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The Rail Divide — Part 4: Slater on Five Best Reasons to Oppose

Project

By Cliff Slater  10/15/2010

This is part of a series of stories examining the decision to build a
rail transit line in Honolulu.
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The Rail Divide — Part 4: Slater on Five Best Reasons to Oppose Project

Here is Cliff Slater's verbatim response to the question: What are the five best reasons to support or oppose the
project? Please explain each reason.

The five best reasons to oppose the project are a) the Final EIS is not credible, b) the elevated railway costs are
too high for a city our size, c) a lack of benefits accruing from it, d) the visual and noise blight that would result,
and e) building rail precludes spending on other alternatives.

a) The Final EIS is not credible.

The single most important reason to oppose constructing the rail line at this time is that the material presented in
the Final EIS is not credible. Ridership forecasts. In its response to our comments on the Draft EIS, the City
says, “Honolulu transit ridership has grown over the past several years ...” This is, of course, nonsense. As can
be seen from the graph, ridership peaked in 1984 after being socialized in 1972, and since then it has it ups and
downs but is down about five to ten percent.

The Final EIS includes a No Build Alternative “to provide a comparison of what future conditions would be if the
[rail] Project was not implemented.” In short, this alternative is that we keep on doing what we have been doing.

The City forecasts ridership for the No-Build Alternative as 25 percent greater in 2030 than in 2007. (1992 Final
EIS, p. 4-10) It should be noted that the 1992 Final EIS for rail projected a 21 percent increase in the No Build
for 2005 and instead experienced a seven percent decrease.

The 2003 Final EIS for the BRT project projected No Build ridership increasing at 1.4 percent annually (FEIS p.
4-11) from 2002 levels of 73.5 million. By 2008 ridership had declined to 69.8 million. The City has withheld
reporting its ridership data for 2009 and 2010.

What is most annoying is that PB Americas is fully aware of public transportation’s declining market share both
locally and nationally. No metro area in the nation has maintained market share over any 20-year period despite
vast subsidies spent by federal, state and local governments. Yet PB continues to forecast maintaining or
increasing the No-Build market share for Honolulu even though we have had declining market share for nearly 30
years.

Projected energy savings. The Final EIS wants you to assume that there will, of course, be energy savings. This
is highly unlikely. There are two kinds of energy usage: That used in rail construction and that used in the daily
operation of rail transit.

For daily usage the City is relying on industry averages. When the City relies on industry averages, distorted by
some lines heavy mileage and energy efficiency, it provides a totally different result than when the individual
transit lines are examined.

The individual lines clearly show that the average rail line has energy usage per passenger mile greater than the
3,514 Btus for the passenger car (source: U.S. Department of Energy Data Book, Table 2.13).

The U.S. Department of Energy has elaborated on this stating,

“Because of the inherent differences in the nature of services, routes available, and many additional
factors, the energy intensity of transit rail systems can vary substantially among systems. The charts
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below show that for 2000, light rail systems varied from 1,600 Btu per passenger-mile to over 8,000 Btu
per passenger-mile; energy intensity for heavy rail systems ranged from 2,200 to 6,200 Btu per
passenger-mile.”U.S. Dept. of Energy: Fact #221: June 17, 2002

The Final EIS makes no attempt to make the case that the Honolulu line would have energy savings from
operations. Its operations would be heavily peaked, with full trains running into town in the morning rush hour, and
empty when returning, with the opposite true in the afternoon rush hour. There would be light use during the rest
of the day. Such operations rarely lead to energy efficiency; energy savings result from heavy use in both
directions as seen in the world’s larger rail systems.

In any case the overriding consideration is the energy used in rail’s construction. The City details in Table 4-21 of
its Final EIS that the rail project will save 396 million British thermal units (BTUs) of energy each day, or 144,540
million BTUs per year. Even if you buy that, Cato Institute's Randal O'Toole points out that page 4-206 of the
FEIS says project construction will cost 7.48 trillion BTUs. That means it will take 52 years of savings to pay
back the energy cost. Long before 52 years are up, huge energy investments will be needed to replace rail cars,
worn out track, and other infrastructure. So there is likely no net energy savings.

Population forecast. We believe the City may have deliberately avoided using the latest state population
forecasts, which were available to them in August 2009 and which had significantly lowered the population
forecast for 2030. We believe they may also have avoided the tables showing population by age group, which
shows that the commuting group, those aged 20-64, declines from 2005 to 2030.

Obviously, totally different ridership and congestion data will result from computer models if both the latest
population forecast is used for 2030 together with the age group data.

b) Costs are too high for a city our size.

The $5.5 billion cost of rail, before cost overruns, is out of all proportion to any metro area our size given due
regard to Oahu’s relatively high public transportation ridership and relatively high population density.

The Cato Institute’s Randal O’Toole has produced a well-documented list of all urban rail lines, both heavy and
light rail, built in the U.S. since World War II together with their capital costs, all shown in 2009 dollars.

This allows us to compare the Honolulu rail proposal’s projected costs of $5.3 billion with those of other U.S.
metro areas. Bear in mind that the other cities’ costs are actual, whereas Honolulu’s is projected and cost
overruns for rail projects are the norm with an average of 40.6 percent according to the FTA's own study.

Only three other metro areas have spent more than Honolulu intends to spend. They together with their
populations are Washington DC, San Francisco and Los Angeles, all with far greater populations than Honolulu.
We have included the nine most expensive metro area rail installations together with Honolulu's. Clearly the outlier
is Honolulu with a cost per capita of population nearly double that of the next highest and several times that of the
average, and that is before any cost overruns.

The costs for rail are irresponsible, in total and for size of community.

c) Lack of benefits.

The City forecasts that the elevated railway will increase person trips by public transportation from six percent of
all trips to seven percent. According to the City, we currently experience 71,800 vehicles hours of delay (VHD)
and that will increase if we do nothing (the No-Build Alternative) to 104,700 VHD by 2030. If we build the rail line
it will reduce VHD by 2030 to 85,800, an 18 percent reduction from the No-Build but a 20 percent increase from
today’s level. This is not good enough since the 75 percent of trips by motorists will still result in a 20 percent
increase in vehicle delay. The Managed Lane Alternative will do better for both transit users and motorists.

d) Visual and noise blight

At the heart of this issue is that of the environmental harm of an elevated rail transit line thirty feet wide at an
average of 35 feet elevation accommodating trains every 11⁄2 minutes (three minute intervals in both directions)
during the peak commuting time and three minutes at other times traversing the entire center of urban Honolulu
including the waterfront. The effect of elevated rail on the built environment has not been adequately addressed in
the Final EIS. The following requirement that there be discussions about the built environment is not fully
addressed.1
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