RANSPORTATION

Connecting the
Suburban Dots

Hub-and-spoke fransit systems reflect old
commuting patterns. A few mefro areas
are planning suburb-to-suburb rail lines.

BY ROB GURWITT

ometime in the next 10 years, if
all goes according to plan, you'll
be able to board a train in a far
western Chicago suburb and ride
all the way to...well...another far
western suburb. You'll be able to get to
Chicago too, but that’s not really the
point. The so-called STAR Line, to be run
by the regional rail agency known as
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Metra, is designed to let a transit rider go
directly from one of the region’s fast-grow-
ing western or northwestern suburbs to
another, without first having to travel into
the city. This makes it, oddly enough, one
of the bolder transportation experiments
in the country.

Transit options exist in the suburbs, of
course. There are buses, van pools, para-

transit—all the alternatives that transit
advocates wish commuters would use
more often. None of them has made a seri-
ous dent in automobile use, however, and
none really gets at the toughest issue in
transit planning: developing a viable pub-
lic transit “beltway”—or circumferential—
system. Transit in this country, and rail
transit in particular, follows a hub-and-
spoke pattern, with the central city at the
core and lines radiating out from there.

In this, it lags well behind our living
patterns. During the 1990s, for instance,
the Chicago metropolitan area grew by
11.6 percent, adding 860,000 people, and
although Chicago enjoyed a portion of
that growth, most of it went to the sub-
urbs. Moreover, much of the region’s job
growth has taken place beyond city limits
as well. Towns such as Schaumburg and
neighboring Hoffman Estates have
become major empk)yment centers, with
Motorola headquartered in the former
and Sears in the latter. Nationally, the
patterns are similar: In the largest metro-
politan areas, suburbs in the 1990s grew at
a rate twice that of central cities and
emerged as shopping and work destina-
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tions in their own right. For  |dts |
most people, though, the | &
only way to get from one to \

the next remains the car.
Naperville, Illinois, for
instance, sits about 30 miles
from downtown Chicago,
and every workday morning,
says Mayor George Pradel,
“we pour cars out of our city
into the next one.” He adds,
“Getting from point A to
point B takes a while. It's
not gridlock, but so many
people are using the high-
ways. Transportation is our
number one problem, with
the growth we have.” e
You can understand, then,
why Pradel and other mayors
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whose towns lie along the *Lﬂsat%wﬂle/

proposed STAR Line have so
enthusiastically embraced
the idea. “We really want
this to happen,” Pradel says.
And it’s likely it will. The
STAR Line enjoys strong
support from local govern-
ments—including the city of
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suburbs and the central city.
For one thing, the headaches
involved in driving into the
city—in particular, the risk
of gridlock and the certainty
of paying for parking—make
using transit more attractive.
For another, even if a large
portion of the commuting

& . ”Wow population still drives, the
N, ot Gricage ‘ \N__L\_g hicago™| numbers of commuters will-
fpWachingion &t ; : T ing to use transit to get to the

same central destinations are
such that they can undergird
.~1  the expense of, say, a rail
line. And finally, the politics
of transit are more clear-cut
when it involves the central

| city. “When you're talking
"1 radial transit to downtown,
you get a lot of support from
Y the central-city players,”

Expressusy comments Alan Pisarski, a
Msjor Road transportation consultant
Counsy Bourdsty based near Washington,

D.C. “When you talk suburb
to suburb, it’s much harder
to generate that political
support, because there aren’t

Chicago, since it would help

connect city residents with the rich subur-
ban job markets—and from regional gov-
ernment councils, Suburban employers
like the idea, as well. And perhaps most
important, a major portion of the pro-
posed line runs through the district of U.S.
House Speaker Dennis Hastert, who has
announced his backing for the project in
this fall’s federal transportation bill.

