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Metro: Make riders, not rail, the priority

By James E. Moore I1
and Thomas A. Rubin

HE Los Angeles County

Metropolitan Trans-

portation 'Authority's

ridership has been fall-

ing steadily since 2014,
losing on average 69,000 daily riders
each month. The most recent 12
months of data show a decrease of
more than 10% compared with the
same period three years ago, and
Metro's current “annuel board-
ings" — just under 400 million —
represent a drop of almost 20%
from the system's 1985 peak, even
thoughihe county's populationhas
increased by nearly a fifth since
then.

It wouldn't be dlificult to turn
these figures around, as Metro's
history shows: The transportation
aunthority should stop focusing pri-
marily on building new rail and use
e felr share of its voter-supplied
wealth to lower fares and improve
thebus system.

The agency's own data make
both the probiem and the solution
clear.

Between 1982 and 1985, Metro
ridership in L.A. exploded by 40%,
Jjurping from 3541 million to 497.2
million annuat boardings. The rea-
son was simple: The Increase fol-
lowed bus fare reductions, from 85
cents a ride to 50 cents. A minor
share (20%) of funds generated by
Proposition A in 1980 (the first of

four baliot measures increasing
sales taxes to support transporta-
tion) was used to subsidize the
cost. Then as now, Metro riders
tended tobelow-income, some very
low-Income. Reducing their travel
costs allowed them to travel more.
Butin 1986, Metroended the fare
subsidy and shifted the funds to
building rail lines, beginning with

the Long Beach Blue Line, which -

opened in 1899, Total transit rider-
ship proceeded to fell until the
NAACP, the BusRiders’ Unlon and
others took Metro to federal court
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TO STOP the steep decline in ridership, Metro should spend
a fair share of its ballot-measure money on batter bus service.

to protect bus service in 1994. Their
argument was that the expansion
of rail was coming at the expense of
bus routes, bus frequency and bus
riders, and it was disproportion-
ately harming minorities, the
elderly and the young. Metro set-
tled, and the desl was enshrined in
al0-year consent decree stagting in
1B96.

The settlement allowed Metro
tobuild all the rail it could afford, so
long as specific bus service im-
provements were made too. Those
improvements included reducing

fares, increasing service on existing
lines, estabiishing new lines, re-
placing old buses and keeping the
fleet clean. Loand behold, while the
decree was in force L.A’s transit
ridership rose by 36%. When Metro
was no longer hound by the settle-
ment, it refocused itsefforts almost
exciusively on new rail projects.
The quality ofbus service began de-
clining in almost every way mea-
surable, and overall ridership again
fell.

With the funds generated by the
Measure R sales tax increases,
voted on in 2008, and last year's
Measure M increases — which will
provide $121 billlon over the next 40
years — Metro has more than
enough money to reinvigorate bus
service. At aminimurn, it should re-
turn to the program under the con-
sentdecree: bulldingall the newrall
it wants, as long as.bus service is
improved as well

Our detaliled analysis of Metro's
2015 budget identified $573 million
avaiiable for bus operations and im-
provements that was spent instead
entirely on rail construction and
debt service on funds borrowed to
accelerate that construction. Ifjust
halfofthis $573 million from Metro's
much larger total budget was redi-
rected to improve the bus system,
rail construction would slow but
Metro would likely see growth in to-
tel ridership. (It is impossible to do
the same analysis on Metro's 2019
budget: Its documentation has be-

come less transparent.)

Metro's rall-centiie approach to
transit persists, it appears, primar-
ily because of the makeup of its
board of directors. Appointed by
the mayor, the board members are
mostly elected officlals. N¢ board
mernber specifically represents
transit riders. It's not surprising
then that the board's concerns
seem to be less about the welfare of
most Metro users and more about
funding capital-intensive rail proj-
ects that serve particular constitu-
ents.

The Metre system now has 93
rall stops, with 18 under construe-
tlon. It has 18,500 bus stops. Bus
service will always predominate in
L.A. If we expand and improve it,
and reduce fares, transit ridership
will increase agaln, quickly, better
serving the low-incorne riders Met-
ro has been mostly ignoring. Los
Angelesneedsatransit systemthat
focuses on proven strategies that
work not just for a few Angelenos,
but forall of us,
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ride the bus

Re “Metro: Make riders,
not rail, the priority,” Opin-
ion, Nov. 10

Asadailyuserofthe
Los Angeles County Metro
bus system, I can suggest a
number of changes that
might help reverse the
decline in ridership.

Imagineit’shot and
you're walting at the bus
stop, but all will ba right
soonbecause thebusis
just a few blocks away. But
suddenly, just short of your
stop, the bus pulls gverand
waits, And waits.

Why? Because it is
running ahead of schedule,
and drivers cannot leave a
bus stop too early. But
what's sobad about an
early arrival?

Thenthere'sthe*busto
nowhere” problem. Line
780, for example, termi-
nates nearthe Expo Line
rail stationon La Cienega
and Jefferson — not at it,
only nearit. The bus stops
about halfa mile shortata
Metro facility, foreing
passengers to get off and
wait for another bustothe
Expo Line, This decision
may serve the systemwell,
but it is grossly inconven-
jent for riders.

Il'Metro really wants to
reverse declining busrider-
ship, its officials should use
the system. They'll find
what they need to fix.

THoMAS FucHs
West Hollywood
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Rail isthe only sane
answer for the long com-
mutes typical in Los Ange-
les. See allthose buseson
the freeway towing five or
six buses behind? Oh, wait,
physics prevents thet.

During the mormning
rush hour, the Red Line
subway is packed., It should
godeeper into the San
Fernando Valley than
North Hollywood.

There will alwaysbea
place for buses, but not for
long-distance trips, Ask
someone who's spent three
hours to go 15 miles.

MICHAEL BARRETT JR.
Burbank
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