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Accelerate Austin to jumpstart street work, create jobs
KVUE News
Monday, March 16, 2009

Clara Tuma reports

From the seat of his Honda Elite CH80 scooter, Bill McGee feels every bump on every road in his Tarrytown neighborhood.
"I avoid as many as I can," he said. "I notice everything, especially the rough parts."

But he can't avoid every pothole, and the thought of a smooth ride is one reason he's applauding City Manager Marc Ott's new plan to jump start millions of dollars in street projects.
The second reason is because the plan could keep more people employed.

"Overall, I think it's a good idea," McGee said. "The economy is in terrible shape, and if it gets people to work sooner, that's better."

Ott announced a plan called Accelerate Austin Monday. In the plan, Ott wants to move up the work on hundreds of area roads, including many projects that hadn't been expected to start for at least 18 months.

"What Accelerate Austin really is, is an attempt on our part to have our version of the stimulus package by accelerating the award of various kinds of contracts relative to our capital program," Ott said.

In all, the city plans to begin about $103.7 million in mostly residential road projects within the next 18 months, including almost $70 million in projects originally scheduled to begin much later.

The construction will be paid for with bond money approved in 2006, money promised to the city by Capital Metro, recently increased transportation fees included in utility bills and federal grants.

But Ott says the program isn't just about roads.

"We're going to be looking at parks and the sewage system and all kinds of things to see if we can accelerate these projects to keep our engineering firms and other kinds of firms that deal with infrastructure projects, to keep them working," Ott said.

Here is a complete list of the road projects included in Accelerate Austin:

Austin list of scheduled project times
Detailed list of projects per group
Suburbs focus on bus, rail options

Local leaders say population growth and commuter frustration has fueled demand for alternate travel

AMERICAN-STATESMAN STAFF

Sunday, March 22, 2009

By Miguel Liscano
Smaller cities around Austin are starting to take a harder look at bringing intracity busing systems, connections to Capital Metro bus lines or even rail to their residents.

Longer commutes, tight budgets and oil price worries mean more people say they'd rather hop on a bus or train than fire up their pickup, local leaders say. So officials in some area cities are working on plans that would allow their residents a chance to do just that.
That's a big switch from a Central Texas culture where cars are king.

"Cars have worked really cool for a really long time, but the next step is some sort of mass transit," Round Rock City Manager Jim Nuse said. "And I think everybody is recognizing that's happening."

Austin has had a public busing system for decades, and nearby cities have discussed the idea of adding public transportation for years. But recent population growth, new highways to run rail along and gas prices that crept toward $4 a gallon last year have pushed the issue to the forefront.

Cities in metropolitan areas typically turn to public transportation as populations pass 1.5 million, said Fritz Steiner, dean of the University of Texas School of Architecture. The Austin metropolitan population is estimated at about 1.7 million.

Steiner, who serves on the Transit Working Group, said the Austin area is unusual in that "the conventional expressways and roadways are not as well developed as other parts of the country. You've got a lot of traffic going on relatively few routes."

Capital Metro's new commuter rail also pushed city leaders a little further. That system has faced recent delays, but officials hope commuter rail will pull into a train station in Leander this year.

"It showed that it can actually be done," Tom Word, Round Rock's chief of public works operations, said of CapMetro's Red Line. "It is capturing a lot of people's interest."

Signs of movement in public transportation plans can be seen around Central Texas.

Kyle officials have started discussions with Capital Metro about a park-and-ride express station within their city. Last month, Round Rock officials asked the federal government for $2 million for a downtown bus station with buses that would link to the Tech Ridge park-and-ride in North Austin.

Cities like Kyle, Round Rock and Cedar Park can't join Capital Metro's service area because the portion of their sales tax that would go to the transit authority has already been dedicated by a public vote to economic development.

Round Rock officials are also considering building a rail line that would link to Capital Metro's pending commuter rail and would cost at least $50 million for the first phase.

And the Austin-San Antonio Intermunicipal Commuter Rail District is pitching a plan for a 112-mile rail line from San Antonio to Georgetown, on existing Union Pacific rail that is mainly used by freight trains.

City leaders in municipalities the train would run through, such as San Marcos and Kyle, have lobbied state lawmakers for money to relocate the freight, which would cost about $1.7 billion. In 2005, lawmakers created a fund for the project and several bills moving through the Legislature would put money into the fund, rail district interim executive director Ross Milloy said.

In Cedar Park, officials have expressed interest in paying for a rail station for Capital Metro's commuter train that passes through town.

Meanwhile, San Marcos, Georgetown and Cedar Park are all looking at ways to fund intracity bus systems.

In fact, Georgetown finished a $30,000 test run, that went from downtown to Sun City, in February. After the run was over, City Council members decided the route was too limited to accurately measure ridership and asked city staff to further study how to best bring a bus system into the city, Georgetown spokesman Keith Hutchinson said.

A number of city leaders around Austin mention rail as an ultimate goal for transporting residents. But they say that even if they started building now, actually seeing a new train would be years away.

Still, they say views about transportation have shifted, and cities will try to accommodate.

"Anybody who lives in this area knows that options other than driving on I-35 every morning are things that people want to see happen," Kyle City Manager Tom Mattis said. "Any opportunity that would reduce that daily trip frustration for them, I think, is going to be a welcome thing."
Rail opening on indefinite hold

Further rule violations, system glitches cause delay. Agency accused of making 

AMERICAN-STATESMAN STAFF

Saturday, March 21, 2009

By Ben Wear
Capital Metro said Friday that it is indefinitely delaying the opening of its Leander-to-downtown-Austin rail service in the wake of further allegations of federal safety violations and because of continued technical problems.
In addition, the transit agency called on Veolia Transportation, its rail operations contractor, to fire its local safety director. Capital Metro is bringing in rail officials from the Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority, which has a dozen commuter rail lines in the greater Boston area, "to assist with startup operations and safety implementation."

Festivities to celebrate the opening that were scheduled for next weekend at all nine rail stations have been canceled. They were to include short demonstration rides for the public.

The opening, which has been pushed back several times, now has no target day.

"By May 15, Capital Metro will report back to the community with the status of the project and an action plan," an agency news release said.

A week ago, the Federal Railroad Administration began an investigation into a February incident in which two Veolia train engineers drove their MetroRail trains into a section of track without getting proper clearance. According to Capital Metro rail operations director Bill Le Jeune, they realized their error after a third of a mile, stopped, got proper clearance and then moved on. The violations could result in federal and state fines for Veolia.

Capital Metro then decided to delay the March 30 rail opening by as much as a month but said opening events set for March 27 and March 28 would proceed. But on Thursday, according to Le Jeune, the railroad administration accused Veolia of seven violations, alleging irregularities related to "efficiency testing" and poor documentation of hearing and vision tests on workers. On Friday, Capital Metro, which is still trying to fix a problem with signal crossing gates that in some cases don't come down quickly enough, applied the brakes to the project.
Those efficiency tests, Le Jeune said, involve testing workers on rules and procedures. Veolia, he said, had not done all required testing.

Veolia officials noted that the company is the majority owner of the Massachusetts Bay Commuter Railroad Co., the passenger rail operator for the Boston transit agency that Capital Metro is bringing in to help.

"That's ironic because we run that system," said Ron Hartman, executive vice president for rail with Veolia. Veolia's five-year contract there was recently extended three years.

Hartman said Veolia disputes the allegation that its efficiency testing was inadequate and will make that case to federal regulators. He said that the hearing and vision tests had been done and that documents supporting that will be filed immediately.

Hartman also said that the replacement of the safety director was already under way and that Capital Metro was told that about two weeks ago.

Austin City Council Member Mike Martinez, who also serves on the Capital Metro board, has been increasingly critical of the agency in recent weeks. He said Capital Metro officials, citing lost costs for caterers and arrangements for a multitude of volunteers, had resisted his calls over the past week to cancel the opening celebrations next weekend. Martinez said the agency is making a "scapegoat" of Veolia and its safety director.

