Guest Editorial

BRT — mode du jour or long-term solution?

T

he impact of the ever-worsening
traffic congestion in the U.S. is substantial in time, resources and pollution. The Texas Transportation
Institute’s 2002 Urban Mobility Report estimates that in 75 urban areas the total congestion bill for 2000 came to $67.5 billion. That
is the value of 3.6 billion hours of delay and
5.7 billion gallons of excess fuel consumed.
In an attempt to lessen traffic congestion and present buses as a more reliable and effective highspeed transit alternative, the concept of bus rapid
transit (BRT) has emerged as a viable means of improving mobility.
In recent years, cities across the U.S. elected to
build light rail lines. Although high in cost and
lengthy in construction, these systems reduce congestion and often attract the added benefit of private investments and residential development.
However, BRT systems have proven far less costly
and faster to implement, and can stimulate economic growth. The first leg of the BRT system in
Brisbane, Australia, which opened in April 2001,
stimulated a 20% increase in property values and
economic and residential growth along the busway.

BRT gains ground
BRT is starting to gain ground on light rail, and
politicians and the public are beginning to notice.
BRT around the world has exemplary success records
and reputations in such places as Pittsburgh, Miami,
Quito (Ecuador) and Ottawa (Canada).
The Metro Rapid BRT system operating within the
Wilshire-Whittier corridor in Los Angeles is attracting customers comparable to that of any U.S. light
rail line. Patronage on the system has increased by as
much as 33%, with one-third of the increase coming
from new customers. The Los Angeles County Metropolitan Transportation Authority Board just approved an additional 350 miles of BRT in Los Angeles with the mandate that two new Metro Rapid BRT
routes be implemented every six months.
In Australia, ridership increases have been more
impressive. The BRT system in Adelaide (the OBahn) has had a 76% patronage gain and the Bris-
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bane busway has had a 42% gain in ridership since
opening in April 2001.
In the U.S., the transit industry is working with
bus manufacturers to develop more attractive and
comfortable vehicles, getting away from the “breadbox-on-four-wheels” that people are used to seeing
by designing new high-tech, aesthetically-pleasing
and environmentally-friendly BRT buses.
BRT offers other benefits as well. Research shows
that expediting the movement of transit vehicles on
arterials and other high-capacity streets can produce
improved traffic flow for all vehicles. In Los Angeles,
signal priority at intersections along the WilshireWhittier BRT corridor result in a reported 23% to
28% travel time savings. The time savings is between
32% to 47% for BRT systems operating on such
busways as Pittsburgh and Ottawa. In Brisbane, the
same one-hour car journey during peak hours was
reduced to 18 minutes by a busway trip. Research
also shows that busway-based BRT saves two to three
minutes per mile and arterial street-based BRT saves
one to two minutes per mile in overall travel time.

There are critics
Despite the successes and commitment to many
of the U.S. BRT systems, state and local transportation engineering departments remain focused on
the auto by building new roads and all but ignoring
the important community role of transit and other
transportation alternatives.
Many cities may still decide to adopt light rail as
the preferred alternative despite the merits of BRT.
But with looming gridlock comes mounting pressure to do something and do it quickly at the lowest
burden to taxpayers. Where the choice is BRT now
or light rail much later at a much higher cost, the
logic of BRT is hard to ignore.

