




It Should Be Called Lie Rail



Even the Name Is a Lie
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Lie #1: “Light Rail Is 
High-Capacity Transit”
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Lie #2: “VA Beach Needs High-Capacity Transit”
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Downtown Jobs and Transit Commuters
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Correlation = 0.89

Source: 2006 American Community Survey
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Lie #3: “It Will ‘Only’ Cost $327 Million”
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Lie #4: “Light Rail Attracts New Riders”
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Lie #5: “Light Rail Will Reduce Congestion”



Source: Purple Line DEIS
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Source: Red Line DEIS
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Source: Norfolk LRT Final EIS
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Lie #6: “Light Rail Will Save Energy”
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Lie #7: “Light Rail Stimulates 
Development”







“We have not seen any of the 
kind of development—of a 
mid-rise, higher-density, 
mixed-use, mixed-income 
type—that we would’ve liked 
to have seen” along the MAX 
line.

—Mike Saba, Portland City Planner, 1996



“We are in the 
hottest real estate 
market in the 
country,” yet “most 
of those sites [along 
the light-rail line] 
are still vacant.”

—Charles Hales, City 
Commissioner, 1996
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Source: National Transit Database, Census data
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Lie #8: “Light Rail Is Good 
for Transit Riders”
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Source: Census Bureau American Community Survey
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Lie #10: Light Rail Is Cost-Effective
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Lie #10: “Light Rail Is 
Modern Transportation”





1. 3x-4x road 
capacities
2. Universal 
mobility
3. Increased 
speeds
4. Safety
5. Green 









Executive Summary

The New Starts program has proven a fail-
ure and gives transit agencies incentives to build 
overly costly systems. Congress created the pro-
gram in 1991, directing the Federal Transit Ad-
ministration to ensure each grant be “justified 
based on a comprehensive review of its mobil-
ity improvements, environmental benefits, cost 
effectiveness, and operating efficiencies.” In 
2012, Congress added “congestion relief” and 
“economic development effects” to this list, 
but dropped “operating efficiencies.” By any of 
these criteria, the program should be abolished. 
Here’s why:

 ● Many New Starts projects reduce transit 
mobility because transit agencies sacrifice 
bus service to low-income neighborhoods, 
where such mobility is needed, in order 
to deliver rail transit to middle-income 
neighborhoods, where such mobility is 
merely an amenity.

 ● Planning documents for many New Starts 
projects predict that they will increase 
congestion by taking up more roadway 
space, disrupting traffic signal coordina-
tion, or increasing queues at park-and-
ride stations.

 ● Planning documents often admit new rail 
lines will use more energy and generate 

more air pollution than the cars they take 
off the road. Other plans do not account 
for increasing automobile energy efficien-
cies or the effects of congestion on energy 
consumption and air pollution.

 ● The Bush administration attempted to use 
the cost-effectiveness requirement to place 
an upper limit on project costs, but the 
transit lobby has persuaded the Obama 
administration and Congress to effectively 
eliminate this criterion altogether. 

 ● Numerous projects are far from opera-
tionally efficient because they increase 
operating costs without improving transit 
service. The transit lobby persuaded Con-
gress to drop this criterion in 2012.

 ● Claims that rail transit promotes eco-
nomic development are contradicted by 
the FTA’s own research.

Urban transit funds should come from local, 
not federal, taxpayers. Until Congress is ready 
to stop funding transit, it should abolish New 
Starts and distribute all transit funds using for-
mulas, the way most funds for highways and 
buses are distributed today. This would reduce, 
if not eliminate, incentives for transit agencies 
to build high-cost systems when low-cost sys-
tems would work just as well.

“Paint Is Cheaper Than Rails” 
Why Congress Should Abolish New Starts

by Randal O’Toole

No. 727 June 19, 2013

Randal O’Toole is a senior fellow with the Cato Institute and author of Gridlock: Why We’re Stuck in 
Traffic and What to Do about It.
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