
The Antiplanner
Dedicated to the sunset of government planning

          Antiplanner Policy Brief Number 46                                            March 31, 2020

Light-Rail Disasters

Now that the COVID-19 pandemic has reduced rid-
ership in many transit systems by as much as 90 per-

cent, it almost seems nostalgic to look back to a time when 
transit ridership was only dropping because of low gas 
prices, ride hailing, and inept transit agency management. 
Among those ineptitudes documented in recent Antiplan-
ner policy briefs were Los Angeles Metro’s insistence on 
building light rail despite its proven track record of losing 
five bus riders for every rail rider gained and Portland’s in-
sistence on sticking with light rail despite the fact that do-
ing so reduced the capacity of the transit system to move 
people through downtown Portland. 

This raises the question of whether light rail has 
worked anywhere in the country. Transit agencies in sev-
enteen urban areas that had no rail transit in 1980 have 
built light rail lines since then. This paper will look at each 
of these systems to see whether they have contributed to 
or detracted from their regions’ transit systems. I’ll also in-
clude Cleveland and Pittsburgh, both of which upgraded 
older streetcar lines to light-rail standards after 1980. 

Transit agencies in Atlanta, Austin, Las Vegas, San 
Antonio, Tampa and St. Petersburg are all considering 
light-rail proposals, and agencies or activists in Indianapo-
lis, Kansas City, Milwaukee, and Nashville have proposals 
on the back burner waiting for local sentiment to change. 
People in these regions need to know whether light rail is 
more likely to be a success or a disaster.

Light-rail advocates ascribe all sorts of magical prop-
erties to light rail. It’s supposed to generate economic 
growth and development; save taxpayers’ money due to 
its low operating costs; save people’s time due to its rap-
id speeds; reduce energy consumption and air pollution; 
and encourage people to live without automobiles. Most 
of these claims are conditional upon people actually riding 
it in large numbers, so mainly what I’ll look at is the ef-
fect of light-rail transit on each region’s per capita transit 
ridership. 

Ridership numbers are from the National Transit 
Database, which is available from 1982 through 2018. 

Population numbers are from the Census Bureau decen-
nial censuses from 1980 through 2010 and the American 
Community Survey estimates for 2018. Since I don’t have 
ridership numbers for 1980, I interpolated population 
numbers between 1980 and 1990 to get a 1982 popula-
tion estimate for each urban area.

Rust-Belt Disasters
Baltimore, Buffalo, Cleveland, and Pittsburgh were all 
great industrial cities whose manufacturing sectors drasti-
cally declined after 1970. The populations of the Buffalo 
and Pittsburgh urban areas both dropped, Cleveland stag-
nated, and Baltimore grew due to the rise of other eco-
nomic sectors.

Cleveland upgraded its streetcar lines to light-rail 
standards, installing heavier rail and purchasing larger ve-
hicles that could be coupled together, with the improve-
ments opening in 1981. Pittsburgh did the same opening 
its improved lines in 1984. Buffalo opened a light-rail line 
in 1986 and Baltimore opened its first line in 1992 after 
opening a heavy-rail line in 1984.

Light rail is completely unsuited to regions with widely dispersed jobs, 
and the economic decline in these regions led to greater job dispersal 
resulting in steadily falling per capita transit ridership.

Light rail is supposed to have the magical property of 
promoting economic development and economic growth, 
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but it didn’t do these cities any good. Buffalo’s down-
town collapsed, partly due to the creation of a pedestri-
an-light-rail mall that closed some streets to automobiles. 
The jobs that replaced Baltimore’s industrial employment 
were less concentrated and less amenable to transit com-
muting. Cleveland and Pittsburgh downtowns also lost 
tens of thousands of jobs. As a result, despite construction 
or improvements of rail transit, all of these regions saw 
overall declines in transit ridership. Per capita transit rider-
ship declined by 25 percent in Buffalo and Pittsburgh, 35 
percent in Baltimore, and 70 percent in Cleveland. 

