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Executive Summary 
 
This report analyzes the potential for a large-scale expansion of dedicated bus 
infrastructure in the Los Angeles area. Instead of focusing on the technical aspects of 
dedicated bus infrastructure, it seeks to understand why dedicated bus infrastructure has 
not found the political support needed to become a reality throughout the region, and 
how activists and planners might work together to bring about better transportation 
outcomes for the region’s one million daily bus riders. 
 
Dedicated bus infrastructure, especially the system known as Bus Rapid Transit, has 
brought mobility benefits to cities around the world by placing buses in dedicated lanes 
with all-door boarding, traffic-signal priority, and a right-of-way unobstructed by private 
cars. Since it was first introduced in Curitiba, Brazil in 1974, BRT has become especially 
popular in Latin American and Asian cities that developed rapidly in the mid-20th century 
and lack large rail-transit networks – cities with a similar urban form to that of Los Angeles. 
Scholars who have studied BRT agree that it is far more cost-effective than rail transit and 
competitive with rail in terms of efficiency, comfort, and time savings, as long as its right-
of-way is truly protected from private cars and buses come at frequent intervals. (Transit 
scholars indicate that BRT should also be branded as a separate service from “local” buses, 
due to the fact that bus transit often has a poor reputation in U.S. cities.)  
 
Los Angeles has implemented three BRT or “BRT-lite” services, including the Orange Line 
busway in the San Fernando Valley and the #720 bus on Wilshire Blvd., which runs in 
dedicated peak-hour bus lanes. However, the success of these services has been 
inconsistent at best. The recent history of transit planning in LA is also marked by 
consistent conflict between advocates of the city’s new rail system, which has been built 
out at enormous expense since 1990, and advocates of bus riders, including the famous 
Bus Riders Union. This conflict came to a head in 1996 when the BRU sued Metro under 
the claim that using bus fares to fund rail expansion constituted a transfer of resources 
away from communities of color, and therefore a civil-rights violation. Over time, the 
demographic characteristics of bus and rail riders in LA have converged, but the gap in 
resources remains stark: While the bus network accounts for 75 percent of all trips on 
Metro, it receives approximately 45 percent of all capital and operations expenditures. 
 
Through interviews with transit-planning professionals, including current agency staff at 
Metro and LADOT, staff members for elected officials, Metro Board members, consultants, 
and advocates, this report diagnoses the obstacles that have prevented the LA region from 
constructing a comprehensive network of dedicated bus infrastructure. Two recent attempts 
to plan a BRT network for the region, the Strategic Network Bus Plan (2015) and the 
Countywide BRT Improvement Study (2013), have led to some preliminary progress, including 
two BRT lines currently under study for Vermont Avenue and the North Hollywood-Pasadena 
Corridor. However, major obstacles remain. One of the most important challenges is so-called 
“political will,” i.e., the fact that creating dedicated bus lanes generally requires taking road 



 
 

space away from solo drivers and giving it to bus riders. While this practice is generally 
supported by transportation-planning studies and is a proven way to increase the overall 
number of people moving through a corridor, it has proven politically difficult in practice, with 
few elected officials or transit-agency heads willing to stick their neck out on behalf of riders. 
Prejudice is also a problem: Interviewees indicated that stereotypes of buses as uncomfortable 
and slow, and of bus riders as poor and socially undesirable, has given many decision-makers 
the mistaken impression that bus service is inherently of poor quality and cannot be improved 
by smarter transportation-planning policies. 
 
Because of Los Angeles County’s huge size and population, and California’s two-thirds 
supermajority threshold required to raise revenue, interviewees also indicated that new 
transportation-spending initiatives can only pass if they “promise” a wanted project to each 
region of the county, regardless of that project’s actual merit. This often translates to 
expensive, low-ridership projects constructed on the urban periphery, instead of less “flashy” 
but higher-ridership projects like bus lanes in the urban core. Finally, interviewees indicated a 
strong status-quo bias among many of the region’s voters, summed up as “Everything is 
terrible, don’t change anything.” While this bias is not limited to transportation, the fact that 
voters and elected officials are apprehensive toward change means that major alterations to 
the streetscape cause public opposition, even if the end product ends up improving travel. 
 
The report then examines the Orange Line and Wilshire Blvd. bus lanes as case studies, 
explaining how Los Angeles’ existing bus infrastructure came to be implemented, and what 
lessons advocates and planners can learn from the decisions that were made along the way. 
In particular, the lessons from LA’s existing BRT or “BRT-lite” projects are interpreted in the 
context of upcoming work on the Vermont Avenue and North Hollywood-Pasadena corridors, 
which are both scheduled to receive BRT-style upgrades in the upcoming years. The report 
analyzes how planners can avoid making some of the mistakes that compromised the efficacy 
of the Wilshire Blvd. bus lanes, which has led bus lines on Wilshire to experience the same 
declining ridership as the rest of the Metro bus network. 
 
Finally, the report draws on evidence from several focus groups of transit riders to lay out a 
path forward for bus service in Los Angeles. Based on feedback from riders and the content of 
my interviews with planning professionals, I recommend the following: 1) Cultivate a group of 
legislative and bureaucratic champions, 2) Make use of experimentation and pilot projects, 3) 
Choose your compromises carefully, 4) Come prepared with data and pay attention to how it’s 
used, 5) Accept that rail is popular and here to stay, and find ways to make rail and bus work 
together seamlessly. 
 
The report closes by recommending that transit riders and advocates pay attention to the 
ongoing work on Metro’s Strategic Plan and Long-Range Transportation Plan, which 
respectively set desired outcomes for the agency and prescribe the policy solutions that will 
be required to achieve those outcomes. The passage of Measure M and failure of Measure S 
indicates that there is a great appetite among Angelenos for better public transit and a more 
connected city, and transit riders, advocates, and planners should use the headwinds from 
these victories to push for the world-class BRT network that Los Angeles needs.
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Twice in the last decade, the citizens of 

Los Angeles County voted in 

overwhelming numbers to raise their own 

sales tax by one-half percent and use the 

proceeds to fund public transit. (A third 

referendum failed by less than one 

percentage point.) This represents a 

remarkable commitment by a region that 

has long had a reputation for being the 

epicenter of American car culture. Press 

coverage of these tax increases has 

generally focused on what the revenues 

will mean in terms of new transit service. 

In the last 18 months the region has 

celebrated the opening of two new light-

rail lines, and in the next decade another 

light-rail line serving the airport is 

scheduled to open, along with a subway 

down Wilshire Boulevard. In 2012, Slate 

Magazine called Los Angeles “America’s 

next great mass-transit city.”1  

 

                                                 
1 Matthew Yglesias, “L.A.’s Transit Revolution,” 
Slate, Sept. 17, 2012, 
http://www.slate.com/articles/business/the_piv
ot/2012/09/l_a_metro_how_los_angeles_is_bec
oming_america_s_next_great_mass_transit_cit
y_.html. 

But while these new services are exciting, 

Los Angeles has in fact always been a city 

with a large number of transit riders – 

nearly 1.3 million per weekday, as of April 

2017.2 (The region’s transit mode share, or 

the percent of residents who take transit, 

is far lower: just 6.8 percent, according to 

2015 Census estimates.)3 LA’s large transit 

system tends to go unnoticed for two 

major reasons. First, unlike in “legacy” 

transit cities where passengers come from 

a variety of racial and socioeconomic 

backgrounds, LA’s transit riders are 

disproportionately low-income people of 

color who live in a handful of 

neighborhoods close to Downtown. 

Second, the vast majority of transit trips in 

Los Angeles are made by bus. 

 

In all U.S. cities where public transit 

achieves a high mode share, rail plays a 

major (often indispensable) role in moving 

residents from place to place. As a result, 

2 Interactive Metro Ridership Statistics, 
http://isotp.metro.net/MetroRidership/Index.as
px. 
3 U.S. Census Bureau, “S0801: Commuting 
Characteristics By Sex,” ACS 2015 5-Year 
Estimates. 
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passengers, politicians, and media tend to 

view rail as the most prestigious or 

desirable mode of public transit, and many 

cities looking to improve or expand their 

transit options focus their efforts on new 

rail capital projects while treating buses 

with something between neglect and 

contempt. Despite this, buses still carry a 

majority of all transit passengers 

nationwide. Los Angeles sits at the nexus 

of these two trends. The city has the third-

highest annual transit ridership in the 

United States (behind New York and 

Chicago). Led by the Los Angeles County 

Metropolitan Transportation Authority 

(Metro), LA has built its rail network out to 

include two subways and four light-rail 

lines, all constructed since 1990. However, 

about 75 percent of all LA transit trips are 

taken by bus, and on net transit ridership 

in Southern California has actually been 

declining, with a break during the Great 

Recession. (See Figures 1 and 2.) 

