Office on Urban Policy. But Obama's pick of Illinois Representative Ray LaHood as transportation secretary disappointed some transit advocates. The Obama transition team's summary press release to reporters mentioned LaHood's efforts to secure highway funds and expanded air service but made no mention of buses or trains. Anyone in Washington can tell you, off the record, that LaHood was simply the token Republican, chosen for his moderation, genial persona and relationship with Obama and Rahm Emanuel. While his voting record on transportation is good, for a Republican, he has never been outspoken or a leader on the issue.

The $825 billion stimulus package proposed by Congressional Democrats contained only $10 billion for mass transit, compared with $30 billion for roads. Environmental groups were understandably dismayed. "The stimulus as it currently stands doesn't do enough to create green jobs through clean transportation investments, and it doesn't prevent spending from going to unnecessary new roads that increase pollution and oil consumption," said Friends of the Earth. As Dean Baker, an economist at the Center for Economic and Policy Research, put it at a meeting of the Mayor's Innovation Project in DC, "It doesn't make sense to be spending money to retrofit buildings to make them energy efficient but also building highways to create sprawl."

Nonetheless, smart growth and transportation activists still have high hopes that the Obama administration and a Democratic Congress will revitalize mass transit. But institutional stumbling blocks--including generations of federal policy favoring roads and cars; pressure from fiscal conservatives; and the power of auto, oil and highway construction lobbies--may cause them to miss this opportunity.

"The Democratic Party has within it a more fiscally conservative faction that may not have the same priorities on transportation," concedes Nadler. "How influential they will be remains to be seen."

Transportation accounts for 27 percent of America's greenhouse gas emissions and 33 percent of carbon dioxide emissions, according to the Environmental Protection Agency. It's not just because we drive gas guzzlers; it's because we drive so much. Almost 90 percent of trips in the United States are made by private vehicle, compared with 58 percent in Britain. Even if average fuel efficiency increases to thirty-five miles per gallon by 2020, as mandated by law, the corresponding reduction in emissions could be easily wiped out by the increase in vehicle miles traveled. To reduce our contributions to climate change, we must also reduce our driving.

Government regulations and spending priorities have favored driving as the means of moving people and products since the Eisenhower administration and the advent of the Interstate Highway System. More than 80 percent of transit money from gas taxes supports highways and bridges, with the remainder, less than 20 percent, allocated for mass transit. Moreover, federal contributions to highway projects often cover more than 80 percent of the total construction costs, compared with only 50 percent of the typical cost for a transit system. Rail freight, which uses one-third as much energy per mile as trucking to ship a pound of cargo, has no federal funding at all. There is no rail freight across the Hudson River into New York City; virtually all goods have to enter by truck.

Anti-transit biases written into federal regulations make it much more difficult to obtain transit funding than to get highway funding. Under current rules, funding for a mass-transit system is only provided to areas that already have the density to support it. But mass transit works best when it is built in advance of creeping development, as it was in New York City, so that the tallest buildings can be built closest to the transit nodes, where the premium for housing or office and retail space is highest.

It is a self-fulfilling prophecy: if you build highways, inefficient suburban sprawl will develop and, ultimately, so will traffic and the demand for yet more highways. Build mass transit and you see high-density, efficient housing construction and people living without cars. As the high demand for housing in walkable urban environments like Manhattan and San Francisco demonstrates (and as public opinion polls confirm), plenty of Americans want to live in dense urban communities, and their numbers will only grow as the country's demographics shift toward more childless households--less likely than families with children to want detached suburban houses.

The power to redirect the nation's transportation priorities is not found only in the executive branch. To increase funding for public transportation will require Congressional action. Multiple committees in both houses, with their powerful chairs, will have a hand in crafting the Surface Transportation Reauthorization bill. The bill is doubly important because it controls the federal gas tax, which funds transportation; to increase transit funding, Congress will have to increase that gas tax--a hike that has the added benefit of being a disincentive to driving. George W. Bush refused to increase the gasoline tax to keep pace with inflation. So, adjusted for inflation, transportation has been receiving less funding each year. Ideally, Congress will raise the gasoline tax this year as well as open new revenue streams for transportation, since if you fund mass transit sufficiently, driving will eventually decrease and so will gas tax revenues.

But the meat grinder of competing interests on the Hill makes the outcome far from certain. One potential roadblock is Montana Senator Max Baucus, who chairs the all-powerful Senate Finance Committee. Baucus, a relatively big business-friendly Democrat from a conservative rural state, may be uninterested in raising the gasoline tax to support a more urban-oriented transportation bill.

