Downtown Austin Alliance (DAA) Responds to COST’s Report 

The DAA responded to COST’s letter of March 12 and its independent report ‘Zero Sum Game: The Austin Streetcar and Development’ regarding the Capital Market Research (CMR) study of downtown Austin Development and the trolley (streetcar).  Following, in black text, are DAA “Charges” (issues selected by DAA to respond to) and DAA “Responses” to their selected issues.  COST’s commentary is in blue text following each DAA response.  It should be noted that many of the DAA “Charges” have little to do with the COST report.  

General COST Comments

The Coalition on Sustainable Transportation (COST) is gratified the first DAA response below substantiates and agrees with the principal and crucial point COST made in its independent study of the City of Austin funded CMR report regarding the impact of the proposed trolley on downtown Austin development.  This crucial point is:  The CMR report concludes the trolley will have no measurable impact on the overall amount of development or tax base in Austin.  Therefore, it would not be responsible for Capital Metro, the City of Austin, Travis County, the State of Texas or the University of Texas to wastefully spend exorbitant taxpayer dollars on an ineffective transit system which does little for transportation or development.  (See the previous COST letter of March 12 for more detailed commentary)  
COST recommends that the DAA not base its support of a very wastefully expensive trolley on such unsupported and superficial reasons as contained in the DAA responses below.  Many of the responses are generalities and myths which have no relationship to the Austin situation.  The trolley seems directed at needlessly serving the unrealistic whims of a handful of downtown developers at the expense of the greater Austin community and taxpayers. 

CHARGE: All that development would have happened anyway​ without the
investment in a streetcar.


DAA RESPONSE: Maybe the development would have happened anyway. But the point of a streetcar is that it can shape development, and channel it along a corridor where people can take the streetcar and use it to connect to regional transit. And developers do respond.  In the words of Portland Streetcar CEO Rick Gustafson, “The streetcar was part of a perfect storm of planning, policy, development opportunities, and public-private investment." He said that "It was a device for changing attitudes and development priorities and creating the right decision-making environment.” 
COST Commentary:

The DAA agrees with COST’s principal point in the first response paragraph above: The streetcar does not produce material additional development and tax base and, therefore, cannot be supported on the basis of using increased taxes to finance it.  DAA then quickly moves to a discussion alleging another unfounded trolley justification with this statement: “the point of a streetcar is that it can shape development--.”  COST’s responses to this superficial and faulty argument are detailed here and following. 
The CEO of the Portland Streetcar cannot be considered a balanced source of comment.  He substantially exaggerates the influence of the streetcar on Portland development.  Much of the development was due to financial incentives by the city and was in process before the streetcar.  According to their legal agreements, the developers would not have proceeded without the financial incentives because the projects were not commercially viable.  Therefore, the streetcar was not a material influence.  There is no evidence that clean, attractive and frequent buses would not achieve the same goal.  
As for shaping development in Austin, roadways have much greater influence than trolleys because roadways will carry 96% of the people to their destination and the proposed commuter train and trolley combined will carry less than one-half of one percent (0.005) to their destination. 
Who made the decisions, and on what bases, that the trolley is a responsible expenditure of huge taxpayer dollars to “shape and channel” development as alleged by DAA’s response above?  Did they not look at the record level of robust development taking place in the corridor without the trolley?  And, did they not realize that private vehicles have many times the influence of trolleys on shaping and channeling development. 
COST recommends DAA and other leaders spend serious effort on the challenge of providing efficient roadway access in and out of downtown Austin, particularly access to MoPac and its planned roadway expansion. This improved roadway access will have many times the impact on downtown development and growth that a trolley will.

CHARGE: The streetcar and policies to promote development along the streetcar amount to subsidies to developers.


DAA RESPONSE: Higher densities and lower parking ratios and tax and fee waivers
or other public incentives make projects more profitable for developers, but infill development is much more difficult -- so cities need to negotiate with developers to get the best deal. The city’s obligation is to fund the public improvements. The developers’ obligation is to contribute to infrastructure costs and to commit to building high-density, mixed-income housing with high-quality public space. Developer agreements are a crucial way to work this out.