 
This report analyzes whether the Los 

Angeles area has the potential to 

implement a large network of dedicated 

bus infrastructure, with a particular focus 

on the system known as Bus Rapid Transit 

(BRT). There are many variants of BRT 

throughout the world, but the core 

concept is simple: buses should travel in 

exclusive lanes, so that transit passengers 

do not have to sit in traffic. Over the years, 

many planners and scholars have 

attempted to study what a network of 

dedicated bus infrastructure might look 

like in Los Angeles; the city’s Orange Line 

Busway, Silver Line, and peak-hour bus 

lanes on Wilshire Blvd provide a glimpse of 

three possible futures. However, the 

region has made little systematic progress 

towards a world-class BRT system, despite 

the fact that LA has an urban form similar 

to that of many world cities that have 

successfully implemented one. The 

primary research question of this report, 

then, does not concern the technical 

feasibility of BRT in Los Angeles. Rather, I 

seek to understand why dedicated bus 

infrastructure has not found the political 

support needed to make it a reality 

throughout the region, despite the 

mode’s proven record of success and 

wide popularity with transit planners. To 

answer this question, I have synthesized 

various bodies of research on the history 

and politics of transit planning in Los 

Angeles. I have supplemented that 

research with original findings, obtained 
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via one-on-one interviews with 

professional transportation planners, 

scholars, and decision-makers. To help 

chart a vision forward for LA transit riders 

and all who wish to improve the region’s 

transit outcomes, I close the report with 

findings from several focus groups of 

everyday transit riders that I convened in 

the spring of 2017. 

 

This report contains information from a 

variety of sources, some of whom are 

political appointees and many of whom 

disagree with each other on the feasibility 

(or even desirability) of dedicated bus 

infrastructure in LA. Information provided 

to me by my sources has been relayed as 

faithfully as possible, and unless I explicitly 

indicate otherwise, the arguments or 

claims made by my interviewees are theirs 

alone. My goal in this report is to convey 

the full scope of experts’ ideas about why 

LA lacks widespread dedicated bus 

infrastructure – not to provide 

endorsements or theories of my own. In 

the final section of the paper, I provide a 

set of strategic recommendations based 

on my findings, but aside from those 

recommendations I have tried to sideline 

my personal beliefs as much as possible. In 

addition, several of my interviewees 

— generally speaking, those who 

currently hold positions of authority at 

transit agencies or who work for an 

elected official — asked not to be 

identified by name. The topics discussed in 

these interviews are politically sensitive, 

and several of the proposed or ongoing 

transit projects throughout the city are 

highly controversial. Anonymity was a 

necessary precondition in order to obtain 

informed consent from several of my 

interview participants. Throughout this 

report I give them pseudonyms and 

indicate the general area in which they 

work, but do not disclose their full job title. 
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Figures 1 and 2: Falling Bus Ridership on Los Angeles Metro, 2009-Present4 

Average Weekday Bus Ridership on Metro, 2009-17 

 

Year-Over-Year Pct. Change in Average Weekday Bus Ridership 

 

Graphs by the author. 

                                                 
4 Metro Ridership Statistics, http://isotp.metro.net/MetroRidership/Index.aspx.  
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1. LITERATURE REVIEW AND METHODS 
1.1. Literature Review 

Starting with the Blue Line’s opening in 

1990, transit planners and political leaders 

in Los Angeles County have bet billions of 

dollars on the idea that a new rail network 

would lure Angelenos out of their cars and 

onto public transit. Even if transit would 

not solve the city’s infamous traffic 

congestion, so the theory went, residents 

and visitors would have another option 

besides car dependency. On four separate 

occasions (1980, 1990, 2008, and 2016), 

the citizens of Los Angeles have signaled 

their enthusiastic support for this 

program, voting to levy a sales tax on 

themselves so the Metro network could 

continue to expand. However, despite this 

continuing popular support, a large body 

of planning research and scholarship has 

been very critical of Metro’s approach, 

arguing that rail is an extremely expensive 

investment whose costs are only 

justifiable in very high-density areas. In 

much of LA, these researchers claim, 

passengers would be best served if Metro 

paid more attention to the region’s 

existing bus network. According to this 

school of thought, the best outcomes for 

everyday transit riders will come about by 

making the city’s existing service faster 

and more reliable, not by building a 

handful of expensive, strategically placed 

rail lines. 

 

Developed in Latin America in the 1970s 

and 80s, Bus Rapid Transit has become a 

favored mode of transit planners looking 

to achieve the benefits of rail at a fraction 

of the cost. In many ways, Los Angeles is 

an ideal U.S. candidate for this mode of 

transit — it has an extensive arterial road 

network that relies heavily on long, wide 

boulevards with as many as four lanes in 

each direction, linking diverse 

neighborhoods and job centers 

throughout the region. People and jobs 

are relatively evenly distributed 

throughout the region, with several of 

LA’s most prominent streets functioning 

as mixed-use “linear downtowns.” In 

recent years, planners at Metro have 

come to recognize BRT’s potential, 

proposing up to 10 corridors throughout 

the county. Two of them, Vermont Avenue 

and a North Hollywood-Pasadena 

connector, have recently undergone 
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Technical Studies and advanced to the 

Environmental Impact Review phase. But 

despite BRT’s popularity with transit 

planners and Los Angeles’ long history of 

citywide bus-rider activism, the city has yet 

to build a world-class BRT network. 

 

This literature review examines the 

relevant scholarship on how to define Bus 

Rapid Transit, what factors best predict 

transit ridership, and the equity concerns 

that often arise in the decision to build bus 

or rail transit. It then moves on to analyze 

the existing scholarship on one of Los 

Angeles’ existing BRT lines, the Orange 

Line, and the literature on the political 

obstacles that have prevented the region 

from constructing a comprehensive 

network of dedicated bus infrastructure. 

   

Defining Bus Rapid Transit 

Especially in Los Angeles, where Metro 

refers to any bus line that goes beyond 

basic local service as a “Metro Rapid,” it is 

important to understand what most 

transit scholars and planners believe 

                                                 
5 Taotao Deng and John D. Nelson, "Recent 
Developments in Bus Rapid Transit: A Review of 
the Literature," Transport Reviews 31.1 (2011): 71-
2. 

constitutes a baseline for BRT. In their 2011 

review of literature on recent 

developments in BRT, Deng and Nelson 

propose a four-tier scale to classify BRT 

networks, depending on how much 

physical separation and right-of-way 

priority the service receives. In ascending 

order of performance (and 

implementation cost), the steps are: 1. 

Regular buses running in mixed traffic 

with signal priority; 2. Shoulder bus lanes; 

3. Median lanes; 4. Exclusive busways with 

signal priority.5 Los Angeles has three of 

these services: Step 1 (the normal “Rapid” 

services), Step 2 (the Wilshire 720), and 

Step 4 (the Orange Line). Based on its 

massive 2007 Bus Rapid Transit Planning 

Guide, Institute for Transportation and 

Development Policy (ITDP) assigns BRT 

projects a score out of 100 points, with the 

most weight being given to the five core 

characteristics of BRT: Dedicated right-of-

way, busway alignment, offboard fare 

collection, intersection treatments, and 

platform-level boarding.6 In particular, 

ITDP gives high scores to projects that: 1) 

 
6 “The Scorecard,” Institute for Transportation 
and Development Policy, 
https://www.itdp.org/library/standards-and-
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align busways in the middle of a road or on 

an entirely separate right-of-way (versus 

curbside), and 2) prohibit cars from 

making turns at key intersections. Under 

these criteria, the Orange Line would be 

considered BRT, but the 720 would not. 

