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he demand for transit in the U.S. has never been greater, with
ridership at its highest levels in 50 years and almost 400 new
rail, streetcar and bus rapid transit projects proposed in large
and small regions from Massachusetts to Hawaii. Americans
took 10.1 billion trips on transit in 2007, saving 1.4 billion gallons of
gasoline — the equivalent of a supertanker leaving the Middle East every 11
days." This spike of interest in transit offers huge opportunity for the U.S.
to reduce our dependence on foreign oil as well as household transporta-
tion expenditures — which would increase both national

There is so much interest in transit that
78 regions in 37 states have proposed 400
projects worth $248 billion. At the current
rate of federal investment, building these
projects would take 77 years.

and economic security.

The enormous interest in bus and rail transit is
prompted, of course, by rising gas prices as well as the
fact that building more roads hasn't solved the problem
of traffic congestion — the result of 60 years of sprawl-
ing growth that have made driving a necessity. Ridership

figures are up 32 percent over 1995, more than double the
rate of population growth, and greater than the 24 percent
increase in miles traveled by automobile. Auto use actually declined by 3
percent in the second quarter of 2008, while transit ridership increased 5.2
percent.?®
Meantime, the number of transit projects that have been authorized
to begin the federal funding process increased from 220 in 1998 to 331 in
2004.® At least 64 new projects have been proposed in the past four

FIGURE 1: National Demand for Transit Expansion
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roughly the same amount
allocated for both highways
and transit in the last fed-
eral transportation reautho-
rization, a six-year funding
bill named SAFETEA-LU.
Billions more are needed to
modernize existing transit
lines in cities with older systems - including New York, Chicago, Boston,
Washington D.C. and Atlanta.

“This is going to be the public transportation century in America,’
Congressman James Oberstar (D-MN), chair of the House Committee
on Transportation and Infrastructure, announced earlier this year. “We're
loving our transit systems to death today;® Congressman Peter DeFazio
(D-OR) told the U.S. House in a debate early this summer, noting that
the increased ridership and higher fuel costs are straining the budgets of

$18,351
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transit agencies. Congress is considering provid-
ing $1.7 billion to help transit agencies cover these
increased costs, and is discussing providing an ad-
ditional $10 billion to expand transit service.®

SAFETEA-LU allocated $248 billion for high-
ways and transit for the six-year period from 2004
to 2010. But the federal government spends about
80 percent of federal transportation funding on
highways and just 20 percent on transit. A rela-
tively small portion of transit’s 20 percent is spent
on the construction of new fixed-guideway systems
— about $1.6 billion a year over the last half-dozen
years® — while the rest is spent on maintenance
and on buses. The federal government typically
pays for half of total project costs. At the current
rate of federal investment, it would take 77 years to
construct all of the projects that have been pro-
posed.

SPOTLIGHT ON UTAH:

Growing Demand For Transit In The Mountain West

SALT LAKE CITY - The Utah Transit Authority
signed a letter of intent with the federal government to
fund 20 percent of the cost of four new light rail lines
in the metro region as well as a commuter rail line to
Provo. UTA General Manager John Inglish says such
an agreement with the Federal Transit Administration
is unprecedented. Transit agencies have in the past
approached the agency to fund just one rail line at a
time. Inglish says this will save Utah years of waiting
in the lengthy federal process. The FTA will fund $500
million of the more than $2 billion it will cost to build
the five lines. Local sales tax dollars will fund the rest.
Discussions are also under way to build a streetcar
network and bus rapid transit.

in sharp contrast to expenditures on transit in countries such as

T he relatively low level of transit investment in this country stands

India, England, China and Canada. And it has caused local gov-
ernments to turn to local voters for support by putting sales tax and other
funding measures on the ballot in order to find a way to build new transit
lines and systems. Both Denver and Houston, for example, recently won
support from voters to build entire transit systems, and there are more
than a dozen measures on the November 2008 ballot across the country.