Conclusion: These light-rail lines were disasters, finan-
cially stressing the transit agencies and the cities themselves 
by imposing high costs with negligible benefits. Clearly, 
light rail does not have a magical power to help restore 
downtowns, cities, or regions in economic decline.

Sun-Belt Disasters
In contrast to the above rust-belt regions, these sun-belt 
regions—which I’m broadly defining to include urban 
areas that experienced rapid population and/or economic 
growth in the past four decades—did not see any form of 
economic collapse. Dallas-Ft. Worth and Houston are two 
of the fastest-growing urban areas in the country, more 
than doubling their populations between 1980 and 2010. 
Los Angeles, Sacramento, and San Jose didn’t grow quite 
as fast, but they grew tremendously in economic wealth.

Light rail appeared to actively reduce per capita transit ridership in 
many regions, probably by diverting resources away from bus transit.

Sacramento and San Jose opened their first light-rail 
lines in the late 1980s with Los Angeles following in 1991. 
Dallas opened its first line in 1996 while Houston did not 
open one until 2004. All of them continued to open more 
lines, with Dallas building more than 100 route miles, 
making it the largest light-rail system in the nation.

We’ve already seen how Los Angeles Metro’s obsession 
with light rail has forced it to cut bus service and raise bus 
fares, leading it to lose five bus riders for every rail rider 
gained. These other regions haven’t done a lot better. Dal-
las-Ft. Worth transit ridership grew until 2001, remained 
flat for several years, then dropped by 20 percent. Houston 
ridership peaked right after its first light-rail line opened, 

then dropped 20 percent by 2012, after which it grew only 
because of improvements to the region’s bus service.

Sacramento ridership also peaked in 2006, but since 
that time has fallen nearly 30 percent. San Jose, perhaps 
the wealthiest major urban area in America, is the worst 
of all, with ridership peaking in 2001 and since falling by 
35 percent. Per capita ridership in these regions has fallen 
by 20 to 30 percent. Los Angeles doesn’t look as bad as 
the others because of the previously described history in 
which it had a court-enforced ten-year restoration of bus 
service that temporarily restored ridership between 1996 
and 2006.

Conclusion: These light-rail systems were also disas-
ters, greatly harming transit riders and doing nothing for 
the transportation needs of the region. Just as light rail 
can’t prevent a region from declining, light rail can’t guar-
antee that transit ridership will keep up with growth in 
fast-growing regions.

Not Quite Disasters
These five urban areas are either sun-belt regions that never 
really developed concentrated downtown areas or, in the 
case of St. Louis, a rust-belt region whose downtown has 
shrunk considerably. In each case, the opening of the re-
gion’s first light-rail line seemed to generate a resurgence 
in transit ridership. However, this didn’t last long and rid-
ership has since declined, though not as greatly as in the 
above areas.

San Diego was the first American city to open a new, 
modern light-rail line in 1981. Expansions in the 1990s 
increased rail ridership without harming bus ridership, 
but after 2000 bus ridership began a decline that was not 
matched by increasing rail ridership despite rail expansions 
in 2006 and 2008. Total 2018 ridership was less than it 
had been in 2000 despite the region’s population growing 
by nearly 20 percent in that time.

Light rail initially appeared to be successful in these regions, but expan-
sions resulted in declining ridership.

St. Louis ridership had been on a downward trend be-
fore it opened its first light-rail line in 1994. At first, light 
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rail appeared to reverse that trend. But St. Louis’ dou-
bling of light-rail miles in 2001 was followed by a decline 
in ridership. Further expansions in 2003 and 2007 did 
almost nothing to increase transit ridership. As of 2018, 
ridership was lower than before the region opened its first 
light-rail line.

Charlotte’s first light-rail line also appeared to be 
a success, leading to a surge in ridership. However, an 
expansion in 2018 led to no new riders; in fact, transit 
ridership has fallen in each of the last five years. 

Phoenix saw a rapid growth in ridership in the 
2000s, but it was almost all bus ridership. Ridership con-
tinued to grow for only one year after the region’s first 
light-rail line opened in 2009, then proceeded to decline. 