Yet the truth is, no one knows for cer-
tain whether the line will prove to be a
huge success or a bust. If riders material-
ize in the numbers that backers anticipate,
its estimated $1.2 billion cost might seem
a bargain as the line spurs new develop-
ment, relieves congestion and helps
employers attract workers. Or it could
turn out to be a very expensive way of
demonstrating, once again, that it’s almost
impossible to persuade significant num-
bers of American suburbanites to leave
their cars behind when they head off for
work or shopping.

DUMBBELL-SHAPED TRIPS

There is a reason that transportation
professionals tend to be dubious about big
suburb-to-suburb transit projects. It's
known as the “many-to-many” problem:
Commuters traveling from one suburb to

The proposed Meira STAR (Suburban
Transit Access Rouie) Line would link the
fast-growing suburbs west of Chicago.

another start their trips in many different
places and end them in many different
places, although for a portion of their
commute they may be forced to share the
same stretch of roadway with everyone
else. “You end up with dumbbell-shaped
trips,” says Dave Schulz, director of
Northwestern University's Infrastructure
Technology Institute and a former county
executive in Milwaukee.

Moreover, in a society whose building
patterns revolve around the automobile,
it's pretty difficult to create a transit sys-
tem that competes with the car for con-
venience. “It’s not a good thing that
we've condemned ourselves through
development patterns to almost total
auto dependency,” says Schulz. “But in
fact, the automobile is the most comfort-
able, convenient form of transportation
devised by the mind of man, and it’s get-
ting better all the time. With climate con-
trol, stereos and all that, it makes the
drive relatively painless.”

The dynamics are different, of course,
when it's a matter of getting between the

the powerful proponents to
make it happen.” Not surprisingly, the
more expensive a transit option, the more
fraught the politics become.

A case in point might be the so-called
“Purple Line”—currently referred to by
the state of Maryland as the “Bi-County
Transitway”—that has long been pro-
posed for linking several suburbs of Wash-
ington, D.C. For years, Montgomery
County, Maryland’s master plan has
called for a rail line running between two
of its communities, Bethesda and Silver
Spring; in recent decades, both have seen
enormous residential, commercial and
employment growth. In 1998, County
Executive Douglas M. Duncan and then-
Governor Parris N. Glendening floated
the idea of a subway “beltway” that would
ring the capital region; the notion went
nowhere, but Montgomery County
pressed ahead with planning for its own
circumferential section, with the state
promoting an additional segment through
neighboring Prince George’s County.

“The Washington rail system is a series
of spokes designed to take people from the
suburbs into the center city, which made
sense when the subway system was built,”
says David Weaver, spokesman for Mont-
gomery County's executive. “But com-
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muting patterns have changed. These
days, 65 percent of the people who live in
Montgomery County also work here. The
bottom line is, in order to better use the
transit system, we have to change direc-
tion both literally and figuratively in terms
of where the subway goes.”

Unifil recently, the chief debates had to
do with exactly where the rail line would
run and whether it would be part of the
Metro subway system or a separate light-
rail line. Meanwhile, Glendening, a Demo-
crat, was replaced after the 2002 elections
hy Robert L. Ehrlich Jr., a Republican. In
March, Ehrlich’s transportation secretary,
2obert Flanagan, confounded local offi-
cals by announcing he wanted to explore
another option—*“bus rapid transit,” or
BRT, which uses dedicated lanes on exist-
ing roadways to allow buses to move faster
than automobile traffic.

“We need a project that meets the
travel demands in this corridor but is done
in the least expensive way possible,” says
Henry Kay, director of planning at the
Maryland Transit Administration. “The
ratio of cost and ridership on a {rail] proj-
ect that relies heavily on tunneling and
exclusive rights of way was just getting out
of sight. We're reopening the draft envi-
ronmental impact statement {[done by the
state when it was considering a rail line] to
examine more robust bus-based alterna-
tives.” Dedicated suburb-to-suburb transit
routes are relatively unexplored ground,
so reliable cost-benefit models are hard to
come by. Still, says Kay, “I can promise
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BRT will be cheaper than light rail, but [
can’t promise how much.”

