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The system is Warped;
~ put light rail on hold

ForART

Aty one wonld expect
that the argest impending public works
project in Seattle history, namely light
vail, would be targeted at solving (he 1e
;,luns frgest problem, mmely tyaffic

Logi

tal Impact Statement- (El ) a
réquired by federal law. It all boils down

to'a few.numbers. Without light rail, total
daily traffic’on area roads and ﬁ'eeways is
forecast {o be 68,239,618 vehicle miles of
travel (VMT) in: 2010. With light rail it
would drop to 68,069,618, This is only-a
difference of one fourth of one percent.
It's equivalent to removing one car of ev-
ery 400.-These figures, along with year
2000 values, are accurately plotted in the
accompanying chart, These VMT figures
are the best available measure of gail's
ability, orinability, to helj$ solve the re-
glon's ve)ung traffic congestion problem.

e case against rail could be rested on.
these nimbers alone,

Eveirwhere rail should have il us greal~

. est 1mpact, the numbers ate disappoint-
ing.For . instance, the .number of peak
hour:vehicles crossing the ship canal in

+ 2010:would .only decline from 45,789 to
about'45,740, The number of peak period
auto ‘trips: leaving downtown Seattle

- would only drop from 30,800. to 30,100.
Both are incredibly small impacts.

Some argue the current proposal is
only for a starter system intended to
grow and eventually produce more mean-
ingful results. Here agairi the data show
otherwise. The 1993 EIS prepared for a
$12 billion-plus, 125-mile light rail system
shows it would only reduce traffic vol-
umes 1.9 percent more than a bus solu-
tion costing a fraction as much.

At the ship canal

Another misleading claim is that light
rail can replace 12 lanes of freeway, but
this is a theory assuming fully packed
trains, The reality (based on close analy-
sis of actual projected rail ridership and
freeway statistics) is that a single light
rail track won't even move as many peo-
ple in 2010 as a single lane on 1-5 does to-
day. Measured at the ship canal (where
rail looks best) the respective volumes
are 20,000 persens daily for a rail track
versus 29,300 for a freeway lane. Aver-
aged along the entire route, rail will carry
less than half what a corresponding lane
pair on I-5 now carries.

‘ Sometimes, when pressed, officials

\ that know admit light rail won’t help traf

i fic congestion but retort that light rail of-

fers an alternative. Of course that's true,
but only for a small percentage of the
poputation who live, work and shop along
the proposed route. A 2l-mile rail line
can’l serve anywhere near the number of
trip origins and destinations reached by
our 15,000 miles of roads and freeways.
In fact, only two-hundredths of one per-
cent of the urbanized area would be with-
in walking distance (one-quarter mile) of
a light rail station. So virtually everyone
will need to drive or take a bus to reach a
rail station.

How cost effective is ml in nf(cnng
this alternative? The EIS claims peak pe-
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riod vehicle milds traveled would be re-
duced from 15,898,000 to 15,858,000 for a

net reduction of 40,400. Since the aver-
age work trip’ leng?\z s about 10 miles,

this amounts to rgmoving aboul 4,004}
cars from the cb(}vy hute.

If we assumg/ the main reason for
building rail is §d reduce congestion dur-
ing peak comfiute periods, it is reason-
able to divide the project’s cost of $2.6
billion by 4,000. This yields the astonish-
ing conclusion that it will cost $650,000
for every car. taken off the roads during
rush hours.

Perhaps Pugel Sound voters are gen-
erous enough to spend this amount so a
relative few can bypass the congestion
everyone else is sluck in. However,
that's not the way the question was
framed when we voted in 1996. If light rail
goes ahead for this reason, to paraphrase
Winston Churchill, never will so many
have paid so much to benefit so few.

To summarize: light rail won't reduce
congestion below today’s levels, it won't
keep congestion from getting worse, and
it won't even keep future congestion at
noticeably lower levels than if we simply
spent the $2.6 billion building a pyramid.

Similar conclusions can be drawn in
respect Lo light rail’s impact on air quality,
energy use, and urban sprawl. Since T
does not measurably reduce velncle
miles of travel, it can’t help much with
these other important objectives either.
In fact, the EIS Energy Backup Technical
Report shows that such a huge amount of
energy is needed to construct the
1em, it would take 75 years (at 2010 rider
ship levels) just to break even.

it’s oo bad. Everyone would like a sil-
ver bullet for our congestion, air quality,
encrgy and urban spraw] pmhlvmx

Rail vs. real &

Unfortunately, there’s a huge differ
ence between rail's theoretical capabil
ties and its actual performance m real it
ies. To make matters worse, all the above ©
figures taken from’Sound Tran K
may be overly optimistic. A landmark Ur-
ban Mass Transit Administration study
found that light rail systems scldom
achieve even half the predicted ridership.

Alt this is, of course, disappointing
news. And for many it probably come:
a surprise, given that light rail s fr
quently promoted as 4 solution s the

not. We are bemg
Tushed inte spending well over $2 hilhon
ona non-solution. Ve very fact thit light
rail proponents are insuch a harry th lock
things down should he warning to us all.

With fewer stations, higher costs and
lusory  benefits, has Sound  Temsat
promised a Lexus, planning to dehver o
Yugo while billing for  Rolls?

How has sometlg with such ¢
pmnuu;, prospects gotten so fr? That's a
story i itsell. The I'R campagn to sell

rail hefore the 1996 ¢
sive, effective and one-sided. |
of steek trains and expeeted envitonmen
tal benefis w. anced with hack
cts about cost-effectivencss

How could it be otherwise? Milhons of
dollars have been spent promoting it
Yet no funding exists for concerned cily
Zen groups to publish opposing views. As
avesult, light ail is a house of cards sus
tained by myth,

Stone upon stone

Few probably know how 1l isckers
pile one stone on another w order (o
drive the Tegion inexorably into a nuas
sive rail program. The fatest draft of the
Metropolitan Transportation Plan (6MTPY,
produced by the Puget Sound R(;,m al
Council, is a good example. The MTP

calls for a ma rease i public
spending for
aver the next 30 years,
targeted for 125 miles of ligh

Shauld the MTP 1 adopted, Sound
Transit can claim they are just
an already adopted regional \lnu-m And
(hus another stone is placed. Had PSRC
applied 1 cost henefit analy:
dividual elements of the MTE it is doutn
ful light rail could have earned its way in
0 the plan. State Taw now requires
st benefit analysis, or “least cost |
ning” be used, but so far th K li
failed to comply.

Wasting $2 hillion-plus on 4 non-solu
bad enowglt, bul even worse 15 the
strategae inplication of our corrent pre
occupation with light' mil. Suppose the
patitcal feadership the next few
yeats claming they s domy somue
thing” about onr traffic problem, when in
ality they chase a non-solution, We'll
have let them off the hook. We'll all wake
up in 10 years realizing rail’s no answer,
and congestion’s far worse. Volers shontd
insist on two remedies before 10s oo
at

tion

First, light rail showdd he pun firmly on
hold until i has been thoroughly and ol
jectively anpe of
alternative st effective
ness i solving oy most pressmg ran-
sportation problem, namely traffic con
n. Then, after the publc has
ed the results and heard equally
from all sides, a regumal vote of conf
dence should be held on Sound Transit's
light rnl project. tntl it happens, we
are being led down the yellow brick 1od

Kuhard C. Harkness. PhAY, 15 a consultant at
Lrban Svstemis Planug. Additional rart
ottormatum and entigue can e found o
et wecom KA umd
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