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Transit services, and major new transit system investments, such as rail transit, are typically aimed to fulfill several important types of travel needs.  Two of the most pre-eminent of these needs are:

(1) Providing a basic, affordable service for transit-dependent travelers, many of whom are lower-income, or mobility-impaired because of handicaps, age, or other factors;

(2) Providing a high-quality service fashioned to attract more affluent urban and suburban travelers out of their motor vehicles, thus helping to alleviate dependency on private motor vehicle transportation and to reduce demand for peak roadway and parking capacity.

These differences reflect the contrasting needs of the demographically diverse population mix typical of North American urban areas today.  But how well are these somewhat disparate needs being fulfilled?

America’s Public Transit Growth

Investment in high-quality public transit improvements – including Quality Bus (so-called “Bus Rapid Transit”), and particularly rail transit new starts and expansions of existing systems – appears to have led the way to a dramatic revival of public transportation across the USA. According to data from the American Public Transportation Association (APTA), US public transit ridership has been experiencing the longest sustained growth in the nation's history. By 1999, America’s public transit systems were carrying more than 9 billion rider-trips, representing the highest level of ridership in nearly 40 years. Increasingly, annual transit ridership is exhibiting a rate of growth faster than that of highway use. Americans made a record 9.7 billion trips on mass transit in 2005, 1.3% more than in 2004, and apparently setting a new record for the “transit revival” era (since the 1960s). That’s an approximately 25% increase in ridership over the decade since 1995. [1, 2, 3]

APTA data [4] also reveal that, over the decade 1990-2000, total passenger-miles (p-m) carried by US urban public transit increased at a very impressive pace – nearly 16%, or over 6.5 billion passenger-miles. And, of that growth, nearly 5.5 billion p-m – approximately 84% – is accounted for by America's rail transit systems. This impressive growth in passenger-mileage – presented in the table in Exhibit 1, below – apparently reflects greater public use of transit, and not simply more boardings due to more transfers.  (Regional Rail is often called “Commuter Rail”; the Other Modes category includes electric trolleybus, demand-response, automated guideway, ferry boat, etc.)

Exhibit 1
Passenger-Mileage, Growth, and Percentage Growth
Millions of Passenger-Miles, 1990-2000
	Year
	Motor
Bus
	Regional
Rail
	Rapid
Rail
	Light
Rail
	Other
Modes
	TOTAL

	1990
	20,981
	7,082
	11,475
	571
	1,034
	41,143

	2000
	21,241
	9,402
	13,844
	1,356
	1,823
	47,666

	Growth
	260
	2,320
	2,369
	785
	789
	6,523

	% Growth
	1.2%
	32.8%
	20.6%
	137.5%
	76.3%
	15.9%


The overwhelming impact of rail modes in American urban transit growth is illustrated in the pie graph in Exhibit 2.  This provides the percentage breakdown in passenger miles for both major rail transit and motor bus, as well as all other modes.

Exhibit 2
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It should be noted that this relatively huge increase in rail ridership significantly outstripped the growth in service provided: rail transit vehicle-mileage increased by just 18.8% in this period. Thus, ridership in terms of passenger-mileage increased about 4.5 times as much as service, in terms of vehicle-miles, provided.

Clearly, this surge in rail transit ridership has had enormous impact in the resurgence of urban public transport across the USA.  Rail transit – including rail rapid transit (RRT, also called metro, or subway/elevated systems), light rail transit (LRT), and regional passenger rail (RPR, usually called “commuter rail”) – tends to provide a relatively high quality of transit service with amenities that are attractive to the public and operating characteristics and economies that are attractive to transit agencies.  For example:

• Rail transit is attractive to the public – with electric propulsion, and significant sections of exclusive or reserved rights-of-way, travel speed tends to be faster than with motor buses; furthermore, railcars tend to provide more personal space, easier boarding and deboarding, smoother riding qualities, and a safer, more secure, more reliable traveling environment.

• Because of the visibility of tracks and other infrastructure, rail transit tends to be relatively to understand and use.

• Rail transit demonstrates amazing efficiency in moving large numbers of people.

• Rail transit is highly cost-effective compared to typical alternatives.

• Electric rail transit is relatively quiet and free of vehicle emissions.

• Rail – especially light rail – is quite versatile, particularly in such aspects as routing and capacity.

• Logistical features, such as switching and maintenance, are relatively simple compared with other guided modes…

• Infrastructure hardware and rolling stock are well-proven, widely available, mostly "off-the-shelf", and relatively low in cost…

• Electric light rail operations are typically pedestrian-friendly, safe, and reliable.