Voters approved 70 percent of tranportation-funding ballot measures

between 2000 and 2005,” indicating huge public support for tran-
sit construction. Public opinion polls, too, have found overwhelm-

ing support
for transit. A
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way to combat traffic congestion, while 75 percent believed that improv-
ing public transportation and being smarter about development was a bet-
ter idea.® An August 2008 AARP poll found that while many Americans
over the age of 50 want to drive less because of gas prices, they cannot
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because of inadequate public transit, sidewalks and bike lanes.®
Personal economic security is at the very top of the list of concerns of




Consider This . . .

The American Public Transportation Association
estimates the 2008 savings from taking transit in-
stead of driving to be $9,499 per household per year.
That money could instead be used to:

« Buy food for a family for a year

« Pay off a 30-year $150,000 mortgage 20 years early
o Pay for 75 percent of a health care policy

o Pay for community college tuition for two kids

o Pay for child care for one year

o Buy 3,168 mocha frappuccinos at Starbucks

Sources: Food, www.bls.gov/news.release/cesan.nr0.htm; mortgage, www.
bloomberg.com/invest/calculators/mortpayoff-html; health care, www.kff.org/
insurance/ehbs091107nr.cfm; college tuition, http://nces.ed.gov/programs/
coe/2008/analysis/sa_table.asp?tableID=1003; child care, www.naccrra.org.

all Americans today, and recent studies have docu-
mented the importance of transit in reducing per-
sonal and household expenditures. Transportation
is the second-highest household expense after the
rent or mortgage. In auto-dependent regions such as
Atlanta and Detroit working families who make less
than $50,000 a year now spend more on transporta-
tion than they do on housing.®”

The American Public Transportation Association
tracks how much people can save by using public
transit instead of driving. The most recent analysis,
released Oct. 6, 2008, showed an average savings
of $9,499 a year."V) A 2007 study by the Center for
Transit-Oriented Development shows that house-
holds living in neighborhoods near transit spend 16
percent less on transportation than families who live
in auto-oriented communities.

Other studies show that people who live near transit

are five times more likely to use it — and to walk and bike to work."? The
fact that people who live in communities near transit drive less makes these
neighborhoods much more environmentally sustainable. New research by
the Center for Transit-Oriented Development finds that walkable transit-
oriented communities produce 43 percent less greenhouse gas emissions
than conventional suburban development.®®

All of this evidence suggests that building more transit lines and stations
and developing or redeveloping the neighborhoods around them could
help make this country energy independent, help Americans save money,
and address climate change. Moreover, the real estate market has made
billions of dollars of private investment available to help build these new
neighborhoods because the housing market is changing in response to the
changing demographics of America - boosting interest in neighborhoods
near transit. Anecdotal evidence during the past year also suggests that

despite the market downturn neighbor-

SPOTLIGHT ON OHIO:
Growing Demand For Transit In The Midwest

CLEVELAND - The Greater Cleveland Regional Transit Au-
thority’s $200 million Euclid Corridor bus rapid transit project
is having a measurable economic impact on the local economy
even before the first passengers board. According to one analy-
sis, $4.3 billion has been pumped into Cleveland’s Main Street,
and the city is hoping that other blighted areas along the cor-
ridor will fill up with apartments, shops, and medical and
cultural facilities. The Silver Line diesel-electric buses will travel
in lanes that are separated from traffic, with service every five

hoods near transit are holding their value
better than conventional development in
suburban neighborhoods.