Public opinion has been shifting toward mass transit, especially with such volatile gas prices. Transit ridership climbed throughout 2008, even though gas prices dropped in the second half of the year. "The public support for greater funds for transit is very clear in the last few elections," declares Parris Glendening, former governor of Maryland, now president of the Smart Growth Leadership Institute. Initiatives to pay for mass-transit investments have been winning victories across the country, from Seattle to Charlotte. California passed a $10 billion high-speed-rail ballot initiative last year.

But public opinion is not the only pressure Congress will feel. There are groups, from the auto companies to the oil companies to the road-builder lobby, that have an interest in continued subsidies for highway construction rather than investment in mass transit. When asked what his group's priorities for transportation funding are, Jeffrey Solsby, a spokesman for the American Road and Transportation Builders Association, ticked off a wish list of road expansion without a single mention of environmental concerns. "We're not in the global warming or environment business," says Solsby. "We're in the road-building and transportation industry."

For the first time, though, there will be a countervailing pressure group. Mass-transit activists have organized a national coalition of environmental, public health, urban planning, architectural and transportation organizations called Transportation for America. Even once unlikely allies such as the National Association of Realtors have joined, since the unmet demand for walkable, transit-oriented living arrangements means that once the transit links get built, there will be money to be made in building and selling condos next to commuter rail stations.

There was once a time when the auto-industrial complex had virtually unchecked power on Capitol Hill. Charles Wilson, Eisenhower's defense secretary, who had previously run General Motors, infamously declared in his confirmation hearing that there could be no situation where he would be forced to make a decision adverse to GM because "what's good for the country is good for General Motors, and vice versa." But this past fall the Big Three automakers faced backlash on the Hill and in the press for their bailout requests. Like their bottom line, their power is clearly on the wane. Last summer profiteering oil corporations had Democrats talking about a windfall-profits tax. If ever there has been a year when the auto-subsidy interests could be defeated, this would be it.

But people like Jerrold Nadler, who have been fighting in vain for years to get more transit funding, know better than to expect that to happen without a struggle. "Am I optimistic?" asks Nadler. "I don't know yet."

Worldchanging Interview: WRI on Bus Rapid Transit v. Light Rail

WorldChanging.com

February 5, 2009

By Julia Levitt

What's the smarter solution for bringing mobility to 21st century cities: bus rapid transit (BRT) or light rail? With questions this big, it's important to consider all the perspectives.

A team of researchers at the World Resources Institute (WRI) recently produced a report that goes against the grain. WRI analyzed and compared BRT and light rail as two options for Maryland's Purple Line Project, a 16-mile transit corridor that will connect the D.C. suburbs. In January, the Institute came down in favor of BRT, with a statement announcing that "enhanced buses ... would cost less, offer similar services, and fight global warming better than light-rail cars."

Our main question related not to what's in the study, but rather, what seems to be left out. It's a common observation that light rail delivers benefit beyond transit alone, in the form of transit-oriented development that springs up as a result of developers, business owners and homebuyers seeking proximity to the train stations.

The team at WRI was happy to share their take on this and other issues. I interviewed the study's lead author, Greg Fuhs, and WRI's senior transport engineer Dario Hidalgo, about BRT/LRT, transit prejudices, and how other cities can apply this analysis to their own planning process.

Julia Levitt: In your study, you found that BRT outperformed light rail in cutting overall CO2 emissions. How did you come to that conclusion?

Greg Fuhs: Our study actually corroborates what is already stated in the Maryland Transit Administration’s Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS): that BRT would be better on CO2 emissions for the Purple Line. This is a surprising finding to many, because it is often assumed that switching to an electric system such as light rail would reduce CO2 emissions. However, it is very important to consider the electricity source, and in our region the dominant source is currently coal-fired power plants.

So, while energy consumption from roadways would decrease with introduction of either light rail or BRT, for light rail the resulting emissions reduction is not enough to counterbalance the effect caused by the high electricity CO2 emission factor. In fact, CO2 emissions are projected to increase from business as usual with a light rail Purple Line. While this could change in the future with a major and permanent shift to low-carbon energy sources, for the foreseeable future we would likely continue to see higher CO2 emissions from light rail in this case.

JL: Critics of your report have pointed out that in North America, many people own cars, which gives them a choice that many riders overseas don't have, and that people who have the choice of driving a personal vehicle are often inclined to find light rail cars an acceptable alternative, but are less likely to ride buses. What's your take on this argument?