Through the development and expansion of rail systems, this array of advantages is being extended to urban travelers of all income groups, ethnic backgrounds, and other demographic categories.  Moreover, while rail services have evidently led the trend, all aspects of public transit have benefited – including bus services (the basic workhorse of most public transit systems) and their passengers.  As the data in Exhibit 1, above, indicate, bus ridership grew in the target decade by some 260 million. This was served by an impressive increase of 184.9 million vehicles miles (about 8.7%) over that same decade. [5]

Rail Transit’s Impact on Total Transit System

Some critics of rail transit argue that this mode – which emphasizes major capital investments to improve the quality of public transport service – neglects the needs of transit-dependent travelers. For example, James V. DeLong, in a 1998 diatribe titled “Myths of Light-Rail Transit” [6], undertakes to puncture what he calls the “myth” that “Rail transit benefits low-income people”. The “reality”, according to DeLong, is that “The switch to rail transit imposes heavy costs on low-income people. … Rail systems, even at their inefficient best, cater to the commutes of the wealthier segments of the communities.”  DeLong further claims that “Transit systems also strip resources from the bus systems that serve the needs of the low-income riders, because available funds must be funneled into fulfilling the extravagant promises made to satisfy the middle- and upper-class constituency that advocates rail systems.”  As a result, he contends, riders are subjected to more transfers, and services decline with dilapidated buses, longer headways, and more breakdowns (although no evidence for any of these assertions is presented).

More recently, Ted Balaker, in a 2005 article titled “Railroading the Poor – Transit for the rich” [7], pursues this same line of attack, claiming that 

The chief argument for public transit is that it’s necessary for those who can’t afford cars. But many cities tailor their transit services to those who need them the least. The desire to entice rich people — commonly called “choice” riders — is a big reason why pricey light-rail lines have broken ground in so many cities, and why more than two dozen cities are angling for federal funds to build more.

According to Balaker, because rail lines often replace bus lines, “this means the poor must endure more transfers as they go from bus to rail and back.”  In addition, he claims, “since light rail costs so much more than buses, devoting money to rail will improve mobility far less than devoting the same amount to buses.”

This same kind of “class and mode” argument – originated primarily by transit opponents and enthusiasts of private motor vehicle transportation – has unfortunately been embraced and promulgated by some partisans of public transit and lower-income, more transit-dependent riders.  For example, 

Thomas W. Sánchez, Rich Stolz, and Jacinta S. Ma, in a 2003 Harvard University study [8] titled Moving to Equity: Addressing Inequitable Effects of Transportation Policies on Minorities, argue that “Transportation Policy Favors Higher-Income Public Transit Riders”.  According to this argument, “low-income riders of transportation tend to subsidize their higher-income counterparts…”, and the “most egregious example of this subsidization can be seen by comparing bus and rail service.”

The authors base their case entirely on percentages:

Data from the 2001 National Household Travel Survey show that in urban areas, households earning less than $20,000 comprised 47 percent of bus riders, 20 percent of subway riders, and 6 percent of commuter rail riders. … Households earning $100,000 or more comprised 42 percent of commuter rail riders, 27 percent of subway riders, and only 7 percent of bus riders. … Clearly, more individuals with low incomes rely on bus service and more high-income individuals rely on rail service …. Bus transit receives only 31 percent of the capital funds spent nationwide for transit, although it carries more than 60 percent of the trips. … This disparity is exacerbated by requirements that federal funding for transit generally must be used only for capital expenditures, not operating expenses. Because rail transit is capital-intensive and bus transit is labor-intensive, a greater emphasis on capital subsidies favors rail service over bus service, and consequently generally favors higher-income over lower-income riders.

The portrayal of some kind of class and ethnic differentiation among transit modes – bus for the poor and nonwhite, rail for the rich and white – is highly dubious and certainly unsupported by evidence.  The decision to install a higher-quality mode such as rail transit – or a busway, for that matter – is motivated by factors such as the desire to improve services for the riding public, to ameliorate environmental impacts, to facilitate greater efficiencies in transit operation, and to reduce the unit cost of transit service.  Overwhelmingly, these goals are being achieved, and these benefits are being brought to very broad range of existing transit users as well as new riders attracted to the improved service.

In reality, rail systems appear to attract a far more diverse ridership, particularly with respect to ethnic background and income level, than do typical bus services.  Inevitably, this implies that, for a given rail service in a specific corridor, a proportionately higher number of white/anglo and more affluent passengers will be attracted – even if the number of nonwhite, lower-income, and transit-dependent riders is equal to, or greater than, what would otherwise by carried by bus operations in the corridor. 

