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Promote public transportation that improves our regional quality of life, economic development, affordability, and the environment.
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House Chairman of Transportation Committee CONGRESSMAN JIM OBERSTAR (D-MN) in his own words

The Mar. 30th TransportationTV interview with Jim Oberstar (D,MN) on what's coming in the transportation bill process and opportunity for a "transformational change."  Video (<5 min.)

88 year young Mayor of Mississauga talks about 33 years as Mayor

With a 93% approval rating, a city with no debt and $800 mil in reserves, her one regret for the 6th largest city in Canada . . . transportation was not a bigger part of the urban development.

Video (<5 min)

Intriguing Public Art/ Traffic Calming presentation. 

"Road Witching" - using the space between buildings for people, art, and fun.   Video (15 min)

National Academy call to Connect the Dots.  Sound familiar see APT’s Connect the Dots.

Sustainable Critical Infrastructure Systems: A Framework for Meeting 21st Century Imperatives calls for a broad and compelling vision for the future; a focus on providing essential services; recognition of the interdependencies of critical infrastructure systems to enable the achievement of multiple objectives; collaborative, systems-based approaches to leverage available resources; and performance measures to provide transparency about infrastructure investments. 
Daigh leaves behind $5 billion of roads, few enemies
Austin district engineer leaving TxDOT after six-year blitz of building that included 77 miles of tollways and, finally, solid plans to finish that Ben White/I-35 interchange.

AMERICAN-STATESMAN STAFF

Monday, April 06, 2009

By Ben Wear

Bob Daigh spent the past six years as Central Texas' roadbuilder in chief, a period of unprecedented highway construction and tollway trauma.

At age 54, with 22 years at the Texas Department of Transportation, Daigh is stepping down April 30 as district engineer for the 11-county Austin region. Daigh said that, aside from the considerable rigors of a job that put him at the epicenter of $5 billion of construction, the primary impetus for leaving is financial: he and his wife, Natalie, have a son and daughter to put through college in the coming few years.

"When you enter public service, the deal is you earn less money for a long time to get a little bit of retirement," said Daigh, who said that before going to TxDOT in the late 1980s he was working for an engineering firm and making nearly twice his original state salary. "Rather than have a large bank account to draw upon, we're going to use some of the retirement dollars to send them to school."

Daigh, paid $130,000 a year to lead the Austin office's 639 employees, said he has several management irons in the fire, and expects to go to work in the private sector in May.

But Daigh, who admires the choice made by his father (also a structural engineer) to teach at Dallas-area community colleges after retiring as a lieutenant colonel from the Army, said he could also see himself someday as a middle school science teacher.

Daigh and his new employer, should he go to work in transportation, would be constrained by state law prohibiting state employees who go to the private sector from working on projects in which they had a hand while at the state. Daigh, however, probably would be free to work immediately on projects outside the Austin district.

Daigh said that he thinks he's accomplished most of what he could in the district engineer job. That includes not only concrete assets, most notably 77 miles of tollways opened since he took the job in 2003, but also the less tangible goal of making the public see that traditional, tax-generated dollars for transportation are drying up.

"People won't take medicine," Daigh said, meaning toll roads, "unless they know they are sick."

Daigh acknowledged, however, that TxDOT's bedside manner could have been better. Agency leaders, working with Gov. Rick Perry and legislative allies, pushed through a number of toll-related projects in 2003 with little public discussion. Then, within months, the agency in certain cases around the state, including in Austin, was pushing to begin charging tolls on free roads or on road expansions built solely with tax dollars.

That generated instant public resistance and reverberated over the next several years as TxDOT attempted to build tollways of several different kinds. Despite all the controversy, however, Daigh, a soft-spoken and methodical conversationalist with a gentle wit, by and large managed to avoid becoming a target. He will leave the job with few if any hardened enemies, even among those who have butted heads with him.

"Bob has always been a straight shooter with me," said Travis County Commissioner Sarah Eckhardt, who last year unsuccessfully opposed an effort to use profits from an existing tollway in Cedar Park to help get another one in Northeast Austin funded.

"He has been extremely open to doing business in a different way, particularly at a time when the agency as a whole wasn't," said Sen. Kirk Watson, D-Austin, who was head of the local transportation planning board.

Central Texas has never seen such concentrated road building as occurred during Daigh's tenure, almost all of it involving toll roads.

The centerpiece of that is the Central Texas Turnpike Project, made up of the 66 miles of Texas 130, Texas 45 North and Loop 1. At the same time, his office built the Texas 45 Southeast tollway, which will open just as Daigh leaves the agency, and worked closely with the newly formed Central Texas Regional Mobility Authority on yet another tollway, 183-A.

And Daigh and TxDOT's Austin office were at the center of a plan to build five more tollways in Austin. The first of those roads recently received $90 million of federal stimulus funding, and construction will begin later this year. He also successfully pushed for Williamson County and Hays County to build $400 million in highway improvements without tolls under a state "pass-through" program, and for $200 million to widen Texas 190 in Williamson County and to complete the Ben White Boulevard/Interstate 35 interchange.

In all, Daigh was intimately involved with building more than $5 billion of road projects in Central Texas.

"It was a crucible," Natalie Daigh said of the past few years, "It was hard, but he really always believed in what he was doing, and that it was the right thing for Central Texas."

Editorial: Local-option bill needs Senate vote

Dallas Morning News

Friday, April 3, 2009

Editorial

North Texas support for a local-option transportation bill is shaping up in the state Senate as befits a traffic-choked metro area.

Where do they stand?

John Carona, Dallas: Voted yes in committee

Florence Shapiro, Plano: Voted yes in committee

Wendy Davis, Fort Worth: Voted yes in committee

Royce West, Dallas: "I am not a supporter at this time, but I'm not against. We need to work out how the least of us will be able to afford the new local options"

Bob Deuell, Greenville: "I lean toward supporting it and am trying to resolve some of the issues my constituents have raised."

Jane Nelson, Lewisville: Uncommitted while "reviewing it and getting input from constituents."

Kip Averitt, Waco: "I am strongly in favor. I have always been a proponent of local options, because we can't seem to raise our primary funding source, the motor-fuels tax."

Chris Harris, Arlington: "This is a local option, and I would support local cities' decisions. I would want to be sure that the DART line through Irving to DFW says on schedule."

Craig Estes, Wichita Falls: Undecided. "I realize and appreciate we have a need for transportation funding; however, I continue to be cautious in any approach that would increase the tax burden on our citizens."

By our nose count, a majority of the region's nine-person delegation are solid or likely supporters of this important legislation. At stake is the right of voters to decide whether to raise new revenue to attack job-killing road congestion, and these members get it.

The remaining senators are still digesting details or working through apprehensions about the bill (SB 855) authored by Dallas Sen. John Carona. We urge them to get engaged quickly and become part of the effort to ease gridlock by expanding rail transit and improving roadways.

The bill may come up for full Senate consideration as early as this week, and strong North Texas backing will send a message about urgency. We urge Lt. Gov. David Dewhurst to give the bill the prompt hearing it deserves. Senators from Austin, San Antonio and El Paso have come aboard as supporters.

