November 28, 2009
 

Letters:  
The Michigan Citizen
1055 Trumbull
Detroit, MI 48216
 

To the Editor:  
 

I am aware that The Michigan Citizen does not have the resources to have a complete understanding of every issue that confronts Detroit.  And, I have said for some time now that I consider The Michigan Citizen the best paper, not just in Detroit, but in the nation.  
 

Don't let it go to your head:  I don't think much of most of the papers in America!  
 

Indeed, I could reduce reasonable papers to McClatchy News!  And, to The Citizen!  
 

However, no media outlet in Detroit--print or broadcast--comes anywhere near doing what I consider to be a reasonable job while handling rapid transit in our metropolitan area:  Your article (from the Capital News Service), "Drive continues for light rail" by Adam Delay is a case in point.  
 

I consider it half right!  
 

A commuter rail connecting Ann Arbor and Detroit is, indeed, "a good idea."  The reason:  The rail already exists!  
 

A light rail on Woodward?  I consider it a very bad idea!  
 

Back in 2000 and 2001 the Southeast Michigan Council of Governments (SEMCOG) held what it called Visioning Sessions in order to develop a plan for a rapid transit system to cover the Detroit Metropolitan area.  I attended all of those sessions.  
 

In July of 2001 SEMCOG published its proposal which it called SpeedLink.
 

SpeedLink was to be a Bus Rapid Transit System (BRT) which would extend from the Detroit River to Twenty Three Mile Road in the north; and, from the Detroit River on the east to Telegraph Road on the west.  The grid would include seven  major roads as spokes from downtown; three crosstown routes; and, a couple of north and south roads on the west side.  
 

I asked one of the gentlemen working on the project:  "What is the difference in time between the Detroit River and Pontiac for BRT versus light rail?"  He said, "About six minutes."  
 

SpeedLink would have cost about two billion dollars to cover the entire metropolitan region.  Light Rail would cost twenty billion dollars to cover the same grid.  Six minutes isn't worth 18 billion dollars!    
 

If the Southeast Michigan Council of Governments had been able to go ahead and start implementing the SpeedLink grid back then it would have been well on its way towards completing the system.  Indeed, the main lines might have been operational by now.  
 

WHAT HAPPENED TO SPEEDLINK? 

  

Someone came in from the suburbs and  set up an organization, Transportation Riders United (TRU), which sued  SEMCOG by claiming that it did not have adequate representation from the city of Detroit.  TRU won its case.   

  

SpeedLink was dead!   

  

I find it curious that a nongovernmental body would somehow claim that they better represent Detroit than any governmental body either inside or outside of the city; indeed, than a council of governments that included Detroit as a component.     

  

SpeedLink was a cost effective complete system no matter which governmental body proposed it.  That an activist organization can over-ride governmental bodies is something new in our 
governance.      

  

Sometimes it takes years for the next act to unfold:  We finally have businessmen of lower Woodward raising money to put a light rail system from downtown to Grand Boulevard. 

  

In my opinion, the people who delayed the rest of the entire metropolitan area  to put a few of its own financial ducks in line don't give a damn about any of Detroit beyond a block or two each side of Woodward.   

  

Three miles from downtown to the Boulevard do not a rapid transit system make!  
  

What the Light Rail system proposed for lower Woodward does do, however, is to put a hole in the possibility of having a BRT line for the rest of the route.  And, what is intended is to try to force the city, counties, state,  SEMCOG, and the Federal Government to finish the Woodward line with light rail for the benefit of the business men of lower Woodward Avenue; and, of course, of TRU.   

  

The businessmen of lower Woodward Avenue, or whoever is organizing them,  are trying to force the rest of us to pay a lot of money to provide them with customers.  In the meantime, they are telling the rest of the city--and, all of the citizens of Detroit and its suburbs--, "You have to wait until we've got ours!"   

  

One of my favorite arguments put forth by proponents of light rail is that "Rails are permanent!"   

  

They sure are!  All you have to do is to look under the pavement of most of Detroit's major streets and you will find the rails of the Detroit Street Car System that still run in Mexico City.   

