
 

Proposed Purple Line will be slow, increase 

congestion, waste energy 

The Hogan administration is currently reviewing plans to build the Purple light-rail line in 

Maryland’s D.C. suburbs. Randal O’Toole of the Cato Institute offers a detailed analysis of 

why it shouldn’t be built. Opposing comments at the bottom of the article are welcome or 

full-blown commentaries in response can be sent to Len@MarylandReporter.com. 
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The Purple light-rail line that is proposed between Bethesda and New Carrollton will be slow, it 

will increase congestion, and it will use more energy than all of the few cars it takes off the road. 

The project’s own environmental impact statement (EIS) and related background documents for 

the line prove this in black and white. 

Most people think trains are “rapid transit,” but the Purple Line will be anything but rapid. Page 

30 of the travel forecast for the final EIS says the Purple Line will average less than 15.5 miles 

per hour. I can bicycle from Bethesda to New Carrollton faster than that. 

Purple Line advocates say it will relieve congestion, but that’s not what the traffic analysis for 

the draft EIS found. Page 4-1 concluded that the Purple Line would obstruct traffic and disrupt 

intersections, reducing average 2030 travel speeds from 24.5 miles per hour, if it isn’t built, to 

24.4 miles per hour if it is built. 

While a tenth of a mile per hour sounds small, when multiplied by all the travel in the region, 

this represents 36,000 hours of additional time wasted in traffic each day, or more than 12 

million hours per year. 

Purple is not green 

Nor is the Purple Line “green.” According to page 4-88 of the draft EIS, building the Purple Line 

will consume the equivalent of 124 million to 160 million barrels of oil. Page 4-87 estimated that 

Purple Line operations would require the equivalent of 300,000 barrels of oil per year more than 

the energy saved by all the cars it would take off the road. 



The final EIS claimed that Purple Line operations would save energy, but only by making two 

critical errors. First, it assumed cars in 2030 would use as much energy as cars today, when in 

fact they are expected to be far more energy efficient. 

Second, it neglected to account for the losses of energy in electrical generation and transmission. 

Fixing these errors results in the same conclusion as the draft EIS: the Purple Line would be a 

purple energy eater. 

Rising costs 

Building this congestion-causing, energy-gulping rail line would cost taxpayers billions of 

dollars. When analyzing alternatives, planners optimistically estimated it would cost about $1.5 

billion. 

Now they admit the real cost will be nearly $2.5 billion, and it will probably go higher. Even at 

the lower cost, page ES-10 of the alternatives analysis found that every bus alternative was more 

cost-effective at moving people than any rail alternative. 

Advocates say cancelling the Purple Line would cost Maryland $900 million in federal funds. 

But getting that $900 million will cost Maryland taxpayers more than $1.5 billion in state and 

local taxes, plus hundreds of millions more in interest on loans needed to build the line, in 

addition to maintenance and operating costs. 

The EISs estimated that the Purple Line would attract about 65,000 transit riders a day in 2030, 

of which under 27,000 (less than 13,500 round-trips) would be people who would not otherwise 

ride transit. Just like the cost estimates, these numbers are highly optimistic, as the average light-

rail line in America carries only 23,000 riders per day. 

New Jersey’s Hudson-Bergen line, for example, serves an area with four times the population 

density of urban Montgomery and Prince George’s counties and far more jobs than anywhere 

along the Purple Line. Yet it attracts just 43,000 riders per day. 

Even if planners’ optimistic predictions come true, giving a new Toyota Prius every three years 

for the next 30 years to each of the 13,500 daily round-trip riders of the Purple Line who weren’t 

previously riding transit would cost less than building the Purple Line. 

Economic development ephemeral 

Rail advocates claim the Purple Line will generate billions of dollars in economic development. 

This is simply untrue. 

To get new development along their light-rail lines, cities such as Portland and Denver spent 

billions of dollars giving subsidies to developers. Where they failed to offer such subsidies, they 

got almost no new development. 



Past studies have found that rail lines don’t make an area grow faster; instead, at best, they 

merely relocate development within an urban area. At worst, the tax burden imposed by the high 

cost of rail transit can actually reduce growth, which means the new taxes that advocates say will 

pay for the Purple Line will never materialize. 

The Purple Line is nothing more than corporate welfare for rail contractors and railcar 

manufacturers. The best thing Gov. Hogan can do for Maryland’s economy is to cancel the 

Purple Line, Baltimore’s Red Line and similar boondoggles. 

Randal O’Toole (rot@cato.org) is a senior fellow with the Cato Institute, visiting fellow with the 

Maryland Public Policy Institute and author of Gridlock: Why We’re Stuck in Traffic and What 

to Do About It. 

 