For years, state leaders have been negligent about meeting the transportation needs of metro areas. If they insist on freezing the gas tax at its 1991 level of 20 cents a gallon, and if they are unfazed by traffic congestion's toll on the quality of life and the economy, top leaders must at least let urban areas solve those problems themselves.

The fundamentals of Carona's bill are sound. The measure allows county elections on new transportation projects and new taxes and fees to fund them. Communities could choose to expand the region's transit network – a goal of local leaders for more than five years; Dallas and other DART cities could build roads or make other transportation improvements.

As Sen. Florence Shapiro of Plano said in helping pass the bill out of committee, "Local voter determination of future transportation and mobility projects is what this is all about."

Texas seeks to expand rail corridor from Fort Worth

Fort Worth Star-Telegram

Sun, Apr. 05, 2009    

BY GORDON DICKSON

Texas South Central High Speed Corridor AirCheck Texas federal funding Fort Worth to Central corridors Dallas-Fort Worth Fort Worth to Austin Fort Worth to Oklahoma City Fort Worth to San Antonio U.S. Transportation Secretary Ray LaHood rail lines Fort Hood

Texas may finally be ready to expand passenger rail service from Fort Worth to Central and South Texas and embrace the concept of high speed rail.

On March 20, the Texas Department of Transportation formally requested funding for a feasibility analysis for expansion of the rail corridor from Fort Worth to Killeen/Fort Hood, Houston and San Antonio.

"I would like to offer the professional assistance of my staff to meet this important requirement," Transportation Department Executive Director Amadeo Saenz wrote to U.S. Transportation Secretary Ray LaHood.

Fort Worth is part of a federally designated South Central High Speed Corridor, which envisions speedy trains connecting not only Texas cities but also Little Rock and Tulsa. For more than a decade, Congress provided scarcely any funding for high speed rail but in October it set aside $1.5 billion for high speed rail and invited states and private developers to bid for the funding.

Rail advocates say trains could travel up to 110 mph on existing rail corridors running parallel to freight lines or up to 200 mph on elevated or fenced tracks.

Amtrak operates daily service from Fort Worth to San Antonio and from Fort Worth to Oklahoma City. But the trains can travel no more than 79 mph. A trip from Fort Worth to Austin is 3  1/2 hours by road or four hours, 20 minutes by Amtrak.

Texas has high no. of fast-growing counties

Austin Business Journal

Friday, March 27, 2009

Ten of the top 25 fastest growing counties in the country between July 2007 and July 2008 are in Texas, according to a Capital Area Council of Governments analysis of the most-recent U.S. Census report.

That’s more than any other state, with California registering six of the top 25 and Arizona and North Carolina each capturing two.

Texas counties among the top 25 include:

Harris, No. 2

Tarrant, No. 5

Bexar, No. 10

Collin, No. 12

Dallas, No. 13

Travis, No. 14

Fort Bend, No. 18

Denton, No. 21

Williamson, No.23

Hidalgo, No. 24

Central Texas counties experienced considerable population increases over the period—emphasizing the need for a continued focus on managed growth, CAPCOG officials said.

The numerical and percentage growth break down among counties in CAPCOG’s service area is as follows:

Bastrop: 1,364, 1.9 percent

Blanco: 81, 0.9 percent

Burnet: 901, 2.1 percent

Caldwell: 299, 0.8 percent

Fayette: 241, 1.1 percent

Hays: 7,526, 5.3 percent

Lee: 115, 0.7 percent

Llano: 58, 0.3 percent

Travis: 28,651, 3 percent

Williamson: 22,172, 6.0 percent

“These latest figures from the Census Bureau underscore the fact that we can’t stop talking about how to manage growth effectively, even during a recession,” said Brian Kelsey, director of community and economic development for CAPCOG. “The number of people relocating to the Austin-Round Rock region has likely slowed as a result of the recession, but we need to appreciate that Hays, Travis, and Williamson alone added nearly 60,000 people between July 2007 and July 2008, according to these latest figures. For some perspective, that’s more people than the entire city of Cedar Park.”

Lessons on How to Guzzle Less Gas, From Europe and Japan

New York Times

April 4, 2009

By JAD MOUAWAD

The sight of the presidential limo (a Cadillac known as “The Beast”) performing a five-point turn last week in front of 10 Downing Street in London made it glaringly obvious why Europeans have come to prefer smaller cars that fit through their medieval cities. It may also symbolize how hard it will be for America to turn a corner on its energy policies.

Like his predecessors, President Obama has vowed to reduce the nation’s dependence on oil, but in his case, he has wasted little time in signaling his determination to get it done.

Within his first weeks in office, he ordered regulators to set stricter fuel efficiency standards for automobiles. And last week, he kicked out General Motors’ longtime boss and demanded radical changes from the automaker, including better fuel mileage from its cars, in exchange for more bailout money. Chrysler was told to merge with Fiat, the Italian auto company and the maker of the shoebox-sized Cinquecento, or lose taxpayer help.

The nation may well succeed in curbing its gluttonous ways this time. But it is going to require more than just fuel-efficient cars. As the president moves forward, he may find important lessons in the experiences of Europe and Japan.

Public transportation in those countries, including high-speed bullet trains, outshines anything found in most American cities. Cars are lighter and smaller. And, at least in Europe, more people now buy diesel-powered cars, which get better mileage per gallon at less cost than gasoline.

Governments were able to steer drivers to diesel by taxing it at a lower rate than gasoline. But both fuels are taxed much more heavily in Europe than they are in the United States, which points to another lesson: higher fuel taxes reduce consumption.

The bottom line has been this: Oil use in the United States rose by over 20 percent between 1973 and 2007. Germany and France both cut their oil demand by 25 percent over the past 25 years. Japanese demand has not risen.

“Low prices are a curse,” said Lee Schipper, a transportation expert at Stanford University. “I believe that carbon, oil and energy security are underpriced. It makes public policy sense to do something akin to boosting the price.”

Oil has effectively been squeezed out of the American economy in all but the transportation sector, where there are no readily available alternatives. Most of the oil consumed each day in the United States is used as gasoline in cars, diesel in trucks, and jet fuel in planes.

Recent history suggests that Americans, too, can change their oil consuming habits, with the right incentives.

As gasoline prices surged in the last two years, more and more drivers left their cars at home and took public transportation. Ridership on trains and buses has risen to a 52-year high, according to the American Public Transportation Association, while the total number of miles driven on the nation’s highways has fallen for 13 straight months.

Hybrids also proved to be popular. In 2007, Toyota’s hybrid car, the Prius, outsold the Ford Explorer, the best-selling sport utility vehicle for more than a decade. Last year, cars in general outsold trucks and S.U.V.’s for the first time since 1999.

Yet even as gasoline reached a peak of $4 a gallon last summer, Americans were getting a bargain compared with every other industrialized country. In Europe, where taxes are highest, gas prices ranged from $7 to $10 a gallon. Drivers grumbled, but governments resisted lowering taxes. (Europeans have long accepted higher taxes in exchange for higher levels of social services and government-sponsored health benefits.)