Norfolk (which is part of the Virginia Beach urban 
area) opened a light-rail line in 2011 that is, by many 
measures, the worst-performing line in the country. Rid-
ership peaked the second year it was opened and both rail 
and bus ridership have shrunk since them.

Conclusion: While not quite disasters, these light-
rail systems have done nothing for the regions they are 
supposed to serve or for their transit riders. None of 
these regions have the job concentrations necessary to 
justify intensive transit service: Phoenix has fewer than 
30,000 downtown jobs and Norfolk even less. Light rail 
isn’t enough to attract large numbers of downtown jobs 
even if regions wanted to accept the congestion and high 
property prices that come with such concentrations.

Neither Disasters Nor Great Successes
These three light-rail systems could just as easily be 
grouped with the previous set of not-quite-disasters, or 
with the following set of least-unsuccessful lines. Port-
land’s first light-rail line in 1986 and its second one in 
1998 both led to large increases in ridership, but three 
later lines opened after 2000 generated minimal benefits. 

Light rail resulted in slow increases in per capita ridership in these 
regions until recently when low fuel prices and ride hailing impacted 
transi systems everywhere.

Denver saw ridership quickly grow after opening 
its first line in 1994, with slower growth following the 
openings of later light-rail lines. Minneapolis’ first line in 
2004 helped arrest the region’s long-run decline in rider-

ship, but did not significantly increase per capita ridership.
Light rail did not give any of these transit systems im-

munity from the low fuel prices and growth in ride hailing 
that have led to nationwide declines in transit ridership. 
As a result, per capita ridership today is significantly lower 
than it was a few years ago, but it is either as high or higher 
than it was before the opening of each region’s first light-
rail line.

Conclusion: Light rail in these regions were not disas-
ters, but they were hardly the great successes that is some-
times claimed for them. Significantly, the downtowns in 
each of these three regions are significantly larger than the 
downtowns of almost any of the previous regions. Los An-
geles and Baltimore are the only ones with more down-
town jobs, but even their downtowns have only a tiny 
share of the total jobs in their regions.

The Least-Unsuccessful Light Rail
I can’t call any light-rail lines a success because their costs 
are so high and their benefits, relative to lower-cost bus-
es, are mostly imaginary. But light rail in Seattle and Salt 
Lake City was accompanied by a significant increase in 
total and per capita ridership. These are the only two light-
rail regions whose transit systems carried more trips per 
capita in 2018 than in 2010, which makes them the least 
unsuccessful systems in the country. 

Salt Lake City and Seattle are the only regions that have seen growing 
per capita transit ridership since opening light-rail lines, although in 
Seattle’s case this was due mainly to other factors.

Utah Transit opened its first light-rail line in 1999 and 
it’s made several expansions since then, the largest being 
in 2011 and 2013. Increases in rail ridership with each 
expansion were partially offset by declines in bus rider-
ship, but overall ridership grew. By 2018, light rail had so 
eaten into bus ridership that it was carrying 40 percent of 
the region’s transit trips, yet total per capita ridership was 
considerably more than it had been before opening its first 
light-rail line.

Sound Transit, the Seattle-area’s rail transit agency, 
opened up a rail line in Tacoma in 2003 that it called light 
rail, but it was really just a streetcar line. The agency used 
the term light rail to make Tacoma taxpayers think they 
were getting something for the money they were contrib-



uting to Seattle’s expensive light-rail system. Sound Transit 
opened its first real light-rail line in 2009 and the first ma-
jor expansion in 2016. 

As of 2018, light rail provides only about 11 percent 
of the region’s transit trips. Most of the growth in ridership 
is from buses, most of which are operated by agencies oth-
er than Sound Transit. As I’ve noted before the main cause 
of that growth is the 52 percent increase in downtown jobs 
since 2010, which is mainly due to Amazon relocating its 
headquarters from Redmond to Seattle and other tech gi-
ants such as Microsoft following.