 

William Vincent faults U.S. transit agencies 

for a failure to implement the kind of “full 

BRT” with dedicated rights of way that 

exists in many Latin American cities. Aside 

from the Euclid Healthline in Cleveland 

and Orange Line in Los Angeles, Vincent 

claims that “BRT-lite” or “rapid bus” is 

popular because these systems “generally 

impose minimal impacts on car 

users...From the perspective of a local 

politician or transit operator, minimizing 

the impact on car users avoids a 

potentially difficult fight.”7 Vincent sees 

these incremental improvements to 

existing bus systems as generating 

insufficient ridership increases, part of a 

self-fulfilling prophecy where agencies 

that do not fully commit to full-service BRT 

will fail to capture the full benefits of 

                                                 
guides/the-bus-rapid-transit-standard/the-
scorecard/. 
7 William Vincent, “Bus Rapid Transit in the 
United States,” Built Environment Vol. 36 No. 3 
(2010): 302. 

improved service. The BRT projects that 

have included truly independent rights of 

way and pre-boarding payment, he says, 

have been very successful. 

 

Determinants of BRT Ridership 

Many scholars argue that buses are 

fundamentally unpopular with the public, 

and attribute the failure to build dedicated 

bus infrastructure to this simple 

reputational problem. According to Cain 

and Flynn, bus service in general is often 

seen as “unreliable, time-consuming, 

inaccessible, inconvenient, crowded, dirty, 

and unsafe.”8 Popular advertising for cars 

sometimes portrays buses as being filled 

with unsavory people — the sort of 

transportation to be avoided unless 

absolutely necessary. In short, for those 

civic leaders (and everyday citizens) who 

have never taken a bus, there are 

significant negative connotations 

associated with bus ridership, making it 

difficult to treat dedicated bus 

infrastructure with any enthusiasm. BRT 

services must overcome this problem, 

8 Alasdair Cain and Jennifer Flynn, “Examining 
the Ridership Attraction Potential of Bus Rapid 
Transit: A Quantitative Analysis of Image and 
Perception,” Journal of Public Transportation 16 
(2013): 64. 
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Cain and Flynn write, by creating a 

separate branding that differentiates 

them from “normal” buses, both visually 

and in terms of service quality. “It is 

common knowledge within the transit 

industry that ‘image’ is important to BRT,” 

they write.9 Given the generally higher 

prestige of rail transit over bus transit, 

advocates must find a way to “sell” BRT to 

constituents as a worthy investment that 

can compete and perform equally with 

rail. 

 

At the same time, Cain and Flynn conclude, 

“Service attributes, rather than an innate 

preference for a particular mode of 

technology, explain the relative passenger 

attractiveness of rail and BRT.”10 A 2009 

joint study by the Federal Transit 

Administration and National Bus Rapid 

Transit Research Institute states that BRT 

ridership is caused by an undetermined 

combination of quantitative and 

qualitative metrics, but like Cain and Flynn, 

the FTA study is adamant that without a 

                                                 
9 Ibid. 64. 
10 Ibid. 65. 
11 National Bus Rapid Transit Institute, Redhill 
Group, Federal Transit Administration, 
“Quantifying the Importance of Image and 
Perception to Bus Rapid Transit,” FTA Report 
FTA-FL-26-7109.2009.3 (2009). 

high baseline level of service quality, BRT 

services are likely to fail to meet ridership 

goals.11 Stewart, Attanucci, and Wilson 

come to similar conclusions, adding that 

signal priority and dedicated lanes can also 

have a major positive impact on 

ridership.12 

 

In a quantitative model developed for LA 

by Cervero, Murakami, and Miller, service 

frequency and surrounding land-use 

patterns were the variables most highly 

correlated with a high number of daily BRT 

boardings. Their model, known as a Direct 

Ridership Model, theorizes a number of 

variables that might affect ridership, and 

tests these variables against ridership data 

provided by local transit agencies. The 

authors’ model had an R2 of 0.952, 

indicating a close fit between the 

predictions and the actual ridership data, 

although these numbers date to 2008, 

meaning they do not take into account 

12 Anson F. Stewart, John P. Attanucci, and Nigel 
H.M. Wilson, “Ridership Response to 
Incremental Bus Rapid Transit Upgrades in 
North America: Demographic and Network 
Effects,” Transportation Research Record 2538 
(2015): 37-43. 
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post-Great Recession ridership trends.13 In 

a different study, Cervero claims that 

while BRT systems have yet to serve as a 

major impetus for land-use changes that 

would cause a positive ridership feedback 

loop, this could change with more 

coordinated planning between transit and 

land-use authorities.14 

 

There is a tendency among economics-

minded scholars to dismiss rail transit as 

expensive and inefficient, but this opinion 

is not universally shared. Currie and 

Delbosc compare BRT and light-rail 

ridership on various continents, using the 

metric of Boardings per Vehicle Kilometer, 

and find that geographic location has a 

great deal to do with transit ridership (i.e., 

lower vehicle-ownership rates in Europe 

lead to more boardings than the U.S. and 

Australia, regardless of mode). However, 

their model ultimately shows that Light 

Rail has reliably higher ridership than BRT 

throughout the world. They hypothesize 

                                                 
13 Robert Cervero, Jin Murakami, and Mark 
Miller, “Direct Ridership Model of Bus Rapid 
Transit in Los Angeles County, California,” 
Transportation Research Record 2145 (2014): 5-6. 
14 Robert Cervero and Danielle Dai, “BRT TOD: 
Leveraging Transit-Oriented Development With 
Bus Rapid Transit Investments,” Transport 
Policy 36 (November 2014): 129-30. 

that this is not because of the innate 

superiority of the light-rail mode, but 

rather a matter of light rail’s significantly 

higher vehicle capacity.15 

 

Finally, Beirão notes that if residents of a 

city are primarily drivers and are used to 

seeing a transit system through the eyes 

of a private car owner, it will be difficult to 

craft a bus policy that meets riders’ needs. 

Her qualitative study of transit users in 

Porto, Portugal quotes several car users 

who complain about the unreliability of 

the bus, and the unknown time one must 

travel on a bus in mixed traffic. Buses in 

dedicated lanes, she says, are “considered 

faster than the car,” but carving out 

dedicated lanes often involves taking 

asphalt away from drivers. Beirão also 

quotes light-rail users who respond 

favorably to new systems in their area, 

calling them clean, affordable, and 

“funny.”16 Evaluating transit through the 

eyes of a driver may be politically  

15 Graham Currie and Alexa Delbosc, “Exploring 
Comparative Ridership Drivers of Bus Rapid 
Transit and Light Rail Transit Routes,” Journal of 
Public Transportation Vol. 16 No. 2 (2013): 57-8. 
16 Gabriela Beirão and J.A. Sarsfield Cabral, 
"Understanding attitudes towards public 
transport and private car: A qualitative study," 
Transport Policy 14.6 (2007): 483. 
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 Mexico City’s Metrobús BRT system. 
 

necessary in order to win popular support 

for new projects, but according to Beirão, 

it can lead to misguided planning 

decisions. Beirão’s findings thus recall 

Jarrett Walker’s theory of the “motorist’s 

error,” which states that non-transit-users 

often make the mistake of assuming 

speed is the most important factor in 

planning a mass transit system. (In fact, 

safety and frequency matter more to the 

average transit rider.)17 

 

 

 

                                                 
17 Walker, Jarrett. Human transit: how clearer 
thinking about public transit can enrich our 
communities and our lives (Washington, DC: 
Island Press, 2012): 41. 

 

BRT in Los Angeles 

BRT first gained widespread popularity in 

large Latin American cities including 

Curitiba, Brazil, Bogota, Colombia, and 

Mexico City. In an extensive study of 

several cities, including the above plus 

Quito, Sao Paulo, and Santiago, Hidalgo 

and Carrigan claim that BRT systems 

throughout the continent “have improved 

the travel conditions and the quality and 

performance of public transport.”18 They 

note that compared to U.S. rail systems, 

BRT throughout Latin America has low 

fares, is economically efficient to run, and 

18 Dario Hidalgo and Aileen Carrigan, “BRT in 
Latin America: High Capacity and Performance, 
Rapid Implementation and Low Cost,” Built 
Environment Vol. 36 No. 3 (2011): 295. 
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replaces informal, privately run jitney 

services that operate outdated vehicles 

and cause congestion. Unlike many Latin 

American cities, the majority of Los 

Angeles’ transit services are not informally 

provided; the sector is generally highly 

regulated and informal transit like 

“camionetas” only exist in specific 

submarkets. (In addition, U.S. building 

costs are far higher than those of Latin 

America.) However, LA’s sprawling urban 

form, income inequality enforced through 

spatial separation, and wide, long arterial 

roads give it some resemblance to Latin 

American cities, indicating BRT might have 

potential throughout the city. 