Now that gasoline prices have again fallen to around $2 a gallon in the United States, many analysts believe the recent drop in oil demand could be reversed. Some experts suggest that the best way to avoid this is for the government to adopt a minimum tax on gasoline that would prevent prices from dropping below a certain level — say $2.50 or $3 a gallon.

Despite the energy shocks of the 1970s and 1980s, cars in the United States became bigger and more powerful; suburbs grew larger and more distant. Mass transit was neglected. Consumption reached a high of 20.8 million barrels a day in 2005. When the economy went into a tailspin last year, demand slumped by 6 percent, its steepest drop since 1980. It is expected to fall again this year.

Still, there is no certainty that consumption can be kept down. Demand fell three times in the past four decades because of oil shocks and recessions, only to recover each time because of low prices and the lack of a consistent energy policy. This time, carmakers, at least, have seen the wind change: most now say they will have an electric car or a plug-in hybrid on sale within a few years.

Yet the hurdles remain high. Unlike in Japan and Europe, the population in the United States is expected to keep growing, rising to 400 million by 2050, from 300 million today. This means energy use will need to be a third more efficient — or be reduced by a third — just for consumption to remain flat.

Higher taxes aren’t the only remedy. In Japan, an obsessive attention to efficiency and large investments in public transportation helped keep a lid on consumption, said Akihiko Hoshi, the deputy director at Japan’s Ministry of Transportation. “It’s a policy issue,” he in an interview in Tokyo earlier this year.

“The Japanese recognize that we don’t have much natural resources,” he said. “That comes from our experiences from the oil shocks, and that was the turning point when we started to think about efficiency.”

Congress has mandated that fuel efficiency for cars reach at least 35 miles per gallon by 2020. But even then, the United States will lag both Europe and Japan, which have already reached that level, and have set more ambitious goals of close to 50 miles per gallon for the next decade.

Still, environmental groups and the oil industry both foresee oil demand in the United States dropping in the next 20 years. Planners at Exxon Mobil say that demand will fall by almost a fifth by 2030. Google, which uses great amounts of energy to power its servers and has become a significant voice on energy issues, argues that demand could be cut more sharply with “realistic steps” that include higher fuel efficiency, advanced biofuels, growth in urban transit systems, and increased use of electric vehicles.

“Europe and Japan are great examples that have worked and that lay a path that we can follow,” said Dan W. Reicher, who heads Google’s energy program. “But the on-again, off-again nature of U.S. policy has really hurt the push for greater fuel economy in our country.”

Reinventing America’s Cities: The Time Is Now

New York Times

March 25, 2009

By NICOLAI OUROUSSOFF

The country has fallen on hard times, but those of us who love cities know we have been living in the dark ages for a while now. We know that turning things around will take more than just pouring money into shovel-ready projects, regardless of how they might boost the economy. Windmills won’t do it either. We long for a bold urban vision.

With their crowded neighborhoods and web of public services, cities are not only invaluable cultural incubators; they are also vastly more efficient than suburbs. But for years they have been neglected, and in many cases forcibly harmed, by policies that favored sprawl over density and conformity over difference.

Such policies have caused many of our urban centers to devolve into generic theme parks and others, like Detroit, to decay into ghost towns. They have also sparked the rise of ecologically unsustainable gated communities and reinforced economic disparities by building walls between racial, ethnic and class groups.

Correcting this imbalance will require a radical adjustment in how we think of cities and government’s role in them. At times it will mean destruction rather than repair. And it demands listening to people who have spent the last decade imagining and in many cases planning for more sustainable, livable and socially just cities.

The changes needed may seem extravagant, but they are not impossible. Many of those who see the current economic crisis as a chance to rebuild the country’s infrastructure have pointed to previous major government public works projects, like Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Work Projects Administration in the 1930s and 1940s and Dwight D. Eisenhower’s 1956 National Interstate and Defense Highways Act, as a reminder of what this country was once capable of.

Although the W.P.A. is mostly associated with rural dams and roadways, there’s hardly a city in America where it didn’t leave its mark, from riverfront parks to schools and housing projects.

Eisenhower’s investment in highways was equally audacious, but its effect on cities has not always been positive; in many ways the Highways Act set the stage for decades during which suburban interests trumped urban ones.

Inspired by the German autobahn, which Eisenhower saw firsthand during World War II, the program was an attempt to retool the country’s immense military-industrial complex for a peacetime economy. Creating thousands of miles of intercity highways, the program fueled America’s postwar car culture and suburban sprawl, in addition to changing permanently the way towns and cities have evolved.

Most notably it accelerated certain seismic cultural shifts born of the cold war and the civil rights era by creating the means by which middle-class families would flee perceived urban threats — racial friction, potential Soviet bombs — for the supposed security of the suburbs. In many cities intracity highways became dividing lines between white and black.

In New Orleans, for example, the 10 Freeway bulldozed through one of the city’s most vibrant African-American communities, becoming a psychological barrier between the black middle-class Treme neighborhood and the tourist-infested French Quarter. The Santa Monica Freeway, built around the same time, walled off poor African-American areas like Crenshaw and South Central from the rest of the city to the north.

By the early 1980s, when both President Obama and I were in college, the anti-big-government, pro-privatization rhetoric of the Reagan years was catching on, and the entire notion of public spending, let alone spending on large public works projects, was becoming passé.

In many major cities this void was filled by private developers, who began refurbishing parks and old historic quarters. The result was sanitized versions of real cities organized around themed districts, convention centers and sports complexes. Meanwhile the roads, bridges and sewer systems that held these cities together were allowed to disintegrate.

At the same time Europe and Asia began to supplant America as places where visions of the future were being built. The European Union spent decades building one of the most efficient networks of high-speed trains in the world, a railway that has unified the continent while leading to the cultural revival of cities like Brussels and Lille. And environmental standards for new construction were not only encouraged, they became the law — and have been for more than a decade.

This investment in traditional large-scale infrastructure projects is increasingly being coupled with serious thinking about the future of cities themselves. The Swedish government recently began a promising competition for a design that would replace a decrepit 1930s-era bridge in the heart of Stockholm with a seamless system of locks, roadways and shops. In Madrid the government is completing a plan to bury a four-mile strip of freeway underground and cover it up with parks and new housing. And only a few weeks ago the French government concluded a nine-month study on the future of metropolitan Paris. The study, which included some of Europe’s most celebrated architects, is the first phase in a plan to create a more sustainable, socially integrated model of “the post-Kyoto city.”
Even China, a country where centralized planning often looks like a grotesque parody of American postwar development, is beginning to move toward more sustainable, dense urban models. The government recently announced an $88 billion plan for freight and passenger trains that will link every major urban center along the country’s coast, from Beijing to the Pearl River Delta. And it is building miles of subway lines in booming cities like Shenzhen and Guangzhou.

Architects and urban planners are looking at various ways to revive the Bronx.

The problem in America is not a lack of ideas. It is a tendency to equate any large-scale government construction project, no matter how thoughtful, with the most brutal urban renewal tactics of the 1950s. One result has been that pioneering projects that skillfully blend basic infrastructure with broader urban needs like housing and park space are usually killed in their infancy. Another is that we now have an archaic and grotesquely wasteful federal system in which upkeep for roads, subways, housing, public parkland and our water supply are all handled separately.