Cities consider the longer run impacts of developments. If developers believe that the current market will only support a medium density of development, is it better to give a short ten year reprieve on taxes in order to get a greater total worth of development?  Or is the city content to have only half as much density and approximately half as much value?  Say if the floor-area ratio (FAR) or allowable development was 50% because no breaks were given, then the total investment would be only $1.5 billion instead of $2.8 billion.  This means that in ten years the city will reap the benefits of double the tax base on those projects closest to the line.  The "analysis" that wants to focus on subsidies for infill never seems to consider the public costs of providing infrastructure for development on the outskirts of a city.  Most American cities have realized that the provision of infrastructure to new development amounts to a subsidy of that development and that some incentives for infill development are necessary to level the playing field.  

It should also be noted that the Portland incentives were used to generate funds for various public goals. These funds did not go to the developer just so that the buildings would happen; they were used for a number of public purposes.  In Portland the incentives leveraged affordable housing, parks, and good pedestrian amenities from the developers.  Cities have the benefit of being able to pull these strings to make the districts more livable.
COST Commentary:

This is an interesting tutorial but has little to due with the discussion.  The reports and studies being discussed by COST deal solely with downtown Austin.  The bottom lines are: 
1. Austin’s downtown real estate market is perhaps the most active and robust of any large city in the nation and has not been motivated by trolleys nor has it required extensive taxpayer subsidies because the market is creating the demand.  Most experts predict Austin’s strong growth will continue for at least the next 20-25 years.  The proposed Waller Creek project will only add to this robust development cycle and begs the question as to whether transportation improvements should be designed to accommodate this downtown growth area which is outside the proposed trolley corridor.  
2. Portland has become very unlivable for the average person and has failed in attempts to achieve “public goals” serving the greater good of the community.  Austin should not covet Portland’s failures and should aggressively avoid its mistakes in every way possible:

a. Portland was once as livable as Austin, but, due substantially to its draconian land use policies, Portland experienced one of the largest increases in home prices of any US city.  Its median home price is “seriously unaffordable” at 5 times the median household income.  Portland’s median home price is 65% above Austin’s and Austin’s median income is higher.  Austin’s ratio of median home price to median income is still 3.1 which is the upper end of “affordable.”  
b. Companies are also leaving Portland.  Downtown Portland lost 4,000 jobs between 2001 and 2005. 
c. Portland is losing public school enrollment at a very rapid rate due to the departure of families unable to afford housing.  Public school enrollment was once over 80,000 but is now below 45,000.

d. Among urban areas of 1-2 million population, Portland ranks second only to higher density Las Vegas in traffic congestion.
e. Due to the huge taxpayer incentives for developers, Portland’s basic services of Police, Fire, Emergency, Libraries, Parks, etc., are suffering.   
Austin is at a crossroads:  It can follow the course of cities such as Portland, restricting and controlling land use in ways which dramatically increases prices, lowers home ownership and degrades quality of life, or, it can choose a path determined primarily by market forces and the free choices of citizens which retains housing affordability, increases economic vitality and increases quality of life.

CHARGE: It would be much cheaper to simply improve the bus system.


DAA RESPONSE: The major reason a city should build a streetcar is to leverage large-scale development or redevelopment opportunities by providing public investment that leverages private investment in projects that also help achieve public goals like affordable housing and high-quality public space and parks. Streetcars are about channeling and shaping development so that it’s compact and walkable, and mixed-use. Investments in a bus system aren't likely to achieve either of those goals. Moreover, in Portland, for example, the business community saw so much benefit from the streetcar that owners voted to tax themselves to support the streetcar; ​ so streetcars can also leverage significant support from business and property owners.


In Portland the Interstate MAX LRT replaced the existing bus line and immediately doubled the ridership.
COST Commentary:

Again, this response is unfounded and has no relationship to reality in Austin.  The response reiterates the shallow rhetoric:  “Streetcars are about channeling and shaping development—.”  New and planned development is already extensive in the proposed Austin trolley corridor and is being “channeled and shaped” without trolleys.  Trolleys do not have the impact as described.  
Significant affordable housing has not been created in Portland, basic services are suffering, families are leaving and growth in the city has stagnated.  
After billions of dollars have been spent on light rail, the buses in Portland still carry twice as many people as rail.  In recent years, total transit boardings have been flat because increases in light rail boardings due to new light rail lines have been offset as bus boardings have decreased because bus routes in the light rail corridors are cancelled and bus riders become rail riders.