Meanwhile, officials in Montgomery
County have made no effort to hide
their dismay. “Rail, heavy or light, is the
preferred mode,” says Weaver. “When
you go from hard rail to bus, it’s a real
letdown. And we already have signifi-
cant bus options along that corridor. It’s
not much to go from what we have cur-
rently to bus rapid transit. We would
argue, there’s no reason you shouldn’t
consider both.”

Rail vs. bus: Fiscal straits have altered
the debate over adding a ‘Purple Line’
to Washington, D.C.’s subway system.

The problem Weaver and others fore-
see is that buses, no matter how rapid,
will have a much harder time competing
for commuters’ allegiance than trains.
Maryland’s Henry Kay argues that this is
not necessarily so. “That may or may not
be true,” he says. “I think it depends on
the quality of the bus service and rail ser-
vice.” But the widespread perception
among suburban politicians is that
there's no contest.

“Tt could be argued that the more cost-
effective way to do suburb-to-suburb is
buses and bus rapid transit,” says Al Lar-
son, the mayor of Schaumburg, linois,

~and a prime mover behind the STAR

Line. “The difficulty is getting people out
of their cars and into buses. You can get
people to ride trains.”

EXISTING TRACKS

And as transit planners are discover-
ing, you can mitigate the costs of rail if
you can find existing tracks that will
meet your needs. In the Washington
County suburbs of Portland, Oregon, for
instance, the regional transit agency,
TriMet, is making steady progress on a
five-station, suburb-to-suburb line using
existing freight tracks. The line would
run between the booming communities
of Wilsonville and Beaverton, using self-
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propelled diesel cars, and connect with
the regional light-rail system in Beaver-
ton. “Washington County is one of the
fastest growing areas in the region,” says
Mary Fetsch, TriMet's communications
director, “and this is our heaviest-trav-
eled corridor, We’ve had a lot of success
with our transit system as we've
expanded—every rail project we've built
has been on time and budget and has
exceeded ridership projections—so
there’s a strong belief this will work.”
The $124 million project has already
gotten sevéral federal planning grants
and is expected to open in 2006.

A more ambitious effort is undetway
in the Minneapolis-St. Paul region, where
a proposal will go before the legislature
next session to fund the “Northstar Cor-
ridor,” a commuter rail line that would
run along existing Burlington Northern-
Santa Fe freight tracks. The line is not
circumferential—it would run between
St. Cloud, Minnesota, and the Twin
Cities—but it would cover 82 miles of the
most rapidly growing segment of the met-
ropolitan area. With major Twin Cities
employers starting to locate along the
corridor, it would help both suburbanites
and city-dwellers commute to suburban
jobs, in addition to bringing suburbanites
into the central city.

Its strength, backers believe, is that it is
both cheaper than a BRT system-—
because the rails are in place, whereas new
busway lanes would have to be built—and
more attractive to commuters. “If you add
together capital costs and operating costs
over 15 years,” says Tim Yantos, project
director for the Northstar Corridor Devel-
opment Authority, “Northsrar is $515 mil-
lion and a busway would be $769 million.
The truth is, we wouldn’t be looking at rail
unless the railway was in place and you
could go 80 miles an hour to downtown
Minneapolis. Rail makes sense because the
tracks are in place.” The project has had
federal support but in 2002 was turned
down for bonding by the state legislature;
its backers failed to get any new funding
this year, and Republican Governor Tim
Pawlenty has put off deciding whether to
back it until a new legislative report on the
project comes out next year.

REGIONAL COOPERATION

By far the boldest proposal for suburb-
to-suburb rail, however, is the 65-mile-
long STAR Line. Itis, in a sense, a hybrid:
One portion, running northwest from

O'Hare Airport along 1-90, would require
new construction; the rest, running south
from Hoffman Estates to Joliet, would run
along rails owned by the Elgin, Joliet &
Eastern freight line.