“Americans are running on empty. This
surge of interest in transit has opened a
window of opportunity for the federal
government to make an investment in
transit that would also address the major
challenges facing this country,” says Shel-
ley Poticha, CEO of the national nonprofit
Reconnecting America. “If the U.S. were
to embark on a transit-building program
not unlike the Interstate Highway building

minutes on weekdays. The Silver Line connects downtown and
the Cleveland State University campus, the city’s two biggest
employment centers. It was one of 10 BRT demonstration proj-
ects launched by the Federal Transit Administration in 1999.

program after World War II it could bol-



ster national security and help restore economic
stability by reducing dependence on foreign

16
oil. At the same time it would create jobs and y
increase personal economic security by helping
Americans reduce transportation expenditures.”  _ 12
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41,000 miles of interstate highways over 20
years. The Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1956 was also called the National Changing demographics
Interstate and Defense Highways Act, and it was the largest public works and economics are driving
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project in America.The nuclear family was the dominant demographic near transit. The market
group in the U.S., which fueled interest in single family homes in the sub- J;Or re?;ti”él?l"’ b”)’tigg near
. L ransit will more than
urbs. This trend was buoyed by federal policies such as the home mortgage double by 2030, according
tax deduction and transportation investments that opened up new subur- to a study by the Center
for Transit-Oriented
ban land for development. Development.
Today, however, American households are older, smaller and more
diverse, and singles are becoming the new majority. This trend, combined
with the fact that Americans are tired of long commutes on traffic-choked
highways, has dramatically increased demand for housing in walkable
neighborhoods near transit. A demand estimate by the nonprofit Center
for Transit-Oriented Development projects that 15 million households will
be looking to rent or to buy near transit in 2030 — up from 6 million in
1 |Los Angeles $17.936] 26 [San Diego $3,406] 53 [Grand Rapids $116
2 |Boston $17.224] 27 [Phoenix $2,615| 54 [Columbus OH $103
3 [Seattle $16,316] 28 |Charlotte $2,503] 55 |San Antonio $99
4 |Atlanta $16.000] 29 [Orlando $2,334] 56 [Tucson $88
5 |San Francisco Bay $13,449] 30 [Cleveland $1,743] 57 |Harrisburg $83
6 |New York $12,253] 31 [Louisville $1,428] 58 [Wilmington, DE $78
7 |Baltimore $12,100] 32 |Sacramento $1.406] 59 [Fort Collins $74
8 |Dallas/Fort Worth $11,615] 33 [Austin $1,346] 60 [Birmingham $73
9 [Miami $10,568| 34 [Norfolk $1,150] 61 [Charlottesville $70
10 |Detroit $10,371] 35 |Buffalo $1,025] 62 |Boise $55
11 |Pittsburgh $9,500] 36 |Las Vegas $900] 63 [Omaha $55
12 |New Jersey $8,957] 37 |Albuequerque $640] 64 |Salem, OR $55
13 |Portland $7.628] 38 |Kansas City, MO $846] 65 |Providence $49 Projects were listed on a
14 Depver $6,140] 39 Mllwaukeg $705) 66 St_amford CcT $48 spreadsheet by region and
15 [Chicago $5,781] 40 [Jacksonville $557] 67 [Winston-Salem, NC $45 compiled using various
16 [Washington DC $5,663| 41 [Hartford $459] 68 [El Paso $40|  [uirces. Primary sources
17 |Houston $5,219] 42 [Memphis $400] 69 |Richmond 840l ;.ciuded MPO long range
18 |Cincinnati $5,142] 43 |Oklahoma City $389] 70 [Lowell, MA $35 plan documents, transit
19 |St. Louis $5,096] 44 |Madison $337] 71 |Corpus Christi $32 agency plans and project
20 [Philadelphia $4,706] 45 |Spokane $263| 72 |Savannah, GA SN documents, information ob-
21 |Salt Lake City $4,683] 46 |Eugene $240] 73 |Roanoke $17  tained from local officials,
22 |Raleigh Durham $4.234] 47 |Champaign-Urbana $178) 74 |Kenosha $161  4nd information gathered
23 |Little Rock $3,720] 48 |indianapolis $160] 75 [Lancaster $141  from local newspapers. As
24 |Honolulu $3,700] 49 |Nashville $146] 76 |Flagstaff, AZ $101  “this is a snapshot in time,
25 [Minneapolis $3,479] 50 |Augusta, GA $140] 77 |Rochester 88| cost estimates can change
26 [San Diego $3,406] 51 |Dayton, OH $125) 78 [Tampa $4 for projects daily, weekly,
27 |Phoenix $2,615] 52 [New Orleans $121 Total $248,366]  and monthly.




