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CAMPO Survey

Your input on this survey will take less than 5 minutes and will help CAMPO staff as they begin to discuss updates to the regional transportation plan - a blueprint for creating a transportation system to provide mobility for citizens and protect the livability and economic vitality of our region over the next 25 years.

Consider asking them specifically for more emphasis on transit and rail, stronger integration of all modes of transportation, and explicit connection to land use/development that is more compact.

This Survey will be open until March 13, 2009 at 5 p.m.
PBS Reports on the Infrastructure Crisis

One alarming example: Mass transit. Cities and states, strapped for money, are cutting back on mass transit even as it becomes more popular with Americans. Meanwhile, President Obama is calling for increased mass transit as a necessary ...
Full Story


Proposed urban rail could relieve road congestion

Community Impact Newspaper

Friday, 13 February 2009

by Mark Collins

As Austin looks for new transportation options to deal with the increasing number of commuters, the city is set to unveil plans for a proposed transportation system that is Austin’s own blend of rail: urban rail.

“We’re trying to make a distinction, that this is something different, that this is a technology that can have the characteristics of both light rail and street cars,” City of Austin Transportation Director Rob Spillar said. “That’s why we’re calling it urban rail, to really brand it as different from the light rail days.”

The proposed $625 million, 15.3-mile track would originate in the Mueller Development, go down Manor Road, through the University of Texas and past the state capitol to connect with Capital Metro’s Red Line commuter rail that will begin service in March. The rail will then cross the river before running down Riverside Drive to Austin-Bergstrom International Airport.

“This project is two, if not three different routes all in one,” Spillar said.

Ridership forecasts indicate the system could see 32,000 riders per day. Houston’s METRORail, by comparison, has 40,000 riders per day.

The Capital Area Metropolitan Planning Organization’s transit working group, a team charged with evaluating the potential for rail in Central Texas, approved the City of Austin’s initial plans Jan. 12. The group voted 11-1 in favor, moving the project into the next phase, which involves more detailed funding sources and engineering plans.

“Phase one is very feasible, and I think it is very necessary,” transit working group member Wade Cooper said. “And I think scaled to the right size it is very economically feasible as well.”

Former Travis County Commissioner Gerald Daugherty was the only group member to vote against the project.

“People are convinced that in order to be an urban city we have to have rail,” Daugherty said. “If you don’t build a comprehensive road system first, it doesn’t matter what you do with alternate modes of transportation. Why wouldn’t you let the Red Line get up and going and see what it produces before you move forward?”

Funding

“We need to go back with a funding plan to show that we have a concept for how we’re going to fund this, and that we’re not banking on something that is not realistic,” Spillar said.

The city is looking to identify partners who might benefit from such an investment, including major employers and large landowners, as well as Travis County, the state and the University of Texas.

“Unlike roads that usually have two or three sources of funding, this may have up to 20 different sources of funding, which is very common for rail.” Spillar said. “Unlike roads there is no single budget that funds rail.”

While federal funding is available, it is becoming increasingly harder to acquire, prompting Spillar’s team to recommend going to a city bond election for the

$290 million required to complete phase one, or the “backbone,” of the project.

Should the bond be approved, that initial investment would then be the first part of a 50/50 match with federal funds, meaning the Federal Transit Authority would fund the remainder of the project.

Once built, the additional challenge is funding the $21-23 million in annual operating costs. Spillar said Capital Metro is a strong option to take on the responsibility.

“It depends on how the city wants to set the system up and how they want it to be run, but I think it would be a good partnership,” Capital Metro Communications Specialist Misty Whited said.

Integration

Urban rail would meet up with the Capital Metro Red Line at two points: at a station on Manor Road and again at the Austin Convention Center terminal downtown. From the convention center, a rail spur would run through downtown to the Seaholm Development at the corner of Lamar Boulevard and Cesar Chavez Street.

On the south side of the river, a rail spur would break off to connect with the Long Center, Palmer Center and all the bus routes connected to them.

“I think it could fit together very well. The two systems go together nicely,” Whited said. “The commuter rail will provide for the people coming in from the suburban areas, and then this new plan could get people who are already in Austin around downtown a lot quicker.”

University of Texas

“Sometimes [bus service] gets pretty slow if the bus has to come across IH 35, and it’s not the most pleasant way of getting young people to campus,” UT Dean of Architecture and transit working group member Fritz Steiner said. “Any way that would be speedier and safer would be very welcome for the students and also cut down congestion around campus.”

Few universities are outfitted with an integrated rail system, giving UT a unique opportunity to do something special, Spillar said.

Steiner cited the UT Alumni Center, Erwin Center and Darryl K. Royal-Memorial Football Stadium as key positions for stops on the rail line, noting the added benefit for non-students who come to campus for special events.

Funding, where the system really needs help, is also a problem for UT. Alternate options such as donating right-of-way easements are being considered.

“UT does contribute significantly to Capital Metro’s budget, so the question is, can that money be shifted from underwriting buses to underwriting rail?” Steiner said. “If it’s a more effective, safe system, then it could make good sense just to shift those funds.”

The next step

Spillar and his team are busy preparing detailed construction and funding plans. The design is roughly 2 percent complete and would need to reach 15-30 percent before it could be turned over to a contractor.

Spillar said he hopes to be able to get the bond proposition on the ballot in either May or November of 2010 and is optimistic that Austinites will get behind the idea as they learn more about it.

“Absolutely there are people that think the opposite, but that’s the debate that has to evolve. That’s a healthy discussion that needs to happen,” Spillar said. “Any time you’re embarking on a major investment, whether it be a road or transit system, there should be public input on that.”

Full Story
Freight operations switch to evenings Feb. 9; new quiet zones take effect

Community Impact Newspaper

Monday, 09 February 2009

In preparation for the launch of Capital MetroRail service, freight operations will shift to nights along Capital Metro's rail line beginning Feb. 9.

Freight trains will be able to travel between 9 p.m. and 4:30 a.m. However, Capital Metro and its freight operator anticipate having the last freight train clear the tracks by 11 p.m. or midnight whenever possible until additional quiet zones take effect. Two to four freight trains will run during this time.

On Feb. 14, Capital MetroRail trains will begin daytime test runs between Leander and downtown Austin. During this time Capital Metro will be testing every aspect of the signals and crossings, training the engineers who will operate the trains and fine-tuning the schedule in preparation for the beginning of service on March 30.

Advertisement

Quiet Zones

For safety and noise reduction near residential areas, Capital Metro has installed quad gates at many railroad crossings along the 32-mile passenger rail line. Quad gates prevent vehicles from driving around railroad crossings. These safety upgrades allow cities to request quiet zones from the Federal Railroad Administration to permit trains to approach crossings without blowing horns. This investment is part of Capital Metro's commitment to safety and quality of life near the tracks.

New quiet zones in the City of Austin will take effect at many crossings along the passenger rail line on Feb 9. Train horns will still sound at some crossings in the new quiet zones as Capital Metro completes the installation of equipment. Quiet Zones are already in effect at many crossings in Leander and Cedar Park.

Residents should be aware that trains will still sound horns in quiet zones in emergency situations, such as when a pedestrian or car is on the tracks or any time a train accelerates from a stopped position.

Railroad Quiet Zones – Frequently asked questions

When are trains required to sound horns at railroad crossings?