"Other folks are going to have to accept their responsibility as well," he said. "It really brings into question the competence of the organization."

In May 2007, Capital Metro awarded Veolia a $112 million contract to run its freight rail operation and passenger rail through 2013. That included at least $9.4 million annually for the commuter rail line, not including fuel, which Capital Metro will pay for separately.

Veolia, a French company that also provides drivers and mechanics for a dozen or more Capital Metro bus routes, began working with Le Jeune and other agency officials on the emerging passenger rail operation. It has hired about a dozen engineers and a dozen dispatchers.

But on-track training, which was expected to begin in early January, was delayed about six weeks because Capital Metro did not have the track control system ready. At that point, with further testing under way, the crossing signal problem emerged. At several points along the line, Le Jeune said, trains have to slow to 15 mph at intersections to give signal arms enough time to lower.

State Sen. Kirk Watson, D-Austin, has filed legislation that would revamp the Capital Metro board.

"I continue to be disappointed in what seems like a weekly drip, drip, drip out of Capital Metro," he said. "I worry that (the bill) doesn't go far enough."

Watson said he is considering a requirement that Capital Metro undergo "a top-to-bottom analysis and justification of approaches, policies and actions," with recommendations for improvement.

"We need," Watson said, "an effective, functioning transit agency in Central Texas."
Capital Metro spent millions but still owes Austin

Transit agency, with reserves depleted after spending blitz, owes city tens of millions.

AMERICAN-STATESMAN STAFF

Sunday, March 15, 2009

By Ben Wear

During a six-year, $300 million blitz of capital spending, Capital Metro used money promised to the City of Austin and other local governments to help pay for passenger rail, park-and-ride lots, freight rail improvements, a $42 million bus-and-train facility, information technology, a child care center and other projects.

The transit agency, which as recently as 2002 had more than $200 million in the bank, now has little savings beyond a standard two-month cushion for operating costs and a self-insurance reserve. It owes Austin and other governments in the agency's jurisdiction between $85 million and $110 million, most of it the balance on a $200 million promise made in 2000 and 2001 to stifle public calls for a lower sales tax rate.

"We kept the liability, but we didn't keep the cash," said Capital Metro Chief Financial Officer Randy Hume, who joined the agency in 2007. "We did spend it, and now we have the obligation. We still owe them what we promised them."

The depleted reserves, coupled with the city obligation, other debt and ebbing sales tax revenue, have already led the agency to cut costs by hiring outside contractors to drive and maintain buses for more routes. In addition, the financial situation led the agency to freeze most hiring and cut spending in agency departments 15 percent this year and probably contributed to the labor standoff last fall that ended with a three-day strike, according to at least one board member.

The crunch hamstrings the agency's ability to execute the ambitious dreams that Capital Metro and other transit advocates have laid out in recent years, including rail lines to Elgin and Pflugerville, downtown streetcars and a 133-mile "rapid bus" system.

Even current bus service is threatened. In a recent briefing, the agency's chief financial office said Capital Metro will have to re-evaluate "redundant trips related to rail service" and "very low productive (bus) trips."

City of Austin officials, facing their own financial squeeze, say dozens of city projects depend on getting that promised Capital Metro money.

Fred Gilliam, Capital Metro's president and chief executive officer since April 2002, said the rapid drawdown of reserves was no accident. The agency had needs, including passenger rail authorized by voters in a 2004 referendum, and it had money. And politically, the cash stash was something of a problem.

"Everyone in town thought we were rich, and they were coming after it," Gilliam said. "So the sooner we spent it down, the criticism quieted down."

Lee Walker, chairman of the Capital Metro board from 1997 until May, worked closely with Gilliam and Capital Metro's staff on the agency's long-term financial picture. He did not return calls and e-mails seeking comment for this story.

The strategy of spending money obligated to the City of Austin and the other governments, though in progress for several years, was never explained to the public, and several members of the Capital Metro board said it was not clear to them.

"I've been operating under the assumption that these (capital) items were annually budgeted within the sales tax revenue that was coming to Capital Metro and not being drawn down from cash reserves," said board member Mike Martinez, also an Austin City Council member. "Spending money that you don't have is not acting very responsibly."

The annual budgets approved by the board each September, though showing levels of "designated reserves" falling in recent years, present the overall picture in terms of "net assets" that have tended to remain relatively stable in the $300 million to $350 million range.

The all-volunteer board includes five elected officials whose primary responsibilities lie with the jurisdictions that elected them and by and large leaves the day-to-day operations to paid staffers.

Travis County Commissioner Margaret Gómez, a board member since 1997 and now chairwoman, and Austin City Council Member Lee Leffingwell, who served on the board in 2006 and 2007, said they were unaware of the ebbing reserves and significant remaining obligation to the city.

The agency's accounting, showing reserves as "all just one big pot of money, with no set-asides," Leffingwell said, "made it look like they had a whole lot of money when they really didn't."

Gilliam said board members were kept informed about the agency's overall financial situation.

"There was no secret that the money was running out," he said. "Every board member, when they come on board, we give them a briefing on these things. Whether they retain it, I don't know."

Martinez acknowledged that ultimately the buck, or in this case several hundred million bucks, stops with the board.

"I can't blame any one individual," he said. "It's the board's responsibility. It's my responsibility."

Capital Metro officials, while saying they've known for about three years that available reserves were headed to near zero, also said the overall impact of various spending decisions was not always obvious — even to the agency.

Doug Allen, the executive vice president and chief development officer who has been with Capital Metro for a year, said that although the agency had a good handle on spending for its commuter rail project, oversight of capital spending overall was flawed and the "burn rate" of the agency's reserves occurred faster than expected.

"Processes should have been in place to better track what those other capital expenditures were," said Allen, who said that agency leaders have better command of finances now.

The rash of capital improvements and the resulting cash crunch have put Capital Metro in the position of having to borrow money for needs both past and projected.

It owes about $29.5 million ($4.2 million annually for seven more years) for the six rail cars it ordered from a Swiss manufacturer three years ago, and it would have to spend (and probably borrow) a comparable amount for a second batch of six cars if it wants to expand service. And agency officials are embarking on a seven- or eight-year program to replace 270 buses, about two-thirds of the fleet.

They say that although some of the $26 million they expect to get through the federal stimulus program could be spent on buses, they'll have to borrow much of the $100 million-plus cost of those buses.

That is a marked departure from past agency practice, which typically has involved buying buses without borrowing using a combination of federal grants and local money. The agency anticipates that such loans for buses, which have a useful life of about a dozen years, would have to be paid back over seven to 10 years.

That debt, along with the periodic payments for what is still owed to the City of Austin and other governments in Capital Metro's jurisdiction (among them Leander, Manor and Volente), would constitute an ongoing drain on what is available for day-to-day operations.

The 2008-09 operating budget is $186.7 million, although actual spending probably will be several million dollars lower because of falling diesel fuel costs.

Those future obligations may have influenced agency decisions to double fares by late 2010, hire cheaper outside contractors to handle some bus routes and cut back on Dillo service downtown.

Did the disappearing reserves spark the hard line Capital Metro took last year in negotiations with its union workers? No, Allen said. "We're really scrubbing our budget because of those issues," Allen said, but he said the reserves and the agency's labor stance are unrelated.

"It was an independent issue," Allen said. "Just being good, prudent stewards of the public money."

Martinez scoffed at that interpretation. Capital Metro, he noted, gets its money for both capital and operations from the same sources: sales taxes, fares and federal transportation grants. Spending on capital, he said, inevitably means there's less money available to pay employees.

"It's directly related," Martinez said.

Building up reserves

The buildup in Capital Metro reserves began in earnest in 1995, when the agency board decided — on short notice and to instant derision from critics — to raise its sales tax from three-fourths of 1 percent to a full 1 percent, the maximum allowed under state law. By September 2000, when the board announced a November light rail election, the reserves had reached $176 million, money mostly intended for the $1.9 billion proposed system.