  

CHARGE: Streetcars don’t attract a significant share of regional ridership
or commuters.


DAA RESPONSE: Streetcars are local circulators. They stop often, are slow, and are intended to mainly serve pedestrians within the streetcar district and to connect them to the regional rail systems.  Circulators have different markets from peak hour commuter-oriented transportation infrastructure. Local streets don't serve commuters either, but the freeways would not work very well without local connections, and the streetcar is a connective transit technology. Commuters who use regional rail and express bus service can and will use a circulator to travel within Central Austin during the day.

  

No one transportation facility, whether rail, road, or other, has much impact on regional statistics. The region is large, diverse, and has lots of trips between thousands of destinations. No one highway or rail line will ever serve more than a fraction of these.

 

If you hold highways to the same standard, then no single interchange project attracts a significant share of regional travel.  

 

Because parking costs are high and folks are generally not willing to walk over a quarter mile, the streetcar acts as a pedestrian accelerator, so that people don't have to use cars for the short trips. 
COST Commentary:  

The DAA trolley description of “stop often, are slow—“ begs the question as to why they insist on the extremely expensive trolley solution to short distance connectivity instead of choosing the more flexible, much less expensive, just as nice and comfortable buss alternative.

This DAA response is totally contrary to Capital Metro’s description and that in the City of Austin’s CMR study.  They both indicate that one of the main purposes of the trolley is to pick up passengers from the commuter rail and distribute them to their destinations in the trolley corridor.  It is this peak hour commuter traffic which CMR alleges is the driving force behind increased development in the corridor.  DAA even contradicts itself with the above statement: “Circulators have different markets from peak hour commuter-oriented transportation” because in the first response above DAA states: “people can take the streetcar and use it to connect to regional transit.”
It is also clear that local streets play a major role in the beginning and in the final portion of a vast majority of commuter trips.  

The response is very misleading and superficial.  The major transportation statistics are that 96% of the person trips are taken on roadways and an effective roadway system is necessary to serve this population and provide efficient access to life’s offerings including better jobs, affordable housing and the “American Dream.”  
Any transportation system must be sustainable.  In Austin, public transit costs are rapidly rising and ridership is decreasing.  Taxpayers subsidize more than 90% of the costs for transit riders.  As experienced in Dallas, the further rail transit is extended the fewer riders per mile are achieved.  These are not sustainable trends.  The Austin region’s Transportation Plan (CAMPO 2030) indicates more than 30% of the transportation funds are allocated to public transit serving some 1% of the passenger miles traveled.  Public transit is vital but it must be cost effective if we are to provide a public transit system which truly serves those who find it a necessity in their daily lives.  A tragic consequence of spending huge taxpayer dollars wastefully on systems such as unneeded, ineffective and disruptive trolleys is that it siphons dollars needed to provide effective transit to those who have no alternative.   
Roadways are essentially paid for by the users.  Roadway financing is not perfect and is transitioning to new methods throughout the nation due to numerous factors including increasing fuel economy, the use of alternative fuels, the cost of gasoline, etc.  For example, only 50% of the Texas state gas tax finds its way to fund roads and the other 50% funds such things as schools, Department of Public Safety, Courthouse restoration, etc.  Likewise, not all federal gas tax ends up paying for roads.
CHARGE:  Streetcars make a tiny difference in ridership.

DAA RESPONSE:  The Portland streetcar gets about 9,000 riders a day.  This is not an insignificant number to most transit agencies or parking garages.  Those 9,000 riders don't need parking on both ends of their trip.
COST Commentary:
The DAA misleads with the term riders.  The 9,000 is “boardings” and a boarding is each time a rider boards the trolley.  A person riding from the downtown transit station to school and back in the afternoon is two boardings.  If this person goes 5 blocks to and from lunch it is 2 more boardings for a total of 4 boardings for the one person that day. 