Conclusion: Seattle’s transit growth is mainly due to 
the growth in downtown jobs. That leaves Salt Lake City 
as the least-unsuccessful light-rail system in the country. 

Selected Data for Light-Rail Systems
 Change in Per LR Miles/ Percent of
Urban Capita Trips Million Transit Trips
Area Since LR People on LR
Baltimore -26% 13.5 7%
Buffalo -25% 7.4 18%
Charlotte -12% 13.7 25%
Cleveland -69% 8.6 5%
Dallas -33% 17.6 42%
Denver 6% 19.8 24%
Houston -39% 5.1 21%
Los Angeles -7% 7.8 12%
Minneapolis -28% 8.9 27%
Phoenix 25% 6.7 22%
Pittsburgh -27% 14.8 12%
Portland 18% 31.1 35%
Sacramento -29% 22.3 42%
Salt Lake City 29% 24.2 41%
San Diego 31% 17.4 38%
San Jose -30% 23.1 23%
Seattle 20% 6.8 11%
St. Louis -19% 22.4 34%
Virginia Beach -26% 5.3 10%

It isn’t clear what makes Salt Lake City’s system work 
better than those in other regions. Salt Lake’s downtown 
has fewer than 50,000 jobs—half as many as Baltimore 
or Portland and less than a fifth of Seattle’s. Salt Lake 
does have more route miles of light rail per million peo-
ple than any region except Portland, though Sacramento, 
San Jose, and St. Louis are close behind. Salt Lake’s system 
does connect numerous suburbs with three major activity 
centers—downtown, the airport, and a major university—
though the same is true for light-rail systems in Dallas, 
Denver, Portland, St. Louis, and Seattle, among others. 

One thing Salt Lake City had was more federal cap-
ital funds, per transit rider, than any other urban area. 
An analysis I did in 2015 found that, between 1991 and 
2013, the region spent $2.17 in federal dollars on capi-
tal improvements per transit trip, compared with $1.67 
in second-best Dallas and a median of 80¢ in the top fif-
ty urban areas. All of the federal dollars may have helped 
Utah Transit build light rail without making huge cuts to 
bus service.

Conclusions
Salt Lake City notwithstanding, chances are that regions 
that build light rail will spend a lot of money and not get 
much for it. Light rail doesn’t revitalize declining down-
towns, cities, or regions. The high cost of light rail actu-
ally inhibits the ability of transit agencies to keep rider-
ship abreast of population growth in fast-growing regions. 
Light rail doesn’t insulate transit systems from shocks such 
as low gas prices or new technologies such as app-based 
ride hailing. 

So what does light rail do? It transfers money from 
taxpayers to engineering and construction companies and 
construction workers. It also gives cities excuses to subsi-
dize developers of so-called transit-oriented developments 
along light-rail routes. Those developers, companies, and 
unions make contributions to the campaigns for light rail 
as well as for politicians who support light rail. 

Light rail often occupies lanes that could otherwise 
be used for automobiles and often is given signal priority 
when it crosses streets, so it usually increases, rather than 
reduces, congestion. More than three out of four light-rail 
riders (including light-rail lines in the Boston, New York, 
and Philadelphia urban areas) ride systems that use more 
energy, per passenger mile, than the average car or light 
truck. About three out of four light-rail riders ride systems 
that generate less greenhouse gases than driving a petro-
leum-powered vehicle, mostly because they are in regions 
that get most of their electricity from nuclear or hydroelec-
tric power. The same benefits could be obtained by driving 
electric-powered cars.

The bottom line is that it is hard to find any good 
things to say about light rail. Light rail and the streetcars 
that preceded it were rendered obsolete by buses in 1927, 
and it makes no sense today from a transportation or tran-
sit viewpoint.

Randal O’Toole, the Antiplanner, is a land-use and 
transportation policy analyst and author of Romance of the 
Rails: Why the Passenger Trains We Love Are Not the 
Transportation We Need. Masthead photo of Seattle light-
rail train is by SounderBruce.
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