 

In his comparison of plans for BRT on 

Wilshire Boulevard and Light Rail on the 

Exposition Corridor, John Stutsman 

estimates that the two modes would have 

a roughly equivalent travel time (47 versus 

42 minutes, respectively). In most other 

metrics, Stutsman concludes that light rail 

would more effectively meet rider needs 

                                                 
19 John Stutsman, “Bus Rapid Transit or Light 
Rail Transit: How to Decide?” Transportation 
Research Record 1793: 57-60. 
20 Joe Linton, “What Factors are Causing 
Metro’s Declining Ridership? What Next?” 
Streetsblog LA, Jan. 29, 2016, 
http://la.streetsblog.org/2016/01/29/what-

(a much higher estimated ridership, higher 

levels of public approval, and less 

significant traffic impacts). However, the 

one metric in which BRT clearly 

outperforms light rail is cost-

effectiveness.19 This could be a particularly 

compelling point in Los Angeles, where 

billions have been spent to construct new 

light-rail lines that have not increased net 

transit ridership.20 Perhaps to guard 

against the perception that it is funding 

expensive capital projects that do not 

attract riders, Metro has extensively 

studied the idea of BRT expansion in the 

last several years. A 2014 study narrowed 

more than 100 possible BRT corridors 

down to 9 candidates for corridor-level 

analysis and environmental review, 

including Vermont, Whittier, Santa 

Monica, Artesia, and Pico.21 In early 2017, 

the first two of those corridors, Vermont 

Avenue and North Hollywood-Pasadena, 

factors-are-causing-metros-declining-ridership-
what-next/. 
21 Los Angeles County Metropolitan 
Transportation Authority, “Los Angeles County 
Bus Rapid Transit and Street Design 
Improvement Study,” February 19, 2014: ES4-5. 
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completed the Technical Study phase, and 

both will receive Measure M funding.22 

  

Although Los Angeles only has one line 

(the Orange Line) that meets a standard 

definition of BRT, Metro’s “Rapid” bus 

network has advertised itself as a BRT-

adjacent (or “BRT-lite”) service, largely 

because of its wide stop spacing and short 

headways. Sandip Chakrabarti uses a 

variety of Metro data, including geo-

referenced vehicle location data and stop-

level boardings and alightings, to estimate 

ridership demand at various stops 

throughout the network. After measuring 

headways and ridership information at 

various points throughout the day and 

across the region, Chakrabarti concludes 

(like many other scholars of transit) that 

reliability metrics such as Average On-

Time Performance, Standard Deviation of 

schedule deviation, and headway length 

are the best predictors of ridership 

throughout the Los Angeles area.23 

                                                 
22 “Minutes,” Metro Board of Directors Regular 
Board Meeting, March 23, 2017, 
https://metro.legistar.com/MeetingDetail.aspx?I
D=531176&GUID=F584AD9C-4CD1-45E4-BFBF-
BA49CE6D1928. 
23 Sandip Chakrabarti, “The Demand for Reliable 
Transit Service: New Evidence Using Stop-Level 
Data From the Los Angeles Metro Bus System,” 

The Politics of Bus vs. Rail in Los Angeles 

Dating to the 1990 opening of the Blue 

Line, public-transit policy in the Los 

Angeles area has been marked by 

consistent conflict between rail advocates 

and bus advocates. Grengs cites a number 

of transit experts who found that as a 

matter of cost/benefit analysis, rail was a 

politically attractive but inefficient 

solution “that was far too expensive and 

inappropriate for Los Angeles’ geography 

of dispersed economic activity.”24 He 

further points out that bus services and 

rail services have traditionally carried very 

different demographics, with bus riders 

more likely to be low-income and people 

of color. Taylor and Morris echoed this 

conclusion in a 2015 article, noting that 

while bus riders’ median income has 

always been low, “the median inflation-

adjusted incomes of bus patrons declined 

53% between 1977 and 2009...in contrast, 

as a group rail riders are as affluent as 

drivers, reflecting the fact that recent rail 

Journal of Transport Geography 48 (October 
2015):159-61. 
24 Joe Grengs, "Community-Based Planning as a 
Source of Political Change: The Transit Equity 
Movement of Los Angeles' Bus Riders Union," 
Journal of the American Planning Association 
68(2): 166. 
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investments have largely been focused on 

attracting commuters out of cars.”25 With 

the expansion of Los Angeles’ rail system, 

the demographic traits and bus and rail 

riders have converged a good deal, and 

compared to the typical LA County 

resident, Metro’s rail riders remain far 

more likely to be low-income and/or 

people of color. Thus, viewing the 

problem of public transit in LA through an 

explicitly “bus vs. rail” lens is a somewhat 

outdated approach, despite its 

prominence in the academic literature. 

However, traces of this conflict remain 

today, with many transit advocates 

throughout the region expressing fear 

that Metro is attempting to “gentrify” 

itself by drawing in a wealthier ridership 

base and attempting to drive bus riders off 

the system. 

 

This inequity between bus and rail riders, 

whether perceived or real, has given rise 

to a vibrant local culture of bus-rider 

activism. Grengs credits the organizing 

acumen of the Bus Riders Union, an 

advocacy group that arose in the 1990s to 

                                                 
25 Brian D. Taylor and Eric A. Morris, "Public 
transportation objectives and rider 
demographics: are transit’s priorities poor 

contest Metro’s building priorities, with a 

number of improvements to the city’s bus 

service. The BRU grew specifically out of 

Los Angeles’ labor organizing community, 

and its mission reflects what at the time 

were fears that transit ridership in Los 

Angeles would become financially and 

racially segregated by mode. “Sixty 

percent of the MTA’s overall ridership 

earned less than $15,000 per year,” Grengs 

notes, and many riders and advocates 

feared that the MTA’s decision to invest in 

rail over bus would effectively transfer  

 

 
A 2016 Bus Riders Union poster urging a No vote on 
Measure M, Metro’s 2016 sales-tax ballot measure. 

public policy?" Transportation Vol. 42 No. 2 
(2015): 353. 
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resources from poor communities of color 

to wealthier whites.26 In “Who Watched 

Roger Rabbit?” Borah, Gauer, and Messier 

document the protracted battle that saw 

the Bus Riders Union sue Metro under the 

claim that cuts to bus service were a civil-

rights violation.27 The lawsuit ended in a 

Consent Decree that required Metro to 

freeze fares for 10 years and continually 

upgrade the frequency and quality of its 

bus service. This decade saw a steady 

increase in ridership, peaking at 492 

million people in Fiscal Year 2006 – a 

number that nearly equaled Metro’s all-

time ridership peak in 1985.28  

 

After such a stinging defeat at the hands 

of the BRU, scholars differ on why Metro 

continued unabated with its rail program. 