The Portland trolley has not achieved 9,000 boardings per day on a continuing basis, but this is a small number in any case.  
The trolley has little to do with people not needing parking.  A large percentage of Portland trolley riders came to town on transit and use the trolley as a short shuttle to get to and from the main downtown transit center.  As discussed below, a significant number of students use the trolley to shuttle about one mile between school and the downtown transit center in their daily trip to and from school.  Therefore, a large number of the daily trolley riders do not have an alternative to use a vehicle requiring parking.  Many others drove a vehicle to town and would either walk or use the bus for short rides in the absence of the trolley and would not be using their parked vehicle for short trips. 

 

CHARGE: Alternatives exist that will match ridership.

DAA RESPONSE:  Any time in the not so distant past a streetcar line has been replaced with a bus, the ridership has gone down exponentially.  Anytime a bus has been replaced with a streetcar or light rail, ridership has gone up.  There are no alternatives that will attract as much ridership. 

This response’s assertions are not based on facts and are totally incorrect.  For example: Denver advertises that replacing buses with light rail on certain routes increased ridership some 20-25%.  However, they failed to mention that the light rail frequency was doubled compared to the bus frequency.  It is not very cost effective to double the frequency of a vehicle costing millions of dollars, many times a bus, and only increasing ridership by 20-25%.  Why wasn’t the bus frequency doubled?

Many studies have shown that transit riders have little preference for mode given the same reliability and frequency.  LA increased bus ridership on one high density route some 30% by using buses which stopped every mile instead of every couple of blocks so that trip time was reduced.  There are many instances where buses carry just as many people, just as fast and cost much less.  Express buses between Tacoma and Seattle run all day and are faster than the commuter train which only runs in the morning to Seattle and the afternoon to Tacoma.  More people ride the express buses than the commuter with similar starting and ending points.     


CHARGE: Streetcars costs more than buses per vehicle hour.

DAA RESPONSE: While streetcars do cost more than buses per vehicle hour, using a per-passenger cost, the streetcar operating cost is lower than a bus because it holds (and attracts) more riders per vehicle.
This is an old theoretical argument which does not survive the test of actual experience.  It is based on maximum capacity and the vehicles rarely achieve maximum capacity.  How many see empty or almost empty public transit vehicles on the street most of the time?  On the same route, bus costs are less than trolleys or other passenger rail.  Transit agencies almost always neglect to consider the capital costs in determining passenger costs.   When adding the capital and operating costs, a bus system is a fraction of the costs of trolleys.  Rider attraction is not based on mode (bus or streetcar) but on reliable, effective service.  Denver, as discussed below, has proven that buses do more for much less and there is no reluctance to ride buses.  
Downtown shuttle demand is small in Austin.  We should use flexible, cost effective buses to serve this need which will certainly require changing routes as Austin “fills out”.  Buses can respond to changing growth patterns and demand, fixed rail cannot.   For example, streetcars on Congress would have precluded the 30th Statesman Capital 10,000.  Buses could be rerouted and the show would go on.  Many civic uses of Congress Avenue would be denied by the trolley.

CHARGE:  Streetcars will increase congestion. 

DAA RESPONSE: A streetcar carries twice as many people as a bus and takes less time at each stop. With the low-floor vehicles, loading and unloading is much faster than on a bus, especially for wheelchairs. So substituting streetcar service for bus service would reduce congestion. In general, well-used transit reduces congestion because each vehicle carries so many more people than an automobile would.
COST Commentary:
Again, this response’s generalities have little to do with the facts in Austin.  The streetcar proposed to run up and down Congress Avenue with boarding platforms in the street will severely reduce private vehicle capacity and increase congestion.  Passenger loading platforms in the street with trolleys on either side would block 4 of the 6 private vehicle lanes.  It will also create significant safety hazards as heavy streetcars will operate with people and vehicles on the streets and cannot maneuver or stop quickly to avoid accidents.  In addition, the array of poles, wires, boarding stations and rigging to connect streetcars to overhead wires will destroy cherished, historical views of the Capital from Congress Avenue. 

CHARGE:  Increased density can be done with zoning.