SPOTLIGHT ON NORTH CAROLINA:

Growing Demand For Transit In The Southeast

CHARLOTTE - Last fall Charlotte voters de-
feated a measure to repeal a half-cent sales tax for
transit by a 70-30 margin, with four ex-mayors
and business leaders among those arguing against
the repeal. The new 10-mile LYNX Blue Line has
surpassed first-year ridership projections by 76
percent, and 7,000 housing units are planned and
in construction around 15 stations. The city has
begun surveying an 11-mile extension.

The increased demand for

sit has made it more difficult
to win federal funding. The
Federal Transit Administration
has made the funding process
more competitive, resulting in
a longer, more difficult process
that drives up cost and drives
down the number of projects in

the funding pipeline.
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2005 and totaling a quarter of all renters and buyers who
will be in the market for housing.®?

“The era of cheap gas is over, and today’s new real-
ity demands a reassessment of federal transportation
policy and priorities that sets a new course of action,”
says Mariia Zimmerman of Transportation for America,
a national coalition that is calling on the next president
and on Congress to get the economy moving by making
wiser transportation investments. “With high gas prices,
decreasing household budgets and a lagging economy
on Wall Street and main Street, we can't afford to squan-
der this window of opportunity to invest in public tran-
sit and neighborhood development.”

Cities and regions understand these market trends

and believe that transit will enhance livability and help attract jobs and

the “creative class” of young, college-educated workers — which is why
they have joined the transit space race. Ironically, the increased demand
for transit has made it more difficult to win federal funding for projects.
Congress has provided more money for transit during the past decade,

but available funding has been outstripped by the increased demand. The
Federal Transit Administration, in response, has made the federal funding
process ever more competitive in order to ensure that only the best projects

tran-

get funded. The result, however, is a longer and more difficult process that
drives up the cost of projects, with the result that there are fewer projects in
the funding “pipeline””

The lengthy and cumbersome federal process creates a great deal of
uncertainty for regions that want to build transit, and acts as a disincentive
for building transit - making the increased number of proposed projects

all that much more significant. Complaints about the process prompted a
congressional investigation last year, and Los Angeles County Metro CEO
Roger Snoble was among those to testify. “In its efforts to exercise due dili-
gence over federal funds, the Federal Transit Administration has developed
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a system so complex, so replete with
reports and analyses and so fraught
with delays and schedule uncertain-
ties that it now obstructs one of the
agency’s fundamental goals to assist
urban areas in building critically
needed transit systems in a cost-
effective manner,” Snoble told the
House Subcommittee on Highways
and Transit.

The number of projects in the
funding pipeline grew from about
20 projects in 1991 to more than 80
in 2004. However, since 2004 there
has been a steady decline to just
40 projects in 2007 - reflecting the
more difficult and expensive federal
process."® Meantime the number of
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projects lining up to get into the federal funding queue
has dramatically increased. The federal government au-
thorized 331 proposed projects for consideration under
the 6-year federal transportation reauthorization called
SAFETEA-LU in 2004, up from the 221 projects in-
cluded for consideration under the previous 6-year bill,
TEA-21, in 1998 - a 50 percent increase.'®

The increased interest in transit on the part of cities
and regions has been accompanied by consistent public
support for local funding initiatives, as noted earlier.
Many more initiatives will be on the ballot in November
2008, including:

o a half-cent sales tax increase in Los Angeles County for
rail and bus projects

o a half-cent sales tax in Seattle to build light rail and
increase bus service

o a half-cent sales tax increase in St. Louis to expand light
rail and help provide operating expenses for bus service