Dario Hidalgo: It is a common perception that a light rail system would attract more riders than BRT, and that is reflected in the demand estimations incorporated in the DEIS. However, I would raise two points:

First, in this case it is not at all certain that there would be a large enough increase in ridership to justify the significantly higher cost of light rail. For example, if we take just MTA’s ridership estimates, for the “Medium Investment” LRT and BRT alternatives we see a projection of 62,600 and 51,800 riders per day, respectively. That’s only about 20% more riders for light rail, yet the projected capital cost of the light rail system is more than twice that of BRT ($1.2 billion vs. $579 million), and also includes higher annual operation and maintenance costs.

Second, it is worth drawing a distinction between “buses” and “BRT.” The concept of bus rapid transit is not well understood in the United States, where there are only a few systems currently in operation. In reality, BRT would be designed more like a light rail than a standard bus system, with features like dedicated lanes, signal priority, pre-pay boarding, elevated station platforms, and efficient and comfortable vehicles that make it much more efficient and appealing than a traditional bus service. For the Purple Line, BRT would also offer travel times that are competitive with light rail. With a well-designed, well-operated, and well-advertised BRT in place, there is good reason to believe that many people would use and appreciate the system.

JL: Although your report shows that BRT will cost about half the amount of a light rail system, other studies show that light rail systems, because they are permanent structures, do more to encourage transit-oriented development. Was TOD a factor in the EMBARQ study? Do you think that BRT can facilitate and encourage dense development at a similar level?

GF: We did not look specifically at the TOD factor in our study. However, one cannot assume that transit-oriented development would be sparked by light rail but not BRT. For example, a recent study by the American Public Transportation Association looking at this issue considers both rail and traditional bus systems (although unfortunately it does not look at BRT specifically), and indicates that both can lead to significant positive land use changes. In any case, there is no reason to assume that LRT has a greater impact on land use than high-quality BRT if the systems provide similar travel times, capacities, and overall quality of service, as would be the case for the Purple Line. Moreover, developers can benefit from the shorter implementation time that BRT projects bring as compared to LRT.

DH: Also, regarding permanence, this is a somewhat relative concept. For example, there were thousands of miles of tram networks in the U.S. by 1940; much of this system was dismantled before 1970 with the rise of the automobile and suburbia. The forces behind development are not limited to the technology of transit vehicles, but also depend on factors such as accessibility, enabling policies, and background economics.

JL: Do you feel that the EMBARQ study comparing BRT/LRT can be easily applied to other regions and cities, or is this evaluation case-specific? What factors do you suggest other cities consider as top priorities when making their own decisions about public transportation?

GF: While certain general principles may apply to multiple locations (e.g., public transit is generally an asset to the community and its development should be encouraged), in reality every evaluation like this must be case-specific. After all, even if different locations have similar demographic and/or geographic characteristics, every local population has different needs and preferences and faces unique transportation challenges and political circumstances.

In considering public transportation projects, the first priority must be to determine if there is a need for a transit system to move people within the proposed corridor, and the entire decisionmaking process should be conducted in close consultation with the affected communities. Other important considerations include determining how much benefit a transit system could bring in terms of improved mobility, greater access to transport, incentives for economic development, and improved environmental quality. Further, and particularly in these lean economic times, the cost-effectiveness of the proposed system is a critical factor (especially in terms of competing for scarce state and federal funding). There is also evidence that urban infrastructure projects entail high risk of not meeting preliminary demand and cost estimates, and thus not realizing the projected cost-effectiveness. Such risks should be considered in the analysis and decision making process, but so far this has not been the case for the Purple Line project. Our study does attempt to quantify this risk by providing a sensitivity analysis of Purple Line cost and ridership projections, and we recommend that similar efforts be undertaken in future transit proposals.

In our study specifically, we emphasize that in this time of financial and climate crisis, cost-effectiveness, risk, and greenhouse gas emissions are especially important factors to consider. And in these three cases, BRT comes out as the better option for the Purple Line, as can be the case in other projects. Going forward, we would encourage decision makers and communities not to select a project based on perceptions, but on good analytics.

A fuel-efficient future

California may get its EPA waiver to tighten emissions standards. But higher gas taxes are needed too.