  

The greatest act of economic treason in our history, in my opinion, was when General Motors bought up forty-six street car systems across the United States--and, covered up their tracks--in order to try to force folk to buy cars.  The result?:  GM single handed destroyed the economy of the United States!   

  

Rapid Transportation is the single most important part of the infrastructure of a nation:  GM killed the goose that laid the economic egg!   

           

Frankly, I see TRU as a grass roots group that was put together to lobby for some company that builds light rail lines!   

  

Proof?:  Can't!  I'm not set up to do the kind of nits & grits journalistic research that it would take to uncover such a link.  
  

But, The Michigan Citizen is!   

  

MetroTimes?:  They did an entire year's worth of a series of articles on rapid transit for Detroit.  There were two--dismissive--sentences about BRT in the entire series.  They even had an article about little individual "cars" floating through the sky of Detroit on some sort of overhead system.  
  

To me, that series was a joke!  And, that series is one of the main reasons that  solidified my loss of  respect for MT!   

  

Some time back I took Maureen Taylor, Marian Kramer, and four of their staff at Michigan Welfare Rights Organization (MWRO) to Boston to check out Boston's rapid transit system.  In particular, we went there to compare its Light Rail (Green) Line and its Bus Rapid Transit (Silver) Line.   

  

While we were riding the various modes of RT Maureen asked other riders what they thought of Boston's RT system.  All of the riders spoke of the system in glowing terms.   

  

While we were in Boston we also went to meet with the Boston Chapter of the Welfare Rights Union:  We took a commuter rail line to its end, got off and asked a bus driver how to get to the neighborhood where the meeting was being held.  The bus driver said that he did not know.  He and another bus driver went into their office and came back and said, "You'll have to take two buses to get there."  
  

Maureen flagged down a Jitney van and it took us in two trips.   

  

At the meeting, Maureen asked her question about Boston's RT system:  The answer was, "It doesn't serve us!"   

  

That is the same story in many major cities:  Rapid Transit systems are designed to skip poor neighborhoods; to make it difficult for poor people to get to wealthier sections of the metropolitan areas of America.  
  

My favorite example is:  "The Subway ends in Brooklyn!"  If colored and/or poor citizens of New York City want to go out onto Long Island to get to jobs they have to take the Long Island Railroad.   

            

Detroit is fortunate enough to have a  couple of folk who have been working at designing an entirely new concept of rapid transit that is inexpensive enough to be used to open up neighborhoods where poor people live so that those people don't have to wear themselves out just trying to get to rapid transit lines out to suburban jobs.  And, whose added benefit would be bringing money back to those neighborhoods in order to help those neighborhoods become a plus rather than a burden on the rest of the metropolitan areas.    
 

John Hertel was appointed head of Detroit Regional Mass Transit (DRMT) in an effort by the Legislature to get some sort of RT system going.  He and his Deputy Director, John Swatosh, have "invented" a new use for regular buses in the form of what they call Arterial Rapid Transit (ART).  
 

A number of years ago Mr. Hertel was assigned the job of saving the State Fair.  He did save it.  And, it continued for a good many years longer.
 

The ART concept is simple:  It employs existing technology for its basic system.  Traffic Light Over-ride equipment is added to existing buses and their schedules are reconfigured to stop every half mile to mile depending on  population density.  
 

The one piece of equipment that does not exist yet--but, is in the design stage--is a new bus that would be totally flat on the inside--no wheel wells--so that wheel chairs and scooters could glide on.  That would be a true blessing!  
 

[Digression:  Let me clarify:  Arterial Rapid Transit (ART) is not supposed to replace either Light Rail or Bus Rapid Transit!  The "arteries" referred to are streets that would feed onto the rapid transit lines that go out to the suburbs.  
 

Thus, if Detroit had an RT (LR or BRT) line going to Pontiac, an ART line on Seven Mile Road would feed the Woodward RT line.  
 

Instead of workers having to bump along stopping at every other corner, they would be able to get on at a stop that was set aside to pick up folk ready to transfer to a regular rapid transit line and save time and energy that they could use for work.]       
 