» a four-tenths-cent sales tax for bus rapid transit in As-
pen, CO

SPOTLIGHT ON NEW YORK:
Growing Demand For Transit In The Northeast

NEW YORK CITY - Construction is under way
on the Second Avenue Subway, first proposed

in 1929, which will improve travel for both city
and suburban commuters, and provide better
access to mass transit for residents of the far East
Side of Manhattan. In 2005, state voters passed
the Transportation Bond Act, which will pay for
some of the $4 billion cost. The federal govern-
ment has agreed to contribute $1.3 billion over
seven years for the first phase, which is expected
to carry more than 200,000 weekday riders. This
is the second-largest federal expenditure ever for
a single transit project. The federal government
is also spending $2.6 billion to link Long Island
Rail Road to the Grand Central Terminal.

« two separate parcel tax increases to pay for transit operations and a new

bus rapid transit line in Oakland and Berkeley

o a three-eighths-cent sales tax for a starter light rail line in Kansas City
o a quarter-cent sales tax to build a commuter rail line in Sonoma and Marin

Counties in Northern California

« a one-eighths-cent sales tax in Santa Fe to extend a commuter rail line from

Albuquerque.

Leveling the Playing Field Between
Highways and Transit

than the process for transit, and the amount of money that the fed-

T he federal funding process for highways is much quicker and easier

eral government provides for each road

project — called “the federal match” - is typically

much greater. Federal statute requires local gov-
ernments to put up 20 percent of the funding for
most road and transit projects — called “the local
match.” But road projects receive a much larger
federal match - sometimes more than 80 percent
— while the federal match for transit was de-
creased from 80 percent to 60 percent in 2004,*®
and now averages about 50 percent."?

A study for the American Public Transporta-
tion Association found that the time required to
make it through the more competitive federal
funding process increased from 5 years in 1991
to 10 years in 2004.?% To cite one example, both
the Seattle streetcar, which did not go through

SPOTLIGHT ON OREGON:

Growing Demand For Transit In The Northwest

EUGENE, OR - A new bus rapid transit (BRT) line
completed with federal funding in Eugene has met with
such success that the city wants to build three more BRT
lines. Ridership doubled to 4,800 passengers during the
first year, and an extension will open in 2010. Eugene had
considered building light rail, but decided it lacked the
population density needed to make light rail work. The
line has been described as “a service that is demonstrat-
ing how BRT can be used to deliver premium transit in a
small-city environment.” The population of the Eugene-
Springfield region is about 200,000.




SPOTLIGHT ON TEXAS:

Growing Demand For Transit In The South
HOUSTON - A decision by Metro to up-
grade five BRT lines to light rail caused the
Federal Transit Administration to withdraw
its approval of two of the lines, to require
extensive new documentation and public
hearings, and to ask Metro to demonstrate its
technical capability to implement light rail.
Metro made the decision to upgrade because
new FTA rules allow ridership to be mod-
eled on the entire transit network instead of
on each line alone - which boosted the lines’
cost-effectiveness to FTA-approved levels and
provided cheaper per-unit vehicle costs. A
2003 referendum called for rail in all of the
corridors. The region is also considering five
radial commuter rail lines that would connect
to the light rail network in various spots radi-
cally changing the regions transit network.

problems.

the federal funding process (though it did use other federal
funds as well as state, local and private-sector funding),

and Charlotte’s South Corridor light rail line, which did go
through the federal funding process, opened at the end of
2007. But the Seattle streetcar was proposed 5 years after the
Charlotte project.

Comparing a transit project to a road project is even
more interesting: In Baltimore, two major transportation
projects costing $1 billion each were begun in 2003 - the
widening of a 10-mile section of I-95 and a 20-mile-long
fixed-guideway transit line. Five years later, the road-wid-
ening project is fully funded and well under construction,
while the transit project is in an early planning phase and
funding is still uncertain. Moreover, the most optimistic
scenario schedules ground-breaking for 2009, which means
the line would open in 2015 or 2016 - 12 or 13 years after
planning began.