With money now available to invest again in such basic needs, I’d like to look at four cities representing a range of urban challenges and some of the plans available to address them. Though none of the plans are ideal as they stand today (and some of them represent only the germ of an idea), evaluated and addressed together as part of a coordinated effort, they could begin to form a blueprint for making our cities more efficient, sustainable and livable.

New Orleans

In the immediate aftermath of Hurricane Katrina architects and urban planners all over the country began a spirited investigation of how to make New Orleans safer and more sustainable. The nonprofit Urban Land Institute, devoted to urban issues, presented a report a few months after the storm, based purely on the city’s topography, that proposed returning some of its most devastated low-lying areas to wetlands and concentrating more housing on higher ground — a plan that would, among other things, reduce the burden on the levees and canals that protect the city from storms.

At the same time local architects and preservationists began a campaign to preserve the layers of historical fabric that had been damaged by or lost in the storm, including downtown’s Art Deco Charity Hospital, some early Modernist schools, New Deal-era public housing and the Ninth Ward’s shotgun houses, as well as the Spanish-influenced architecture of the French Quarter.

Even some private developers seemed to understand the importance of balancing social and environmental concerns. Sean Cummings, a local developer, has proposed a master plan for a six-mile-long park on a site along the city’s riverfront, currently a strip of decrepit wharfs, abandoned warehouses and parking lots.

Designed by a formidable team of architects that includes Enrique Norten, George Hargreaves, Alex Krieger and Allen Eskew, the proposal is a model of how to knit together conflicting urban realities. A matrix of public parks, outdoor markets and mid-rise residential towers is woven through the existing fabric of old warehouses. Landscaped boulevards would extend from the park into a mix of working-class and gentrified neighborhoods. What’s more, concentrating more housing on high land along the river fit nicely with the Urban Land Institute’s vision for a more sustainable city.

So far none of these initiatives have achieved much traction. Local communities attacked (understandably) the institute’s plan as insensitive to the populations it sought to relocate. Subsequently the idea of adjusting the city’s footprint in any way became politically toxic, and Mayor C. Ray Nagin quickly made it clear that the city’s redevelopment would be left in the hands of private interests.

Mr. Cummings has received $30 million in federal funds for the first phase of his riverfront plan. But the money is solely for park construction, and so far the project doesn’t include the subsidized housing that would prevent it from becoming an enclave for upper-middle-class whites.

Meanwhile the Department of Housing and Urban Development recently began bulldozing thousands of units of New Deal-era public housing over the objections of many local activists, while the Army Corps of Engineers is shoring up existing canals and levees as if the city were going to grow back to its original size — something no sane person believes.

Even so, the fate of New Orleans has yet to be determined. Many of the city’s low-lying areas are as barren now as they were a week after the storm. And it’s still possible to imagine a more sustainable, socially inclusive city, one that could serve as a model as powerful and far reaching as the American subdivisions of the 1950s. For that to happen, however, a range of government agencies would need to work together to come up with a more coordinated plan.

Los Angeles has not suffered the trauma of New Orleans, but it is a city famously devoid of a functioning public transportation network and public parkland. These deficiencies will only become more glaring as the city’s population continues to boom.

As far back as the 1930s Frederick Law Olmsted Jr. proposed digging up parts of the Los Angeles River’s concrete bed and transforming its banks into a necklace of parks that would extend most of the 51 miles from the San Fernando Valley through downtown Los Angeles to Long Beach and provide green space for some of the city’s poorest neighborhoods.

Almost 70 years later the Los Angeles City Council, prodded by a mix of local advocates and architects, revived that vision. Recognizing that the river has become both an industrial blight and an impenetrable barrier between the Latino neighborhoods of East Los Angeles and the white enclaves of downtown, the council developed a plan that would tear out part of the concrete bed and return it to its natural state, while repaving other areas in stone. At some points the sides of the riverbed would step down to allow for landscaped walkways. Parks and bike paths would be built along the banks.

So far, however, there is little money to pursue the plan. About $6 million in state grants to help develop the greenway were postponed in December. And so far the federal government has allotted only enough money for the Corps of Engineers, which oversees the river, to continue a feasibility study for concrete removal.

According to Ed P. Reyes, a member of the City Council and a major sponsor of the plan, an investment of $100 million would allow the city to complete a significant section of the plan near downtown, which would provide valuable parkland to one of the city’s poorest neighborhoods and also offer the public a tangible example of the project’s transformative power.

Wilshire Boulevard is another favorite cause for the architects and city planners of Los Angeles. In the early 1990s Frank Gehry and I took a drive down the city’s once-great commercial spine, which stretches 16 miles from downtown Los Angeles to Santa Monica.

Mr. Gehry guided me through the range of communities that the boulevard intersects, from the Latino neighborhoods near MacArthur Park to Koreatown to the many cultural institutions that include the Wiltern Theater, the Los Angeles County Museum of Art and the Hammer Museum. The philanthropist Eli Broad is currently planning yet another museum at the corner of Wilshire and Santa Monica Boulevards in Beverly Hills.

Mr. Gehry suggested that by concentrating more public transportation and cultural institutions along this thoroughfare, Los Angeles might finally find its center, both geographically and socially.

He is not alone in this fantasy. Los Angeles has the most talented cluster of architects practicing anywhere in the United States, and at one point or another most of them have invested significant brain power in figuring out how to remake Wilshire Boulevard. Michael Maltzan has looked at how new public school construction could be connected to the public transportation network along Wilshire, a plan that not only would be cost effective but also could begin healing some of the city’s deep class divisions.

There was an ideal moment, about a decade ago, when this vision might have taken hold; the county’s Metropolitan Transit Authority was just then in the midst of constructing a federally financed multibillion-dollar metro system, including a line that would have run the length of Wilshire Boulevard. The Los Angeles Unified School District was building scores of new schools. And the city’s rapid growth had led to a boom in new development.

Work on the metro ground to a halt several years ago after costs spiraled out of control, and when it was discovered that the district’s flagship school had been built on a toxic waste site, the agency quickly scaled back its goals.

Now a new mayor, Antonio Villaraigosa, is trying to revive the idea of expanding the metro. Without an overhaul of the city’s transportation network it is only a matter of time before the city breaks down, a victim of pollution and overcongestion. A citywide plan that anchored Los Angeles along two major axes — the green river and the asphalt boulevard — could save it from becoming a third world city.

The Bronx

Smaller projects too can have a powerful impact on a region’s identity. In the South Bronx the nonprofit Pratt Center for Community Developmenthas been fighting to demolish parts of the Sheridan and Bruckner Expressways. The Sheridan, which forms a barrier between poor Puerto Rican and Dominican communities in the South Bronx and the Bronx River, was a particular brutal example of Robert Moses’ urban renewal projects. Had it been completed, it would have torn through part of the Bronx Zoo.