But voters said no to rail that November, though barely. Calls were instant for the sales tax to go back down to 0.75 percent, if not lower, potentially freeing that money for other Austin-area transportation needs.

The Capital Metro board acted quickly to head that off, voting in December 2000 to give away revenue from a quarter percent of its sales tax that year to Austin and the other partner governments. The city has used the money for, among other things, toll road right-of-way purchases, intersection upgrades, bicycle projects and Cesar Chavez Street beautification. That quarter-cent commitment was later extended for three more years, which in the end amounted to $113.5 million.

But that still left the money that had built up by 2000. So in February 2001, the board passed a resolution making "a strong and proactive commitment of $91 million for regional mobility," a bequest that would leave the agency with about half of the money that it had banked. Of that $91 million, $47 million was to go to the City of Austin over the next 12 years, and $20 million was to go to the existing Build Greater Austin program (which would also go to the city).

The other $24 million was left unallocated, subject to future agreements with the city. All of this was formalized in an "interlocal agreement" signed in June 2001 between the city and Capital Metro, which does not mention the $24 million.

As of Sept. 30, Capital Metro still owed at least $85.1 million. Regarding that other $24 million, however, Capital Metro's position now is that perhaps it wasn't as "strong and proactive" a commitment as the board resolution indicates.

"It was viewed as a contingency," Allen said. "Our commitment is what's in the (2001) interlocal agreement."

Leffingwell took issue with that assertion. "Seems like the other party (the city) might have something to say about that," he said.

No matter the total figure, $85 million or almost $110 million, Capital Metro no longer has that cash on hand to give to the city. This comes just as Austin, according to budget director Greg Canally, is gearing up to spend much of the remaining quarter-cent commitment from Capital Metro on dozens of projects: extension of the Pfluger pedestrian bridge, improvements at six major intersections, an overhaul of East Seventh Street and bicycle projects across the city, among others.

The Capital Metro staff has "never said 'we want out of our obligation,' " Canally said. "Because then the (city) projects would go away."

But the transit agency, to avoid having to pay huge slugs of money to the city over the next two or three years, might work out some sort of drawn-out payment schedule to blunt the year-to-year impact, officials say.

Facing a cash crunch

Capital Metro's condition comes at a bad time for the agency, with sales tax receipts, which make up about 70 percent of its revenue, falling well below projections this fiscal year. Bus ridership, meanwhile, has been dipping after an increase last year when gas prices mushroomed, and the full force of passenger rail operating costs are about to hit. The 32-mile Red Line between Leander and downtown Austin is now scheduled to open in April.

Now the agency faces an ongoing cash crunch, with what amounts to significant debt, new and growing needs and no financial safety net.

"Is it an ideal situation? No," Gilliam said. "Would I prefer it be different? Yes."

Longtime Capital Metro critic Jim Skaggs, who retired as president and chairman of the high-tech company Tracor Inc., said there's enough blame to go around.

"The staff was inadequate in presenting the financial picture," said Skaggs, who has studied the inner workings of Capital Metro for a decade. "And ... the board was inexperienced in knowing what questions to ask. The two sides together are very dangerous."

Former Austin City Council Member Betty Dunkerley, who before her council days was the city's chief financial officer, studied the agency's operations and accounting over the past couple of years while heading a peer review of Capital Metro. She said that the agency, unlike the City of Austin, did not designate reserve accounts for any purpose in its accounting system, including for an operations cushion.

In that situation, Dunkerley said, she could see the money owed to the city taking a back seat to capital projects such as the $41.9 million North Operations and Maintenance Facility, the $13.9 million spent on the Tech Ridge park-and-ride lot or the $41.8 million spent on the agency's chronically money-losing freight rail operation.

"What I would criticize them for, and I've told them directly, they really need to continue to work toward making their financial information clearer and more understandable by the general public," Dunkerley said. "So that when decisions get made, you can't come back and say, 'I didn't understand it.'"

Cap Metro says Oak Hill routes will be added as ridership increases
Impact News

Written by Staff

Friday, 06 March 2009

Currently utilizing TxDOT property at 6501 Hwy. 290 W near the Oak Hill Plaza Shopping Center, Capital Metro representatives said they have yet to determine a permanent park and ride location to service Oak Hill.

“This is a very dynamic area and what it looks like now it may not look like in 6 to 7 years,” said Geraldo Castillo, Capital Metro Manager of Community Involvement. Within the next 4 to 5 years, TxDOT may determine plans and finalize a design for the lot, Castillo said at the Oak Hill Business and Professional Association on March 5.

“Oak Hill is definitely an area we want to be in,” Castillo said.

Commuters can catch both the 171 Oak Hill Flyer and the 970 Lantana Express at the 
Oak Hill Park & Ride.

Castillo said ridership at the park & ride is around 150 people per day, though it tends to fluctuate based on the season.
Concerns were raised from those in attendance regarding reverse commute trips, not currently offered, that would allow Austinites from other parts of town to access Oak Hill during business hours. Routes from Oak Hill to the airport were also suggested.

James Gomez, also of Capital Metro, said routes will be added as ridership increases.
Capital Metro offers buyouts for older employees
Austin American Statesman

Monday, March 23, 2009

By Ben Wear
The Capital Metro board Monday approved a buyout plan for older employees, the first such attempt to trim a major local government’s workforce in Austin during the current economic downturn.

To date, the City of Austin, Travis County and the Austin school district have used attrition or salary freezes to control costs. Capital Metro, however, is supported overwhelmingly by its 1 percent sales tax (73 percent of its total revenue) and thus has been more immediately and severely affected by the slump.

And as the Statesman reported earlier this month, the agency has depleted its reserves building commuter rail and other projects in recent years and retains an unfunded obligation of more than $80 million to the City of Austin and other local governments.

As of late February, the agency’s projected sales tax revenue for the 2008-09 fiscal year was estimated to be $7.4 million below last year, and $13.9 million below what the agency projected in its budget, or about 8 percent.

The buyout offer will apply to Capital Metro administrative employees (just over a quarter of the agency’s 1,185 full-time workers as of Oct. 1) as long as they are at least 55 years old and have 10 years or more with the agency as of the end of this year.

In addition, the sum of a worker’s age and years at Capital Metro would have to equal at least 70. The agency’s 850 or so union employees — bus drivers, mechanics and maintenance workers — are covered by a contract signed last fall and will not be eligible for the buyout.

The agency estimates it would cost $285,000 during the current fiscal year for the buyouts, but save $805,000 in the fiscal year that begins Oct. 1, spokeswoman Misty Whited said.

Here’s what such employees who accept the offer would get:

· A cash payment of one week of pay for each year of service up to 10 years. So, for example, an employee making $52,000 a year would get a $10,000 payment.

· A lump-sum medical allowance of $750 for each year of service up to 25 years, for a maximum of $18,750. The payment would go a “health reimbursement account” for health insurance premiums and out-of-pocket medical expenses, an account that unlike typical medical savings account would roll over at the end of the year. A worker could thus tap such an account for years to come.

· A Social Security “bridge payment” each month until the workers turn 65, equal to 50 percent of the worker’s estimated monthly Social Security payment.

· An additional five years of age or Capital Metro service (whichever benefits the worker more) in determining the worker’s monthly pension benefit.

Workers would have to accept the offer during a two-month period beginning April 15.
Okay for transit buses on shoulders

Austin American Statesman

Wednesday, March 18, 2009

By Mike Ward

A Capitol Metro-supported bill to allow mass-transit buses in Austin and three other cities to drive on highway shoulders when traffic clogs up was tentatively approved today by the Texas Senate.

Under Senate Bill 434 by state Sen. Jeff Wentworth, R-San Antonio, a pilot program would allow transit buses in the capital city, San Antonio, Denton and El Paso to use properly built shoulders to get around traffic jams.

“Motorists who are sitting in traffic will see buses going around them on the shoulder,” Wentworth said, explaining that the idea is to keep transit buses moving when traffic stops.