This phenomenon was explained by an August 2000 article (“Light Rail and Lower-Income Transit Riders”) published on the Light Rail Now website [9], which noted:

It's true that light rail attracts higher-income riders – but that only means it tends to carry a lower percentage of lower-income groups while typically winning a higher number of riders from lower-income groups ... as well as a higher number from higher-income groups!

The ridership base gets bigger, particularly by adding riders from higher-income groups. Ridership from lower-income sectors of the population doesn't increase as fast (although these riders may ride more), in part because unemployment is higher among these groups. Transit is particularly useful for work-trip commuters; so, if more middle-income and upper-income riders have jobs, it stands to reason that more new riders would come from these sectors of the population. And these are the same groups which are the heavy auto owners and commuters too!
Related to the “Inequitable Effects” argument is the claim, articulated above by DeLong, that the expense of new rail systems somehow diverts funds from other essential transit services, and supposedly harms the entire transit system, precipitating some kind of catastrophic decline in service quality and adversely impacting financial performance.  However, another article on the Light Rail Now website (“Does Light Rail "Rob" Bus Service, or Make It Prosper? You Decide!”) [10], dating from March 2001, responds to this allegation with the observation that “for almost every single new light rail installation, total transit system ridership has soared.”  The reasons, according to the article: 

• First, light rail tends to be much cheaper to operate; the cost savings are passed on to expansion of bus service. 

• Second, appropriate bus routes frequently are restructured into crosstown and feeder routes to interface more effectively with light rail, thus opening new, crossways bus corridor service and attracting new bus ridership. Especially in the fast-growing suburbs, this provides brandnew transit access to and between new suburban origins and destinations which have been unaffordable and almost impossible to serve with traditional, radial bus routes.

[…]

• Third, the overall transit system gets a better "image" with light rail, and many people who never previously rode transit will hop on a bus, often to access the light rail service.
The Light Rail Now article provides several examples, such as:

• Sacramento, California, which installed light rail in 1987:  “As a result, Sacramento Regional Transit's systemwide boardings grew from 14.0 million in 1987 to 26.3 million in 1997 – an 88% increase. Today [2001], Sacramento's total transit system is considered a whopping success ... and light rail's being expanded.”  Sacramento’s light rail transit system has since been expanded with two new lines; as of 2004 (before the latest expansion), total systemwide ridership had grown to 30.7 million annual boardings.

• Portland, Oregon installed its MAX light rail Eastside line in 1986.  MAX’s  annual ridership tripled between 1986-1999, and by 2001, bus ridership was up over 35% since the Eastside MAX opened. Total systemwide ridership has continued to increase. For example, the article reported that since the Westside MAX line opened in September 1998, the total of bus and MAX ridership in that corridor increased by 137% (as of 2001).

Despite such strong evidence that new rail services actually bolster total system ridership, the myth that rail systems supposedly suck resources from the transit system and result in their decline continues to be promulgated.  One of the more recent incarnations has been disseminated by national anti-rail activist Randal O’Toole in his diatribe, Rail Disasters 2005 – The Impact of Rail Transit on Transit Ridership – An update to Great Rail Disasters. [11].

According to O’Toole, the “high cost” of new rail transit installations produces “major threats” to transit systems. For example, claims O’Toole, “high construction costs and cost overruns force transit agencies to cut back on bus service and/or raise fares, depressing transit ridership.” 

Experience in cities that have built new rail transit suggests that the opening of a new rail line can produce a one-time increase in transit ridership, but does not increase — and often reduces — ridership growth. Even the one-time increase is not guaranteed and depends on the agency not being forced to cut bus service to pay for the rail construction.

Do O’Toole’s contentions have any merit?  Not according to my own analysis, summarized in my paper “Comparative Performance of Public Transport in U.S. New-Start Rail Cities vs. Bus-Only Cities” and presented to the recent International Light Rail Conference in St. Louis Missouri on 11 April 2006. [12] (An expanded version of this paper, with additional material added by co-author Todd Littman,  has been published under the title Evaluating New Start Transit Program Performance: Comparing Rail And Bus on the Victoria Transport Policy Institute website, and is available at http://www.vtpi.org/bus_rail.pdf. [13])

This study examined available statistical data from the National Transit Database from 1996 through 2003 to contrast US urban areas with new-start rail systems (i.e., previously operating bus-only systems) with approximately four dozen major cities operating bus-only transit services. The study concludes that the cities with new-start rail systems, on average, “have outperformed  bus-only cities in terms of growth in ridership and passenger-miles.” 

