
ISSUES AND POLICY QUESTIONS CONFRONTING 
PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION 

Elbert C. Mackey 
Deputy Director, Michigan Office of Economic Expansion 

Mr. Mackey was the speaker at the confer-
ence banquet. Although his remarks are 
not specifically oriented toward demand-
responsive transportation, they are included 
as part of the conference proceedings. 

The Michigan Bureau of Transporta-
tion was created in 1970 and was given 
the authority to finance projects in 4 gen-
eral phases of a public transportation 
improvement program: Economic and 
Technical Feasibility; Research and 
Technology Development; Engineering 
and Design for New Systems; and Dem-
onstration of Improved or Expanded Pub-
lic Transportation Services, Facilities, 
and Equipment. 

In general, the purpose of the bureau's 
programs is to enable the demonstration 
and the feasibility of expanded and im-
proved public transportation service. 
Some of the specific projects that are 
funded by the state and directly related to 
this objective are as follows: 

Purchase and operation of electric 
and propane-powered buses; 

Study and evaluation of new tech-
nology systems; 

Operation of special buses for the 
aged and for intercity residents to em-
ployment opportunities; 

Site-specific feasibility study of 
new technology systems for urban core 
mobility, large university campus access 
and mobility, and activity center circula-
tion and connections; 

Feasibility and planning studies of 
rapid transit in southeast Michigan; and 

Study and evaluation of dial-a-ride 
in Ann Arbor. 

With passage of pending legislation, 
our role will be considerably more in-
volved with the operational aspects of  

local transit operations. This legislation 
basically involves creation of a new de-
partment of transportation and highways 
and a 2-cent increase in the state gaso-
line tax. Of that, 0.5 cent is to be used 
for an urban transportation discretion-
ary fund, which would receive about $22 
million per year for public transportation 
and related purposes. Half of this amount 
is to be distributed to local governments 
or authorities for operational assistance 
on a population and vehicle-mile of ser-
vice basis. The remaining funds are to 
be allocated to specific projects; primary 
emphasis will be on capital assistance. 

I would now like to present what I feel 
are some of the major issues and policy 
questions that now face not only the pub-
lic transportation industry but society as 
well. 

Public transportation has not been re-
sponsive to the mobility needs of most 
urban residents. We have not had inno-
vation in operating practices and in the 
development of transportation concepts. 
Departure from existing means of serv-
ing mobility needs has been and still is 
often viewed as a threat and not as a 
means of offering more competitive 
transportation service. 

I do not wish to dwell at length on the 
history of urban transportation. How-
ever, my point on the issue of conserva-
tism or lack of innovation in public trans-
portation can be brought into focus by a 
brief examination of the situation that 
prevailed in the railway and streetcar 
operations and that also exists in the 
systems now being proposed for many 
metropolitan areas. 

Prior to the early 1900's, companies 
operating streetcar and rapid transit 
systems were prosperous and frequently 
represented monopolies that served at-
most all urban passenger travel. In 
many instances, ridership increased at a 
faster rate than population until about the 
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end of World War I. 
Most operators were not aware of the 

impending competition. Some even an-
ticipated that ridership would continue to 
increase as long as population increased. 
Technological obsolescence was simply 
not anticipated until it was too late. One 
must appreciate not only that the compe-
tition was keen but also that the industry 
was not subsidized as its rapidly devel-
oping competition was. The situation 
was a difficult one to respond to. 

A significant factor contributing to this 
situation was that the industry failed to 
put aside research and development 
funds. We need only look at the invest-
ment private industry makes each year 
for research and development to know 
how important this element is to survival. 
Of the total invested by private industry 
last year, excluding residential construc-
tion, 15 percent, or $15 billion, was for 
research and development. The Urban 
Mass Transportation Administration's 
research and development fund in 1972 
was only about $53 million, and that was 
probably the total for this multibillion-
dollar industry. 

Many of the conditions that existed in 
the early 1900's exist today. The ability 
to respond and serve transportation needs 
in an ever-changing competitive market 
has not developed. I maintain that the 
development of this ability is one of the 
important issues confronting the public 
transportation industry today. 

A great deal of attention is now being 
given to the development of high-capacity 
line-haul systems to solve the transpor-
tation problems in large metropolitan 
areas. In my opinion, these systems fall 
in many respects to respond to the real 
travel demand. A brief look at the dis-
tribution of population, the characteris-
tics of travel patterns, and the charac-
teristics of these line-haul systems 
raises some serious questions about their  

applicability. 
Increasingly, urban land use and 

travel patterns reflect the dominance of 
the automobile. This trend is so obvious 
that I would not mention it except that it 
has special significance. The travel de-
sires related to work, shopping, per-
sonal business, recreation, and so forth 
are becoming increasingly decentralized. 
Residential sprawl is widespread. As a 
consequence, radial travel desires (the 
kind best served by line-haul operations) 
are becoming significantly less impor-
tant. Of the demand that does exist, a 
large portion is peak-hour oriented. Con-
sequently, it is difficult to find travel de-
mand that can be efficiently and effec-
tively served by high-capacity line-haul 
systems. As a result of lower densities, 
trip lengths have also increased. As a 
consequence, those without accessto 
automobiles have and will continue to 
have difficulty getting to their destina-
tions either by walking or by public 
transportation. With these trends so 
readily apparent, it seems rather 
strange that most methods proposed to 
solve the urban transportation problem 
are all too often improvements to, or 
replication of, existing bus, subway, and 
commuter rail facilities. 