Similar programs have proven successful in Atlanta, Miami and San Diego, he said. “Capital Metro asked for this,” said Wentworth, who represents parts of Travis County in addition to the Alamo City.

“They can only drive on properly constructed shoulders … at a speed that is limited,” he said. “There will be signs on the highway.”

Some senators challenged the concept.

“Is this a safe thing to do?” asked Sen. Steve Ogden, R-Bryan, noting that drivers often dart between lanes in stopped traffic. “Intuitively it seems pretty dangerous to me.”

Williamson County was part of the original bill, but was taken out at Ogden’s request.

A final vote — no opposition is expected — in the Senate is expected in the Senate in coming days, after which it will go to the Texas House for consideration.

Strayhorn attacks opponents who’ve served on Cap Metro board

Austin American Statesman

Tuesday, March 17, 2009

By Marty Toohey
Mayoral candidate Carole Keeton Strayhorn, who has been attacking the budgeting habits of the city government, is now attacking Capital Metro and two of her opponents who have served on its board of directors.

Strayhorn said in a release that Cap Metro’s reserves dropped from $214 million six years ago to just under $100 million in 2006 to around $44 million now — what she termed “a pattern of deficit spending.” She also criticized Cap Metro for owing Austin and other governments between $85 million and $110 million.

She pinned some of the blame for the budgeting on mayoral candidates Lee Leffingwell and Brewster McCracken, both of whom are City Council members and have served on Cap Metro’s board in recent years.

“My opponents owe it to the hard-working families of Austin to tell them where that money was spent and how their lack of leadership will effect our roads and public transportation,” Strayhorn said.

McCracken called Strayhorn’s statements “typical Carole, the political stunt of the week.” He said Cap Metro’s reserves dropped because of construction and maintenance projects that had been planned for years, such as bus purchases, a new commuter rail system and park-and-ride locations.

“If you save up for a house, and then you put the down payment on the house, you may to be spending more that year than you bring in, and that’s not irresponsible or deficit spending,” McCracken said. “She is either disingenuous or incompetent, and that’s not what Austinites want from their mayor.”

McCracken said that Cap Metro staff kept the board from knowing the organization owes other local governments millions — and thereby kept the board from knowing Cap Metro’s reserves were shrinking while its debt was growing.

McCracken said he and others are calling for outside auditors to determine if the practice is appropriate.

McCracken is currently a board member, while Leffingwell left the board almost two years ago.

The back-and-forth comes after Strayhorn criticized the City Council earlier in the campaign for passing a $2.77 billion city budget that included $137 million more in spending than revenues. She said that amounted to deficit spending in disguise.

The $137 million in question comes from the city’s “fund balances,” or reserves that had accumulated over the years in “enterprise” departments such as Austin Energy and the Austin Water Utility.

The fund balances drop from $870 million to $733 million in this year’s budget. But fund balances tend to go up and down because they reflect money that was saved over time and then spent on construction projects, as well as money that accumulated through a combination of higher-than-expected fee collections and lower-than-expected spending, Council Member Sheryl Cole said.

For example, $60 million of the $137 million had been set aside by Austin Energy for long-planned construction projects, according to the city’s budget office.

Downtown Austin Plan: Why Do It?

Austin Chronicle

MARCH 20, 2009: NEWS

BY KATHERINE GREGOR

In a time of economic gloom and city budget-slashing, the Downtown Austin Plan was almost a casualty last week. When City Council was faced with approving the contract for DAP Phase Two – a whopping $841,000 for another 16 months of work by a consultant team led by ROMA Austin – some council members blanched at the cost. As council and staff are searching for $20 million in General Fund cuts and poised to hire a comprehensive-planning consultant for $1.3 million, the Downtown Austin Plan contract suddenly drew fresh fiscal scrutiny. In the end, the final vote was 7-0 in favor. But the day before, according to backroom sources, sentiments ran 3-3-1, with Lee Leffingwell, Mike Martinez, and Laura Morrison unsure they'd vote for the DAP contract.

The DAP's completion has dragged out and increased in cost, while council members and policy priorities have changed. Some current members are fuzzy on the plan's value, on why the city needs to spend so much on a separate Downtown plan or how the final product will be any better than all the other (unimplemented) plans and recommendations sitting on city shelves.

However, the Downtown Austin Plan doesn't drain the city's General Fund. Both it and the Comprehensive Plan are funded with Capital Metro's quarter-cent reimbursements to the city. Those capital funds were assigned by City Council and the Capital Metro board to be spent on planning – Regional Mobility Studies. (Capital Metro lacks the reserves to pay its quarter-cent obligations of more than $85 million to the city; it will meet soon with the city to discuss a payment plan. According to a city representative, the city is "optimistic" that the DAP and Comprehensive Plan will not be affected.) "We cannot use this money for parks, libraries, Police, Fire, et cetera, or any other General Fund expenses," pointed out Council Member Sheryl Cole.

As light-rail advocate Brewster McCracken noted last week, the ROMA contract includes transit planning for the entire streetcar/light rail system – including initial engineering – all the way out to the airport. So the DAP expenditure isn't really just for Downtown: A solid plan for central-city rail transit and transportation is crucial to making the whole region's mobility work. The DAP will include detailed recommendations for central-city affordable housing as well, another regional issue. Both Leffingwell and Cole said they also felt very motivated to get the open-space planning work done for Downtown parks and for historic preservation.

What $841,000 Will Buy

The principle behind the Downtown Plan is that if Austin aspires to become a world-class city – or simply remains a livable city as it grows – it needs to invest in world-class urban planning. A Dec. 15, 2005, council resolution initiated the Downtown plan and the search for a consultant. But the scope of work has expanded over time, along with the budget and the timeline. Getting ROMA under contract has dragged out at various stages; the public input process, the city bureaucracy, and too-thin staff support also have slowed progress. The original council resolution included the following still-pressing goals:

• Modernizing the city's development codes, which govern height and density;

• Developing new funding mechanisms to support infrastructure;

• Planning for transit routes and stations and transit-oriented development around the Convention Center;

• Establishing guidelines for how government-owned land should be made available for development;

• Creating more affordable/work force housing.

Critically, the new land-use rules are to be codified by ordinance, to ensure the DAP isn't just another set of toothless recommendations. Other portions will need to become official city policy as well, then incorporated into capital-improvement plans. If the DAP effort were aborted now, without enforceable ordinances and a detailed implementation plan, then indeed the city might have wasted the $600,000 spent to date. New development-code principles drafted by the ROMA team – if adopted by council – will go to the city legal department (and perhaps more consultants) to be codified into ordinance.

Some council members questioned why a comprehensive plan – for the whole city – is budgeted to cost $1.3 million, while just the Downtown Plan is costing the city more than $1.4 million. They asked if efficiencies and cost savings could be found by combining the two planning efforts. (Morrison moved last week to postpone the contract approval for two weeks, to see if the consultants' work could be scaled back, but her motion died for lack of a second.) The council queries triggered an explanatory memo on the relative costs of the two planning efforts from Greg Guern sey, director of the Neighborhood Planning and Zoning Department. He cited differing levels of in-house staff involvement. They're also different animals: DAP Phase Two requires drilling down to create detailed strategies for getting specific projects done, while the comprehensive plan is more of a conceptual framework.

For the record, the original $600,000 that council authorized for the DAP has covered Phase One services ($165,200, authorized Oct. 5, 2006), additional transit and transportation planning ($240,000, authorized Feb. 28, 2008), plus affordable housing and density bonus planning work ($200,000, authorized March 27, 2008). Some additional services and other city funds got chucked in along the way. For the Phase Two contract, Guernsey gave council this breakdown:

• Policy analysis (music/arts/cultural resources, historic preservation, urban design): $96,000;

• Downtown Parks and Open Space Master Plan: $157,000;

• Downtown districts (identifying and establishing goals, objectives, and priorities for each): $60,000;

• Three subplans: 1) Transportation Frame work Plan (further development and update); 2) Infrastructure Improvement Strategy; and 3) Implementation Plan: $96,000;

• Northwest District district-specific plan and Core and Squares District district-specific plans (combined): $131,000;

• Downtown Austin Plan final document (including all stakeholder and public input, town hall meetings, board/commission/coun cil reviews): $216,000;

• Contract administration: $25,000, with $44,000 more reserved for contingencies.