Cities operating both rail and bus services experienced a ridership increase averaging nearly 16%, while those operating buses only experienced an average increase of only 1.7%; in other words, cities operating both rail and bus saw ridership grow at over nine times the rate in the cities without rail. (See Exhibit 3, below.)  In terms of passenger-miles, cities operating both rail and bus services experienced an increase averaging over 25%, while bus-only cities averaged 10.8% – less then half the rate of increase of the rail cities. (See Exhibit 4, below.)  

Financial performance also seemed dramatically better in the cities with new rail systems. Measured in “constant” (1996) dollars, operating and maintenance expenses per passenger-mile declined by more than 6% for the cities operating both rail and bus systems, but rose by more than 11% in the cities operating buses only.  In 2003, overall operating cost per passenger-mile in the cities with new-start rail transit systems was only about 74% of that in cities operating only buses. 

Exhibit 3. Change in Rider-Trips, 1996-2003
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Exhibit 4. Change in Passenger-Miles, 1996-2003
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This analysis suggests, in stark contrast with the dire claims and predictions of rail opponents, that the investment in new-start rail transit projects has significantly expanded transit services and ridership.  Furthermore, the transit systems with new rail transit services seem overall to have financially outperformed comparable bus-only cities, and to have helped produce a more positive transit system performance.

To assess what this means in more specific terms, it is helpful to examine details of higher-quality rail transit services in several cities.  The case studies below rely on existing survey data and other information to achieve a more detailed perspective.

Los Angeles Case

After more than 15 years of development, the Los Angeles County Metropolitan Transportation Authority (MTA) today operates some 73.1 miles (177.9 km) of MetroRail transit service, plus several major Metro Rapid and other “Bus Rapid Transit” services, such as the new Orange Line busway in the San Fernando Valley. MetroRail now accounts for approximately 16% of MTA’s total ridership and nearly 24% of the transit system’s passenger-miles. [15, 16]  As of March 2006, some 275,500 rider-trips were being carried each weekday on the rail system. In addition, the Metrolink regional passenger rail (“commuter rail”) system operates 141 daily trains over 7 routes totalling some 514.0 miles (829.0 km) – carrying over 40,100 weekday rider-trips as of December 2005.  [17]

However, MTA’s rail program has been a lightning rod for criticism – including charges that rail investment and operations have favored affluent, predominantly white/anglo travelers and neglected bus riders, supposedly nonwhite and poor.  Sánchez, Stolz, and Ma [8] for example raise this allegation in their own report:

Although we are not aware of any studies documenting the disparities in funding spent on

bus compared with rail transit in specific cities, Los Angeles is one example of a city that

engaged in this type of disparate funding. Community activists and attorneys alleged in a

lawsuit … in the early 1990s that the Los Angeles Metropolitan Transportation Authority

(LAMTA) spent only 30 percent of its resources on bus transit, even though almost 94 percent of

its riders used the buses and 80 percent of them were people of color. Seventy percent of

LAMTA’s resources went to rail, even though only 6 percent of its riders used rail. Rail riders

were primarily white….
Balaker has raised this same “rail for the rich” allegation, claiming that “Bus riders in Los Angeles are particularly familiar with this sad story.”

Beginning in 1986, local policy makers began to divert funds from a fairly successful bus ridership program toward rail construction. Eventually, the Bus Riders Union, a grassroots organization that represents residents who depend on mass transit, cried foul. It has been locked in a legal battle with L.A.’s Metropolitan Transportation Authority for nearly a decade.

The reality with respect to Los Angeles’s rail transit program is vastly different from these portrayals.  In a paper published in 2000 in the Journal of Public Transportation, [14] Richard Stanger, former executive director of the Southern California Regional Rail Authority, relates that there was never any “diversion” of funds from bus services into rail investment; on the contrary, a rail development program, with its own finding base, was approved by voters in 1980. This included a temporary, three-year transit fare rollback to stimulate ridership, but was clearly centered on installing a rail transit system:

In November 1980, voters in Los Angeles County, California, approved proposition A, which stipulated a one-time, three-year rollback of bus fares to 50 [cents].  Afterwards, at least 35 percent of the revenues had to be used for rail construction and operation (with a stated emphasis on construction). The program moved forward as called for, and by the early 1990s the Blue Line to Long Beach was in operation. The subway and an additional light rail line would both open by 1995. [And, it should be added, another light rail line – the Gold Line to Pasadena – opened in 2003.]