Los Angeles Times

January 27, 2009

Editorial

President Obama granted one of our deepest pro-environment wishes Monday by directing the Environmental Protection Agency to reconsider allowing California to set tough emissions limits, and therefore tighter fuel economy standards, on vehicles. It's tempting to declare victory and move on, except that the president isn't finished with fuel and transportation policy yet. Though improving fuel efficiency will help, it's only the second-best way to reduce our reliance on foreign oil, lower greenhouse gas emissions and ensure the survival of Detroit's automakers, and it won't be enough by itself to do the job. What's really needed are higher gasoline taxes.

Following Obama's order, the EPA is widely expected to grant California a waiver to regulate greenhouse gas emissions from tailpipes, though the process will probably take a few months. In the end, vehicles sold in California and any other state that adopts its rules -- there are 13 so far -- would effectively be required to get better mileage than those sold in the rest of the country. By some estimates, they'd have to get as much as 42 mpg by 2020, compared to a national standard that will rise to 35 mpg by that year.

California's tailpipe rules would greatly burden Detroit, which would have to spend billions retooling to build cleaner cars. It also would cost consumers because hybrid engines and other fuel-sipping technologies are expensive. But that was going to happen anyway; though gas prices are low now, they are certain to rebound once the world economy recovers. Forcing automakers to start improving now will prepare them for that day and avoid another shock like the one they recently experienced when gas prices spiked and Americans suddenly stopped buying SUVs.

Yet one problem with a purely regulatory approach is that it burdens consumers without providing them any alternatives. Raising gas taxes, by contrast, creates a revenue stream that could be used to improve public transit and freight rail networks, accomplishing a host of beneficial public goals at the same time: easing traffic, reducing pollutants, providing cheaper alternatives to driving and combating sprawl. What's more, it would ensure a market for Detroit's cleaner cars -- consumers would be willing to pay a few thousand dollars more for a hybrid car if gas were heavily taxed and the higher up-front cost could be recovered over the long term. Finally, because the existing gas tax isn't indexed to inflation, it's no longer high enough to maintain the country's existing network of roads and bridges, let alone build a 21st century transportation system.

Don't get us wrong, we're doing cartwheels over Obama's quick action on California's clean-car waiver. But it should be seen as the beginning, not the end, of the administration's effort to wean the country from its oil addiction.

Building Codes Gone Green

Governing Magazine

February 2009 

By ZACH PATTON

New building mandates aim to give city skylines a smaller carbon footprint.

Nothing looks particularly avant-garde about the historic building at the corner of Lincoln and Beach streets in Boston's Leather District. Built in 1899, the five-story Beaux-Arts structure hunkers on the corner and fills the whole block. But the old building's unassuming facade belies an important fact: It's about to become one of the most earth-friendly buildings in Boston. A developer is renovating the structure, and is including green-building innovations such as dual-flush toilets, more efficient heating and cooling systems and a rooftop tank that collects precipitation and slowly returns it to the groundwater system.

179 Lincoln Street is one of the first commercial structures to be subject to Boston's green-building law. Since January 2007, all construction or renovation projects of more than 50,000 square feet must meet industry-accepted standards for green building. Boston wasn't the first city to pass such a mandate on developers — that distinction goes to Washington, D.C. — but Boston's law was the first to go into effect. It's working pretty much as intended. Six private buildings, including a live/work development for artists and a new bio lab and suite of offices at the University of Massachusetts, are now under construction, incorporating the law's implicit demands for energy efficiency, renewable building materials and non-toxic paints.

Six buildings may not sound like much. But for eco-conscious cities, this represents a great green leap. Up to now, state and local governments have viewed green buildings as trophy properties, intended to make showy, if piecemeal, statements of environmental awareness. They built green city halls (Austin, Texas), green high schools (Ft. Collins, Colorado) and green libraries (Fayetteville, Arkansas), among other civic structures. Boston's experience regulating private-sector construction suggests that municipalities can push the green-building movement further and faster, by burrowing its principles into the mundane details of their building codes.

More cities have followed suit. Last April, Los Angeles became the largest city in the nation to adopt green mandates for the private sector. Then in August, San Francisco adopted the strictest codes of any U.S. city so far, requiring green construction for any residential building taller than 75 feet and any commercial building of more than 5,000 square feet. Washington, D.C.'s law takes effect in 2012. Each city is mandating green building in slightly different ways, but all of them have settled on the U.S. Green Building Council's well-known "LEED" certification as the standard for what it means to be green.