Will council remember its passion for fiscal stewardship after the final Downtown Austin Plan is delivered in 2010? The city has a poor track record of hiring consultants, receiving well-considered expert recommendations, and then failing to decisively and consistently track and implement them. Therein lies the waste. If the DAP truly changes how Austin evolves for the better, it will have been money wisely spent. If not, not. Just saying no to spending is easy; realizing value through the long-term execution of a plan is the thornier, truer test of stewardship.

Houston: Feds let Metro use stimulus aid after all

Changing their minds, officials allow $30 million for proposed North and Southeast rail lines

Houston Chronicle

March 24, 2009

By PEGGY O’HARE

Federal transit officials on Tuesday reversed course and agreed to allow Metro to use nearly $30 million in economic stimulus funds for utility relocation work on the proposed North and Southeast rail lines, Congresswoman Sheila Jackson Lee announced.

Just last week, Metro was told such stimulus funds could not be used on the latest extensions of the rail lines because the projects were not deemed “shovel-ready.” Instead, the Federal Transit Administration recommended Metro use its stimulus funds for converting 83 miles of high occupancy vehicle lanes to high occupancy toll lanes.

“This is a great day,” Jackson Lee said. “This will create jobs in Houston. This is a big boost for us.”

Metro spokeswoman Raequel Roberts called the news a positive step forward.

“It would certainly open the door to use stimulus money to build light rail,” Roberts said. “This is something the voters voted for in the referendum and Metro has been working on for several years. This would be another piece of the puzzle.”

The money is part of $92 million in stimulus funds that Metro is slated to receive.

Houston visit

Jackson Lee said the about-face — announced in “letters of no prejudice” from the FTA — followed U.S. Transportation Secretary Ray LaHood’s visit to Houston earlier this month.

LaHood, who was invited here by Jackson Lee to see the light rail line, spent all day March 13 meeting with Metro supporters, officials from various universities and other public institutions.

“He was able to ride on the (rail) system and meet with the head of Texas Children’s Hospital, who was able to explain how vital the system was,” Jackson Lee said.

Of the total $28.9 million in federal stimulus funds freed up for Metro’s rail plans, $19.2 million is earmarked for utility relocation work on the North Corridor Light Rail, while $9.7 million will be devoted to relocating utilities for the Southeast Corridor Light Rail.

The key to getting the economic stimulus funds was proving that Metro could start the work within 90 days — a requirement to secure the federal monies, Jackson Lee said. The utility relocation work can be contracted and people hired to do the work immediately, she said.

Metro still is seeking final federal funding for the lines, which FTA officials said is expected to be approved this year.

Texas Must Get on Board With Rail Improvements

Houston Chronicle

March 21, 2009, 9:00PM
By BRUCE TODD
Rather than taking a plane or a limo to the nation’s capital for their inauguration, President Obama and Vice President Joe Biden arrived in Washington, D.C., by train. When he was a senator, Biden commuted regularly on Amtrak for more than three decades between his home in Delaware and his office in D.C.
While they have embraced the train as an effective mode of transportation, Obama and Biden also have embraced improving our nation’s passenger and freight rail infrastructure. So have many Republicans on Capitol Hill. Nowhere is the need for that improvement more apparent than in Texas.
Texas has more miles of freight rail tracks than any other state. From the glorious days of cattle drives to the rise of the petrochemical industry, Texas industry has relied heavily on rail to move products and people. And rail use — freight rail, commuter rail, high-speed rail — promises to intensify as Texas’ population and global trade keep growing.
But our stressed freight rail network threatens to derail the Texas economy; some of our rail lines were built more than 130 years ago and need to be replaced, rerouted or upgraded. Clogged or insufficient freight rail lines are hindering movement of goods, congesting roadway intersections in urban areas and threatening population centers through spills and accidents. Moreover, in a state that is projected to double in population over the next two decades, too few cities in Texas are connected by regular, reliable passenger rail service.
Texas and the rest of our country are woefully behind in terms of the effective use of rail. We can’t solve our transportation problems without making rail — both freight and passenger rail — a key component of the system. The current session of the Legislature is a good place to start.

Nearly four years ago, Texas voters approved creation of the Texas Rail Relocation and Improvement Fund. But state lawmakers have not yet acted on the public will by providing money for the fund — despite much supportive testimony, resolutions from numerous cities and counties, and the urging of newspaper editorial boards. We can’t afford this “business as usual” approach to transportation (roads, roads and more roads). Legislators must address this issue during their 2009 session.

Putting just $200 million into the fund could generate $2 billion in authority to issue bonds. This money would go a long way toward ensuring that our state’s rail infrastructure meets the needs of a 21st century economy.

To enhance our state’s investment in rail, money from the Texas Rail Relocation and Improvement Fund could be coupled with millions of dollars that will flow to Texas through the federal economic stimulus package.

Additionally, under legislation passed last year, passenger rail infrastructure improvements now qualify for federal matches of 80 percent. This means that putting money into the state rail fund would let Texas capture millions of dollars that otherwise might go elsewhere.

However it is paid for, relocating freight rail tracks away from densely populated areas in Texas would allow commuter trains to take over the old tracks, thereby removing vehicles from already crowded roads, reducing air pollution and saving money on road construction and maintenance.

Furthermore, freight rail shipments would travel much more quickly along the new tracks that would be built or the existing tracks that would be upgraded.

Any state funding for rail relocation and improvement projects in Texas would be balanced with private investments from the railroads. Railroads alone cannot tackle the immense, expensive job of upgrading the state’s rail system — a system that’s crucial to the economy of Texas. This public-private approach is smart.

If money is not allotted for the Texas Rail Relocation and Improvement Fund, our state likely will fail to realize billions of dollars worth of benefits from rail infrastructure improvements that are needed in communities small and large. Rail must be a major piece of the overall solution to our transportation challenges. The economic livelihood of our state depends on it.
Texans Demand Public Review of Stimulus Transport Projects

Environment News Service

March 3, 2009

In February, the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act allocated $2.25 billion in federal transportation funds to Texas. The U.S. Department of Transportation will allow states up to one year to decide which projects to build.

The Texas Transportation Commission is poised to approve $1.7 billion of new stimulus-funded projects at their meeting Thursday, but environmental and citizens groups today gathered at the state capitol to protest some of the projects on that list.

A diverse group, the anti-toll road activists, environmentalists, and public transportation activists say they want public review of the projects before they are approved.

"We should use this money to put Texans back to work, but we should be careful to spend it in a way that is consistent with Texan's priorities," said Alejandro Savransky, a field organizer with Environment Texas. "TxDOT is trying to rush through bad projects without a proper vetting process with the public."

Brandt Mannchen, air quality chair with the Lone Star Chapter of the Sierra Club, said his organization is among those opposed to spending economic stimulus money on the Grand Parkway, a proposed 180 mile highway encircling the Greater Houston region. The project has been shown on governmental planning documents since the early 1960s.

"TxDOT's proposal to spend economic stimulus money on the Grand Parkway is highway robbery," said Mannchen. "TxDOT is using money from the federal stimulus package to prop up a project that could not be justified on its own merits. In doing so, it's subverting the intent of the stimulus package to fund needed projects that are truly 'shovel ready.'"

Funding the Grand Parkway is bad public policy because the $181 million expenditure would divert funds from roads, streets, highways, and bridges that need to be rebuilt due to heavy use because they are where people live, the groups say.

It would result in the destruction of at least 12,000 acres of the Katy Prairie and farm and ranch land, paving over the Katy Prairie, which serves as a natural detention basin absorbing excess water during heavy rainfall events that would otherwise flood Houston.