When state officials unveiled a plan in 1997 to expand the expressway’s entry ramps, easing truck traffic to the city’s commercial food markets, the community rebelled, and Pratt began to develop a counterplan that would dismantle the expressway altogether and free up 28 acres of land. More specifically, the plan would extend local streets across the site to a new riverfront park, provide up to 1,200 units of affordable housing, create a new sewage facility and restore wetlands along the river. Commercial development could be linked to a planned commuter train station.

Not long ago the state agreed to consider the plan. But even if the plan is adopted, it is not yet clear who would pay for one of its most critical components, the housing, which in the past would have simply been turned over to private developers. What is more, the plan essentially remains a sketch; it still lacks the design elements that could bring it fully to life.

Buffalo

Perhaps the most intriguing test case for reimagining our failing cities is in Buffalo, where the federal government is pressing ahead with a plan to expand its border crossing facilities. The city was once a center of architectural experimentation, with landmarks by virtually every great American architect of the late 19th and early 20th century. Frederick Law Olmsted Sr., the father of American landscaping, created a string of elegant public parks intended for the city’s factory workers.

Like other Rust Belt cities, Buffalo began its decline more than a half-century ago, a victim of failing industries and suburban flight. Large sections of Olmsted’s parks and boulevards were demolished; an elevated expressway sliced through one of these parks, cutting it off from the riverfront; many of downtown’s once-proud buildings were left abandoned.

Yet rather than reverse that trend, the government now seems determined to accelerate it. The Homeland Security Department is planning to expand an area at the entry to the Peace Bridge to make room for new inspection facilities and parking. That plan would require the demolition of five and a half blocks in a diverse working-class neighborhood with a rich architectural history, from late-19th-century Italianate mansions to modest two-family homes built in the 1920s.

Local preservationists argue that protecting the city’s historic neighborhoods is fundamental to the city’s survival. Pointing out that bridge traffic is steadily shrinking, they are pressing the government to upgrade the train system and dismantle parts of the elevated freeway to allow better access to the riverfront. Not only would they like to see Olmsted’s late-19th-century vision restored; they would also like to see it joined to a more comprehensive vision for the city’s future.

At this point there is no concrete plan to counter the government’s, but the potential is great. The city’s architectural fabric is rich. It has an active grass-roots preservation movement. And few sites better sum up the challenges of trying to save a shrinking city. I for one would love to see what a talented architect could accomplish if his imagination were given free rein over such a promising site.

Getting the projects I’ve described off the ground is not as impossible as it may seem. Only last week the federal Departments of Transportation and Housing and Urban Development announced the creation of an urban task force that would promote the development of sustainable communities linked to public transportation — a small but encouraging step in advancing a more integrated approach to urban growth.

In September the White House and Congress will also have a rare opportunity to rethink the antiquated transportation authorization bill, which comes up for review once every six years and funnels hundreds of billions of dollars each year into highway construction and repairs.

Given that the administration has already made sustainability a priority, that money could be redirected to other projects, like efforts that reinforce density rather than encourage urban sprawl. It could be used to replace crumbling expressways with the kind of local roads and parks that bind communities together rather than tear them apart.

I am also a fan of a National Infrastructure Bank, an idea that was first proposed by the financiers Felix Rohatyn and Everett Ehrlich.

The bank would function something like a domestic World Bank, financing large-scale undertakings like subways, airports and harbor improvements. Presumably it would be able to funnel money into the more sustainable, forward-looking projects. It could also establish a review process similar to the one created by the government’s General Services Administration in the mid-1990s, which attracted some of the country’s best talents to design federal courthouses and office buildings. Lavishing similar attention on bridges, pump stations, trains, public housing and schools would not only be a significant step in rebuilding a sense of civic pride; it would also prove that our society values the public infrastructure that binds us together as much as it values, say, sheltering the rich.

A half-century ago American engineering was the envy of the rest of the world. Cities like New York, Los Angeles and New Orleans were considered models for a brilliant new future. Europe, with its suffocating traditions and historical baggage, was dismissed as a decadent, aging culture.

It is no small paradox that many people in the world now see us in similar terms.

President Obama has a rare opportunity to build a new, more enlightened version of this country, one rooted in his own egalitarian ideals. It is an opportunity that may not come around again.

Big Bangs, Slums, and Suburbia 

Archinect.com

Mar 29, 2009

by William Galloway, PhD

This is not a scientific statement by any means, but I think it’s reasonable to assume that every universe pretty much gets just one big bang.

However, architecture and planning (both professions in which I have some experience) generally are practiced as if the opposite was the case. Not in a literal sense, of course. It isn’t like we walk around our offices worrying about celestial events. Yet we are clearly entranced with the possibility of using our arts to magically sweep aside - all at once - every wrong that we see before us; replacing entire cities and neighborhoods with little mini-novas of creative destruction. The Big Bang model of urban planning – where existing matter is rubbed out, the new stuff is all good, everything is pre-decided, and the outcome inexorable. It’s very mechanistic.

Our history of big ideas is filled with plans for the future that start with dismantling the present, as if the first step towards utopia must begin with resetting everything to zero. It is easy to understand the seduction. The approach requires immense confidence and vision to carry out, and even if it isn’t successful, that whole confidence in working towards a worthy cause thing just feels damn good. Let’s face it, uncertainty is a downer and any theory that points the way towards a happier future is better than muddling along in the status quo. I can understand that. What I don’t get is why we seem to so readily accept that all the good ideas have to be reverse-engineered from the future. Or alternatively, dredged up from the past. Is there really nothing in the here and now we can’t use to stake our futures on?

I think there might be. Unfortunately, most of the examples that make their way to the popular press come from the developing world, in the form of enchanting stories like Slumdog Millionaire, or the energetic research of Koolhaas’ study of Lagos. Messy urban landscapes the world over are being given the nod, finally worthy of study. Which is great, but curiously few of those landscapes are found in the West. But I’ll get to that later.

In the meantime, to get a feel for what this fascination with messiness means, consider the example of an ongoing project in Medellín, Colombia – begun by the city’s former mayor, Sergio Fajardo. Facing urban poverty and crime in the enormous slums around his city, the mayor chose to ignore the possibility of Big Bang renovation. Instead he decided to invest money and energy in the erection of precious cultural infrastructure in the very middle of the poorest parts of his home. Beautiful modern libraries, schools, and cable cars now connect the slums to the rest of Medellín; but what is most interesting is that his additions are not walled off from the existing urban landscape.

How remarkable is that? It is nothing less than an attempt to improve the most troubling parts of a city by embracing them. Not in a romantic way. No one is pretending poverty is remotely beneficial to anyone. And yet, when it mattered, Mr. Fajardo entertained the possibility that his slums are actually part of a legitimate landscape.

It is too soon to know if the experiment will work in the long run, but it represents a vision of planning that is remarkable because it is not fixated on ensuring any kind of pre-cooked future. There IS a vision, but it is one in which the final form is not yet imagined. It is a kind of planning for the present; contingent, flexible, and open.

That is pretty potent. So why aren’t planners and designers in more developed countries implementing more contingent, flexible, and open models of urbanism? We seem instead to prefer our urbanism neat and clean and easy to digest. If we can make our plans bigger, all the better. Which, come to think of it, is probably why China and The Middle East have garnered so much attention in the architectural press of late. Cities planned from scratch, built in recognizable and ironic shapes if at all possible, self-contained, and ALL according to a single plan. It’s a Big Bang wet dream.