Most public transportation proposals 
in major metropolitan areas focus the 
majority of funds on rail facilities linking 
high-income suburbs or airports with 
downtown centers and on new equipment. 
Wohl ()points out that the subway or rail 
rapid transit systems now being built and 
proposed are more related to the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century 
suburban commuter railroads than to in-
tercity subway systems of the same pe-
riod. 

Wohl points out that the lines for these 
systems usually range far into the sub-
urbs and concentrate most of the stations 
within the suburbs. Stations are spaced 
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far apart and thus provide poor linkages 
between the station and the traveler's 
origin or destination. Travelers must, 
therefore, use a feeder bus or private 
automobile to get to and from the station. 
To illustrate the inconsistency between 
the technology applied or proposed and 
the demands of the travel market, he 
made the following observations on sta-
tion spacing: 

City 	 Miles Apart 

Los Angeles 1'/3  
Washington, D. C. 
San Francisco 2 
Chicago 2/3 

Boston 1/ 

New York 1/3  

Wohl also observed that the newly built 
or proposed system lines are long. San 
Francisco's lines will all exceed 20 miles. 
Those for Washington, D. C., will aver-
age about 12 miles but some will ap-
proach 20 miles. By contrast, Boston's 
longest line is about 15 miles, Chicago's 
is 16 miles, and New York City's is 15 
miles. The rigidity of these systems 
(the requirement of high densities) also 
appears contrary to or inconsistent with 
today's life styles. 

In light of Wohl's comments, I would 
like to review the proposed Woodward 
corridor rapid rail line in Detroit, which 
has been developed under planning studies 
funded by federal, state, and local agen-
cies. 

The specific proposal is to build a 27-
mile, $600 million rail rapid transit line 
from downtown Detroit to the city of Pon-
tiac. The line is to have 23 stations with 
a 1.2-mile average spacing. Of the line's 
27 miles, 18 are located in suburban 
communities and 9 are in the city of De- 

troit. There are 11 stations in the sub-
urbs, and 12 within the central city, 4 of 
which are in the CBD. Clearly, an at-
tempt has been made to respond to the 
need for balance between commuter and 
local service needs. 

The ridership projections for the line 
are of particular significance, especially 
when they are related to the incremental 
construction cost (Table 1). The per-
centage of riders on the suburban portion 
of the line (beyond the Detroit city limits 
to Pontiac) and on the central city portion 
of the line (from the city limits to down-
town), by access mode is given in Table 
2. These data were compared in a de-
tailed analysis that the Bureau of Trans-
portation made of the rapid transit pro-
posal for Detroit. It seems apparent 
from this analysis and recent state-of-
the-art developments that a second look 
may be appropriate at the type of transit 
technology proposed for the Woodward 
corridor. 

This limited functional capability of a 
rail rapid system to serve suburban ac- 

Table 1. Ridership and costs. 

Cost 

9-Mile 	Ridership 	Million 
Increment 	(percent) 	Dollars 	Percent 

First 	 83 	 315 	52.5 
Next 	 15 	 185 	30.8 
Last 	 2 	 100 	16.7 

Total 	100 	 600 	100.0 

Table 2. Access mode. 

Mode 	 Suburb 	Central City 

Automobile 	55 	 9 
Feeder bus 	27 	54 
Walking 	18 	37 
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cess as well as central city mobility was 
dramatically questioned during recent 
consideration of the Governor's trans-
portation bill. Members of the black 
caucus were opposed to the steel rail 
system because it did not meet the needs 
of their constituents. 

I think an appropriate question regard-
ing the application of this technology is, 
Where are these facilities located in re-
lation to workers or others having the 
greatest potential need? Clearly, the na-
ture of the travel market and the need 
have not been examined closely in the de-
velopment of these systems. It is readily 
apparent that, if we are to overcome the 
shortcomings of the steel rail systems, 
innovative efforts must be made to de-
velop systems that satisfy both suburban 
and central city transit needs. I do not 
mean to imply that we are against rapid 
transit systems. Our concern is with the 
appropriate application of technology to 
the problems that exist. 

The question of the applicability of the 
rail rapid transit systems raises a general 
question of what the public transportation 
market consists of and how we can re-
spond to that market with a competitive 
service at an acceptable cost. 