Gravel road crosses Katy Prairie, Harris County, Texas. (Photo by Jordan Carswell)

The Grand Parkway would destroy habitat for hundreds of thousands of ducks, geese, songbirds, herons, egrets, bald eagles, hawks, and many other forms of wildlife, Mannchen says.

Further, the groups say, all environmental reviews for the Grand Parkway are not complete. The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers has not received an application for, drafted, or approved a wetlands dredge and fill permit for TxDOT or Harris County.

On February 26, TxDOT approved stimulus funds for 266 roadway and bridge maintenance and rehabilitation projects valued at approximately $505.6 million.

"The projects approved today will serve to preserve the state's investment in our current transportation system," said Texas Transportation Commission Chair Deirdre Delisi.

Funding levels for roadway projects were based on population, lane miles, vehicle traffic, and pavement conditions. TxDOT identified the needed projects based on engineering needs and in coordination with local officials, said Delisi.

On February 25, TxDOT staff released a list of projects that could be developed using an additional $1.2 billion in available American Recovery and Reinvestment Act funds. The Texas Transportation Commission is expected to vote on the staff recommended list during a special meeting on March 5.

The commission says the staff recommendations were created by applying criteria developed by the state's local transportation leaders to an extensive list of projects that met the initial requirements for readiness established in the stimulus bill.

"TXDOT must be reminded that the largest portion of stimulus funds, the portion in the Surface Transportation Program, can be flexed for other uses, including passenger rail," said Melissa Cubria, spokeswoman for Texas Public Interest Research Group. "This has always been the case for STP funds, but this is the first time that the funds can be applied to intercity rail.

"Investing in intercity rail would create long-term, sustainable transportation solutions for Texas," said Cubria. "If TXDOT continues to act hastily, they will miss a great transportation funding opportunity."

"I am worried about the economic, social, and environmental costs of the proposed Grand Parkway," said Jay Crossley, program development director with Houston Tomorrow. "Proponents claim future Houstonians will want to live in carbon-intensive, low density, auto-based residential areas devoid of jobs and services, but the many transportation needs of current Texans take priority over this speculation."

Surveys of Houstonians, such as the Houston Area Survey or Envision Houston Region, have shown they would prefer that the Texas Department of Transportation provide infrastructure for more compact communities in already developed areas rather than building new roads into open green space.

Project lists and more information are available on the TxDOT website, www.txdot.gov, using the keyword stimulus. People can comment on TxDOT's proposal to implement the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act through the website, by e-mail at: AskTxDOT@dot.state.tx.us or by writing to the department at: 125 East 11th Street, Austin, Texas 78701.

TxDOT Puts Stimulus Funds to Work

PRNewswire-USNewswire
AUSTIN, Texas, Feb. 26 
Texas Department of Transportation (TxDOT) officials recommended that roadway, transit, and aviation projects be funded under the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA), commonly known as the economic stimulus package. Stimulus fund spending was approved by the Texas Transportation Commission today.

The commission approved stimulus funds for 266 roadway and bridge maintenance and rehabilitation projects valued at $505,675,806 including:

· 182 roadway maintenance projects valued at approximately $370 million;

· 27 roadway rehabilitation projects valued at approximately $73 million;

· 47 bridge projects valued at approximately $31 million; and

· 10 projects that are local and regional safety enhancements projects valued at approximately $30 million.

"The projects approved today will serve to preserve the state's investment in our current transportation system," said Deirdre Delisi, Texas Transportation Commission Chair.

Funding levels for roadway projects were based on population, lane miles, vehicle traffic, and pavement conditions. TxDOT identified the needed projects based on engineering needs and in coordination with local officials.

The commission also approved TxDOT's support for 10 aviation projects valued at $49.7 million. The stimulus-funded aviation projects will be submitted to the Federal Aviation Administration for final approval based on a priority list developed for annual program funding for general aviation airports.

The commission voted for stimulus spending on 39 public transportation projects valued at $32.8 million for rural program operators to fund vehicle fleets, facilities, and information technology equipment. Funds will be distributed to each of the state's rural transit providers and will be used to purchase more than 300 buses and to construct facilities across the state.

On Wednesday, February 25, TxDOT staff released a list of projects that could be developed using an additional $1.2 billion in available ARRA funds. The Texas Transportation Commission is expected to vote on the staff-recommended list during a special meeting on March 5. The staff recommendation was created by applying criteria developed by the state's local transportation leaders to an extensive list of projects that met the initial requirements for readiness established in the stimulus bill.

Project lists and more information are available on the TxDOT website, www.txdot.gov (keyword "stimulus"). Citizens can comment on TxDOT's proposal to implement the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act through the website, by fax (512-463-9896), by email (askTxDOT@dot.state.tx.us) or by writing to the department (125 East 11th Street, Austin, Texas 78701).

Americans Agree: Smart Growth Approach to Transportation Helps Build Communities

MSNBC.COM

Thurs., Feb. 26, 2009

By Michelle Wardlaw

WASHINGTON, DC - An overwhelming majority of Americans believe restoring existing roads and bridges and expanding transportation options should take precedence over building new roads, according to a survey sponsored by the National Association of Realtors® and Transportation for America.
The 2009 Growth and Transportation Survey describes what Americans think about how their communities are handling development and how the transportation needs of communities can best be met.

"Realtors® build communities and know how important an organized transportation structure is in supporting neighborhood growth," said NAR President Charles McMillan, a broker with Coldwell Banker Residential Brokerage in Dallas-Fort Worth. "A well planned investment in transportation will help create more livable and vibrant communities."

To accommodate future U.S. population growth, which is expected to increase by 100 million by 2050, Americans favor improving intercity rail and transit, walking and biking over building new highways. When asked what the federal government's top priority should be for 2009 transportation funding, half of all respondents recommended maintaining and repairing roads and bridges, while nearly one third said "expanding and improving bus, rail, and other public transportation." Only 16 percent said "expanding and improving roads, highways, freeways and bridges."
When asked about approaches to addressing traffic, 47 percent preferred improving public transportation, 25 percent chose building communities that encourage people not to drive, and 20 percent preferred building new roads. Fifty-six percent of those surveyed believe the federal government is not devoting enough attention to trains and light rail systems, and three out of four favor improving intercity rail and transit.

The 2009 Growth and Transportation Survey was conducted by Hart Research Associates, January 5-7. Hart Research Associates telephoned 1,005 adults living in the U.S. The study has a margin of error of plus or minus 3.1 percentage points.
Millions invested in transit fund

Denver Business Journal

Thursday, February 26, 2009

The planned Denver Transit-Oriented Development Fund has received $2.25 million from the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, the city said Thursday.

The new TOD fund is being established to create and preserve at least 1,200 affordable for-sale and rental housing units in Denver’s mass-transit corridors. The TOD fund’s main partners are the City and County of Denver, Enterprise Community Partners and Urban Land Conservancy (ULC).

The ULC already has contributed $1 million to the TOD fund, and the city is investing $2.5 million, with $2 million coming from the city’s Xcel Energy Inc. franchise fee revenues designated for energy-efficiency projects for low-income housing.

The Denver Office of Economic Development Business Incentive Fund is pitching in another $500,000.

“[The MacArthur Foundation] funding will help us ensure that Denver residents of all income levels have access to affordable housing near mass transit,” Denver Mayor John Hickenlooper said in a statement. “This creates critical economic opportunities for our workforce.”

The Chicago-based MacArthur Foundation supports the arts and institutions committed to “building a more just, verdant and peaceful worlds,” according to the organization. The foundation funds efforts such as community development, public TV and global security/sustainability.

Enterprise Community Partners, a local provider of development capital, will service as fund manager for the TOD fund.

ULC — a nonprofit group affiliated with the Denver Foundation that buys, preserves and develops urban real estate — is expected to be the sole borrower of the fund, and will be responsible for buying property for the TOD housing and partnering with local companies for site redevelopment.