DAA RESPONSE:  This is only true if the market will support the increased density. In general, cities find that they have unused density in many areas.  With the streetcar in Portland, research found that 90% of available density was developed in the block next to the streetcar route.  More than 3 blocks from the line, the average development only used 60% of the zoned density.   The market is telling us that there is a demand to be close to the streetcar line.
COST Commentary:

This response does not relate to Austin.  It has been shown many times, including in Dallas: All major business factors must be in place for density development to occur.  Rail is not a sufficient determining factor.  All other factors being equal, rail can affect development location.  However, there is no evidence that downtown trolleys affect location decisions more than shuttle buses.  In fact, there are almost no US cities with circulation trolleys running on their main street such as Congress Avenue.  Below, is a discussion of Denver using shuttle buses on its main downtown street, carrying many times the Portland trolley ridership or the projected Austin trolley ridership.  Denver’s downtown development has not suffered in the least by not having a trolley.     

Austin is already experiencing large density increases in previous, current and planned developments the length of the trolley corridor.  These were not motivated by the trolley.  The Waller Creek tunnel will free additional downtown land for higher density developments which are not in the trolley corridor.  And other downtown locations outside the corridor have major current and planned higher density developments.  Austin frequently provides zoning exceptions to allow higher density.  The market is operating quite well in developing desired downtown density without a trolley and taxpayer subsidies. 
CHARGE:  In Portland, 1% of employees took the streetcar to work

DAA RESPONSE:   Streetcars are circulators, so they have different markets from peak hour commuter-oriented transportation infrastructure.  Streetcars are primarily not designed to serve the commuter market.   In Fall 2005, after opening the extension to River Place in Portland, the 6-mile (roundtrip) line carried over 9,000 passengers a day on weekdays.
COST Commentary:

To clarify, the above DAA response means 9.000 boardings not passengers.  A boarding is each time a person get on the trolley.

In this response, the DAA also takes issue with the CMR study which claims that the primary reason for the development in the streetcar corridor is due to the added commuters arriving on the commuter train and being distributed along the corridor by the streetcar.  COST concurs the CMR argument is faulty and also believes this DAA response is flawed.  Austin’s current Dillo bus circulators give some indication of the low demand for downtown circulators.  Denver has downtown bus circulators which cover about one mile on its main street.  The buses run every 70 seconds at peak times and this one mile stretch carry some 50% of the number of annual passengers for the entire Austin bus system.  In fact, this one mile, 16th Street Denver Bus circulator carries more than seven times as many people as Portland’s 6 mile loop downtown trolley and Denver does not have the large University “shuttle” ridership Portland has.  Apparently, no one informed Denver citizens that people will not ride buses but will ride trains.
The 9,000 streetcar boardings is low and occurred briefly in 2005 but fell back and did not maintain this level.  A significant portion of the streetcar ridership is as a one-mile shuttle between Portland State University and the downtown transit center where students board transit going home or arrive from home and use the streetcar for the final mile.  They do not have a bus system like the University of Texas which takes them directly to the Portland State University campus.   

CHARGE: Portland's ridership flat despite high gas prices.

DAA RESPONSE: Actually from 1998 to 2006, average weekday ridership on Portland's bus system has increased by 7,800.  Ridership on the Light Rail has increased 68,400 with vigorous expansion and three new lines.  

Market realities show that the streetcar has been good for development and good for business. One of the streetcar project's early critics, Michael Powell of Powell's Bookstore in Portland, has become so convinced of the value and importance of the streetcar line that he now chairs the Board of the Portland Streetcar organization.

COST Commentary:

Portland’s bus transit ridership was increasing at a much faster rate before light rail was introduced.  Light rail ridership will always increase if new rail lines are installed because light rail is always installed in the highest volume bus corridors and the bus routes in the corridor are cancelled forcing people to ride the rail.  Most rail riders are taken from buses.  Buses are converted to “feeders” taking riders to and from the rail stations.  Portland is one of the few cities where public transit ridership has increased in the past 10 years.  However the share of people using public transit to commute is declining and Portland’s total bus and light rail transit ridership has been flat for several years despite rising gas prices.  Twice as many people ride buses in Portland as the light Rail.  

The vast majority of passenger rail cities in the US have lost actual public transit ridership or ridership share for the past 20 years.  
The trolley, other transportation policies and associated land use policies have been a significant factor in making Portland unlivable for so many as described above.  Portland is unaffordable and growth has stagnated.  Austin must not follow this example.
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