June 16, 2007

To the Editor
Survival News
Survivors, Inc.
95 Standard St.
Mattapan, MA 02126

To the Editor:  

I am the gentleman who accompanied Maureen Taylor and Marian Kramer along with four members of their staff to Boston on the first and second of June.  I was the person who proposed the trip as a way to compare light rail and bus rapid transit.  

During our stay we participated in two meetings (along with the Boston Welfare Rights Organization) of the National Welfare Rights Union.  I felt privileged to be included.  They were great meetings!  

One problem discussed in the first meeting did not surprise me:  The difficulty poorer neighborhoods have in accessing Boston’s rapid transit system.  Maureen Taylor spent a good deal of our rides on your transit system asking people how well the system served their needs.  All of the responses were raves about how good the system is.  That is:  Until Ms. Taylor brought her question up during the meeting.  The consensus was that the system does not serve poor neighborhoods.  

When we got off at the Mattapan station none of the bus drivers could tell us how to get to the subdivision where the meeting was to take place.  A couple of diligent bus drivers checked and discovered that we needed to take two busses to get there.  In the meantime, Ms. Taylor hailed a van and the van took us in two trips.  

In my opinion, rapid transit systems are designed to skip poor neighborhoods as much as possible!  

Indeed, my understanding is that Boston’s new ERT (Electronic Rapid Transit) system is privately owned—so that it requires a separate fare—precisely to make it more expensive so that poor folk have added difficulty in reaching the suburbs it serves.  

While visiting on Long Island in New York I discovered that “the subway stops in Brooklyn.”  A person wishing to travel further onto the island had to take a train.  Again, it was designed to contain the poor and persons of color.  

It is not my business to tell you ladies your business:  However, I would suggest that a few of your members go down to the South Station and take a ride on the Silver Line out to the airport and back.  The reason I make that suggestion is that the Silver Line is a BRT (bus rapid transit) line.  Its main virtue is that it is less costly to build.  The reason I recommend that you take the line to the airport is that it shows how flexible BRT can be.  And, I would suggest that you ask yourselves whether or not BRT lines between the various other rapid transit lines might serve your neighborhoods better.  

The first grid that I saw for a BRT system showed the spokes going out from the downtown of the city (Curtiba, Brazil), but it also showed concentric circles of lines connecting those spokes at two or three points along the system.  

What Boston lacks are rapid transit lines connecting the lines going out from the city.  You have the spokes!  What you don’t have are the circles connecting the spokes.  The rapid transit system of metropolitan Boston seems designed to make it difficult for you to reach the rapid transit system itself.  

I suggest that you good ladies look at the present bus system in your neighborhoods and see if you can’t figure out how to improve them to serve your neighborhoods better.  Looking at the map myself:  I see no reason why there should not be a BRT line connecting Mattapan and Forest Hills stations.  

If you do decide to do such a study, you might want to ask Maureen Taylor to have Agnes Hitchcock visit you to explain how her “Call Em Out” group works.  “Call Em Out” might be a great tool for getting recalcitrant transportation officials to listen to what they don’t want to hear.  

Thank you again for your hospitality:  Great meetings!  Great food!  Great ladies!
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