For the TOD housing project, the ULC will target three types of properties — existing, federally assisted rental housing; unsubsidized rental properties; and properties that currently are vacant or used for commercial purposes that have desirable locations for new affordable housing.
AIA Responds To Blumenauer’s Transportation Finance Reform Panel

The American Institute of Architects

02 Mar 2009
PRESS RELEASE 

In response to Rep. Earl Blumenauer’s Transportation Finance Reform Panel, the American Institute of Architects (AIA) has called to do things differently, citing the recession as a window of opportunity for this approach. 

The following is a transcript from AIA CEO/EVP Christine McEntee’s remarks at the Panel: 

Funding for transportation projects has been a longstanding priority for the American Institute of Architects, and we echo the Congressman’s call for transportation finance reforms. 

In addition to finding new funding options, we really need to look at new approaches to spending the funds that will result in the most positive, lasting impact. 

Our current infrastructure system is hurting us–economically, environmentally and from a public health standpoint. We now have a rare window of opportunity to do things differently. 

Simply put, we cannot spend money on transportation the same way we’ve spent it for the last 50 years. 

This requires an attitudinal change in how these projects are approached from the outset. Rather than merely allocating money for roads, rails and bridges–we have to examine how all modes of transportation interrelate with our communities and the way in which we live. 

Transportation planning must be linked to land-use and residential development. 

Last year, the AIA commissioned a report with the University of Minnesota that determined investing in transit-oriented development projects has the greatest potential to provide economic, environmental and public health benefits. 

These sorts of projects reduce traffic congestion (minimizing air pollution), allow more people to walk and use public transportation, and promote economic development–with the end result, a much healthier, vibrant community. 

Our study also showed that communities that undertake a very open, interactive planning process end up with more successful projects. 

If you actually give a voice to the people who will ultimately use the system, you will end up with a better informed end product, and thus a better return on investment. 

To help address infrastructure challenges, architects have helped develop new approaches to land use for transportation systems. Some cities around the country have has success in reducing congestion and developing more thriving communities by: 

· Reinvesting in streetcar systems 

· Installing bus rapid transit options 

· Linking farther reaching regional communities through high-speed rails 

· And in already developed suburban areas–a modified grid pattern can help alleviate the congestion on existing traffic arteries. 

A recent AIA poll found that two-thirds of Americans believe the government should invest more in mass transit. So we call on Congress and the President to develop solutions to the funding challenges–and just as importantly ensure that there is a comprehensive, long-term approach to executing transportation projects that will make sure the money is well spent, leaving a positive, lasting legacy that improves our everyday quality of life.

Americans are moving on up to smaller, smarter homes

USA TODAY

3/17/2009 

By Wendy Koch

When architect Sarah Susanka remodeled her kitchen, she didn't use pricey granite or edgy concrete for her countertops. She used laminate. Her cabinets: Ikea.

"You can save thousands of dollars" by using simple materials in a well-designed space, says Susanka, author of the best-selling 1998 book The Not So Big House.

For more than a decade, she has urged people to build better, not bigger. Now, as the U.S. economy struggles to climb out of a tailspin and environmental concerns rise, her message has gone mainstream.

New homes, after doubling in size since 1960, are shrinking. Last year, for the first time in at least 10 years, the average square footage of single-family homes under construction fell dramatically, from 2,629 in the second quarter to 2,343 in the fourth quarter, Census data show.

The new motto: living well with less.

"There's a shift in the culture," says Susanka, whose new book, Not So Big Remodeling, helps homeowners use existing space better. She says the economy has forced people to rethink McMansions and focus instead on what they need.

Other architects agree.

"It's a return to common sense and what really matters," says architect Marianne Cusato, who designed the Katrina Cottage, a modular kit house for people who were displaced by the 2005 hurricane.

Cusato says the banking collapse last fall prompted her to co-design what she calls "The New Economy Home." In 1,500 square feet, it has three bathrooms, a half-bath and four bedrooms, one of which can be used as a rental unit. "It's a small house that lives large," Cusato says. She plans to begin selling the floor plan on her website as early as April.

"It's sad that it took a complete economic meltdown" for people to appreciate smaller homes, but at least something good can come from it, says Michelle Kaufmann, author of Prefab Green, published last month.

Kaufmann, a California architect who designs compact, factory-built, eco-friendly homes, says she's busier than ever because "these concepts are resonating on a mass level." One of her modern homes is on display in the backyard of Chicago's Museum of Science and Industry.

She says new gadgets, such as the iPhone, have helped consumers see that bigger is not always better. Now, she says, "we want more out of less."

The shrinking dream

Kaufmann and others expect the shift in attitudes to persist even after the economy recovers.

"This will remain a trend. I don't expect this (home size) to come back up," says Gopal Ahluwalia, vice president of research for the National Association of Home Builders. Nine of 10 builders surveyed by NAHB this year say they're building or planning smaller, lower-priced homes than in the past.

"We don't need big homes," he says. "Family size has been declining for the past 35 years."

Home sizes tend to stagnate during recessions, says Kermit Baker, chief economist of the American Institute of Architects. He expects that when the economy recovers, many first-time or middle-income buyers may want more square footage than they can now afford.

Baker says plummeting home values, however, have caused many people to stop seeing houses as an investment but rather as a place to live. He says home-size declines probably will continue among high-end buyers, who began scaling back even before the recession.

Steve Alloy, president of Virginia-based Stanley Martin Homes, says he started seeing that shift a few years ago and as a result began offering smaller floor plans. In the past eight months, he has introduced two models that are each under 2,000 square feet.

In the Tucson area, Jeffrey Mezger says two-thirds of his houses that have sold in the past 90 days were less than 1,600 square feet.

"In these economic times, people are more practical," says Mezger, chief executive officer of KB Homes, one of the nation's largest home builders. He says consumers, who were hit by record gas prices last summer, are also more concerned about utility bills, so energy efficiency has become more important.

Two years ago, he says, the average KB house was about 2,400 square feet, which can easily accommodate four bedrooms and three bathrooms. He expects it could drop to 1,500 or 1,600 this year. In many communities, his models now start at 1,000 square feet. In Houston, KB Homes has an 880-square-foot house for $63,995.

"We could have gotten a bigger home" but chose instead better flooring, lighting, countertops and cabinetry, says Jennifer Kovatch, 24, an accounting manager. Next month in Corona, Calif., she and her fiancé are buying their first home. It has three bedrooms, not four. "We traded an extra bedroom for upgrades."

Carole Conley and her husband had $1 million to spend when they went house-hunting in the Washington, D.C., suburbs. They could have bought a 5,000-square-foot home but decided against it. "We're a couple looking to our elderly years," she says, adding they want a house that will be easy to maintain when they retire. So they're buying a well-designed 2,000-square-foot rambler and plan to add 700 square feet.

As an interior designer, Christine Brun sees a "complete reversal" from a decade ago. Now, she says, her clients are clamoring for less square footage, and manufacturers are responding with smaller furniture and appliances.

"You're almost unpatriotic to live so large," says Brun, author of Small Space Living, published last month. She says Baby Boomers want to downsize, and young eco-minded adults "don't care if they live in 500 square feet. They just want cool stuff."

Between those attitudes and a crashing economy, she sees big prospects for smaller houses: "It's like a perfect storm."

"The key to small homes is connectedness," Cusato says, adding that people don't need as much interior space for entertainment or exercise if they live near parks, shops or other people. "I grew up in Alaska, and we played outside all the time. We could walk everywhere in our neighborhood."

How to live well with less

For years as an adult, Cusato lived in New York apartments with less than 300 square feet. She says she lived outside, in her community, as much as inside, where she simplified her belongings. She told her family not to give her any more "tchotchkes."

"Build what you need. Build what inspires you," Susanka says. "Don't build to impress your neighbors."

As a best-selling author, Susanka could have built a grand home. She chose instead a 2,200-square-foot Cape Cod with a big front porch and "three perfectly proportioned" dormers on a lot that looks like country but is close to the airport, a good grocery store and a beautiful lake with walking paths.