For years transportation advocates have argued that it’s
important to “level the playing field” between highways and
transit, and that it’s especially important now because transit
can help address many of this country’s greatest challenges
- including rising gas prices, dependence on foreign oil
and climate change - while road building exacerbates these

“Half of the country doesn’t have any mass transit,” transit expert and
political conservative Paul Weyrich told a hearing last January on a report
by the National Surface Transportation Policy and Revenue Study Com-
mission, which was created in 2005 to examine the condition and future
needs of the nation’s surface transportation system. “And of the cities that
have transit,” he added, “many don’t operate a system worthy of getting
people out of their automobiles”*® A 2005 survey conducted by the U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban Development and the U.S. Census Bu-

SPOTLIGHT ON ARIZONA:

Growing Demand For Transit In The Southwest

TUCSON - Residents voted in 2006 to provide
$87 million to pay for half the construction
costs of a streetcar linking downtown with the
University of Arizona and for several years of
operating costs. Proponents had hoped the
streetcar would be open by 2010, and would
catalyze private investment in walkable mixed-
use development along the 3.6-mile alignment.
However, the application for federal funding is
still pending. Planners want to convince stu-
dents and workers near the university to park
their cars once, and use the streetcar to get
around the university and in downtown.

reau found that only 54 percent of American households
have access to bus and rail transit, and only 25 percent
have what they consider to be a “good option.”

The relatively low level of transit investment in the U.S.
stands in sharp contrast to funding in other parts of the
world. China, for example, is dedicating $88 billion for
the construction of 1,062 miles of rail from 2001 through
2015.?? India has announced it will spend $56 billion to
expand its rail system over the next five years.?® Over the
12-year period covered by the last two federal transpor-
tation bills the U.S. dedicated about $19 billion for new
construction.®*

Meantime, the United Kingdom is spending $32 bil-
lion on just one subway project — the 74-mile Crossrail
subway in London, said to be the largest rail construction
project in the Northern Hemisphere. When Crossrail
connects to the London Underground there will be a total
of 327 miles of subway in the city.?® This compares to



222 miles in New York City and a total of 1,300 miles of
heavy rail (including above-ground heavy rail systems
like the El in Chicago) across the entire U.S.?” In Cana-
da, the transit agency in Toronto has proposed spending
$50 billion to construct new transit lines by 2025 — more
than the U.S. has dedicated for the entire country in a
similar time period. Vancouver plans to spend $14 billion
by 2020.29

Conclusion

he next president and Congress could enact

a public works project similar to the National

Interstate and Defense Highways Act of 1956 in
order to build the transit projects lined up and waiting
in the federal funding queue. A public works project of
this magnitude would help make this country energy
independent and more financially secure and create jobs.
At the same time it would help Americans avoid high gas
prices and find places to live where commutes are shorter

SPOTLIGHT ON FLORIDA:
Growing Demand For Transit In The South

ORLANDO - A planned 61-mile commuter rail
line through four fast-growing traffic-choked
counties is on hold again after the Florida
Legislature took issue with the high cost of li-
ability insurance. The commuter trains would
run along an active freight corridor, though
freight trains would be re-routed during the day
to make room. The $1.2 billion project is being
jointly planned and funded by four counties and
the Florida Department of Transportation, with
local governments paying 25 percent, the state
government paying 25 percent, and the Federal
Transit Administration paying 50 percent. The
project is now in its seventh year of planning
and analysis. Proponents still hope it can open in
2011, pending resolution of the liability issue.

and less expensive. Given today’s economic crisis, these investments are

warranted.

The path to a sustainable transportation system fit for the 21st Cen-
tury requires immediate action for change. In order to reverse the current
course, individuals, elected officials and business and community leaders
must share a commitment to getting America moving again. It's time for
a bold plan that shifts our transportation investments to ensure we are
getting the best returns for our economy, our pocketbooks, and our com-
munities. No one community can solve this challenge alone. Building
Americas 21st Century transportation vision will require a renewed fed-
eral commitment, partnerships between private and public sectors, and a

national transportation policy that prioritizes transit.
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