May 8, 2009
 
Mrs. Michelle Obama 
The White House
1600 Pennsylvania Avenue NW 
Washington, DC 20500  
 
Dear Mrs. Obama:  
 
I am forwarding this letter and an included proposal to you by way of the Washington, DC Chapter of the National Welfare Rights Union because I feel the proposal has sufficient value—in particular to poor people, but also as a stimulus for the entire economy—that I believe you will agree that it should not be lost within the “system.”  It deserves to be thought through whether or not it is implemented.    
 
If I might, I would introduce myself:  
 
I am John Kavanaugh of Detroit, Michigan.  I am a former member of the Brothers of Holy Cross [Indeed, I taught for a year at Holy Cross High School in River Grove, Illinois.], and later an hourly factory worker with General Motors.  
 
I am not wealthy.  However, I have spent a number of years studying rapid transit issues.  And, I took Maureen Taylor, the Director, and five staff members of Michigan Welfare Rights Organization to Boston, MA so that they could check out Boston’s rapid transit infrastructure; in particular its Light Rail (Green) Line and its Bus Rapid Transit (Silver) Line.   
 
As we were riding the various modes of transportation Ms. Taylor asked other riders what they thought of Boston’s Rapid Transit System.  All were effusive in their praise.  
 
While we were in Boston we held a joint meeting with Boston’s Welfare Rights Union.  Ms. Taylor asked the Boston members what they thought of Boston’s RT system.  Their reply was:  "It does not serve us!"  Indeed, in order to get to the meeting we had to ride to the end of one of the commuter lines and asked a bus driver how to get to the neighborhood where the meeting was to take place.  The bus driver did not know where the neighborhood was.  He and another bus driver went into the terminal to check the address and came back and told us, “You will need to take two buses to get there.”  Ms. Taylor flagged down a Jitney Van and we got there in two trips.  
 
That is the same story as in too many cities.  Indeed, my favorite example is “The subway ends in Brooklyn!”:  If an inner-city resident wants to get to a job further out on Long Island they have to catch the Long Island train rather than take the subway.  
 
I suggest that you ask friends of yours and the President’s among the poor and activist community in Chicago or DC their opinion of the enclosed Proposal.  
 
The proposal is addressed to Secretary of Transportation, Ray LaHood.  

This letter is being sent to you alone.  Within it I would like to make a suggestion that I did not put in the proposal itself:  The proposal includes putting in infrastructural elements that could be used at a later date as part of a Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) system.  The same elements might also be embellished so as to be usable with a Light Rail (LR) system.    
 
My suggestion is that President Obama taper off the financing of light rail by the federal government:  Arterial Rapid Transit (ART:  The system being proposed in the enclosed document.) costs about $600,000 per mile.  BRT costs around $13 to $15 million per mile.  If the federal government stuck within those ranges it could do a lot of good across the entire country.  
 
LR costs between $35 and $75 million per mile:  The added value is in the area of development of businesses.  As some are inclined to phrase it:  "Rails are permanent!"  [That is true!  There are rails embedded in just about every major street in Detroit.  They were buried when the Detroit Streetcar system was sold to Mexico City where some of the streetcars still run.  

Indeed, you can still see the indentations of the Desire Line in New Orleans where it rounded the corner of the apartment building where Williams wrote his "Streetcar...!"  And, where Mr. Williams and his lover at that time fought ferociously to provide some of the better lines for the play.]  
 
Frankly, too much time, energy and money is spent arguing over BRT versus LR!  If the federal government had a policy of providing basic rapid transportation and left the embellishment with rails to business men, city, county, and state governments my bet is that there would be less waste of both time and money.  And possibly, a more cost effective transportation system for the entire country.  
 
In Detroit, BRT would be about six minutes slower than LR for the main line from beginning to end.  But, LR costs ten times as much.  The entire Metropolitan Detroit original BRT grid [I am sending you a copy of the grid.] could have been covered for two billion dollars.  To do the same grid with LR would cost twenty billion dollars.  I do not consider six minutes worth an extra eighteen billion dollars.  
 
The ART concept was designed to tie inner-city neighborhoods to the BRT and LR lines in order to help residents get to jobs.  It is very cost effective.  That it can be used to jump start cities that don't have rapid transit--or, to cover neighborhoods that are not connected in cities that do--is an added bonus.  The country could conceivably be covered by the end of your husband's second term.  
 
Frankly, I am hoping you are #45 so that the two of you can finish your work!
      
In closing, I would point out that I contributed to your husband’s campaign and that I resent some in the media trying to imply that I was almost a “major contributor.”  I consider myself to be in the lower middle class.  To me, “major” contributors still manage to slip hundreds of thousands to millions of dollars into the campaigns where they are attempting to buy influence.  
 
I neither seek nor expect any return on my investment other than an honest government and a rapid transit system that can stimulate the economy while providing transportation to jobs for the men and women on inner-city porches.  
 
May God bless your family and our country, 


 
 
John Kavanaugh
 
135 Hazelwood Street
Detroit, Michigan 48202  
 
(313) 873-6793
  
johnkavanaugh1@yahoo.com  

