Project Connect's urban rail plan "costs way too much to do too little"
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I'm Lyndon Henry. I'm a transportation planning consultant, and am considered among the strongest rail transit advocates in Austin. Since I originally launched the notion of urban rail for this region over 4 decades ago, I've consistently made the case for urban rail as a crucial mobility alternative for Austin's heaviest traffic, plus other benefits such as better urban development patterns. 

Urban rail's primary focus is mobility, to provide some relief for congestion — not to just enhance the value of real estate development or be a decoration for other public projects. Unfortunately, Austin's political and civic leadership have lost this essential focus, and the result is Project Connect's seriously misguided plan. Austin voters should reject it.

Austin voters are being asked to authorize a billion-dollar investment for this convoluted adornment for real estate interests and proposed developments — a line that bypasses the heart of the city and slowly meanders 9 miles, from the East Riverside “Apartment City” area, through the backwater East Campus, up to Hancock, then through a tunnel and into the old Highland site. How many Austinites are traveling such a route? Installing a second rail line parallel to MetroRail along Airport Blvd. just squanders more money. 

Furthermore, a vote for Project Connect's plan is very likely a vote to lock out any hope of rail on Guadalupe-Lamar — our heaviest travel corridor — and lock in the MetroRapid bus replacement — so-called "BRT". Project Connect has hundreds of millions of dollars' worth of dedicated bus lanes and other infrastructure planned for this corridor that would block rail, possibly for decades.

By depleting available financial resources on tunnels and other lavishly expensive construction, this wasteful urban rail plan limits the more effective expansion of rail regionally. Tunnels and subway stations are options way out of scale for an urban rail starter line for Austin or virtually any city this size.  

Voter rejection of this plan is the better option, because it opens the possibility for a return to planning a basic north-south rail spine along the central Guadalupe-Lamar corridor. Project Connect's plan costs way too much to do too little, and Austin deserves better. Voters can opt for a better plan by saying No on November 4th.
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