However, Stanger notes, efforts to block the rail program have had a long history. “In the early 1990s…” he relates, “opponents of rail began a campaign to discredit the program using premature, distorted, and sometimes simply false information about rail’s effectiveness.”  He notes that in 1994, 

a suit was filed by the Bus Riders Union, a small group of bus riders. In 1996, even though most of the basic assertions of the suit were proven to have been either premature or false, the MTA agreed to a settlement it is now trying to live up to.

Challenging the allegation that “Rail was built for and is used by suburban whites”, Stanger presents compelling evidence that “The rail system was built for and is used overwhelmingly by minority and transit-dependent riders.”  According to MTA onboard passenger surveys conducted in 1997 and 1998, and cited by Stanger, MTA’s bus ridership is 88.5% minority and its rail ridership, 84% minority.  According to current data from Metrolink, regional rail ridership includes a somewhat lower proportion of ethnic minorities, ranging from 40% (Ventura County Line) to 71% (Riverside Line).  However, as Stanger has noted, like the other LA rail lines, “Metrolink’s ridership generally reflects the demographics of the corridors it serves, and the outlying counties have lower minority populations. Those counties also pay all costs for their lines.”

The MTA surveys, as Stanger points out, also indicate that “rail passengers do have marginally more household income and slightly higher access to an automobile” – yet “they by no means approach affluent.”  In the surveys, approximately 90% of bus riders reported annual incomes of $35,000 or less, compared with about 60-80% on the light rail lines and just under 60% on the Red Line subway system.  However, given the much higher passenger volumes being carried on rail compared with individual bus lines, what this suggests is that large volumes of ethnic minority and lower-income passengers are being carried along with white and higher-income passengers attracted to the rail system; in other words, the rail lines appear to be attracting greater diversity of ridership – a “rainbow ridership”.  This is a problem?

What of the allegations by critics that rail development “strip resources from the bus systems”, and claims that “the opening of a new rail line … does not increase — and often reduces — ridership growth”?  My own “Comparative Performance” analysis certainly suggests that the LA’s transit system has thrived, not shriveled, with the advent of rail – total system ridership grew by 24% between 1996 and 2003, and passenger-mileage by over 28%. [12, 13]

In the case of LA’s bus system in particular, Stanger presents decisive evidence that “The financial needs of the bus system were not compromised by the rail program and were being met well after they should have been reduced.”

The number of buses in service stayed high, the bus-miles of service dropped far less than ridership, and the number of empty bus seats actually rose. The bus system lacked for neither operating funds nor subsidies. Even the average fare paid by the transit user (in constant 1999 dollars) changed very little since the early 1980s. Whatever the reasons for the slide in bus ridership, the rail system cannot be blamed.

It is likely that LA-area public transport officials continue to invest in the rail system because they fully realize that they get far more mobility productivity out of such rail investment.  From the 2004 NTD [16], 

the subsidy per passenger-mile for each mode can be calculated, as shown in Exhibit 5.

Exhibit 5. Subsidy per Passenger-Mile (2004)
	LACMTA bus 
	$0.41 

	LACMTA RRT 
	$0.32 

	LACMTA LRT 
	$0.38 

	Metrolink RPR 
	$0.15 


RRT Rail rapid transit

LRT Light rail transit

RPR Regional passenger rail
In can be seen that, in terms of operating cost, the rail system is receiving far less subsidy, per passenger-mile, than the bus system.

It seems clear that LA’s rail development program has been paying off in terms of both serving more transit-dependent riders, and attracting motorists off the region’s crowded roadways. According to Metrolink, the regional rail service removes more than 23,000 private vehicle trips each weekday from the roads; over 63% of its commuters formerly drove alone or with others. [17]

What accounts for this success?  A 2004 article in the San Francisco Chronicle, titled “Going carless in Los Angeles”, points out that, “After years of digging, track-laying and federal funds-appropriating, a sprawling network of subway, trolley and commuter lines now octopuses out from downtown Los Angeles, linking many of the region's top sites and attractions.”  As the article sums it up,

In some cases, … you're still better off in your car. But in a surprising number of instances, riding the rails turns out to be faster, cheaper and easier than driving. Plus, you get the smug satisfaction of speeding past those endless lines of cars creeping along the L.A. freeways at what's euphemistically called "rush hour." 