Big Bang urbanism is always the favored option. But how does the Big Bang work in mature cities? Cities where the first consideration is not how to manage growth, but how to maintain quality of existing urban space, or simply to survive with a radically shrinking population. The developed world’s version of ad-hoc urban growth – suburbia! - certainly doesn’t elicit the same marveling response that uncontrolled fringe settlements get from visitors to the developing world.

To be fair, in many ways that is the correct reaction. But I wonder, why don’t we look at our own cities with the same open eyes as we look at places like Mumbai or Medellín; searching not for failure and horror, but for potential? Is the unplanned city only valid if it’s dense and dirty? Why don’t we see our cities as legitimate landscapes from which we can build our future?

The closest we seem to get to that possibility is in the form of ideas that might be called Big Bang Lite – where the ideal is reformation rather than complete reconstruction. In the case of suburbia the need for reform is justified by the need for sustainability. Fair enough. Yet the impression is that sustainability is being used as an excuse to invoke the ideals of Big Bang urbanism - the final picture is pre-determined, comprehensive, inflexible. When I see projects of this type, whether they are set out by New Urbanists hoping to bring urban densities to the suburbs, or whether they are offered up by those brave few who concede suburbia may be a creation of people who actually LIKE where they live, I cannot help but feel we are missing two important points.

First of all, that sustainability does not require density. Michael Jenks in his series of books on sustainable urbanism showed that while urban form matters, there is still no evidence that a dispersed plan is inherently any less or more sustainable than a dense one. It seems likely that what is really important is not so much the actual form of our cities as how we live in them. To give you an example of what I mean, ask yourself, if our cars were benign, energy neutral and non-polluting, would we still need to dismantle suburbia? If our homes were self-contained, independent of any kind of infrastructural grid would there still be any need for density? These are important questions that are not ever going to be asked if we continue to approach planning from the future. The Big Bang vision of planning does us the dis-service of assuming such questions are irrelevant.

The second point requires a little populist faith, but starts with the assumption that our cities are reflections of the people who live in them. If we want to plan for a sustainable future we have to admit humanity is perverse, preferring to live in ways we cannot predict in advance. Flexibility is not a luxury it is a necessity, and Big Bang urbanism is not very good at that sort of thing. In fact it tends to insists on being deaf to other ideas. It is a closed system, where progress is allowed to go in only one direction, even if society veers off in another direction entirely. We need room to accommodate unexpected needs when they come up.

Don’t get me wrong. I am not advocating for a get out of jail free card for suburbia or for any modern city. Suburban cities in the North America are as problematic as Mumbai or Medellín – pollution, and social inequality are as damaging in Chicago, Detroit or London, and the current version of suburbia is not helping at all. Something has to give.

But I question our confidence in what shape our future needs to be. The last several hundreds of years of urban planning prove that what we know about cities is never enough, and often barely even correct. While there is certainly a place for big ideas, we need to be ready to accept more than ONE idea at a time. We need to leave dogma behind, admit our cities are part of a legitimate landscape, and think about finding paths to all kinds of good futures from where we are standing today. Some of those futures might look like suburbia. Some might look entirely different, but they can ALL be correct. We need diversity, not the mono-culture of Big Bang ideas.

Metro maps out MAX's future across Portland-area
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by Dylan Rivera

Thirty years ago, visionaries drew lines on a map of the Portland area. Today, those lines whoosh with speeding light-rail trains that every year ferry millions of people.

Now, it's time for the next 30 years.

That task -- guiding the next generation of mass transit -- is the lofty aim of planners laying out the region's future. They envision scattered hubs of activity connected to other hubs. And if given a mass transit boost, some of those could blossom into vibrant destinations, where future residents live and work.

How about a line from Portland to Tigard, or beyond to Sherwood? Why not connect Lake Oswego to Oregon City? And what about some small spurs off the existing system -- say to Forest Grove or Troutdale?

All are on the table but not for long. Routes that are included in the next three months in Metro's High Capacity Transit System Plan will get a massive political boost and qualify for a chance to seek federal money.

Routes left out could be forgotten for decades.

For the next three weeks, the public will have a chance to pick favorites among 29 segments, worth up to $25 billion, that made it through an initial round of screening. To make public involvement easier, and perhaps a little fun, Metro this week began offering Web users a chance to "build your own transit system" with a site that lets any computer user compile a collection of routes -- like a mini version of the popular SimCity computer game.

Metro Councilor Carlotta Collette says the process offers the region a chance to think about where to accommodate another 1 million residents expected in the coming 20 years. Light rail and other mass transit solutions can encourage density in areas that have planned for it, says Collette, who is guiding the plan for the Metro Council.

"What are the communities we want to be building in the region, and how can light rail or high-speed streetcar or bus rapid transit help us get the density in the communities that we need?" Collette asks.

Hard choices ahead

The Web tool, says Metro planner Tony Mendoza, isn't intended to tally the public's favorite routes. Instead, he hopes it helps people understand the hard choices that come with limited resources. The tool limits users to spending $2.7 billion of a total $25 billion wish list of routes -- and only on routes that made it through Metro's initial screening.

The tool also prepares users to fill out a 17-part questionnaire that gauges how respondents value various factors, such as ridership, cost and environmental benefits. Questionnaire results will be tallied and used to guide decisions, Collette says.

"What do people really care about?" Collette asks. "Why you like this line versus another line?"

The tool and questionnaire will be online through April 24. Also, at open houses across the region, Metro staff will have laptop computers available to promote the tool and help users.

The questionnaire also asks for feedback on far-reaching issues not addressed in the Web tool but that could guide route selection:

Should the region limit mass transit to 30 percent of all transportation spending -- or spend more or less?

Should planners consider improvements to the current system -- like an east-west tunnel underneath downtown Portland or a north-south express on the inner east side -- that could be expensive but make rail travel faster?

Should new legs on the region's system radiate from downtown Portland, connect suburb-to-suburb, or both?

[image: image4.png]ALLIANCE
FOR PUBLIC
TRANSPORTATION




Neither the questionnaire nor the Web tool ask whether the public would prefer alternatives to light rail. Options such as high-speed streetcar, which runs on its own tracks, or bus rapid transit, which runs in its own lanes, could be considered when each corridor is studied one by one in coming years, Mendoza says.

The evolution of MAX

All of this is much more detailed than the 1982 plan that launched Portland on a three-decade light-rail building boom.

Back then, regional leaders simply looked at which corridors had bus routes popular enough to justify a higher-capacity system, says Andy Cotugno, Metro's planning director.

"It didn't get into land-use considerations and how it would work," Cotugno says. "We didn't have any operating experience with it."

Metro

Does this look familiar? It's the mass transit plan adopted by the region in 1982, which lead to the MAX light rail system built in the years since.

The 1982 map looks a lot like the current MAX system, if you include the lines still in construction and planning. Lines radiate from downtown Portland in every direction. But it also has lines reaching Oregon City and Tigard that have not won a regional commitment.