    The Federal Railroad Administration requires that trains sound horns 20 seconds prior to reaching public crossings unless a quiet zone has been approved. On Capital Metro's rail line, this includes both freight and MetroRail passenger trains.

What is a quiet zone?

    A quiet zone is an FRA-approved section of track where trains are not required to sound horns at crossings.

How are quiet zones established?

    Local municipalities, not Capital Metro, must submit quiet zone applications to the FRA. However, Capital Metro works closely with the various municipalities during this process.

Are any quiet zones in effect along Capital Metro's passenger rail line?

    Yes. Quiet zones are currently in effect in Leander at Crystal Falls Parkway and South Street (2243) and in Cedar Park at Block House Drive, New Hope Drive, FM 1431, Discovery Blvd., Park Street and Brushy Creek Road.

    On Feb. 9, new quiet zones take effect in the City of Austin from U.S. Hwy 183 to downtown and between McNeil/Merriltown Road and Gracy Farms Road. However, horns will still sound at the following crossings while Capital Metro completes the installation of equipment: McNeil/Merriltown, McNeil, Oak Creek, Adelphi, 1325 (MoPac Frontage), Gracy Farms, Manor, MLK, 12th Street, Rosewood, Webberville, 7th and 6th streets. Capital Metro anticipates completing the installation of equipment at these crossings prior to the launch of MetroRail service on March 30.

Will there be any quiet zones along Capital Metro's rail line outside of the 32-mile passenger rail corridor?

    Yes. Capital Metro plans to install quad gates at the following crossings to limit horn noise from freight trains: Pleasant Valley, Gonzales, Tillery, Lyons and Springdale. It is anticipated that a quiet zone in this area will take effect later this year.

Will I still hear train horns in designated quiet zones?

    Yes. Capital Metro freight and passenger trains will still sound horns in emergency situations such as when there is a car or pedestrian on the tracks. Trains also are still required to sound horns when accelerating from a stopped position.

What kind of equipment is required for a quiet zone?

    Crossings must have supplemental safety measures such as quad gates or raised medians which prevent cars from driving around gates.

Why do I still hear trains sounding horns at crossings equipped with quad gates?

    Adding supplemental safety measures such as quad gates does not automatically initiate a quiet zone. Quiet zones must be approved by the FRA.

How long does it take for a quiet zone application to be approved?

    After a municipality submits a quiet zone application to the FRA, there is a 60-day comment period. Then the municipality files a letter of establishment. Following that letter there is a 20-day notification period. When those steps are complete, a quiet zone can take effect.

Public Invited to Tour

Fox News

Feb 14, 2009

AUSTIN - Each Saturday during the month of February, Capital Metro is taking time to introduce the public to the new MetroRail in a series of open house events where prospective passengers can board the cars and find out how to ride. FOX 7's Lauren Petrowski finds out all the important MetroRail details like how much a ride will cost and the length of time it takes to make a round trip from Leander to Downtown Austin.

The first of these session will occur the weekend of February 14 and will take place at Plaza Saltillo in East Austin.

Video
Texas legislators propose transportation funding option

Austin Business Journal

Monday, February 16, 2009

By Nima Kapadia, Dallas Business Journal
A bill that would allow local communities to raise taxes or fees to support urban and suburban commuter rail lines and highways was filed at the Capitol on Monday.

The plan, known as the Texas Local Option Transportation Act, was unveiled by State Sen. John Carona, R-Dallas, and State Rep. Vicki Truitt, R-Southlake, at a news conference at D/FW Airport early in the day. Carona and Truitt are co-sponsors of the legislation.

The proposal authorizes new funding tools that would require voter approval. Funds raised would be used for projects such as new roads, commuter rail service, airport projects, downtown trolleys and bridges.

The legislation would apply to Travis and Hays counties in Central Texas, as well as the D/FW area and Bexar County where San Antonio is located.

"This piece of legislation will allow urban areas like North Texas to set their own course and vote on what matters them," said Carona. "It is critical in improving transportation."

Carona is chairman of the Senate Transportation and Homeland Security Committee.

The legislation does not involve a sales tax increase, supporters said. Instead, residents will choose from a ''menu of options'' that include fees imposed on previously registered out-of-state vehicles, vehicle registration renewals, a "driver's fee' imposed on driver's license issuances and renewals once every six years and a local-option gas tax not to exceed 10 cents per gallon on the sale of gasoline.

The bill contains maximum rates for each fee that a county cannot exceed.

Full Story
Letting gas tax float with inflation might have a chance

Austin American-Statesman

Monday, February 16, 2009

Getting There: Ben Wear

Stop me if you've heard this one: Texas' gas tax rate has been fossilized at 20 cents a gallon since 1991 and has lost more than half its purchasing power to inflation. The Legislature will consider raising it this session.

Here's where the joke changes. Lawmakers might actually do it this time, and Gov. Rick Perry has signaled that he could let such a bill become law.

Two caveats: It still might not happen. And if it did, the change — which would allow the rate to increase with inflation — would be so small as to make little difference for years.

Several factors contribute to this climate change.

Money for transportation is indisputably in drought, and lawmakers have mixed feelings about the alternative to the gas tax: tollways.

Furthermore, Texas has fallen out of the gas tax mainstream. Not long ago, Texas' fuel tax fell squarely in the middle among states. Now, only 13 states have lower gas taxes; 14 are above 30 cents a gallon.

One is above 40 cents a gallon . Stunningly, it's New York.

Twelve states have variable gas tax rates, most of them in the form of a percentage sales tax on fuel. That means they float up or down with the price at the pump. Eleven states have local taxes on fuel, something Texas lawmakers will consider authorizing this spring, subject to local voter approval.

Five states have increased by statute the per-gallon rate in the past six years. Another five have indexed gas tax rates to inflation. Which is what would happen here were Senate Bill 217 to become law.

State Sen. John Carona, R-Dallas , chairman of the Senate Transportation and Homeland Security Committee , is carrying that bill. In 2007, Carona was a lonely voice in pushing for a gas tax increase. He held a news conference midsession to argue that it was necessary. No lawmaker stood with him that day, and the idea went nowhere.

A truly meaningful gas tax increase, something like 10 cents a gallon (raising an additional $1 billion a year for transportation), would be a "bridge too far" politically, Carona said in a recent letter to fellow senators that also advocated continuing to build some toll roads. But allowing the gas tax to float up with a construction cost index, as his bill would do, might have a chance.

If inflation were 5 percent , that would increase the tax 1 cent a gallon in the first year, raising about $100 million . Statewide, that's not much. Over time, however, it could raise significant bucks.

That will also be the criticism, that it would be an out-of-control robotax. But a legislature at any time can pass a law voiding that year's increase or even cancel indexing entirely (as Wisconsin did in 2005 ).

We'll see how the joke plays this session.

Full Story
Mayor: 2009 issues include homeless, economy and transit

Fort Worth Business Press

February 12, 2009

BY LESLIE WIMMER

Working to end homelessness, increasing public safety, strengthening Fort Worth’s economy and taking care of traffic congestion are Mayor Mike Moncrief’s goals for 2009.

Moncrief outlined these issues and other concerns for the city’s future at the 2009 Mayor’s State of the City address Feb. 12 at the Fort Worth Convention Center.