Identifying potential markets and de-
fining benefits and costs of an applicable 
public transportation technology are not 
easy tasks. Many people are prone to 
say that there is little need for public 
transportation services based on patron-
age trends and public transportation's 
share of the market. I do not believe that 
the demand for this service has ever been 
adequately assessed. A tremendous need 
exists for low-cost transportation 
throughout this country. 

Our automotive evolution during the 
past few decades has given many Ameri-
cans unprecedented mobility. However, 
for those who lack access to the automo-
bile, a severe mobility handicap exists. 

Of equal significance is the fact that 
many individuals are unable to use the 
automobile because it is at the wage 
earner's place of work or because they 
are not licensed to drive. 

The issue, however, is how to define 
this market in terms precise enough for 
an evaluation to be made of the costs of 
accessibility restrictions. This issue is 
a complex one because market demand 
and cost are also related to transporta-
tion system design. We are now well 
along in the development of new systems 
that have the potential of improving mo-
bility at a lower cost. However, we have 
not yet really examined the mobility dis-
parities and need differences among va-
rious classes of society, let alone placed 
a cost figure on them. We know very 
little about the effect alternative trans-
portation strategies might have, for ex-
ample, on the opportunity and cost of 
housing or public services such as water 
and sewerage distribution systems and 
land for recreation. We do know, how-
ever, from our various tax bills that the 
present policies being pursued at the 
local level are expensive. We need to be 
more concerned about optimizing our 
capital investments. It does little good 
to pour money into one area if, at the 
same time, policies or programs exist 
that will defeat our objective. 

In many instances, I doubt whether 
present cost figures are representative 
of true costs. We frequently assume that 
because we have special funds for certain 
purposes total project costs are cov-
ered. This is not always the case. An 
example in point is the Lodge Express-
way in Detroit. Our analysis of antici-
pated revenues raised by this facility in-
dicates that it will only pay for about a 
fourth of its cost. 

There are indications that the cost of 
governmental services will increase in 
the face of tremendous competition for 
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resources. Therefore, the need is cru-
cial to define more precisely the mobility 
disparities among segments of society, 
the cost of these disparities, and the 
benefits and costs of alternative trans-
portation strategies. 

This issue is also directly related to 
another important issue, and that is, 
What kind of an urban environment do we 
really want? At the present time, we do 
not have local, regional, or state growth 
policies that reflect strategies that have 
been carefully thought out and analyzed 
as to benefits and costs. We appear to 
be content with an increment of haphazard 
sprawl each year. I think we need to ex-
amine these policies and explore what 
role public transportation has in develop-
ing the kind of urban environment we 
want. 

I would like to say something about the 
demand- responsive transportation project 
in Ann Arbor. We feel strongly about the 
need for supporting the Ann Arbor proj-
ect. It has potential for solving a prob-
lem in one area as well as for providing 
needed research regarding people's at-
titudes and travel needs that cannot be 
gained from traditional research methods 
that lack the operational element. Cer-
tainly, developing, managing, and operat-
ing a demand-responsive project require 
a substantial degree of innovation. 

The people in Ann Arbor deserve con-
siderable credit for undertaking this 
project. Inevitably, there are higher 
risks involved in the introduction of new 
service concepts. This type of service 
entails a whole new set of operating cir-
cumstances, and it may have the potential 
to go a considerable way toward achiev-
ing the desirable service characteristics 
provided by the automobile. 

Speed, flexibility, and accessibility 
attributes of the automobile are the most 
difficult to duplicate in new system op-
erations. The extensive street network  

and the design of the automobile provide 
the basis for both flexibility and accessi-
bility. One must also be aware of the 
comfort and convenience of the automo-
bile. Many homes do not have the com-
fortable seats, air conditioning, stereo, 
and privacy that the automobile has. Yet, 
the amount of time spent in the home—at 
least for most areas and for most age 
groups—is incomparable to that spent in 
the automobile. 

A question frequently asked about 
demand-responsive service is, Does it 
cost more or less than line-haul service? 
Although I believe the question of cost is 
an important one, it needs to be consid-
ered in proper context. Certainly, con-
cern for the market served is an impor-
tant consideration. In Ann Arbor, we are 
serving a substantially different market 
by the demand-responsive system than by 
the line-haul system, and we want to 
broaden that market. A valid comparison 
of costs must also consider alternative 
objectives. If, for example, reductions in 
air pollution, in downtown traffic conges-
tion, and in parking costs are objectives, 
then these must also be evaluated in 
terms of the system's ability to achieve 
them. 

We can learn much more from demand-
responsive service projects than what the 
operating limitations are. These proj-
ects provide the means of obtaining val-
uable data concerning user attitudes, 
travel preferences, and trip generation 
rates. Such research information is es-
sential to the development of competitive 
transportation systems. 
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