San Diego Case

San Diego’s LRT system operates 54 route-miles (87 km) of service carrying an average daily ridership of approximately 81,700. [19, 20]  According to the previously cited article, “Light Rail and Lower-Income Transit Riders”, on the Light Rail Now website [9], the San Diego Trolley's East Line (Orange) is an excellent example of how a rail line effectively services both transit-dependent riders while attracting new ridership, especially from private vehicles. When first built in the late 1980s, the Orange Line “extended only to Euclid Avenue in the city's low-rent district.”

 It offered service every 15 minutes whereas bus lines had offered only half-hourly or hourly service, depending upon the bus route. The bus routes were not eliminated, other than undergoing very minor changes.

LRT initially attracted 4,500 weekday riders, whereas the bus lines had about 3,000. Total transit ridership increased almost 100 percent, serving the poor in East San Diego.

In the early 1990s, East Line service was extended to the suburbs of La Mesa and El Cajon. As ridership jumped from 4,500 to 17,000 per weekday, the proportion of poor dropped from nearly 100% to approximately a third – but that was still a net increase in lower-income ridership, still far more poor riders than before. The poor could now easily access jobs in the suburbs! 

At the same time, the great majority of new riders were somewhat more affluent, typically suburban work commuters and other travellers, many of whom had previously be using their cars. That pushed the proportion of more affluent riders higher, and also meant a higher average income level – even though more lower-income riders than ever were now also being served!
In effect, it appears that the San Diego Trolley has helped move the city’s transit ridership more in the direction of a diverse, “rainbow ridership”.

Denver Case

Currently, Denver’s LRT system carries approximately 33,000 daily rider-trips on average over approximately 16 miles (26 km) of route. [20, 21] A 2001 survey of LRT passengers [22] does not address the issue of equity between bus and rail services, but it certainly illustrates the diversity of Denver’s LRT ridership.

While ethnic background was not queried in the survey, household income level was. On the basis of the median family income of $64,400 (2001) for Denver reported by the US Department of Housing and Urban Development [20], and by using the survey results, one can calculate that approximately 53% of LRT passengers reported incomes at or below the median level.  That suggests a fairly even distribution of income levels, ranging from under $15,000 (9%) to $100,000 or more (21%) – in effect, a truly “rainbow ridership”, at least in terms of socioeconomic diversity. 

St. Louis Case

Originally opened in 1993, the 38-mile (61-km) MetroLink LRT system (including two subway stations and three elevated stations) has recently been averaging weekday ridership of between 51,000-55,000. [23]

The system’s annual ridership last year totalled about 16 million per year and 133 million annual passenger-miles – already a significant increase over 2003, when MetroLink's ridership totalled about 15 million annually and 124,972,600 passenger-miles.

The volume of MetroLink’s ridership can be assessed by comparison with the transit agency’s bus system.  As a recent article on the Light Rail Now website reported, 

These ridership figures for the MetroLink LRT system stand in stark contrast to those of Metro's entire 101-route bus system, which in 2003 accounted for only 122,165,700 passenger-miles but at far greater operational cost. In other words, Metro's single modest 38-mile LRT line accounts for more passenger-miles than all of the 101 bus routes also operated by the transit agency.

However, even those figure fail to give a complete picture of the impact of MetroLink on St. Louis’s public transit system.  As the previously cited article “Does Light Rail ‘Rob’ Bus Service, or Make It Prosper? You Decide!” from the Light Rail Now website points out, the MetroLink light rail system “has not only revitalized St. Louis's transit system, driving a major increase in systemwide ridership, but has caused transit ridership throughout the region to surge.”

Prior to installation of MetroLink, St. Louis’s transit system was experiencing a relentless trend, losing, on average, just over 2 million rider-trips per year.  If that trend had continued, between 1994 and 2005, the transit system would today have shrivelled from about 38 million annual trips prior to LRT to about 11 million today. Instead, as of 2005, Metro had total rail and bus ridership of 46.5 million.

It is therefore arguable that the installation of LRT has gained the St. Louis public transit system about 35.5 million annual rider-trips:  In other words, it can be argued that LRT has more than tripled the ridership that the trend line suggests would be the case otherwise, had that trend continued without  mitigation.  In any case, it is evident that MetroLink has achieved considerable success over its 12 or so years of existence.

Nevertheless, critics also level arguments against MetroLink similar to those used against rail in Los Angeles – in particular, that the rail system’s ridership is predominantly affluent and white. The evidence, however, suggests otherwise.