Looking back to 2008, Moncrief listed the creation of new gas drilling ordinances, a balanced city budget and work in economic development in some of the city’s communities as progress made during a tough economy, he said.

In the mayor’s 2008 state of the city address, Moncrief listed improving the city’s gas drilling ordinances, gaining ground on the Trinity River Vision and creating a 10-year plan to end homelessness as issues to take on before 2009.

“The city put sweeping changes into the gas drilling ordinances in December,” Moncrief said. “The Barnett Shale represents an enormous advantage for our economy, the benefits are undeniable: Jobs, business investment, and bonus and royalty checks in the hands of countless residents. Thanks to the new ordinance, we’re in a better position to protect our neighborhoods, protect our environment, and protect our unique quality of life. All of this while protecting the rights of residents to develop their minerals, that’s a delicate balance to strike.”

Moncrief also emphasized the importance of moving forward on the city’s Directions Home plan, which aims to end homelessness within 10 years in Fort Worth by providing a combination of housing and services.

In 2008, Fort Worth spent about $30 million on hospital costs, shelter operations and on responding to 911 calls at homeless shelters, he said.

“Our goal is to make homelessness rare, short-term and nonrecurring within 10 years,” Moncrief said. “Not only is it practical and compassionate, it makes economic sense. Getting people off the streets and out of emergency shelters is less expensive than letting them suffer under a bridge or out in an alley somewhere.”

Another issue Moncrief outlined was public safety, adding the city’s citizens on patrol program has been key to reducing crime rates, as well as opening new fire stations, bringing in more fire fighters, police officers and sergeants.

“Fort Worth experienced its lowest murder rate in 40 years,” Moncrief said.

Since the 1994 introduction of the city’s crime control and prevention district, the city’s crime rate has dropped 39 percent, Moncrief said.

Voters will have the choice to approve the reauthorization again in this year’s elections.

The last issue Moncrief covered as a goal for 2009 was to work on traffic congestion in Fort Worth. He also mentioned transportation projects including Rail North Texas, the North Tarrant Express and Southwest Parkway.

State Senators John Carona, R-Dallas, and Vikki Truitt, R-Southlake, are expected to introduce the Texas Local Option Transportation Act soon.

The bill will be a statewide version of the Rail North Texas initiative, Moncrief said. 

“Let me be very clear, simply building more streets to accommodate new cars is not the answer to our mobility problems,” Moncrief said. “North Texas will be home to more than 9 million people by 2030, that’s not that far away. With all the money and support in the world, we couldn’t build enough roads to support this growth. I believe that a seamless, clean and efficient commuter rail system, connected to other public transportation systems, will help us get moving again.”

Full Story
Metro may be nearing deal on next 4 light rail lines

Houston Chronicle

Feb. 15, 2009

By ROSANNA RUIZ

After two years of negotiations with two firms, the Metropolitan Transit Authority may be close to reaching a deal with a contractor to build and operate its next four light rail lines.

"We’re in final negotiations," said George Smalley, a Metro spokesman. "In a negotiation, though, you never know until it’s really over."

The pending breakthrough with Parsons Transportation Group comes three years before Metro has said all five of its additional rail lines will be complete. The fifth rail line, the University line, remains in preliminary stages of development; another agreement will have to reached on that line.

Despite the tight time frame for the new lines, Metro officials say they are sticking to the 2012 target date.

Metro’s Red Line, which runs along Main Street, has been operational since 2004.

The Metropolitan Transit Authority’s board has to approve the contract, which will likely appear on this week’s agenda, Smalley said.

Last April, Metro announced that Parsons Transportation Group would design, build, operate and maintain four of its rail lines after yearlong negotiations with Metro’s first choice, Washington Group International, fell apart. In the end, WGI and Metro were "hundreds of millions" of dollars apart, Metro’s President and CEO Frank J. Wilson said at the time.

Wilson declined to reveal WGI’s estimate for the North, Southeast, East End and Uptown lines, but the figure was made known to Parsons.

An analysis prepared last year put the cost of all five new rail lines, including the longer and costlier University line, at $2.6 billion.

Negotiations with Parsons covered maintenance and operation, elements not common in most rail contracts, industry sources said.

Any design flaws discovered during the first few years of operation will be taken care of by Parsons, Smalley said.

‘Still set on that path’

Metro leaders remain confident that the five lines, which total 30 miles, can be completed on schedule.

"We’re still set on that path," Smalley said, "but it doesn’t mean it’s going to be easy."

Valley Metro light rail in Phoenix opened its 20-mile, $1.4 billion line in December after four years of construction.

Metro’s negotiation process seems to have taken a reasonable length of time, given the scope of the project, said Henry Kay, a Maryland Transit Administration deputy administrator.

"I can see us easily taking that long to contract for far less value with far less at stake," Kay said. "They’re making a commitment to provide service over many years."

Negotiations began in January 2007, when Metro announced WGI would be its builder. After the deal failed, Metro paid WGI $77 million for its preliminary work which was handed over to Parsons. Metro has paid Parsons $11.8 million for its work under a temporary agreement.

Among the "moving parts" involved in the deal include the unknown amount of funds Metro may receive in the stimulus package, Smalley said. Metro has requested $410 million to help begin work on the North and Southeast lines and an additional $70 million to convert high-occupancy vehicle lanes into toll lanes.

Full Story
Dallas-Fort Worth officials ask suburbs to chip in to get transportation bill passed

Fort Worth Star-Telergam

Posted on Mon, Feb. 16, 2009 

By DAVE MONTGOMERY

AUSTIN — After committing more than a quarter of a million dollars in lobbying fees for a major transportation bill, North Texas officials are asking suburban cities to step up with more money to push the legislation "over the goal line."

HillCo Partners, one of Austin’s blue-ribbon lobbying firms, has been hired to lead the charge in behalf of the bill, designed to fund road and rail improvements in the traffic-clogged Metroplex.

But HillCo’s 13 registered lobbyists don’t come cheap. And the total price tag apparently remains a work in progress as the Austin firm tries to persuade lawmakers to approve a rewritten version of legislation they rejected two years ago.

Fort Worth, Arlington and the Tarrant Regional Transportation Coalition have agreed to pay HillCo $275,000 for its transportation lobbying efforts. The coalition and Fort Worth approved separate contracts of $100,000 each, while Arlington authorized $75,000.

The transportation coalition, composed of 38 cities and four counties, is also asking for additional payments from smaller suburban cities in what it predicts will be a hefty and costly undertaking. The bill, which will be outlined at a news conference Monday, is considered one of North Texas’ top legislative priorities.

Solicitation letters sent to member cities propose payments of $5,000 each for cities with more than 25,000 residents and $2,500 for cities with fewer. The payments can be made separately to HillCo or sent to the coalition as an "addendum" to its $100,000 contract with the firm, said Vic Suhm, the coalition’s executive director.

Appeals to the suburbs

"We need the participation of our region’s suburban cities to muster the resources we need to achieve success," said the letter from Mayors Ken Shetter of Burleson and Oscar Trevino of North Richland Hills. Shetter is coalition chairman and Trevino, a former chairman, is on the executive committee.

