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Not So Hot TODs

Sputtering rail, sputtering econom- the uncertain fate of Red Line development
By Lee Nichols
Well, we finally got the transit — more or lessovghere's the development?

Longtime followers of the MetroRail Red Line sagaymemember that the Capital Metro train was
supposed to deliver more than passengers. Logah@ta — both within City Hall and the transit agenc
— hoped it would also attract a dense mix of retdfices, and residents, which in turn would create
even more passengers.

To support this goal, in 2005 the city created sdetevelopment zones around most of the Red Line
stations (as well as one bus transit center) tbiabnly encouraged such uses but in some cases
mandated them, while prohibiting other uses nom seetransit-friendly — a concept called "transit-
oriented development.” The city of Leander cread@®D as well. (For the full background, sétele
Comes the Train" Jan. 28, 2005; for the broad list of potenti@ls, see TODs and Their Zones")

Five years later, Austinites can survey the larrdosunding the rail stations they paid for and pigud
point to ... a whole lot of nothing.

Okay, that's not entirely fair. There are a few stinings occurring in the TOD zones around the
stations, but certainly not nearly at the levelutlfy realized visions. There's a nice brewpub. Aodhe
mixed-use residential/retail, including a projdwtthas just broken ground. But more common are wid
expanses of open grasslands and vacant lots. Apdsll retail. And warehouses. And a moribund
mall.

So what happened?
Hard Times

There are a number of plausible reasons: Theimailstarted two years late; it's not on a very good
route; maybe the TOD concept isn't as great aswplaaners think. But the strong consensus
explanation among those whose business it is t& woor monitor the TODs is the most obvious one:
It's the economy, stupid.

"l think we've got a really bad case of timing,ysaMolly Scarbrough, the city of Austin's lead pian
on TOD issues. Scarbrough says the city perforrtegtbs-area planning on three of the nine TOD
zones in Austir- Plaza Saltillo, East Martin Luther King Bovard (near Airport Boulevard), at
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Crestview (North Lamar at Airport Boulevar— with the plans being officially adopted in late 20énd
early 2010, "and that's pretty much when the bofghout of the development market. ... We conginu
to have a lot of conversations with developers li@ak interest in the areas — but, like all ovemait's
just difficult for developers to get funding righdw to do their projects

That's pretty obvious at the Crestview, Lakelimed 8ILK stations — all feature enormous swaths of
undeveloped fields. For now, there are outsideofaajoverning all the other TOD zones: Saltillo's
development is being driven more by its proximagyowntown than by rail, and the others are noa
rail line; some don't even have zoning boundaretsand in the case of the potential Highland TOD,
nothing will happen until the mall gurgles its fimeath rattle. But at Crestview, Lakeline, and MLK
city planners and local developers had real hopdgtans for the TOD zoning.

A Closer Look

Crestview: On initial observation, Crestview appears to stimict from the other zones — anyone who
has traveled up North Lamar has noticed Midtown @ams, the colorful development that replacec
Huntsman Chemicals testing facility. Looking clggeough, one can see emptiness there, too — in the
retail space.

Trammell Crow got a head start on the processalgtbeginning construction before the Crestview
Station plan was finalized (but with a site plaattbonformed to TOD concepts). The buildings went
up, and the residential component has been a siedbe company says the apartments are full. But a
long row of large retail spots sits empty, savethe southernmost one, occupied by Black Star Co-op
Pub & Brewery. Some smaller storefronts have fa@ménts, but many are empty. Trammell Crow's
Art Lomenick, the project's managing director, sagly 20% of the retail and 35% of the office sgace
have been leased.

"The commercial [space] has struggled, with thelpneinant reason being the market we've been
through in the last two years," Lomenick says,rteetwhen retailers, most of that whole world, were
not looking at moving space or expanding to nevations. Everybody was kind of on a fortress
mentality: 'We just kind of need to hang on andtsae this thing is going to play out.™

Cap Metro's delay in starting up rail only aggradathe effect, he said. "Also, the train delay eduss

— we really weren't able to start leasing in earnest earlier this year, | guess in March and Apri
when the Cap Metro train started running,” Lomeradkled. "That delay [meant] we couldn't really get
anybody to consider that location when it wasratlyea TOD."

Lakeline: "It's hard to tell if the delayed launch affectad development plans or not," says Jeff Pace
of Simmons Vedder Partners, which owns 70 acrexcadj to Lakeline Station. The land is empty
except for an office park that doesn't seem tth&tTOD concept (and is only 30% leased), but SVP
does have TOD-style plans\/w.thecrossingsatlakeline.comfor the areas closest to the station.
(There is also a midsized apartment complex altwaetquarters of a mile from the station, or half a
mile if one cuts across SVP's vacant fields.) "&@aly it would have been better to have the raittan
2008 versus 2010, but the biggest issue relatdtetdevelopment of our siteanrd probably all the sit

— is that the credit crisis and the recession wieéan in has shut down any new development
anywhere."

TODs have also gotten kicks in the gut by decismandowners to simply refuse to participate. The
Satesman reported in September that Bill Savage, who ovan8@6-acre tract near Lakeline slated for
massive development, changed his mind after busihesls fell through. Now, rather than hosi
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2,700 homes, it will continue being a cattle ra

MLK Boulevard: On a smaller scale, Redeemer Presbyterian Chitethits religious status in 2006
in refusing to comply with TOD zoning when it bowdgind near the MLK station. The church instead
built a single-use building with a large parking{othe exact opposite of what city planners wanted
although Redeemer did make some compromises onlsiae will tell what effect that initial deviation
from the TOD concept will have on the rest of statarea development, but the M Station affordable
housing project next door to Redeemer appears sohagpy exception to this story's thesesrare spc
where construction is moving at a furious pace\aificultimately result in a dense development
affordable to low- and middle-income families. Stihere's no discernible action toward the dense
commercial center originally foreseen for the aneaediately around the station.