A 2005 survey [24] of St. Louis Metro’s bus and rail (MetroLink) passengers examined a number of demographic features of transit riders. While income level was not queried, ethnicity and car availability were; these data allow some inference of the proportion of transit-dependent riders. The survey results yield the following characteristics:

Bus riders
Ethnicity: White/Anglo, 20.5% … Nonwhite, 79.5%

Car ownership: Own 1 or more cars, 48.9% … No car, 51.1%

Car availability: Available, 15.0% … Unavailable, 85.0%
Rail riders

Ethnicity: White/Anglo, 39.8% … Nonwhite, 60.2%
Car ownership: Own 1 or more cars, 78.7% … No car, 21.3%

Car availability: Available, 54.2% … Unavailable, 45.8%
These results prompt several observations. First, while the proportion of white/anglo riders on rail is approximately double that on bus, the proportion of ethnic minority riders on rail is still quite high – i.e., 60%.  Second, the proportion of transit-dependent passengers – those without recourse to a private motor vehicle for their trip – is obviously significantly higher on rail.  Nevertheless, nearly half the rail riders had no car available.

However, as noted earlier, especially in view of the much higher ridership on MetroLink compared with individual bus routes, the higher proportion of white/anglo and “choice” riders on rail may simply indicate a more demographically diverse ridership on this mode – not that transit-dependent riders are being “forsaken” in favor of more affluent riders.  Indeed, a comparative analysis of MetroLink vs. similar MetroBus routes tends to corroborate this hypothesis.

Seven major MetroBus routes roughly parallel MetroLink in the corridor served: Natural Bridge, Wellston, Dorsett-Lackland, Main-State St., Hodiamont, Page, and Delmar. Through the use of March 2004 data provided by Metro [25], it was calculated that these routes carried an average weekday total ridership of approximately 22,500.  Via the proportions derived from the survey, it can be roughly calculated that approximately 17,900 of these rider-trips were made by ethnic minority passengers, and 19,100 by passengers with no car available.

According to data from APTA [26], MetroLink in this period (first quarter 2004) was carrying an average of 36,800 daily rider-trips. Again, via the survey proportions, it can be calculated that approximately 22,200 of the trips were made by minority passengers, and 16,900 by passengers with no car available – an approximately 12% difference from the number carried on MetroBus.  On the whole, this analysis suggests that, while a significant number of minority and transit-dependent passengers are served by MetroLink, the demographic mix on the rail system is far more diverse than on the bus system – again, a case where rail has attracted a “rainbow ridership”.

Minneapolis Case

Opened in mid-2004, Minneapolis’s 11.6-mile (18.7-km) Hiawatha LRT line has seen ridership soar, reaching an average of more than 25,600 in December 2005. [27]  Furthermore, the new rail system has been enviably successful in attracting new ridership – nearly 40 percent of LRT passengers are first-time transit users, according to a customer survey released in early 2005 by Metro Transit, the operating agency. [28]

Nevertheless, as with other new rail operations, the Hiawatha line has been a target of criticism that investment in rail has been undertaken to the disadvantage of ethnic minority and low-income, transit-dependent riders.  However, the results from a recent passenger survey [29] suggest that ridership on the Hiawatha LRT is far more diverse than critics have contended.

According to the survey, the racial/ethnic background of passengers was reported to be “Caucasian” by 89% of LRT riders and 72% of bus riders; conversely, 11% of LRT riders were ethnic minority, and 28% of bus riders.  In either case, the overwhelming majority of transit riders appears to be “Caucasian” (white/anglo); furthermore, in this particular case – because the transit system already has an overwhelmingly white/angle ridership – it would appear that, through the attraction of more white/anglo passengers to rail, LRT ridership is somewhat less diverse compared with bus. However, on the basis of the analysis performed in the case of St. Louis (above), it is likely that similar results would be found for the Hiawatha LRT line, in comparison with parallel bus routes in the corridor it serves – thus, it is plausible to speculate that the numbers of minority riders would be roughly comparable to those carried on bus routes in the corridor.

In regard to income, rail ridership appears somewhat more diverse. The median family income in Minneapolis in 2005 was $59,655.  [30]  According to the survey, 55% of LRT passengers reported incomes at or below that level, compared with 73% of bus passengers.  It should be noted that a significantly higher proportion of LRT riders reported household incomes of $70,000 or more. All told, with respect to income level, LRT appears to carry a significant proportion of lower-income riders, but clearly there is significantly greater income diversity among this ridership.

There is also greater diversity, compared with bus, with respect to car ownership/availability and transit-dependency. Among LRT riders, 13% reported they do not own are car, compared to 40% of bus riders. When asked if they had a “working automobile available for use”, only 14% of LRT riders reported they had none, compared with 37% of bus riders.  Curiously, however, when asked how they would have made their trip if transit had not been available, the proportion of both rail and bus respondents indicating they would have found some form of private motor vehicle transportation was very close:  67% for rail riders vs. 64% for bus riders.