In the letter, the mayors proclaimed a "good start" on behalf of the funding bill but said "it is going to take a monumental effort to get us over the goal line. . . . While smaller cities can’t match the large commitments Fort Worth and Arlington have made, we can and should do our part."

Most towns and cities in Tarrant County are coalition members, as are businesses and chambers of commerce.

In the solicitation mailings, Shetter and Trevino noted that the coalition, "in partnership with the region’s largest cities and counties, has engaged HillCo as our legislative advocate to help get this critical legislation passed this session."

What’s next

Sponsors of the legislation, called the Texas Local Option Transportation Act, will outline their plans at a news conference today at Dallas/Fort Worth Airport. Rep. Vicki Truitt, R-Keller, plans to file a bill in the House, and Sen. John Carona, R-Dallas, will introduce a companion measure in the Senate.

Approval by the Legislature would allow voters in North Texas counties, including Tarrant, to decide from a menu of taxes and fees that would fund road improvements and a multi-county regional rail network.

The plan, earlier called Rail North Texas, is a reworked version of a bill that died in the 2007 Legislature. It never made it out of committee because of objections to using sales tax as a method of financing. The sales tax is not part of the new measure.

HillCo, formed in 1998 by consultant Bill Miller and former state Rep. Neal "Buddy" Jones, has well-established ties in North Texas. In addition to its work on the transportation issue, the firm also promotes the legislative agendas of a dozen towns and cities, including Fort Worth, Arlington, Dallas, North Richland Hills, Burleson, Southlake, Irving and Denton.

The state government is prohibited from using public money for lobbying services, but the prohibition does not extend to cities, said Tim Sorrells, a spokesman for the Texas Ethics Commission. City officials say professional on-the-ground lobbyists are vital to help cities with their legislative needs, although some taxpayer advocates criticize the expenditure of tax money to private lobbying firms.

"People who make that charge really haven’t worked in the trenches down here," said Miller, the HillCo executive. "If you’re down here part-time, then you won’t be successful."

'Biggest, baddest partner’

Shetter said coalition officials considered other firms but agreed that HillCo, with its track record for success, had the best chance of reversing North Texas’ fortunes from the previous legislative session. "You want sort of the biggest, baddest partner you can get," the Burleson mayor said.

The coalition has paid HillCo a portion of its $100,000 contract for transportation lobbying and is paying the remainder on a monthly basis, said Suhm, the executive director. Fort Worth is finalizing its $100,000 transportation contract to HillCo after it was approved by the City Council on Tuesday, said Reid Rector, the city’s director of governmental relations.

The fee for transportation lobbying, he said, is separate from Fort Worth’s $93,000 contract with HillCo to represent the city’s other legislative issues in Austin, Rector said.

The Arlington City Council expanded its professional services contract with HillCo on Dec. 2 to pay the company an additional $75,000 to "promote a regional transportation system," according the council’s minutes.

Under a contract approved by the Arlington council Sept. 2, the city is paying HillCo $8,000 per month for the five months of the legislative session and $6,667 per month when the Legislature is not in session. The council also authorized $36,500 for a legislative consultant in another contract modification with HillCo on Feb. 3, according to council minutes.

Amassing resources for victory

Shetter and Trevino said the ultimate cost of the lobbying effort on the transportation bill has not been determined. The coalition, they said, felt that it is necessary to ask its suburban members to contribute to the effort, both to raise additional money and to give them a stronger stake in the outcome.

"We’re talking about millions of dollars of economic development," Shetter said. "When you’re trying to get something like that for a region, you don’t want to do things on the cheap. I want to make sure we have all the resources we need to see this thing through to the end."

Miller, HillCo’s co-founder, said that he was unaware of the request for the additional payments from coalition members.

"I’m happy that people see the value of hiring us and want to see us paid," he said. "That’s encouraging."

Miller said HillCo met with North Texas officials throughout the summer before getting the green light to take the lead on the transportation bill. The company’s lobbyists are working en masse to pass the legislation, he said, adding that HillCo is engaged in the most comprehensive deployment of "manpower and womanpower" since he co-founded the firm more than a decade ago.

"I’ve seen more HillCo people at these meetings than any other deal I’ve done," Miller said. "We have a big pool of talent, and we’re deploying it as fast and furiously as we can."

Although elected officials also participate in the effort and make contact with lawmakers, Miller said, HillCo is "quarterbacking the play" and directing strategy.

"We have to persuade people to support it, to find ways to make it attractive to them," he said. "Or to persuade them that their opposition is unwarranted. It’s a classic lobby deal."

A fundamental challenge, Miller said, is to convince lawmakers that this bill is not the same one the Legislature considered in 2007.

"The principal thing we’re fighting is the history of the bill," he said. "It’s a totally new bill, and we have to re-educate people."

Full Story
Lawmaker: Stimulus giving Metro $180 million for rail

Houston Chronicle Washington Bureau

Feb. 5, 2009

By STEWART M. POWELL

WASHINGTON — Houston Metro is due to receive as much as $180 million over the next 12 months from a huge economic stimulus bill to help jump-start construction of two light rail lines, a House committee chairman said Wednesday.

The long-delayed rail lines on the city’s north and southeast sides are a “very high-rated project,” said Rep. James Oberstar, D-Minn., who heads the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee. The project, he said, is ready to go and has cleared all but one step of a federal review.

“I will work with the Houston (congressional) delegation and with the Federal Transit Administration to process this project along,” Oberstar told the Houston Chronicle.

Asked if Metro’s overall request for $410 million from the economic stimulus bill had been realistic, Oberstar replied, “I should think so.”

But the veteran lawmaker said the final amount of stimulus money for Metro would depend on action by the Senate and a House-Senate conference committee. Oberstar expects to sit on the conference committee.

If the transit portion of the stimulus package “stays at the $12 billion level (set by his committee), this would be a project in very good standing,” he said. The Senate was debating the bill Wednesday.

Oberstar’s comments followed an hourlong, closed-door meeting with a delegation that included Frank J. Wilson, the Metropolitan Transit Authority’s president and CEO, and Democratic Reps. Al Green and Sheila Jackson Lee. Also present were Houston Metro board members Burt Ballanfant. George DeMontrond and Jimmy Stewart, and Houston City Council member Sue Lovell.

“We are delighted with what we heard today,” Wilson said after the meeting, adding that Metro has a champion in Oberstar.

Goal: Add 5 lines by 2012

Green said the meeting showed that “Houston is still in the hunt” for the funding. Jackson Lee said that “the initial money under the stimulus package will jump-start construction.”

The light rail projects became urgent because of delays, officials said, and stand ready for construction.

They also qualify for emergency transit assistance because of damage from Hurricane Ike.

The north and southeast rail lines are part of a Metro plan to add five lines by 2012 to downtown’s 7-mile rail system.

Representatives of the Galveston area, led by Galveston Mayor Lyda Ann Thomas and League City Mayor Toni Randall, also made the rounds on Capitol Hill on Wednesday to press their case for more than $25 million to help the region recover from Ike.

The Galveston officials want at least $10 million in economic stimulus funds to help finance an estimated $400 million Galveston-Houston commuter rail project.

Galveston-area officials scheduled visits with Texas’ Republican senators, Kay Bailey Hutchison and John Cornyn, and with Republican Reps. Ron Paul and Pete Olson, whose districts include the region.