Jonathan Richmond locates LA’s drive to 

build rail in a psychological realm: He cites 

Los Angeles’ civic leaders’ desire to 

                                                 
26 Ibid. 169. 
27 Jason Borah, Greg Gauer, and Joseph Messier, 
“Who Watched Roger Rabbit? The Los Angeles 
Metro and the Bus Riders Union,” September 
2008. 
28 Laura J. Nelson and Dan Weikel, “Billions 
Spent, but Fewer People are Using Public 
Transit in Southern California,” Los Angeles 
Times (January 27, 2016), 
http://www.latimes.com/local/california/la-me-
ridership-slump-20160127-story.html. 

become a “world-class city” like New 

York, London, and Tokyo, the nostalgia 

factor of Los Angeles’ dismantled Red Car 

network, and even the psychosexual 

connotations of rail travel that give it an 

advantage over bus. He quotes a transit 

manager from a predecessor agency of 

Metro: “Trains are sexy, buses are not.”29 

Cavanaugh points out that as LA Metro 

has invested more money and resources in 

rail, it has actually cut bus service, 

although the numbers he cites proving 

low rail ridership in Los Angeles are 

significantly out of date (he claims that 

Expo Line ridership “could not exceed 

13,000 people.” In fact, ridership on the 

Expo Line has doubled since May 2016 and 

is now nearly 60,000 per weekday).30,31 

Elkind, in contrast, sees the consent 

decree as a woeful mistake that Metro 

was smart to abandon as quickly as 

possible. While he credits the BRU for 

29 Richmond, Jonathan. Transport of delight: the 
mythical conception of rail transit in Los Angeles. 
Akron, Ohio: University of Akron Press (2005): 
14. 
30 Tim Cavanaugh, "How Rail Screws the Poor," 
Reason, 
http://reason.com/archives/2012/07/11/how-rail-
screws-the-poor. 
31 Metro Ridership Statistics, 
http://isotp.metro.net/MetroRidership/Index.as
px. 

http://reason.com/archives/2012/07/11/how-rail-screws-the-poor
http://reason.com/archives/2012/07/11/how-rail-screws-the-poor
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amplifying the concerns of low-income 

bus riders, he concludes that Metro ended 

up being forced “to spend money on 

buses that did not substantially increase 

ridership,” and in fact increased 

congestion.32 Only Metro’s rail-building 

program provided Angelenos with a way 

out of traffic, he states, and the decision 

to treat bus and rail planning as a zero-sum 

game did lasting damage to the region. 

 

Ultimately, whether the mode is bus or 

rail, transit planning in Los Angeles has 

always been a thoroughly political 

process. In a study of planning for the 

Purple Line, a proposed subway along 

Wilshire Boulevard, Taylor, Kim, and 

Gahbauer attempt to answer the question 

of why Wilshire Boulevard, Los Angeles’ 

“linear downtown,” has gone without rail 

service for so long. They conclude that 

despite the well documented need for 

subway service along the corridor, a 

history of political interference from local 

elected leaders at all levels of government 

                                                 
32 Ethan Elkind, Railtown (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2014): 171-5. 
33 Brian D. Taylor, Eugene J. Kim, and John E. 
Gahbauer, “The Thin Red Line: A Case Study of 
Political Influence on Transportation Planning 

(federal, state, and local) has led to well-

justified public cynicism, which “increases 

the risk that worthy projects will be 

scuttled, sound projects bungled, and 

poorly conceived projects built.”33 The 

result is the haphazardly planned LA rail 

network we see today, with lines placed 

where they are largely as a result of 

political expediency and not 

demonstrated transit need. 

 

Conclusion 

Bus Rapid Transit has generated great 

interest among transit planners and 

scholars since it was first introduced in 

Curitiba, Brazil in 1974. Today, some of the 

cities with the highest-ridership BRT 

systems include Sao Paulo, Bogotá, Taipei, 

Mexico City, Jakarta, and Guangzhou – all 

sprawling megacities that rapidly 

developed in the mid-to-late 20th century, 

after the heyday of rail transit.34 Based 

purely on its history and urban form, Los 

Angeles has more in common with “BRT 

capitals” around the world than it does 

Practice,” Journal of Planning Education and 
Research 29 (2009): 190.  
34 “Daily Demand (Passengers Per Day),” Global 
BRT Data, 
http://www.brtdata.org/indicators/systems/dail
y_demand_passengers_per_day. 
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with U.S. “transit capitals” such as New 

York, Chicago, and San Francisco. 

However, U.S. cities’ transportation 

systems remain dominated by either rail or 

automobile, with little thought given to 

the efficient movement of buses – even 

when, as in Los Angeles, urban bus 

networks carry as many as one million 

passengers per weekday and provide the 

vast majority of transit trips.35  

 

Why, then, has Los Angeles failed to 

implement dedicated bus infrastructure? 

Do Angelenos themselves disdain bus 

transit and prefer rail, does Metro wish to 

capitalize on the greater cachet of rail 

transit – or do regional planners simply 

believe it is politically impossible to 

redistribute road space away from drivers 

and towards transit passengers? Scholars 

tend to agree that there is little evidence 

BRT is intrinsically inferior to rail in terms 

of the quality of service provided. U.S. 

cities have had mixed-flow buses and 

grade-separated rail for decades, but BRT 

is a relatively new “import” to the United 

States, and there is no literature that 

                                                 
35 Annie Weinstock, Walter Hook, Michael 
Replogle, and Ramon Cruz, “Recapturing Global 
Leadership in Bus Rapid Transit: A Survey of 

specifically addresses what political 

limitations have prevented the mode from 

flourishing. This report aims to fill that 

niche by presenting new findings in the 

form of practical insights from Los 

Angeles city planners, advocates, 

scholars, riders, and community members. 

These findings can supplement and 

contextualize the existing academic 

literature on BRT; my ultimate hope is that 

by diagnosing what has kept LA from 

making progress in this area, this study 

can help build a path forward for planners 

and community advocates to work 

together and bring better bus service to 

the transit riders of Los Angeles. 

 

1.2. Research Design and Methods 

The broad research question I aim to 

answer is why dedicated bus 

infrastructure has not found the political 

support needed to become a reality 

throughout the LA region, despite the 

mode’s proven record of success and wide 

popularity with transit planners. I will rely 

mainly on qualitative methods to answer 

this question, supplemented with 

Select U.S. Cities,” Institute for Transportation 
and Development Policy (May 2011): 4. 
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quantitative data that is available to the 

public but has not yet been synthesized 

into a single study. The primary research 

methods used are: 

• Professional Interviews. I 
conducted 18 interviews with 
experts and other professionals in 
the field of transit planning. These 
professionals include current 
working transit planners for Metro 
and LADOT, staff for elected 
officials, community advocates, 
former elected officials, members 
of the Metro Board of Directors, 
and scholars of transit in LA. Each 
interview lasted roughly an hour 
and questions were tailored to the 
expertise and insights of each 
participant, although I began with 
a set of baseline questions. I chose 
an initial list of interviewees based 
on my own review of the relevant 
planning literature and historical 
documents published by both 
media sources and transit agencies 
themselves. I also asked each of 
my interviewees to recommend 
three other people I should speak 
to, and contacted those people. 
 

• Focus Groups: Investing in Place 
uses a “grasstops” strategy that 
gauges community opinion and 
needs based on consistent, 
thoughtful contact with 
community leaders. In keeping 
with this approach, I convened 

three focus groups – two in 
English, one in Spanish. 
Participants included transit riders 
throughout the city, but also area 
business owners and residents 
whose lives would be affected by 
the installation of dedicated bus 
infrastructure. To recruit 
participants I posted fliers in 
coffee shops, contacted the 
mailing lists of major local 
advocacy organizations such as 
the Alliance for Community Transit 
and TRUST South LA, advertised in 
urban-planning social-media 
networks, and relied on word of 
mouth. To ensure that focus 
groups represented “everyday” 
voices, anyone currently working 
as professional urban or 
transportation planner was not 
asked to participate. Focus groups 
lasted about an hour each and 
participants were given a gift card 
to a local coffee shop. 

 
• Literature Analysis: A large body 

of literature exists on both the 
benefits of BRT, and the 
psychological and political 
processes that lead voters to 
support or oppose various types of 
transit improvements. I analyzed 
and interpreted this literature in 
Section 1.1 of this report, and will 
apply its conclusions to the 
particular context of Los Angeles. 
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• Primary Sources: The removal of 
road space, or any sort of transit 
program that could be seen as 
redistributing resources from 
drivers to transit riders, is always 
controversial and newsworthy. I 
examined primary sources such as 
Environmental Impact Reports, 
newspaper and magazine articles, 
and visioning documents from 
planning and transit agencies, to 
study how attitudes about transit 
and the distribution of road space 
have changed over time. 