Finally, the Minneapolis survey included a question which facilitates some insight into the allegation of rail critics that “the poor must endure more transfers as they go from bus to rail and back.”  When asked if they would need a transfer to complete their trip, only 31% or rail riders indicated they would need to transfer, compared with 45% of bus riders.  This tends to suggest that the claim that new rail systems impose burdensome transfers on existing transit users, including the transit-dependent, has no merit.

San Francisco case

Perhaps the most significant recent “battleground” over the issue of an alleged ethnic/class bias of rail transit, compared with bus, is in the San Francisco-Bay Area, where  a civil rights lawsuit is under way, claiming the region’s Metropolitan Transportation Commission “discriminates against minority riders” by supposedly underfunding the all-bus system operated by AC Transit in Oakland, in comparison with two rail transit systems:

• Caltrain – a regional passenger rail system, approximately 77 miles (124 km) in length, carrying daily ridership averaging about 31,000.

• BART – a rail rapid transit system, approximately 104 miles (168 km) in length, carrying daily ridership averaging about 338,000.

According to the Alameda Times Star of 22 December 2005,

The MTC doles out more than $1 billion per year in Bay Area transit funds. The lawsuit, filed in April, cites data showing Caltrain gets a $13.79 per rider subsidy for a clientele that is 60 percent white; BART gets a $6.14 per rider subsidy for a clientele that is 43 percent white; and AC Transit gets a $2.78 per rider subsidy for a clientele that is 21 percent white.

The basis of these allegations, at least as described in this news report, is puzzling for several reasons.  First, while the plaintiffs appear to be denouncing rail transit, they are in effect denouncing systems which have heavy ethnic minority ridership, even by their own statistics:

• Caltrain – If this regional passenger rail system has 60% white/anglo ridership, this implies that it likewise has a rather substantial 40% ethnic minority ridership.

• BART – Likewise, a 43% white/anglo ridership implies that the majority of BART’s ridership – 57% – is ethnic minority.

This suggests that the ridership on both the rail transit systems in question – Caltrain and BART – is substantially more diverse than on AC Transit’s bus system,  where 79% of the ridership is ethnic minority.  In effect, both Caltrain and BART would appear to attract more of a “rainbow ridership” than AC Transit.

These issues aside, the criticism of subsidy levels also seems misguided, because it fails to account for the dramatic differentials in trip length characteristic of the different transit systems. Rail systems – particularly Caltrain, a regional passenger rail system, and BART, which provides much of the transport function of such a system – tend to provide significantly longer trips than predominantly inner-city bus services, and this is certainly true in this case. Average trip lengths for the three systems, from 2004 NTD data [16], are as follows:  Caltrain, 20.2 miles; BART, 12.6 miles; AC Transit, 3.3 miles.

Because of disparities like this among different types of public transport services, the preferred unit of comparison of work performed and economic effectiveness is the passenger-mile.  Accordingly, taking the subsidy figures provided in the news article above, one can calculate the subsidy per passenger-mile for the modes being compared:

• Caltrain – $0.68

• BART – $0.49

• AC Transit – $0.84

By such an analysis, it would appear that AC Transit’s bus service is receiving a much higher subsidy per passenger-mile than either of the two rail modes being criticized for supposedly being allocated an inordinate share of regional transit subsidies.

Conclusions

High-quality transit services, especially rail systems, have demonstrated a marked propensity to attract middle- and higher-income ridership – the very people who would otherwise make up the majority of automobile users, clogging freeways and streets and contributing to an increased need for expansive roadway expansion and construction of parking facilities.  In particular, the evidence suggests that higher-quality transit operations – particularly rail transit – tend to effectively serve two somewhat disparate transit passenger markets with two different types of service needs:  (1) a basic, affordable service for transit-dependent travelers, including many lower-income, and (2) a high-quality service capable of attracting more affluent urban and suburban travelers out of their motor vehicles, thus helping to alleviate dependency on private motor vehicle transportation and to reduce demand for peak roadway and parking capacity.  Overall, evidence suggests that high-quality transit service improvements tend to meet the needs of both categories of travelers with considerable success.

Thus, the research reported in this paper suggests that these types of higher-quality transit service actually produce a far more diverse ridership than is experienced with typical bus services alone. In effect, far from promoting inequity, the evidence suggests that these kinds of transit services foster a “rainbow ridership”, promoting passenger diversity within the nation’s transit systems.
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