The cities point to a host of reasons why green is good. Public health is one of them: Green buildings tend to be better ventilated than conventional construction, and use non-toxic construction materials. Green buildings use less water, thanks to features such as low-flow toilets and showerheads. But the biggest impetus is climate change, and the pledge that many mayors have made to severely cut back on their greenhouse-gas emissions. Nationwide, buildings account for 72 percent of electricity consumption. Depending on how that power is made, buildings can account for anywhere from 30 percent to 70 percent of a city's carbon dioxide emissions.

Indeed, as mayors set out to translate lofty climate-change goals into real reductions of greenhouse-gas emissions, they'll quickly find they have no choice but to scrub the whole skyline clean. Ultimately, they'll have to rewrite local building codes with a bright green pen — so that all new construction and retrofits of older buildings such as the one on Lincoln Street use less energy. "They're realizing they can't meet these goals just through new city operating initiatives," says Ron Hubert, a researcher at the Center for Sustainable Environments at Northern Arizona University. "They know they've got to figure out how to make the city as a whole less of a polluter. And that means focusing on the buildings."

New Tools

What's most surprising about this wave of green regulation is that private developers, for the most part, support it. A few years ago, when a Boston task force began meeting to draft the green building law, the cast wasn't filled with the sort of people you usually think of as environmentalists. The group of real estate lawyers, labor union officials, developers and major property owners looked more like a corporate board of directors than Earth Day marchers. "These were staid, suit-clad industry leaders and shareholders," says John Dalzell, a senior architect at the Boston Redevelopment Authority who helped lead the group. "There wasn't a single Birkenstock-wearing tree-hugger in the room."

The task force looked at the tools other cities were using to encourage green building. Most of them were carrots — incentives intended to coax developers into building green by compensating them for the trouble. Many cities were offering financial benefits, such as tax incentives, grants and reduced permitting fees. The most popular green incentives were ones that cost municipalities nothing: bonus density allowances — exempting a green building project from height restrictions, for example — and expedited permitting.

Boston's task force, however, quickly coalesced around the idea that whatever the city's green-building law looked like, it needed to be mandatory. That was the only way to drive a real transformation among developers, and to drive down the costs of green-building practices and materials, which can add up to 4 percent to the cost of a typical project.

Planners in Los Angeles came to similar conclusions. "A lot of the drive [for a mandatory component] actually came from the private sector," says Claire Bowin, head of the city's green-building program. "There was consensus early on that if we didn't make it mandatory, we weren't going to wake up the community."

Elusive Metrics

Reliance on LEED as a de facto green-building standard poses some conundrums. For one thing, the U.S. Green Building Council never intended for LEED to be used as a building code. To rectify that problem, the USGBC is working with other building-industry groups to develop something called "Standard 189." The intent is to translate the ideas behind green building into the technical language of building codes. Localities could then import all or parts of Standard 189 directly into their own local codes. The USGBC also has been working to refine LEED to suit more specific local needs. A new version of LEED takes regional differences into account — for example, water conservation is a more pressing green goal in the Southwest than it is in the Northeast. In addition, greenhouse-gas reductions are weighted more heavily in the new standard, reflecting the overwhelming interest in using green building as a tool to combat climate change.

As localities keep taking up that cause, they'll need to find metrics to measure their progress. It's easy to say that green building starts are growing — from $10 billion in 2005 to somewhere between $36 billion and $49 billion in 2008, according to McGraw-Hill Construction. What's harder to measure is the actual impact of all this construction on greenhouse-gas emissions. "Nationally, we're all at the beginning of this," says Boston's Dalzell. "I don't think there's any agreed-upon science yet."

For now, the only bottom line is this: Green building is no longer just about grand municipal structures that showcase the latest in green gadgetry. Increasingly, it's simply the way buildings will be built. "Five years ago," says Hubert, "you had to justify why you were building green. These days, you have to justify why you're not."

Office towers trade sky space for public plazas

San Francisco Chronicle

Tuesday, February 3, 2009

By John King

Architecturally, I have issues with San Francisco's newest plaza. The rectangle at 555 Mission St. in the Financial District is a bit too poised, too stiff, happier to be photographed than put to use.

But when I'm reminded of how far we've come, the quibbles give way to appreciative relief - and a renewed appreciation of farsighted planning.

That long-range view kicked in last week when I tagged along on a downtown walking tour focused not on office towers but on the low-down spaces those towers have spawned. Where, ideally, you'd want to eat lunch or kick back.