Until that "new bus" is completed, the existing equipment and transition for ART would cost about $600,000 a mile.  Compare that to 15  million dollars a mile as a maximum for a BRT system.  And, contrast both the ART and BRT costs with the 40 million dollars a mile planned for the downtown to the  Boulevard proposal for Woodward Avenue by the businessmen and TRU.
 

And, when it is our money rather than theirs?  The cost can go as high as 75 million dollars a mile for LR.  
 

What's an extra 35 million dollars a mile between friends and lobbyists?  
 

I would like to underscore the importance of Mr. Hertel's and Mr. Swatosh's ART concept:  Such technology has the potential--if applied in enough of the major cities of our country--to open up the so-called ghettos of America as if they were an entire new nation for economic development.  
 

Instead of being a drain--costing hundreds of billions year after year in food stamps, emergency room care, and paying for rat holes for people to live in--the inner cities would have the potential of  an economic boon for the entire nation.    
 

Mr. Swatosh announced at a TRU meeting that there were plans to put ART lines on all of the major routes in Detroit if money (Stimulus Funds?) could be gotten.  After all, Detroit doesn't have any rapid transit other than that merry-go-round in the sky.  That would make a great hub for the routes that are constantly being "delayed."  
 

Understand:  If the Hertel/Swatosh proposal were put in place:  Detroit could have a rapid transit system of ART lines before the 2012 election!  Barack Obama could have covered the entire city of Detroit with a bare bones rapid transit system before he ran for election again.  
 

Try to imagine the political value of that potential!:  To have created a rapid transit system for an entire city where none existed before?       
 

The truly wildest part of this whole hodge-podge of competing plans:  ART buses might well serve the needs of several of the routes in the SpeedLink grid!  If they did they could save the city, county, state, and nation millions to billions of dollars that could be used to improve a BRT system.  
 

I would suggest that the Federal Government confine itself to providing BRT systems!  And, ART feeder lines!  

 

If rich businessmen feel they have to have toys in the form of light rail?:  Let them pay for it!  If they can talk their city, county and state governments into such?  I don't see a problem.  

 

However, having national development held up by local squabbles over what to build and who will get the contract is not just unseemly.  It is an unnecessary fly in the ointment of development.  

 

Until Bus Rapid Transit was invented Light Rail made sense for entire systems.  Now that BRT is viable it is a waste of time and money to allow proponents of LR to stop that development.  

 

Do our cities exist as cash cows for corporations that are no more interested in those cities welfare than whores are in their customers satisfaction?    

 

Mr. Delay's (delays?) article does not seem to mention Mr. Hertel and DRMT?  Are they already gone the way of SpeedLink?  
 

I wonder about how well and how high up TRU is connected in the decision making process:  

 

Capital News Service?  Have the legislators been bought?  A whole lot of other folk seem to have been!  It is a fair question!  
 

 To me, the idea that poor people and smaller businesses should have to wait while some group presses for the most expensive solution because "there is money to be made" amounts to immoral and possibly criminal "delays",  and if the rest of the grid is never completed, to theft!  
 

I have grown to expect the best journalism of The Michigan Citizen.  You have fought the Water Department and all of the other questionable transactions in the city.  
 

In my opinion, Diane Bukowski has put her personal safety on the line by insisting on doing an honest job even in covering police (and, prosecutor?)   
ccorruption.  
 

I see The Citizen as a courageous paper!  
 

Except when it comes to rapid transit for Detroit?:  To me, Adam Delays article is unworthy of your pages!  
 

In my opinion, rapid transit is the one area that The Michigan Citizen has failed to cover adequately.  Indeed, I do not feel that you understand what has been going on in the field over the last ten years.  
 

It seems to me that The Citizen "takes the word of the experts on rapid transit."  
Why?  You don't take the word of "the experts" on anything else?  Hell! The Citizen fights the word of "the experts" on just about everything!  
 

Except rapid transit!  
 

Is Capital News Service some sort of bible that can't be questioned?  Is TRU above suspicion because it is "Activist"?  
 

John Kavanaugh
 
135 Hazelwood Street

Detroit, Michigan 48202  

 

(313) 873-6793  

 

johnkavanaugh1@yahoo.com 
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