Full Story
Survey: Americans would pay for infrastructure

Austin Business Journal

Monday, February 16, 2009

A new survey suggests that Americans realize infrastructure is in bad shape and 68 percent would pay more taxes to help fund highway and bridge maintenance and new construction.

About 1,000 Americans were polled earlier this month for the survey commissioned by HNTB Corp.

More than four in five (81 percent) respondents say making sacrifices to pay for infrastructure improvements now will make the difference between a more prosperous or a more difficult future for the next generation.

The average American would pay $22 a month to cut down on the time they spend in traffic by 20 percent, says the survey.

“These survey results show people understand the value infrastructure projects have in advancing job creation and economic competitiveness,” said Paul Yarossi, president of HNTB Holdings Ltd. “By making it easier to deliver goods and services and respond to natural and man-made disasters, America will prosper.”

Other findings include:

    * When asked about infrastructure spending in the economic stimulus package, 60 percent said highway and bridge maintenance and new construction was most important to them

    * 81 percent think the expansion of high-speed rail and light rail transit systems can transform U.S. travel and commerce like the Interstate Highway System did during the 20th century

    * 50 percent believe spending on highway projects should equal spending on public transportation

    * 66 percent think freight and passenger traffic should be separated on the roads and rails

Full Story
Buses, Trains and Stimulus

The New York Times

February 13, 2009

By David Leonhardt

By any measure, money for mass-transit agencies seems to be a fine form of stimulus. Many local agencies are now facing budget shortfalls, leading them to raise fares, cut services and lay off workers. If the federal government sent money to these agencies, it would prevent some job cuts — serving as a quick form of stimulus, since a job not lost is just as good as one created. Money for mass transit would also make it easier for low-income workers, who are so far bearing the brunt of the recession, to get to their jobs or to search for new ones.

As an added benefit, well-functioning mass transit systems tend to reduce carbon emissions. And President Obama has said he wants the stimulus bill to be a down payment on solving larger problems.

Yet the stimulus bill does not include operating funds for mass transit. Instead, the bills would pay for new construction, of both new transit projects and highways. Why?

I asked that question of two mass-transit experts and advocates, and their full answers appear below. The main reason seems to be a fear that giving federal funds to transit agencies will make them fat, happy and inefficient.

The opposition, said Phineas Baxandall — a policy analyst at U.S. PIRG, the national federation of state Public Interest Research Groups — “comes from the idea that it disciplines states not to request projects that they aren’t willing to support.” It’s not a bad idea in theory. But it’s a bit tough to swallow at a time when other state and local government agencies — not to mention Wall Street — are being given operating funds. Polly Trottenberg, executive director of Building America’s Future, the infrastructure advocacy group, notes, “The federal government is undertaking numerous other public and private bailouts in this moment of economic crisis.”

If readers have alternative explanations, let us know. Otherwise, it’s hard not to see this as a missed opportunity.

Here are the full answers.

First, from Ms. Trottenberg (whose group was founded by by Gov. Edward Rendell of Pennsylvania, Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger of California, and Mayor Michael Bloomberg of New York):

    The failure to include operating assistance in the economic recovery package for struggling transit agencies across the country can be traced to a long-standing U.S. political and policy bias against major urban transit systems. The less-than-robust transit funding contained in the bill is restricted to capital and maintenance projects, except — and this is an important loophole — for small and rural systems.

    The main argument against operating assistance is that (large urbanized area) transit systems which receive it cease to operate efficiently and become permanently dependent upon federal funding. Ironically, no one seems to have that same worry about smaller transit systems. And of course the federal government is undertaking numerous other public and private bailouts in this moment of economic crisis.

    Major urban transit systems are typically cash-strapped and constantly searching to cut costs and improve efficiencies, it is highly unlikely that a temporary, one-time infusion of operating assistance would change that. Some studies have even indicated that the capital-intensive federal transit policy has actually spurred greater inefficiency by encouraging systems to over-invest in new rolling stock while failing to adequately fund service improvements to attract riders.

    Transit ridership is surging, we need to create jobs and economic growth while reducing carbon emissions. It is only common sense that we find $2 billion in temporary operating assistance in an $800 billion economic recovery bill so that transit systems don’t have to cut service, mothball equipment, lay off workers, and raise fares.

Now from Mr. Baxandall, who is a political scientist and former Federal Reserve researcher:

    The Economic Recovery Act begins to address the backlog of capital needs, such as for new buses, rail cars, signals and refurbished stations. But no funds will assist with the day-to-day operations which are ironically the most “ready to go.” Operating funds pay for things like basic repairs, fuel, and salaries. Assistance is crucial now because public transit agencies are straining to meet unprecedented levels of ridership while they suffer cutbacks from struggling state and local governments. In fact, over 60 transit agencies currently face layoffs, service cuts, or fare hikes. As a result, millions of Americans across the country will find it more difficult and expensive to get to work. The main reason Congress overlooked operating assistance is because in the past they’ve always left this task wholly to the states, which isn’t a very good reason.

    It’s debatable whether operating expenses should normally be the responsibility of the federal government; but these certainly aren’t normal times. If Congress can provide billions of dollars in operating assistance to banks on Wall Street, it should be able to provide operating assistance for the transit systems on Main Street.

    The long-held prohibition on operating funds comes from the idea that it disciplines states not to request projects that they aren’t willing to support. This makes more sense in theory than in action. A similar principle on the highway side (with some limited exceptions such as some limited bridge funds) is one reason why roads are badly maintained. That is, it’s politically more attractive to take credit for having secured federal funds to build a new road than to battle against other state programs to devote scarce general revenues toward maintaining roads.

    On the transit side, the lack of federal operating assistance is more of a problem because operations are a much larger cost component relative to capital. Highways need repair; but they don’t need to pay for many vehicle drivers, mechanics, or to buy fuel.

Full Story
Tough Times for Mass Transit

Wired.com

February 03, 2009 

By Dave Demerjian 

With the economy shaky and gas prices still unpredictable, more Americans than ever using light rail, subway, and bus to get where they need to go. Which makes the service cuts, layoffs, and fare increases that are decimating transit systems across the country all the more painful.

Our seemingly bottomless recession is creating record budget shortfalls at the state and local level, and that has transportation agencies desperately cutting costs and raising revenue to stay solvent. They're counting on money from the proposed federal stimulus package to keep things from getting worse, but today Senate Republicans shot down a Democrat plan to pad that bill with extra transit funding.

Full Story
Reversing The ‘Transit Paradox’

The Work Room.com
Feb 4th, 2009

By Pat Garofalo

The New York Times reported today on the “transit paradox” — rising transit demand that is being met with service cuts:

    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. 

Full Story
Georgia Senate OKs optional transportation tax

Counties would have power to band together to pay extra for projects. Voters could not weigh in on the idea until 2010.

The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

Wednesday, February 04, 2009

By Mary Lou Pickel, Ariel Hart

The Georgia Senate overwhelmingly passed legislation Tuesday that could let voters decide to pay a penny sales tax in metro Atlanta for new roads, rail and other transportation projects. The measure would allow other counties in the rest of the state to band together to tax themselves, or go it alone, if they chose.