The tour guides were Eva Liebermann and George Williams, two retired city planners who helped craft San Francisco's 1985 Downtown Plan. That ambitious document tackled issues from heights (mostly lower) to preservation (nearly 500 aged buildings). It also stipulated that developers create 1 square foot of publicly accessible open space for every 50 square feet of new commercial space.

The tour started at the artfully informal plaza alongside 560 Mission, a dark glass tower from 2002. Thick stands of red bamboo, a reflective pool around a sculpture, ledges and tables and enticing patches of green - I'll take that over another grandiose lobby any day.

But the brisk stroll through nearly two dozen corporate clearings also took us down Market Street, past the decidedly mixed spaces created in the 1960s and '70s, when developers were allowed to add height to their towers in return for creating open space at the base, and there were no rules as to what those spaces should provide passers-by in the way of amenities.

Consider the triangular snippet at Second and Stevenson streets that helped the bar-code-like shaft of 595 Market ascend 30 stories. The brick-clad space gets great sun. It also is jammed with fenced-off seating for a casual restaurant, except for a bare strip along the south.

"The design showed this as a public plaza," Williams said of the high-rise, completed in 1979. "There were no conditions in the approval that it had to remain a public plaza."

Down the way at One Front Street, the gift to the public for added height is, drum roll, please, a widened patch of already wide Market Street graced by six stubby palms in concrete planters, nothing more.

San Francisco isn't the only city that promised the heavens to developers who too often left barren space as thanks. New York was the first to experiment with such trade-offs, and the churlish results in 2000 spurred a detailed but fascinating survey of what went right and wrong, Jerold Kayden's "Privately Owned Public Space: The New York City Experience."

Last week's tour is sparked by the same sort of vigilant spirit, as is six months' work by Liebermann, Williams and members of the San Francisco Planning and Urban Research Association (SPUR) to track down all such spaces created here since 1959 and evaluate how welcoming they are.

Qualitative judgments are subjective: Williams beamed with pride at several 1980s spaces that to me are heavy-handed in their postmodern pomp. I love the spatial variety at 560 Mission, where other people see a stage set for suits (another demerit: The "lawn" was converted to artificial turf last year because of the heavy shade).

As for 555 Mission, the design by Hargreaves Associates for developer Tishman Speyer is stylized and chic, with a march of angular black granite benches to a prim bosque of gingko trees at the rear. A raised "room" includes three benches facing north, perpendicular to a wall of vines and shrubs that should fill in within another year.

To me, it's a composition more than an enticement. But it looks sharp, and it comes with my favorite batch of downtown sculptures art: three enormous and amiably surrealistic aluminum heads by Ugo Rondinone.

Williams' critique of the trio: "It's public art, I guess."

What counts is that these spaces exist. All but the meanest offer respite from the programmed city around them. And they wouldn't be here if not for the planners' willingness to harness growth in a way that provides tangible benefits to the public - even if those benefits take decades to materialize.

But wait, there's more: To see SPUR's map of Financial District getaways and a report on how to fine-tune downtown's open space from here on, go to www.spur.org.

Last spring, I conducted my own exploration of the post-Downtown Plan spaces, including a few that are harder to find than a Republican in Haight-Ashbury. The package is at sfgate.com/ZFZR.

Finally, editors have entrusted me with an additional piece of journalistic real estate. Cityscape premiered Sunday in the Bay Area section, a quick look at one building or space in San Francisco that contributes to the city's allure. It will appear each Sunday, and suggested future entries are welcome.

Mapping future water stress

BBC

Monday, 2 February 2009

HOW WATER AVAILABILITY MAY CHANGE, AS TEMPERATURES, POPULATION AND INDUSTRIALISATION INCREASE
These projections of per-capita water availability were made by Martina Floerke and colleagues at the University of Kassel in Germany.

They combined different types of forecast to obtain their results. A computer model of climate change developed by the UK Met Office Hadley Centre generates projections of how temperatures and rainfall are likely to change in the future.

The Kassel team applied Hadley projections on a finer geographical scale. These projections were fed into a program that models water flow in river basins.

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) produces "scenarios" suggesting how society may develop economically and socially over time.

The Kassel researchers used these scenarios to project water use by various sectors of the economy. This particular analysis used the A2 scenario, where economic growth and technological change are "uneven", and population growth "high".

Having forecast the availability of water and the demand from industry, it was then possible to calculate how much water would be available per person at different points in the future.

These are projections, not predictions, and none of the models used are likely to be completely accurate in how they forecast the future.

The projections were adapted from a paper that originally appeared in the journal Hydrological Sciences in 2007. 

 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
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