Real estate markets, political chutzpah and luck all played into which lines were built in the past 30 years and could indicate which of the next generation actually make tracks.

Gresham got the first MAX line in 1986 thanks to a federal policy that allowed the region to cancel a controversial highway project and use the money on mass transit instead. Then-Oregon Sen. Mark Hatfield's political weight also helped overcome Reagan administration opposition.

» Milwaukie light-rail plan clears a hurdle
The airport MAX line wasn't on the 1982 map but emerged earlier than other lines that were on it. That route materialized because the Port of Portland was willing to trade development rights on land near PDX for money to build it. "They leveraged an asset to get better service to the airport than they would have otherwise had," Cotugno says.

No one has put a land swap or millions of dollars on the table for another rail line -- yet. But officials in Tigard, Forest Grove and Oregon City are making their case by planning for dense development that could generate thousands of rail riders.

Tigard Mayor Craig Dirksen, for example, complains that his city was shown on the 1982 map but has no MAX line in 2009. Hemmed in by highways and other towns, Tigard is eager for light rail to help build a mixed-use downtown and direct growth away from existing neighborhoods, he says.

"You plan what you do, and you do what you plan."

Many Smaller Cities Dodge Crunch in Consumer Lending

The Wall Street Journal

MARCH 30, 2009

By DAN FITZPATRICK

Consumer-lending activity has increased in numerous midsize cities in the U.S., a sign they are riding out the recession better than big cities and rural towns, an analysis of credit data shows.

As banks pull back on risk taking across the nation, consumer-loan balances in places like Huntsville, Ala., are rising. In Huntsville, a metropolitan area of 376,000 that is home to many government contractors, borrowing increased 13.2% per household in last year's fourth quarter, compared with the year-earlier period, according to data provided to The Wall Street Journal by Moody's Economy.com and Equifax Inc.

Huntsville's increase was the largest among 207 U.S. metropolitan areas tracked by the two data-gathering firms. Similar-size cities such as McAllen and Brownsville, Texas; Yakima, Wash; Provo, Utah, and Lafayette, La., also saw consumer-loan balances rise by more than 8% year-over-year.

During the economic crisis, the banking industry has been criticized for not lending enough, contributing to the slowdown in economic activity. The data show that in some places, banks feel comfortable enough about local economies to lend more to consumers. Across parts of California, Florida and Michigan, on the other hand, consumer-credit balances have been falling, the data indicate.

"The large metro areas are definitely hit by the finance or housing problems," says Steve Cochrane, managing director of Moody's Economy.com. "The smallest are often going nowhere." But, "many midsize metros in the country's midsection should come out of this all right."

The data from Equifax and Moody's encompass mortgages and home-equity, credit-card, auto and student loans. The numbers aren't a pure reflection of new lending. Balances could grow if consumers draw down existing credit lines. Increases could also reflect the sort of reckless borrowing that contributed to the current crisis, or desperation borrowing as bills become more difficult to pay.

But Equifax Vice President Jim Powers says such scenarios aren't the norm. "Most lending these days is pretty tight," he says. "Anyone that is getting a new loan, the bank deems a pretty low risk."

It is one of the few times in recent economic history when so many midsize cities are outperforming their larger counterparts, says Ross DeVol, director of regional economics at the Milken Institute, a Santa Monica, Calif.-based think tank. The new lending patterns, he says, reflect more disciplined economic-development strategies in those cities, more diverse employment and lower costs. Many of the higher-lending areas appeared on the institute's list of "best-performing" cities for 2008, measured by job, wage and salary increases. Provo, Huntsville and McAllen were all in the top 10.

'Blocking and Tackling'

"The medium-size metros that have done the blocking and tackling are better positioned during the downturn," he says.

Banks based in some cities with rising consumer-loan balances hold relatively low levels of nonperforming commercial and consumer loans, according to FIG Partners of Atlanta, a bank consulting firm. Problem commercial and consumer loans at Huntsville-based financial institutions, for example, represented 2.2% of total loans in the fourth quarter, compared with the national median of 4.92%.

Some of the better-performing cities didn't experience speculative real-estate bubbles, leaving them with more solid household-credit conditions, which are conducive to lending. Others are benefiting from major government spending, such as massive infrastructure projects and military bases. Many have unemployment rates below the national average and rank among the nation's best job creators.

At the opposite end of the spectrum lie metropolitan areas such as Merced, Calif., where consumer-loan balances dropped 8.5% year over year. According to FIG Partners, problem commercial and consumer loans there shot up to 11.4% of the total. The unemployment rate in Merced in January was 19%. One of every 74 Merced households faced a foreclosure filing in February, according to RealtyTrac, compared with one in every 2,319 households in Huntsville.

Cape Coral, Fla., where consumer-loan balances dropped 6.8%, lost more than 9% of its jobs last year, according to data from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. One in 65 households received a foreclosure notice last month. Another city near the bottom was Vallejo, Calif., a city forced to declare bankruptcy in the spring of 2008. Its consumer-loan balances dropped 4.5%, while its unemployment rate rose to 10.1% in January.

Some regions where loan balances have grown are creating jobs in the midst of the national recession. McAllen, which is near the U.S.-Mexico border, increased employment by 0.6% in the 12 months through this January. Over the past five years, employment there grew 21.1%.

Lafayette, which picked up population displaced by Hurricane Katrina, increased employment by 0.2% in the year ending January 2009, and 15.2% over the past five years.

Employment in Mobile, Ala., a southern port metropolitan area of 404,000, is down just 0.6% for the year ending in January, after rising 8.4% over a five-year period. Government-sponsored spending could explain why consumer-loan balances are on the rise there, as work continues on a $4.5 billion ThyssenKrupp AG steel plant.

Industry's Impact

Many of the cities where consumer lending has risen "have longstanding specializations in industries that have not been as affected by the downturn," notes Alan Berube, senior fellow and research director with the Brookings Institution, a Washington think tank.

Huntsville, located about 100 miles north of Birmingham, Ala., has long been strong in aerospace and technology due to a military base and an influx of engineers and scientists. Its unemployment rate was 6% in January, well below the national rate of 8.5%.

'Very Blessed'

Huntsville is the National Aeronautics and Space Administration's center of planning for a return trip to the moon. It also serves as headquarters for the U.S. Army Aviation and Missile Command. The Boeing Co., which employs more than 3,000 locally, is one of many government contractors with a major presence.

"We are very blessed," says Joe Newberry, president and chief executive officer of Huntsville's Redstone Federal Credit Union.

When Larry Anderson needed $420,000 last fall to purchase a new building for Alatec Inc., his military-weapons analysis company in Huntsville, he was expecting trouble because of the national credit crunch. Instead, local ServisFirst Bank approved the loan, and kept a $2 million line of credit open to fund expansion of the 80-employee company. Mr. Anderson has been adding workers over the past six months.

Andy Kattos, president of ServisFirst Bank Huntsville, says federal spending and contracting work was a big reason for a 69.4% increase in the bank's total loan balances during 2008.

Redstone Federal Credit Union made $17 million in auto loans in January, the fifth-highest monthly total in its 57-year history. In February, Redstone originated $43 million in mortgage loans, a one-month record.