• Blog Posts: In order to keep an 
ongoing account of my research 
and findings, I wrote periodic blog 
posts for Investing in Place’s 
website, covering the topics of my 
research, some of my preliminary 
findings, and ongoing BRT projects 
under consideration by city 
planners and local government. 
The content of those blog posts is 
included in the Appendix. 
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2. BACKGROUND AND CURRENT BRT PLANS 
2.1. The Roots of the Modern 
Metro System 

Both in interviews I conducted with them 

and in a larger body of commentary going 

back decades, transportation planners in 

Southern California have long lamented 

the region’s lack of regional coordination. 

While Metro is a countywide agency with 

considerable power, the day-to-day 

management of Los Angeles’ 

transportation system is split among 88 

municipalities and 26 individual transit 

agencies in LA County. California 

municipalities have considerable land-use 

autonomy and few incentives to 

cooperate with one another, leaving the 

region without a broad, enforceable plan 

to integrate transportation and land use. 

As a result, the transit network that has 

taken shape since rail returned to Los 

Angeles in 1990 has been constructed 

haphazardly, driven by political 

expediency and the resources available at 

any given time rather than a unified vision 

for how best to move people around LA. 

 

                                                 
36 Richard Stanger, personal interview, April 20-
21, 2017. 

In particular, the Metro network’s four 

existing light-rail lines and the Orange Line 

busway are located on rights-of-way 

formerly used by private railroad 

companies. Richard Stanger, who served 

as Director of Rail Development for the 

Los Angeles County Transportation 

Commission from 1985 to 1990 and 

Executive Director of Metrolink from 1990 

to 1998, explained that the Blue Line was 

envisioned as “a very low-cost, locally 

funded rail connecting two major 

downtowns [Los Angeles and Long 

Beach], and also serving the poor, transit-

dependent population of the basin.”36 

From a planning perspective, one of the 

major original attractions of the Blue Line 

was that the county would not need to 

construct a new rail line from scratch — it 

would simply rehabilitate an abandoned 

path used by the Pacific Electric Railway in 

the early 20th century. The next light-rail 

line to be built was the Green Line, whose 

entire raison d’etre was to fulfill an 

obligation in the Consent Decree that 

permitted the construction of the Century 
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Freeway (I-105). According to Stanger, this 

consent decree “required at least that it 

[the Century Freeway] have a busway. We 

did studies of the Century Freeway and 

determined that the rail was the better 

service to put on the Century.”37 The Gold 

Line to Pasadena and Expo Line to Santa 

Monica also exist along abandoned rail 

rights-of-way, and Stanger said that the 

decision to build in these locations was 

more about providing at least one rail 

service to every part of LA County than 

any intrinsic transportation merits.  

 

Stanger explained that Metro and its 

predecessor agencies have made 

occasional efforts to build a countywide 

transit network, including a promise to 

build 13 specific rail routes as part of 

Proposition A (1980) and a separate plan 

for six corridors “based on ridership, the 

‘centers concept,’ cost, and service to 

transit-dependent riders.”38 Planners 

debate why none of these plans ever came 

close to fruition, but one undeniable 

                                                 
37 Ibid.  
38 Richard Stanger, personal interview. 
39 Taylor, Kim, Gahbauer, “The Thin Red Line,” 
179-180. 
40 Jeffrey Rabin, “Anti-Subway Funding 
Measure Wins Easily,” Los Angeles Times (Nov. 

factor is Los Angeles’ long history of 

elected officials intervening in transit-

planning decisions. The most famous 

might be Congressman Henry Waxman’s 

1986 decision to cut off federal funding for 

a subway down Wilshire Boulevard, using 

a methane-gas explosion on the Westside 

as a pretext to kill a transit project that 

many of his wealthy constituents opposed 

along the highest-ridership transit corridor 

in the city.39 The modern Red Line’s route 

through Hollywood was chosen only 

because the Wilshire route was 

prohibited. A local 1998 ballot initiative 

sponsored by then-County Supervisor Zev 

Yaroslavsky banned the use of sales-tax  

revenue for subway tunneling, which 

prevented Eastside communities from 

receiving the subway line they had long 

been promised.40 And the Orange Line, by 

far Los Angeles’ highest-quality bus line, 

exists as a busway and not a light-rail 

project because of a 1991 ban on at-grade 

rail construction in the San Fernando 

Valley.41 (The ban has since been lifted.)

4, 1998), 
http://articles.latimes.com/1998/nov/04/news/m
n-39290. 
41 Zev Yaroslavsky, personal interview, April 13, 
2017. 
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Figure 3: Metro Rail Map, October 201642 

2.2. Planning a Countywide BRT 
Network 

Perhaps because the region’s rail projects 

have been planned and built so haltingly, 

little thought has been given to how a 

regionally coordinated bus network might 

function. The Metro Rapid program 

represents the most comprehensive 

existing attempt to construct a regional 

high-frequency bus network, but 

implementation has not always caught up 

to ambition. Metro has a team of 

                                                 
42 “Metro Rail and Busway Map,” https://media.metro.net/riding_metro/maps/images/rail_map.pdf. 
43 Sheila (pseudonym), personal interview, January 27, 2017. 

engineers and planners dedicated to Bus 

Rapid Transit studies within the agency’s 

Regional Transit Planning division. The 

first “Rapid” services were installed on 

Wilshire and Ventura Boulevards in 2000 

and Metro deemed them successful after 

they improved travel times along those 

corridors by 29 percent.43 As a result, the 

agency deployed red articulated buses 

with longer stop spacing throughout the 

county, and by the early 2010s the Rapid 

program operated on 21 corridors and 400 
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miles of roadway.44 As seen in Figure 4, it 

reaches throughout the major regions of 

LA County. However, attempts to brand 

the Metro Rapid network as high-quality 

regional BRT have run into an 

inconvenient reality: None of the lines run 

in dedicated lanes, have all-door boarding, 

or allow fare prepayment, three of the 

basic criteria for BRT. Perhaps 

unsurprisingly, the Rapid lines are 

experiencing the same falling ridership as 

the rest of the Metro network. 

 

In the last decade, Metro has completed 

two major reports that provide a look at 

what an expanded network of Bus Rapid 

Transit might look like throughout the 

county. The first report, called the 

Strategic Bus Network Plan, was written 

as a response to recommendations from 

Metro’s Blue Ribbon Commission, which 

was convened in 2010 to study how the 

agency could convert its disjointed transit 

services into a more reliable, seamless 

network.45 Based on criteria including 

population density, employment density, 

and regional connectivity benefits, this 

study proposes four types of services: Full 

BRT and BRT Lite (both with 5-minute 

headways), Rapid (10-minute headways), 

and Frequent Local (15-minute 

headways).46 Some sort of frequent bus 

service would cover most of the city’s 

major arterial roads, but the SBNP study 

does not go into detail about what sorts of 

dedicated rights-of-way would be 

provided and what the selection process 

would be for these corridors. The result is 

that while the SBNP provides a valuable 

look at Metro’s thinking circa 2015, it lacks 

a specific program for how to move 

forward. 

 

 

                                                 
44 “Los Angeles Metro Rapid,” 
https://nbrti.org/docs/ppt/Broward%20County%2
0BRT%20Workshop/Metro_Rapid_Presentation.
pdf. 
45 Joe Linton, “A Peek into Metro’s Frequent 
Bus Network Proposal,” Streetsblog LA (July 29, 
2015), http://la.streetsblog.org/2015/07/29/a-

peek-inton-metros-frequent-bus-network-
proposal/. 
46 “LA Metro Strategic Network Bus Plan,” 
January 2015, 
http://boardarchives.metro.net/Items/2015/03_
March/20150326othersectorbrcitem2.pdf. 
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Figure 4: Metro Rapid Network Map, July 201047 

 

 

Completed in December 2013 and adopted 

in February 2014, Metro’s Bus Rapid 

Transit and Street Design Improvement 

Study (“BRT Improvement Study”) 

provides a far more specific vision of when 

and where dedicated bus infrastructure 

could be implemented in Los Angeles. 