Sen. Jeff Mullis (R-Chickamauga), who sponsored the Senate legislation (SB 39 and SR 44), hailed its passage as “the first step out of the gate” toward solving metro Atlanta’s and Georgia’s transportation mess.

Mullis said voters would probably protest metro Atlanta’s transportation gridlock with pitchforks and sickles at the Capitol, but “they can’t get here because they’re stuck in traffic,” he said.

Whether the bills will become law, however, is anything but certain.

On the other side of the Capitol, a different proposal is making its way through the House.

That bill and a companion resolution (HB 277 and HR 206), sponsored by Rep. Vance Smith (R-Pine Mountain), would levy a statewide penny sales tax to fund a list of projects the bill spells out. Counties could not opt out.

At least two of the project ideas listed in the House bill have made news before. One seems similar to the Northern Arc, though it would be at least 15 miles north of I-285. Another is a north-south highway tunnel under Atlanta.

Department of Transportation board member David Doss, who proposed a similar list of projects two years ago, said he believed the tunnel would fill the gap between Ga. 400 and I-675, an area where a surface highway was defeated by neighborhood political pressure.

Both projects would be built by private companies, probably to be repaid through tolls, not sales taxes, said House spokesman Marshall Guest. The Senate proposal, in contrast, allows regions to draw up their own project lists.

Last year a regional proposal made it through the House but failed in the 11th hour in the Senate.

This year, Senate and House leaders already have admitted that transportation funding might have to wait until next year. Whether passed this year or next, voters couldn’t vote on it until 2010. During Tuesday’s Senate debate, some senators pointed out the bill might have to have more work.

Some legislators said a delay could endanger the initiative. Sen. Doug Stoner (D-Smyrna) said he feared the fragile coalition of 10 metro Atlanta counties and the city of Atlanta that support the tax, would break apart by the 2010 election year. “It’ll be swept up into partisan politics in the gubernatorial election,” he said.

Lt. Gov. Casey Cagle, who is running for governor next year, called the House statewide approach, “the largest tax increase in Georgia history,” when he was surrounded by TV cameras after the Senate vote. He hopes the House will come around to the Senate’s point of view. “It’s extremely important that we act this year,” Cagle said.

Full Story
City Planning Commission gets look at New Orleans' first master plan

The Times-Picayune

Tuesday February 10, 2009

by Bruce Eggler

Replacing the Pontchartrain Expressway with a regular city street, encouraging both affordable and middle-class housing, discouraging new subdivisions, protecting established neighborhoods, promoting "green" building policies, and combining city departments that oversee recreation and parks are among the scores of ideas expected to be included in New Orleans' first official master plan.

On Monday, members of the City Planning Commission got their first look at what consultants working for the commission have in mind as they create the master plan and a revised zoning ordinance.

The consultants spent more than four hours presenting their preliminary ideas, which incorporate many suggestions made in citywide and district meetings late last year and later meetings with neighborhood organizations and other groups.

One key piece of good news, said lead consultant David Dixon of the Boston planning firm Goody Clancy, is that after decades of economic stagnation and the disaster of Hurricane Katrina, New Orleans could be poised for sustained growth.

A growing demand for urban housing among singles and childless couples who want to live in cities that offer a rewarding quality of life means the number of New Orleans households is likely to grow steadily in the next two decades, even if the city's population does not greatly expand, Dixon said. The result will be a demand for thousands of new housing units, he said.

Among the ideas for the master plan and revised zoning law presented by Dixon and Larissa Brown of Goody Clancy and Jack Swenson of Camiros, a Chicago planning firm focusing on zoning issues, were:

-- Using incentives, disincentives and regulations to promote infill construction and repair of blighted buildings in old neighborhoods that have lost population and need more density to support expanded services and shopping opportunities. "The city's future does not lie anywhere in being more like a suburb," Dixon said.

-- Promoting the development of "neighborhood centers" that can combine schools, health clinics, shops, recreational attractions and social services.

-- Focusing on redevelopment of major vacant or underused "opportunity sites" such as the former Lindy Boggs Medical Center, the Earhart Boulevard corridor, the former Kennedy High School site and the large vacant tract at the upriver end of the Ernest N. Morial Convention Center.

-- Preserving all existing wetlands in the city, planting thousands of new trees, enacting "green" building policies, and increasing the number of canals and water features both to enhance the city's beauty and to control flooding.

-- Seeking to double the number of housing units in the Downtown Development District area and French Quarter, while using zoning tools to strengthen the economics of the Central Business District.

-- Encouraging rapid-transit bus routes to eastern New Orleans, the West Bank and other underserved areas, adding hundreds of miles of bike routes and supporting efforts to replace the limited-access expressway that cuts through the heart of the city with a normal street or boulevard. Interstate 10 traffic traveling through the city would use I-610. Dixon said eliminating the expressway would provide a disincentive to living in the suburbs and emphasize that preserving the city's neighborhoods is more important than shorter commute times.

-- Increasing the size of the City Planning Commission's staff so it can assign individual staff members to each of the city's 13 planning districts and take the lead in implementing the master plan and promoting desirable development projects.

The master plan will lay out principles for the city's physical development over the next 20 years.

The zoning ordinance, longer and more specific, will define how all 250,000 parcels of land in the city can be used. It will replace a zoning law -- passed in the early 1970s and since amended hundreds of times -- that everyone agrees is so complex, hard to understand and outdated that it has needed replacement for many years.

April public meetings

The consultants don't expect to have a first draft of the complete master plan finished until March 2, after which the commission will have a chance to review it before it holds public meetings on a more polished draft in April. The plan also will be posted on the project's Web site, www.nolamasterplan.org.

A second revised draft, taking into account comments from the commission and the public, is expected by the end of May. At least one more citywide meeting is likely to be held before the plan goes to the commission for formal consideration.

The commission hopes to hold official citywide hearings and act on the plan in July before sending it to the City Council, which then will have 90 days to adopt, reject or propose changes in the plan. If the council rejects the plan or calls for changes, it will go back to the commission for further review.

Under an amendment to the City Charter adopted by voters in November, the master plan will have the force of law and all zoning and land-use laws and decisions, and many other government actions, must conform to it.

The plan must be reviewed and updated at least every five years and can be amended once a year, with the Planning Commission making recommendations and the council having the final word.

Mapping every parcel

Work on the new zoning ordinance will proceed more slowly, with final decisions having to wait until the council completes action on the master plan.

The consultants hope to have an initial draft of the zoning law ready by mid-May, with a complete draft by July. However, the process of redrawing all of the city's zoning maps to show exactly how each piece of property in the city will be zoned is likely to take considerably longer.

Work is likely to slow down as the mayoral and City Council campaigns move into high gear this winter.

Full Story
Public Transportation and Climate Change

Get Downtown.org

February 13, 2009

Nancy Shore

The Federal Transit Adminstration recently released a report on Public Transportation’s Role in Climate Change.

This document has the following info:

· Transportation accounts for 28% of Greenhouse Gas Emissions.  60% of these emissions comes from cars, pick-ups, and SUVs.

· Car transportation alone accounts for 47% of the carbon footprint for a typical American family.

· The most environmentally-friendly motorized transportation options are heavy rail and vanpools at average occupancy.

· 40 passenger buses produce the smallest amount of Greenhouse Gas emissions over their full life cycle, as compared to cars, pickups, trains, SUVs and smaller buses.