"What more could we ask?" she writes in her new book. She later added 200 square feet for her office. She and her husband both work from home, so office space accounts for one-third of their square footage.

"I don't feel we need more space," she says. If designed right, she says, less space can work well. "There are lots of things that can be done without spending a lot of money," Susanka says.

She tells readers to think about how they really live and, if they feel they're short on space, to repurpose rooms that are rarely used, such as formal living and dining rooms.

She says rooms can and should do "double duty." If they still feel more space is needed, she says, often a small addition will suffice.

Susanka says the push to living smaller "at some point had to happen," because McMansions use more resources and are not environmentally sustainable.

"We're in the midst of a pendulum swing," she says. "What will come of this will be a more balanced home."

What the Stimulus Bill Really Means for Cities

AmericanCity.org

Wed, Feb 25th, 2009

By Jeffrey Hill

While mainstream media outlets have done an excellent job covering the political drama surrounding the passage of President Obama’s American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) without actually reading it, take it from someone who has braved all 1,200-plus pages of HR-1: the economic stimulus package contains an abundance of funding figures that should make urban enthusiasts very happy.

Or, take it from U.S. Conference of Mayors President and Miami Mayor Manny Diaz, who is also pleased with the final version of the stimulus package. In January, the Conference released a report asking the federal government for $96.6 billion to fund 15,221 different “shovel-ready” municipal projects. Diaz lauded the bill to press officials following a Feb. 20 speech by Obama to the mayors of the organization. “It’s refreshing for cities to be able to partner with the White House. We have worked on these issues for many, many years, but there’s nothing like having a true partner in the White House that we have today with the president, vice president and an outstanding Cabinet who understands the urban agenda,” he said.

Read the following figures and join myself and Mayor Diaz in disregarding pundits who associate the ARRA with “the end of all things.”

ARRA is set to provide:

$7.22 billion for projects and programs administered by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to promote green jobs.

$6 billion to the Clean Water and Drinking Water Fund, $4 billion of which will be used help communities with water quality and waste-water infrastructure needs and $2 billion of which will be spent on drinking water infrastructure needs. $1.2 billion, or 20 percent, must be used for green infrastructure.

$100 million for competitive grants to evaluate and clean up former industrial and commercial brownfields. (Note- This portion of the bill was modified by an unnamed U.S. senator to put “brownfields” in quotes.)

$27.5 billion in road and highway construction funds, which, according to the U.S. Department of Transportation (DOT) will be used to repair infrastructure, not to build new highways. This does not include the $8.4 billion set for investments in public transportation or the $1.5 billion for competitive grants to state and local governments for transportation investments or the $1.3 billion for investments in our air transportation system or the $9.3 billion for investments in rail transportation, including Amtrak, high-speed and intercity rail.

$16.8 billion to the U.S. Department of Energy’s Office of Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy, making ARRA the largest energy bill passed in U.S. history, increasing the department’s funding nearly tenfold. This does not include $400 million to support the establishment of the Advanced Research Projects Agency to support innovative energy research, or the $4.5 billion allocated to the DOE’s Office of Electricity Delivery and Energy Reliability for activities to modernize the nation’s electrical grid and implement smart-grid technologies.

$5 billion to the U.S. Weatherization Assistance Program, increasing the eligible income level under the program as well as the funding assistance level to $6,500 per home.

$1 billion for the Community Development Block Grant program for community and economic development projects including housing and services for those hit hard by recession.

$2.25 billion to the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development’s HOME and Low-Income Housing Tax Credit program to fill financing gaps caused by the credit freeze and kick-start stalled housing development projects. This does not include the $4 billion designated to the public housing capital fund, or the $2 billion set aside for full-year payments to owners receiving Section 8 project-based rental assistance, or the $2 billion for the redevelopment of abandoned and foreclosed homes, or the $1.5 billion for homeless prevention activities which will be sent out to states or the $250 million is included for energy retrofitting and green investments in HUD-assisted housing projects.

Shall I go on? Or, are you more interested in which governors said they are open to not accepting money from the stimulus package? If you live in South Carolina, Alaska, Louisiana, Texas or Mississippi, your governor has publicly stated that in order to mount a partisan political campaign in 2010, they would refuse: 

$19 billion, including $2 billion in discretionary funds and $17 billion for investments and incentives through Medicare and Medicaid to ensure interoperable health information technology (IT)

$1 billion for prevention and wellness programs to fight preventable diseases

$10 billion to conduct biomedical research in areas such as cancer, Alzheimer’s, heart disease and stem cells

$1.1 billion to the U.S. Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality, NIH and the HHS Office of the Secretary to evaluate the relative effectiveness of different health care services and treatment options

$53.6 billion to the U.S. Department of Education for the State Fiscal Stabilization Fund to preventing state education cutbacks, prevent layoffs, implement school modernization, provide public safety and other services

$13 billion to the Title 1 program

$12.2 billion for special education

$15.6 billion to increase the maximum Pell Grant by $500

$3.95 billion for job training including State formula grants for adult, dislocated worker, and youth programs.

Whew… and there’s more, but you’ll have to wait until tomorrow, when I’ll delve into broadband development.

PeopleFund plans new headquarters

Austin American Statesman

Thursday, February 26, 2009

What: New PeopleFund headquarters
Where: The Austin nonprofit group hopes to break ground in July on the project at 1719 Alexander Ave. It will be part of the Chestnut Plaza mixed-use development and near a Capital Metro rail station.

Who: The architect is Earl Swisher, of the Austin office of the Lawrence Group Architects. The land was donated by the family of Tom, Lynn and Will Meredith.

When: Groundbreaking is expected in July, with completion of the building and move-in to follow in summer 2010.

Details: PeopleFund seeks to promote economic vitality in low-income communities through affordable housing and business development initiatives. PeopleFund Executive Director Margo Weisz said the 10,000-square-foot building is expected to share a courtyard with the Sustainable Food Center and a satellite location of the Austin Children's Museum.

The new location will feature training and work rooms as well as affordable office space. The new headquarters will also contain the organization's housing program, PeopleTrust, along with its loan operations.

PeopleFund is raising money to cover the estimated $3 million cost of the project.
EVENTS
Rethinking Growth 
The Economic Benefits of Conservation-Based Development and Corridor Redevelopment 
Presented by: Randall Arendt, FRTPI, ASLA 
WORKSHOP & TRAINING PRESENTATION 
DATE: FRIDAY, MARCH 27, 2008 
TIME: 9:00 AM – 4:30 PM 
LADY BIRD JOHNSON WILDFLOWER CENTER 
AUSTIN, TX 
Registration: 
Register on-line at: http://tiny.cc/Arendt 
For more information contact Tom Yantis at tyantis@bwrcorp.com or 512-828-0076. 
Sponsors: 
Congress for the New Urbanism – Central Texas Chapter 
Hill Country Alliance – www.hillcountryalliance.org 
American Planning Association – Central Texas Section  
Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center – www.wildflower.org
Urban is Core, the Austin Super Forum
Because vibrant urban communities must accommodate today’s diverse interests and issues.

Austin Mayor and Council Candidates Forum 

St David's

304 E 7th Street

Saturday, April 4th
10am - 1:30pm

Come by to celebrate, discuss and learn about the best of Austin as part of the hip urban community.  Partnering organizations will have information, chat tables, and refreshments.

Stay to hear council and mayoral candidates discuss their positions on urban issues.

Join your neighbors and the media in the One-on-One room following each forum to ask your burning questions or to just cheer on your favorite candidate(s).
Urban is Core Partners:

Alliance for Public Transportation

Austinist.com

Austin Metro Trails and Greenways

Austin Parks Foundation 

Congress for New Urbanism, Austin 

Downtown Austin Alliance 

Downtown Austin Neighborhood Association

Original Austin Neighborhood Association

Rail4Real

6ixth Street Austin Association
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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