While the Metro Rapid program 

represented a major step forward for the 

agency when it was first introduced, by 

2013 it was clear that the heavy congestion 

                                                 
47 “Metro Rapid System,” https://socialmediag1.files.wordpress.com/2011/11/metrorapidsystem.gif. 
48 Metro, “LACBRT Improvement Study,” I-2.  

on LA’s arterial road network was 

preventing buses from providing fast, 

reliable service. The BRT Improvement 

Study was commissioned to “evaluat[e] 

promising BRT corridors for the feasibility 

of peak-period bus lanes and/or transit 

priority treatments to improve travel 

times and schedule reliability and to 

encourage new riders onto public 

transportation.”48 After concluding that 

the regional road network did not have 
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the kind of infrastructure that would be 

necessary to build multiple grade-

separated busways, Metro’s researchers 

focused on improvements that could be 

made to the city’s existing transit 

corridors, including at-grade bus lanes and 

signal priority. The evaluation process in 

this study was extensive, beginning with 

108 candidate corridors that were 

narrowed down in a four-step process to 

nine corridors throughout the county. A 

diagram of the evaluation process and 

map of the nine final study corridors is 

shown in Figures 5 and 6. 

 

As per the recommendations of the BRT 

Improvement Study, Vermont Avenue and 

North Hollywood-Pasadena were the first 

two corridors to undergo study. Once 

finished, the two routes would serve very 

different purposes: Vermont is “the 

second (behind Wilshire) most important 

bus transit corridor in the county with 

almost 50,000 weekday boardings,” 

predominantly in low-income, high-

density neighborhoods.49 According to 

                                                 
49 Ibid. V-1. 
50 Ibid. V-1. 
51 Metro Board of Directors, “File #2016-0521,” 
June 23, 2016, 

Metro, the high ridership along this 

corridor means that a well-constructed 

BRT route would have the highest 20-year 

projected net benefit of the nine 

candidates. The North Hollywood-

Pasadena route would have far lower 

ridership but is “a key regional connection 

that is currently missing within the 

existing transit system,” and would 

connect the job-rich areas of Burbank, 

Glendale, Pasadena, and North 

Hollywood.50 Technical Advisory 

Committees were established for each 

corridor to gather stakeholder input and 

study possible alignments and rights-of-

way. Finally, in spring 2017 the Metro 

Board adopted the Technical Study for 

each of these corridors, and gave planners 

the additional task of studying rail 

alternatives for the Vermont corridor. In 

addition to these two corridors, Metro has 

formed a Technical Advisory Committee to 

study an east-west BRT line in the San 

Fernando Valley, which would provide 

rapid transit service to CSU-Northridge.51 

This corridor was not evaluated in the 2013 

https://metro.legistar.com/LegislationDetail.asp
x?ID=2981805&GUID=559AEBD2-6834-41F0-
8A26-387D40BA4776. 
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BRT Improvement Study because Metro 

had already identified it as a crucial 

regional service. If all goes according to    

plan, Metro estimates that these three 

BRT lines will begin service early next 

decade. 

 

Figure 5: BRT Evaluation Process, Metro BRT Improvement Study52

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Whittier Blvd, East Los Angeles 

 
 

                                                 
52 Metro, “LACBRT Improvement Study,” II-1. 
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Figure 6: Nine BRT Study Corridors Selected in Los Angeles County BRT and Street 
Improvement Study (Map made in ArcGIS by the author.) 
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3. DIAGNOSING THE OBSTACLES TO DEDICATED 
BUS INFRASTRUCTURE IN LOS ANGELES 
 
At its core, the task of explaining why 

something has not happened is a difficult 

one: There is no single, easily identified 

causal relationship, nor are there any 

crucial moments in time that stand out as 

turning points. As a result, in the course of 

researching why Bus Rapid Transit has not 

been widely adopted in Los Angeles I 

received multiple, frequently conflicting 

explanations from transit experts, riders, 

and other interviewees. In this section of 

my report, I will describe and analyze my 

research findings on this topic, with the 

goal of conveying the full scope and 

complexity of the answers I received from 

my interviewees. The bulk of my original 

research was collected through a total of 

18  on-on-one interviews (approximately 

one hour each) and 3 focus groups 

(approximately one hour each, with 

between 2 and 10 participants per focus 

group). All one-on-one interviews were 

conducted with professionals, scholars, or 

other important figures in the field of 

transportation planning and policy. Focus 

groups were conducted with (for lack of a 

better term) “everyday people,” most of 

whom had a preexisting interest in transit 

planning and/or were frequent transit 

riders, but are not professionals in the 

field. 

3.1. Finding the “Political Will” 
For Redistribution 

Throughout my interview process, a 

plurality of respondents claimed (either 

using this exact phrase or something 

similar) that “political will” was the 

primary obstacle to dedicated bus 

infrastructure throughout Los Angeles. 

“Lack of political will” often served as a 

sort of catchall phrase that interviewees 

threw around abstractly, without 

providing much detail about how that 

political will could be summoned. But 

there was almost universal agreement 

that the primary obstacles to dedicated 

bus infrastructure in Los Angeles are not 

technical in nature. Richard Stanger put it 

succinctly, if fatalistically: “It’s almost 

impossible to take lanes away from cars to 
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give over to buses. It’s just not possible.”53 

Stanger attributes this theory to his 

perception that “the public” is simply 

against the idea of taking away any space 

from drivers. While other respondents 

were more optimistic about the general 

public’s appetite for bus lanes on major 

city arterials, all agreed that implementing 

bus lanes requires a greater level of 

political will than implementing rail 

projects.  

 

Alex (pseudonym), who works on 

transportation policy for a city elected      

 

                                                 
53 Richard Stanger, personal interview. 

official and helped implement the Wilshire  

Boulevard bus lanes in the mid-2000s, 

explained this dynamic in more detail:  

The rail system is largely 
built on existing rights of 
way, and if were building 
BRTs on those corridors 
— if we had other rights of 
way that were dedicated 
and separate from 
automobiles, you would see 
a lot more BRT, because 
you’re not taking anything 
away from the people who 
are using those roads. 
You’re not competing for 
space. That’s what makes 
rail easier.54 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Wilshire 
Blvd. bus lanes. 

54 Alex (pseudonym), personal interview, March 
2, 2017. 
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Alex explained that over time, drivers’ 

changing attitudes have put transit 

planners in something of a bind. There is 

no longer any appetite for the sort of 

large-scale street widenings that used to 

accompany new development in Los 

Angeles, because they tend to remove 

tree cover and other attractive parts of 

streetscapes. (Alex also mentioned that 

the phenomenon in which new road 

capacity actually causes more congestion, 

long known to transit planners as 

“induced demand,” is becoming 

understood among the general public as 

well.) At the same time, elected officials 

see road pricing as a promising policy 

solution that is also a political nonstarter. 

(Shoup, Manville, and King attribute road 

pricing’s political difficulty to the fact that 

such proposals have concentrated costs 

and dispersed benefits — opponents are 

in a far better position than supporters to 

mobilize quickly and agitate on their own 

behalf.)55 This has left the city without a 

way to manage supply or demand, leading 

to more competition for a scarce amount 

                                                 
55 Donald Shoup, Michael Manville, and David 
King, “For Whom the Road Tolls,” Access 31 (Fall 
2007), https://www.accessmagazine.org/fall-
2007/road-tolls-politics-congestion-pricing/. 

of space and a dynamic in which any road 

redesign will inevitably leave someone 

worse off. 

 

In the eyes of many transit advocates (and 

even some professional transit planners), 

the fact that bus lanes are explicitly 

redistributive is actually a point in their 

favor. For those who hold this view, bus 

infrastructure is as much a statement 

about social justice and civic priorities as it 

is a mere question of moving passengers. 

The Bus Riders Union is easily the most 

storied transit-advocacy group in Los 

Angeles, famous for pressuring Metro into 

signing an October 1996 Consent Decree 

under Title VI of the Civil Rights Act. The 

Consent Decree required Metro to 

increase bus service levels and lower the 

price of a monthly bus pass, and placed 

restrictions on the agency’s ability to fund 

new rail projects with bus fares.56 Barbara 

Lott-Holland, the Co-Chair of the BRU, told 

me that since this decree was lifted in 

2006, “a million hours of bus service have 

been stolen” from riders.57 (The 

56 Borah et al., “Who Watched Roger Rabbit?” 
11. 
57 Barbara Lott-Holland, personal interview, 
March 31, 2017. 
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accusation that Metro has cut one million 

aggregate hours of bus service since 2006 

also appears on the BRU’s website.)58 

Lott-Holland accuses Metro of “turning 

into a landowner as opposed to a public-

transportation system,” focused on 

maximizing land values through expensive 

rail projects and upzoning. Because the 

agency’s board is appointed, not elected, 

and most City Council members 

themselves do not ride transit on a regular 

basis, she sees very few political “pressure 

points” that transit advocates can use to 

reallocate lanes away from single-

occupancy cars and toward buses. The 

result is that policymakers almost 

universally describe dedicated bus 

infrastructure as desirable for the city, but 

few of them have any political incentive to 

actually implement it. 