· The average car produces a little under 1 pound of CO2 per passenger mile.

Full Story
Help the environment, stay in the city

DC Examiner

2/11/09

By Edward L. Glaeser

Do you really want to be good to the environment? Stay away from it. Move to high-rise apartments surrounded by plenty of concrete. Americans who settle in leafy, low-density suburbs will leave a significantly deeper carbon footprint, it turns out, than Americans who live cheek by jowl in urban towers.

Further, when environmentalists resist new construction in their dense but environmentally friendly cities, they inadvertently ensure that it will take place somewhere else--somewhere with higher carbon emissions. Much local environmentalism, in short, is bad for the environment.

Matthew Kahn, an economics professor at UCLA, and I have quantified the first paradox. We estimated the amount of carbon dioxide that an average household would emit if it settled in each of the 66 major metropolitan areas in the United States.

Then we calculated, for 48 of those areas, the difference between what that average household would emit if it settled in the central city and what it would emit in the suburbs. (The remaining 18 areas had too little data for our calculations.)

The five metropolitan areas with the lowest levels of carbon emissions are all in California: San Francisco, San Jose, San Diego, Los Angeles, and Sacramento. These areas have remarkably low levels of both home heating and electricity use.

Coastal California emits little electricity or heat primarily because of its extremely temperate climate.   The great irony is that while carbon emissions would fall if more Americans moved to temperate California, California environmentalists have, for decades, been fighting to limit development in their state.

But in almost every metropolitan area, carbon emissions are significantly lower for people who live in central cities than for people who live in suburbs. New York City has the largest gap in emissions between central city and suburbs of any metropolitan area in the country--unsurprisingly, since New York’s central city is the epitome of dense urban living.

Our estimate is that an average New York City resident emits 4,462 pounds less of transportation-related carbon dioxide than an average New York suburbanite. The reductions in carbon emissions from home heating and electricity are comparably large, thanks to New York’s famously tiny apartments. Manhattan is one of the greenest places in America.

In only four cases in the entire 66-city sample were carbon emissions higher in central cities than in suburbs. In Los Angeles, central-city residents are using far more electricity than their suburban counterparts--possibly because newer, energy-efficient houses tend to be in the suburbs and because the urban core has many large homes.

In Pittsburgh, Dayton, and Detroit, central-city residents are using a lot of energy to heat their homes. Again, this reflects primarily the older stock of homes in these places: if the central cities were spawning modern, efficient apartments, they would be more energy-efficient.

The data suggest a strong general pattern: households in dense urban areas have significantly lower carbon emissions than households in the suburbs.

So California environmentalists have things exactly backward. If climate change is our major environmental challenge, the state should actively encourage new construction, rather than push it toward other areas.

It should ease restrictions in the urban cores of San Francisco, San Jose, Los Angeles, and San Diego. More building there would reduce average commute lengths and improve per-capita emissions. Higher densities could also justify more investment in new, low-emissions energy plants.

Similarly, limiting the height or growth of New York City skyscrapers incurs environmental costs. Building more apartments in Gotham will not only make the city more affordable; it will also reduce global warming.

Henry David Thoreau was wrong. Living in the country is not the right way to care for the Earth. The best thing that we can do for the planet is build more skyscrapers.

Full Story
Better Downtowns May Not Need Cars, But They Will Need Parking

Smart City

13 February 2009 

Downtowns can be designed to both reduce driving and boost the economy. But they're still going to need parking, according to urban designers George Crandall and Don Arambula.

"This week on Smart City: Is it possible to design a downtown that boosts the economy and helps people get around without their cars?

Urban designers George Crandall and Don Arambula of the firm Crandall Arambula think so. They join us this week to talk about 21st century retail, re-concentrating a city's downtown and why parking is still important, even when you want people to drive less."

Full Story
More room for bikes on trains

TerraPass.com

February 10, 2009

By Adam Stern

Train seats make way for bikes and lycra in Northern California
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Bay Area bike commuters are popping a few celebratory wheelies at the news that Caltrain, the rail service that runs between San Jose and San Francisco, is adding more bike racks to its train cars. Overall bicycle capacity will rise 27 percent — resulting in some carriages having as many as 40 slots for bikes.

To get the job done, Caltrain will remove some seats and reconfigure interior layouts to accommodate both cyclists and regular passengers. What I find most encouraging is that Caltrain acted in response to a campaign by cycling advocates to create more space for bikes. The activists put a spotlight on a growing problem: bike commuters arriving at the station in time to catch a train only to be told that there was no more room for them. Passengers can stand without too much inconvenience and still get to work or home on schedule, but cyclists may have to wait up to an hour for the next train.

After a spirited public meeting last Thursday, Caltrain decided to reconfigure the cars. On an average weekday, 2,400 cyclists take bikes on board — about 6 percent of total riders. Now even more commuters can save a car trip to/from the station and gain the added mobility — and improved health — that comes from taking along a bike.

Full Story
How the Crash Will Reshape America

The Atlantic

March 2009

by Richard Florida

"It is possible that the United States will enter a period of accelerating relative decline in the coming years, though that’s hardly a foregone conclusion—a subject I’ll return to later. What’s more certain is that the recession, particularly if it turns out to be as long and deep as many now fear, will accelerate the rise and fall of specific places within the U.S.—and reverse the fortunes of other cities and regions. "

"How might various cities and regions fare as the crash of 2008 reverberates into 2009, 2010, and beyond? Which places will be spared the worst pain, and which left permanently scarred? Let’s consider how the crash and its aftermath might affect the economic landscape in the long run, from coast to coast—beginning with the epicenter of the crisis and the nation’s largest city, New York.To understand how the current crisis is likely to affect different places in the United States, it’s important to understand the forces that have been slowly remaking our economic landscape for a generation or more.

Worldwide, people are crowding into a discrete number of mega-regions, systems of multiple cities and their surrounding suburban rings like the Boston–New York–Washington Corridor. In North America, these mega-regions include SunBelt centers like the Char-Lanta Corridor, Northern and Southern California, the Texas Triangle of Houston–San Antonio–Dallas, and Southern Florida’s Tampa-Orlando-Miami area; the Pacific Northwest’s Cascadia, stretching from Portland through Seattle to Vancouver; and both Greater Chicago and Tor-Buff-Chester in the old Rust Belt. Internationally, these mega-regions include Greater London, Greater Tokyo, Europe’s Am-Brus-Twerp, China’s Shanghai-Beijing Corridor, and India’s Bangalore-Mumbai area. Economic output is ever-more concentrated in these places as well. The world’s 40 largest mega-regions, which are home to some 18 percent of the world’s population, produce two-thirds of global economic output and nearly 9 in 10 new patented innovations.

Some (though not all) of these mega-regions have a clear hub, and these hubs are likely to be better buffered from the crash than most cities, because of their size, diversity, and regional role."

Full Story
Breakthrough on 'broken windows'

Boston Globe

February 8, 2009

By Carolyn Y. Johnson

LOWELL - The year was 2005 and Lowell was being turned into a real life crime-fighting laboratory.

Researchers, working with police, identified 34 crime hot spots. In half of them, authorities set to work - clearing trash from the sidewalks, fixing street lights, and sending loiterers scurrying. Abandoned buildings were secured, businesses forced to meet code, and more arrests made for misdemeanors. Mental health services and homeless aid referrals expanded.