Among the recent Redstone borrowers is 28-year-old James Clutts, who took out a $2,000 loan in November to pay some outstanding bills. A crisis may be weighing on other cities, he says, but "I don't think we are seeing it here."

EVENTS

Birth of the Cool: California Art, Design, and Culture At Midcentury 

Blanton Museum of Art

February 22 – May 17
One of the most ambitious exhibitions ever organized on this seminal period, Birth of the Cool encompasses the painting, architecture, furniture design, decorative and graphic arts, film, and music that launched mid–century modernism in the United States and established Los Angeles as a major American cultural center. The influence of these modernist practices on contemporary art and culture has been widespread, and today the styles associated with this period have become shorthand for beauty, sophistication, and confident urbanity.
AIA Annual Awards Gala

American Institute of Architect, Austin
Click here for more
Saturday, April 18th
Historic Browning Hangar at Mueller

AIA Austin will celebrate the public/private partnership that is Mueller and the 2009 AIA Austin Design and Honor Awards.  We want to give you the opportunity to share in this exciting evening.

A celebration of the accomplishments of Austin architects and the excellence of their architectural projects.  We will acknowledge the 2009 AIA Austin Design Awards, the 2009 AIA Austin Honor Awards, and the 2009 New Fellows.

Art Week Austin

April 22 – 26, 2009 

This year continues building on the platform of collaboration with various organizations that foster the creative class to produce Art Week Austin—Art Alliance Austin’s vision for a series of citywide art happenings produced both by Art Alliance Austin and partner organizations.

May 20th Luncheon - Choices For Central Texas: Charting the Effects of Land Use and Transportation Decisions

Austin Marriott at the Capitol at 701 East 11th Street.

Friday, May 20 from 11:30 to 1:30

Urban planner Peter Calthorpe, principal of Calthorpe Associates, and Dallas developer Robert Shaw, president of Columbus Realty Partners, Ltd., will speak at an Envision Central Texas (ECT) luncheon.  The event, “Choices For Central Texas: Charting the Effects of Land Use and Transportation Decisions,” is hosted by ECT’s Transportation and Land Use Integration Committee and is the second in a series of events focusing on the choices that citizens and leaders of Central Texas must consider as they seek to enhance the region's quality of life while managing congestion, growth and environmental quality.

The event is open to the public and tickets are $35 each. Media representatives are complimentary, but reservations are required to ensure a seat is available. To make reservations, call Diane Miller at ECT at 512.916.6037.

ULI Austin - Mobile Workshop: The Road to Transforming a New Downtown District

Date: May 5, 2009
More Information
Time: 1:00 pm - 4:00 pm

Location: 1900 University Avenue, , Austin, TX

1:00 pm - The Beginning of the Journey: Preliminary Steps to Ensuring a New District for Downtown - Jim Roberston, Director of Urban Design - City of Austin; Fred Evins - Redevelopment Project Manager - City of Austin

1:30 pm - A Straight Path: The Linear Progression of 2nd Street Development - A Walking Discussion

2:00 pm - Turning a Corner: Transforming Individual Projects into a Community - Taylor Andrews - 360 Condominiums; Cookie Ruiz - Ballet Austin

2:30 pm - Entering a Construction Zone: Seaholm's Contribution to the District - John Rosato - Southwest Strategies, Jeff Trigger - LaCorsha Hospitality Group

3:00 pm - Scenic Overlook: How You Create a Park and How Townlake Park Brought New Life Into the District - Charlie McCabe - Executive Director of Austin Parks Foundation; Larry Akers - Friends of the Parks Stakeholder

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.

Senate Transportation and Homeland Security passes LOTA
If everything goes as expected today, a Texas Senate committee will again discuss, and perhaps approve, allowing counties to levy new taxes and fees — if voters approve — for transportation projects. That’s a big, big step, and no one should take it lightly. FW Star-Telegram Editorial

View Hearing <click on Archives and select Mar 25 Senate Committee on Transportation & Homeland Security (Part I)>  
See SB 855
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.

AARP JOINS CALL FOR TRANSPORTATION REFORM
According to a Mar. 24th news release from the AARP (the American Association of Retired Persons), "As Congress debates budget priorities, AARP this week joined the Transportation for America Campaign endorsing its call for renewal of our national transportation program for the 21st Century. Following is a statement by AARP Executive Vice President for Social Impact Nancy LeaMond:

"'AARP is delighted to join T4America, the Transportation for America Campaign, an impressive group of organizations, elected officials and businesses with the shared goal of building a modernized infrastructure to support livable communities where people can live, work and play. America is aging rapidly and transportation policy and spending must acknowledge this demographic shift. The upcoming transportation authorization can help the nation prepare both for its graying years and a greener future by making roads safer for drivers of all ages and also offering more user friendly options for pedestrians and transit users..."

Source: http://tinyurl.com/cw8cge
HUD, DOT ANNOUNCE SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITIES INITIATIVE
According to a Mar. 18th transportpolitic article, "Secretary of Transportation Ray LaHood and Housing and Urban Development Secretary Shaun Donovan testified today on the issue in front of the House Subcommittee on Transportation and Housing (part of the Appropriations Committee).

"Both Secretaries argued that transportation and housing had to be planned together in order to handle the rising costs of both for most American households. Each pointed out that providing housing near public transportation allows for lower transportation costs and argued that transportation and housing in the United States should be organized in order to address climate change concerns.

"HUD and DOT will establish a Sustainable Communities Initiative, which will encourage transit-oriented development. The initiative will encouraged integrated planning with HUD and DOT working together on neighborhood projects by encouraging metropolitan areas to consolidate their current government-mandated five-year housing plans and four-year transportation plans, both of which are used to determine federal formula appropriations to communities..."

Source: http://tinyurl.com/crad7p
Full summary of The American Recovery & Reinvestment Act of 2009

February 17, 2009

This is Transportation For America’s full summary of the provisions and funding requirements for transportation in The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act.

Full Story
U.S. DEPT. OF ENERGY GRANTS CAN FUND BIKE/PED PROJECTS
In a Mar. 30th note, Gabe Rousseau, the FHWA Bicycle and Pedestrian Program Manager, wrote, "I wanted to let you know of a new funding opportunity that includes walking and bicycling facilities as an eligible activity. It's the Department of Energy's Energy Efficiency and Conservation Block Grant program. The DOE Block Grant funds are available 'to assist State, local, territorial and Tribal governments in implementing strategies to reduce fossil fuel emissions, total energy use, and improve energy efficiency in all sectors.'

"'Eligible activities' include 'Development of infrastructure such as bike lanes and pathways and pedestrian walkways.'"

Here's a link to the program press release: http://tinyurl.com/dzmaeh Here's the website for the program: http://tinyurl.com/ckbpec

To see the Funding Announcement, follow these instructions:

1. Go here: http://tinyurl.com/dh4fuf

2. Click on "Search Public Opportunities and Awards"

3. Search on reference number DE-FOA-0000013

4. Click on the title ("Recovery Act - EECBG Program")

5. This takes you to the "Opportunity Summary"

6. Check out the documentation on the right side of the screen and the overview on the left.
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