The idea is an offshoot of an eight-
year-long effort by the mayors of five
communities along the I-90 corridor—
including Schaumburg, Hoffman Estates
and Elk Grove Village—to find a way of
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relieving congestion. These towns, once
typical pillars of residential suburbia, have
urbanized at a rapid pace over the past
15 years or so—they now host over
600,000 jobs, with 100,000 of those in Elk
Grove Village Industrial Park alone. “The
Northwest Tollway is the main route
through there,” says Larry Bury, trans-
portation director for the Northwest
Municipal Conference, which has helped
coordinate the transit effort, “and it's
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choked with traffic—it's over capacity
eight hours a day. So it’s very difficult to
get people in and out of the area in an
efficient manner.”

As logical as some sort of transit effort
might have seemed, when the group of
mayors tried to get the idea included in
the region’s 2020 transportation plan,
they were turned down. “We were pro-
mised it would be included for future”

has momentum
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study,” says Schaumburg's Al Larson, “so
we asked, “Who's going to study it?’
There was no answer, so we said we’'d
engage a consultant and pay for a study.”

At that point, the Regional Transporta-
tion Authotity agreed to step in and fund
the effort, and the planning group
expanded to include five more communi-
ties, including Chicago. Meanwhile, a
separate effort had been underway
among the communities lying along the
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tracks; last spring, the two groups
to join forces and create one task
to push ahead with planning.
o's a suburban legend that subur-
cmmunities are always at each
s throats,” says Larson. “But it’s
. There’s been real cooperation
e years.”
o1 the level of growth they've seen
:nt years, any one of the mayors
the proposed line can make a case
['hey cite not just the current levels
restion but the hope that rail transit
n suburbs would allow that growth
tinue without over-burdening their
nities. “It used to be that you'd get
wnd 25 years later you'd get your
" cays Arlene Mulder, the mayor of
lage of Arlington Heights, which
few miles west of O'Hare. “Now,
change jobs, and companies upsize
ywisize. You used to move to live
you worked, but these days, you
¢ moving every two or three years.
w't uproot your children. So if we
wple more options for commuting,
ations realize it’s an asset for

attracting employees. Those who need to
drive will still do that, but the roads will be
less congested, because many will choose
the faster route of transit.”

DENSITY DEBATES

For the STAR Line to work, though,
several things will have to happen. The
first is that communities will have to plan
for a lot of parking at train stations; as
Northwestern’s Dave Schulz puts it, “If
you don’t have a guaranteed or almost
guaranteed parking place, it really affects
your mode-choice decision.”

But providing ample parking must vie
with another goal of the STAR Line’s sub-
urban supporters: increasing densities
near their train stations, and encouraging
“transit-oriented development” where it
seems appropriate. The problem is that in
older suburbs such as Arlington Heights,
which already has begun ro host high-rise
condominium developments, new retail
venues, restaurants and theaters, finding

‘the space to provide parking for com-

muters is growing more difficult. And in
the more traditionally suburban commu-

nities farther west, increasing densities sig-
nificantly—which would enable some
portion of the commuting population to
live within walking distance of the train
station—is a contentious issue. “People
in the suburbs don’t want that kind of
development, because they view it as
threatening; anytime you use the word
‘density,” their eyes glaze over and they
think, ‘Cabrini Green,’” says Schulz, refer-
ring to Chicago's infamous high-rise pub-
lic housing project.

Still, it is also true that the reason the
STAR Line project has built up so much
momentum is that suburbanites are
putting enormous political pressure on
their leaders to find a solution to conges-
tion. Metra's radial rail lines have seen
heavy ridership, and the circumferential
line's backers are certain that the demand
will be there. “I think it’s a safe bet out
here in the Chicago region,” says Larry
Bury, “that if you build it, they will come.”
Given the political backing that the
STAR Line has developed, it seems only a
matter of time until we'll find out whether
he’s right. G|
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