In the remaining hot spots, normal policing and services continued.

Then researchers from Harvard and Suffolk University sat back and watched, meticulously recording criminal incidents in each of the hot spots.

The results, just now circulating in law enforcement circles, are striking: A 20 percent plunge in calls to police from the parts of town that received extra attention. It is seen as strong scientific evidence that the long-debated "bro ken windows" theory really works - that disorderly conditions breed bad behavior, and that fixing them can help prevent crime.

"In traditional policing, you went from call to call, and that was it - you're chasing your tail," said Lowell patrol officer Karen Witts on a recent drive past a boarded up house that was once a bullet-pocked trouble spot. Now, she says, there appears to be a solid basis for a policing strategy that preemptively addresses the conditions that promote crime.

Many police departments across the country already use elements of the broken windows theory, or focus on crime hot spots. The Lowell experiment offers guidance on what seems to work best. Cleaning up the physical environment was very effective; misdemeanor arrests less so, and boosting social services had no apparent impact.

Such evidence-based policing is essential, argues David Weisburd, a professor of administration of justice at George Mason University. "We demand it in fields like medicine," Weisburd said. "It seems to me with all the money we spend on policing, we better be able to see whether the programs have the effects we intend them to have."

And this particular study, he said, is "elegant" in how clearly it demonstrated crime prevention benefits.

The broken windows theory was first put forth in a 1982 Atlantic article by James Q. Wilson, a political scientist then at Harvard, and George L. Kelling, a criminologist. The theory suggests that a disorderly environment sends a message that no one is in charge, thus increasing fear, weakening community controls, and inviting criminal behavior. It further maintains that stopping minor offenses and restoring greater order can prevent serious crime.

That theory has been hotly debated even as it has been widely deployed.

Critics have pointed out that defining "disorder" is inherently subjective. Some challenge "broken windows" success stories, questioning, for example, whether New York City's decrease in crime in the 1990s could have been caused by the decline in the use of crack cocaine or other factors.

Bernard Harcourt, a professor of law and political science at the University of Chicago who has been critical of broken windows policing method, called the Lowell experiment fascinating because it showed that changing the nature of a place had a stronger effect on crime than misdemeanor arrests.

"It helps practitioners," said Brenda J. Bond, assistant professor of public management at Suffolk. "We need to . . . focus on hot-spot areas like this using these kinds of tools and techniques." With lead author Anthony Braga, a senior research associate at Harvard Kennedy School, Bond co-wrote the study detailing the findings, published in August in the journal Criminology.

The work has directly influenced policing in Boston, said police Commissioner Edward Davis, who was chief in Lowell during the study. In Boston, Davis has created "safe street teams" that target disorder in 10 crime hot spots.

"We've given them a special number at City Hall to call for removal of graffiti, any kind of disorder, any broken windows, any trash in the street," Davis said. "You have to prove to the officers it works, and doing this type of experimentation, having findings published, goes a long way."

The strategies continue to flourish across Lowell. "Sometimes, we create mini-task forces to saturate an area at a particular time of day when we see disorder," Lowell police Superintendent Kenneth Lavallee said. "We target those activities that could be a quality of life issue, like drinking, motor vehicle enforcement."

As Witts, the patrol officer, drove around the city last week, she pointed out evidence of success. A brick apartment building that once racked up 100 calls to police in a three-month period has, she said, had just one incident over the last six weeks. Gone, she noted, are the unregistered cars in the parking lot, the broken fence, and the code violations in the building - as well as problem tenants and crime.

The Lowell study is not the only support being given to the broken windows theory. A second study, published in the journal Science in December, reported on how it held up in individual experiments in Europe.

In one, researchers staked out an alley in Groningen, Netherlands, where people parked their bikes. They attached fliers to handlebars in one setting that was clean, and one in which the walls were covered with graffiti. They found that only a third of the participants tossed the fliers on the pavement in the clean alley, whereas more than two-thirds did so in the less orderly environment.

In a second experiment, researchers tried to stimulate a crime. Letters that clearly contained money were left sticking out of mailboxes, one in a clean neighborhood, and one in a neighborhood where the mailbox was covered with graffiti.

In the clean neighborhood, 13 percent of passersbys stole the envelope, while in the disorderly neighborhood, 27 percent did.

Beyond broken windows theory, psychologists are studying how the environment influences behavior and thinking.

"One of the implications certainly is that efforts that invest in improving the environment in terms of cleanliness may actually help in reducing moral transgressions because people perceive higher moral standards," said Chen-Bo Zhong, assistant professor of management at the Rotman School of Management at the University of Toronto.

All of which plays out in the theory that Wilson and Kelling introduced in 1982.

"Think of how long it took," Kelling, a Rutgers professor, said of the latest evidence. "If you're a police executive or a policy executive, you can't wait 27 years - you have to make good policy decisions based on bad data and good theory and correlation."

Full Story
The roads to a smarter planet. 

IBM.com

Conversations for a Smarter Planet: 3 of a Series.

In 2007, the world crossed an epochal threshold. For the first time in history, the majority of the human population lived in cities. And this urbanization is accelerating. By 2010, there will be 59 metropolitan areas with populations greater than five million—up 50% from 2001.

Many of those new city dwellers will be driving cars, and the products they consume will be arriving in trucks. So if you think your day is plagued by gridlock now, what might the future hold?

Quite simply, our transportation infrastructure and management approaches can't handle the world's traffic. In the U.S. alone, 3.7 billion hours are lost to people sitting in traffic every year, and 2.3 billion gallons of fuel - enough to fill 58 supertankers—burn needlessly, at a cost of $78 billion per year.

This isn't smart—but it can become so. The systemic nature of urban transportation is also the key to its solution. We need to stop focusing only on pieces of the problem: adding a new bridge, widening a road, putting up signs, establishing commuter lanes, encouraging carpooling or deploying traffic copters.

Instead, we need to look at relationships across the entire system - and all the other systems that are touched by it: our supply chains, our environment, our companies...the way people and cities live and work. Traffic isn't just a line of cars: it's a web of connections.

"Smart traffic" isn't yet the norm—but it's not some far-off vision of tomorrow. In many places, IBM is helping to make it happen today.

In Stockholm, a dynamic toll system based on the flow of vehicles into and out of the city has reduced traffic by 20%, decreased wait time by 25% and cut emissions by 12%. In Singapore, controllers receive real-time data through sensors to model and predict traffic scenarios with 90% accuracy. And in Kyoto, city planners simulate large-scale traffic situations involving millions of vehicles to analyze urban impact.

All of this is possible because cities can infuse intelligence into their entire transportation system—streets, bridges, intersections, signs, signals and tolls, which can all be interconnected and made smarter. Smarter traffic systems can improve drivers' commutes, give better information to city planners, increase the productivity of businesses and raise citizens' quality of life. They can reduce congestion, shrink fuel use and cut CO2 emissions.

Our rapidly urbanizing planet depends on getting people and things from here to there. In the 20th century, that meant freeways from state to state and nation to nation. In the 21st century, "smart" traffic systems can be the new milestone of progress.

Let's build a smarter planet. Join us and see what others are thinking at ibm.com/think
 EVENTS

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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