To TOD or Not To TOD?

Could the problem be the TOD concept itself? Raf@Jabole certainly thinks so. He's a researchehn
the libertarian Cato Institute and a darling of #his anti-rail crowd. He lives in Portland, Oreut

does not share the New Urbanist philosophy thatrarmsit-happy town has embraced, especially when
it comes to rail.

In a March policy paper titled "Defining SuccesbelCase Against Rail Transit,” O'Toole slammed the
notion that rail drives economic development and $&Ds usually need incentives such as tax breaks,
below-market land sales, and direct subsidies liege the appearance of success. (Scarbrough says
Austin has generally not provided such goodiesMb@tation is a tax-credit-funded development
intended to encourage below-market rate housinheasing project,” to use the old vernacular, tuil

by a nonprofit — as opposed to a giveaway to gfofit developer.)

"[S]urveys consistently show (and people's behastomfirms) that the vast majority of people aspire
live in single-family homes with large yards," O8le wrote. Unsurprisingly, government planners and
development sources don't share this view, nooodtesanalysts elsewhere who have considered the
guestion. Austin's TODs, they insist, just nee@tids economy and, just as importantly, time. "The
economy is just absolutely terrible,” says Arma@dwbonell, of the Lincoln Institute of Land Policy,
based in Cambridge, Mass. "Generally, conditioedarible everywhere." He also points to Phoenix
and Denver as areas where rail has attracted geveltt. And in any economic climate, Carbonell
continued, "it does take time for development mrient itself to new infrastructure. It takes fiyears

for development to respond.”

"Transit-oriented development doesn't just happstantly, because a lot of the Sun Belt citiesrare

their infancy with multimodal transit," says Lomeki "It's got a long way to go for the marketplace
understand it."

The Local Conditions

Could the problem be specific to the way Austin tlase its TOD?

Charles Heimsath, president of Austin-based Captoket Research, a real estate analysis company,
agrees that economic factors are mainly to blaméh®TOD stasis, but says, "It's my sense that the

TOD ordinance, with significant requirements ategtho density bonuses, has been a disincentive for
developers to do anything within those areas.

"What they're trying to do is encourage mi-use development,” he says, "but you also |
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affordability requirements that make it more chadfimg to make the project work from an econo
perspective. So you start with a challenging ecao@nvironment to begin with, and then you layer on
additional requirements for affordable housing atiter things and make the development more
expensive. People take a look at it and pull oeir thencil and calculator and start working the
numbers, and it doesn't make sense."

And then there's the problem that is the rail liself. The most frequently heard complaint abbit t

Red Line, whether from the bloggerati or peopldtanstreet, is that "it doesn't take people whieeg t
want to go." The inbound trains terminate in theteeast corner of Downtown, well away from Central
Austin's major employers. Nor does the line extienany of the city's other major destinations;
passengers heading into town by rail ultimately thiwosird shuttle buses to reach the University of
Texas, the Capitol, and other parts of the busidessct. Ridership has reflected this predicam@atp
Metro originally projected the Red Line would hay&00-2,000 boardings per day by now; instead, it's
been averaging about half that. Since a boardingllysonly represents half of a round-trip, theelis,

at best, probably serving only about 500 individurs per day.

Of course, that's also a chicken-or-egg questionddTOD be lagging because of low ridership, or is
ridership low because of lack of development araimedine? Cap Metro planner Todd Hemingson
claims it's the latter. Echoing many others, hesghg economy is "100 percent" to blame for TOD's
difficulties. "There is no doubt in my mind, orHihk many people's minds, that this is going tokyor
Hemingson says. "It's just that the timing wasilégr ... We did an analysis, in fact, that said tize
developments that were slated to happen in 20Qiakkchappened, ridership could be at least a third
higher than it is now. All the market signs pom{ltOD being a huge part of the future for Austin."

The real problem with the Red Line, says Hemingsothat Cap Metro's first attempt at rail currgntl
stands alone. Austin needs to build a full and/falultimodal system, he says. The Red Line "can't
work by itself,” says Hemingson. "That's why wenthurban rail is a critical factor.” City Council
considered putting an urban rail system on thentdoend measure that passed earlier this month but
decided too many unresolved questions remaineghanid it for at least another year. "When the Red
Line was envisioned in 2004, it was known that witthe Downtown and central city you needed some
kind of collection/distribution function,” Hemings®ays. "Long term, it's gotta be a network of &ys
working together, not just one line."

The long term — that's also where the developers t@mlook, as they ride out the economic lull. '$flo
of the so-called experts are predicting that Austoing to lead the country in population and job
growth," says Pace. "We're hopeful about that,thedecent interest in the site seems to suppert th
idea that companies and development will startitugpkip for the general Austin area.”

“I'm a huge fan of [TODs]," says Lomenick. "I justow how long they take to evolve. A few of them |
was involved with 20, 25 years ago, so I've gottesee how they grow up. It's absolutely the right
thing for a city. It's just a very complex thingdeliver from the private sector, because the pgiva
sector has to think in terms of maybe three- t@sgear horizons, whereas a city's got to be thinkir
terms of decades and centuries. So it's all thd tigng, it's just that it's going to take a gextiem

before you're really going to see it be truly fuocéal, truly a 'you don't need a car' kind of place
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