3.2. Riding With “Those People” 

In analyzing why Los Angeles has chosen 

to expand rail transit at the expense of 

improving its bus network, it is impossible 

to escape the presence of certain 

                                                 
58 Bus Riders Union, “UPDATED! FTA ruling is 
out on LA Metro civil rights violations--we're 
calling on Obama to intervene, reverse MTA 

stereotypes about who rides bus and who 

rides rail. The accusation of “transit 

racism,” in which an agency takes 

resources from low-income riders of color 

in order to provide resources to wealthier 

white riders, formed the core of the Bus 

Riders Union’s 1996 lawsuit against Metro. 

Many of the city’s transit advocates 

continue to believe that Metro spends too 

much money courting wealthy and/or 

white riders at the expense of the low-

income riders of color who form its 

ridership base. Multiple interviewees in 

my study fully admitted that many of the 

city’s elite policymakers and elected 

officials see bus riders as a politically 

powerless and socially undesirable 

constituency. This has made it hard to 

amass a sense of political urgency around 

improving their transportation outcomes. 

Marilyn, a member of the Metro Board of 

Directors, referred to “a level of elitism in 

bus transportation” that has made it 

difficult to build the comprehensive 

mobility networks that can transport large 

numbers of riders efficiently. In the 

service cuts,” April 24, 2012, 
http://www.thestrategycenter.org/blog/2012/04
/24/updated-fta-ruling-out-la-metro-civil-rights-
violations-were-calling-obama-intervene. 
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process, she said, bus riders have become 

what she called “Those People” — a 

permanent transportation underclass that 

have become the subject of indifference 

at best, or fear and loathing at worst.59 

 

None of my interview subjects disputed 

that at some point in its history, Metro has 

seriously neglected the welfare of its bus 

riders in order to expand rail. From the 

early 1990s, rail critic Jonathan Richmond 

has pointed to “the image of the train” as 

a potent symbol of the “world-class city” 

status that LA has long sought. Quotes 

from the then-chair of the Los Angeles 

County Transportation Commission and 

aides to County Supervisors are proof of 

the pervasive mentality that a good public 

transit system by definition must mean 

rail: “I see subways in Paris and London 

and New York and other cities where the 

damn train is almost up to full speed 

before it exits the station.” In contrast, 

former County Supervisor Baxter Ward 

described the bus experience as such: 

People just hate buses. They 
have to sit in the damned 
sun and they got to sit and 
take all the fumes from the 

                                                 
59 Marilyn (pseudonym), personal interview, 
March 21, 2017. 

cars and the diesel 
Mercedes, and the diesel 
buses that aren’t theirs, and 
wait until their bus comes 
along, get in, crowd, lurch, 
be abused by the operator, 
and just drag red light to red 
light or whatever the 
situation is, until they finally 
get to their destination.60 

According to Richmond, Ward’s point was 

that buses were a lost cause that barely 

merited consideration. Left unanswered 

was whether the problems Ward 

described are inherent drawbacks of bus 

transit, or are in fact the result of political 

and planning decisions that reflexively 

treat bus transit as the mode of last resort. 

 

My interviewees were more divided on 

whether Metro is continuing to neglect 

bus riders by building rail. Those who 

believe it is have powerful financial 

arguments in their favor. For example, 

while bus riders are 75 percent of all LA 

transit passengers, they received just 

under half of all capital and operations 

funding in Fiscal Year 2014 (See Figure 7 

60 Richmond, “The Mythical Conception of Rail 
Transit in Los Angeles,” 10-11. 
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and Table 1).61 Tom Rubin, who was the 

Chief Financial Officer of the Southern 

California Rapid Transit District (Metro’s 

predecessor agency) in the 1980s but has 

since become a sharp critic of the agency’s 

priorities, told me that he believes this 

disparity is no accident. Unlike a 

“traditional” transit agency that sees its 

goal as moving passengers, “MTA is in the 

business of building rail lines,” he told me. 

“They don’t care about bus, and they 

really don’t care about rail passengers, for 

that matter. Carrying bus passengers 

takes money away from their main line of 

business, so they don’t like to do it.”62 

Lott-Holland of the Bus Riders Union 

echoed Rubin by questioning Metro’s 

motives and not just its execution: 

“They’re trying to get out of the bus 

service altogether. The reduction in hours, 

the increase of fares, the increase in fares, 

the criminalization of their riders, they’re 

pushing the poor people off of public 

transportation.”63 This sort of rhetoric has 

made the BRU something of an outlier 

among transit advocates; other 

interviewees I spoke to referred to the 

organization as paranoid and publicity-

seeking. However, the BRU’s skepticism is 

unquestionably rooted in historical 

realities.

Figure 7. Ridership versus Expenditure Share of Bus and Rail Passengers64 

                                                           

 

 

                                                 
61 2014 National Transit Database, 
https://www.transit.dot.gov/sites/fta.dot.gov/fil
es/docs/90154_0.pdf 
62 Tom Rubin, personal interview, April 26, 2017. 
63 Barbara Lott-Holland, personal interview. 

64 Federal Transit Administration, “2014 
National Transit Database,” 
https://www.transit.dot.gov/sites/fta.dot.gov/fil
es/docs/90154_0.pdf 
 

RIDERSHIP: 
24% Rail, 76% Bus 

TOTAL EXPENDITURES: 
55% Rail, 45% Bus 
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Figure 8. Median Income by Transit Mode, LA County

 

When I suggested to Ethan Elkind that 

inequitable treatment between bus and 

rail riders was an ongoing problem at 

Metro, he suggested that this might be an 

outdated way of looking at the problem. 

The original lawsuit brought against Metro 

in the mid-1990s relied on projections 

about rail ridership that were in a sense 

incomplete, based only on numbers from 

the Blue Line, the first spur of the Subway, 

and MetroLink. With the more complete 

rail network we have today, Elkind told 

me, the demographic characteristics of  

                                                 
65 Ethan Elkind, personal interview, Feb. 22, 
2017. 

 

bus and rail riders have converged to an 

extent that would have been surprising in 

the mid-1990s.65 Numbers from the 

agency seem to bear out Elkind’s analysis, 

indicating that while rail riders in LA are 

slightly whiter and wealthier than bus 

riders, all transit riders across the county 

are still far more likely than average to be 

low-income people of color (See Figure 8 

and Table 2). 

 

Richard Stanger also believes that Metro’s 

decision to expand rail accurately reflects 

 $-
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the desires of the county at large. When I 

asked about inequitable treatment of bus 

versus rail riders, he responded, “I don’t 

understand why you’ve set up that 

dichotomy. Most of the rail riders are low-

income, transit dependent. Eighty-five, 89 

percent of rail riders are low-income, not 

white. So we’re building all these lines for 

the same people that you’re saying we’re 

not helping with the buses.”66 Zev 

Yaroslavsky also claimed that the anti-rail 

climate that prompted the Consent 

Decree in the mid-1990s was heavily 

influenced by the fact that MetroLink, 

designed as a commuter service for 

suburban professionals, was the first part 

of the Los Angeles rail network to become 

fully active. This gave bus activists a 

mistaken impression of who rail was 

meant to be “for,” Yaroslavsky argued, 

and as the “regular” Metro rail network 

has expanded over the last several 

decades, the equity-based concerns that 

plagued Metro in its early years have given 

way to a general understanding that rail 

and bus can serve overlapping 

populations.67 

 

 

BRT in Eugene, Oregon. 
 

                                                 
66 Richard Stanger, personal interview. 67 Zev Yaroslavsky, personal interview. 



Making Headways: Strategies for Dedicated Bus Infrastructure in Los Angeles | 37 
  

Table 1: Metro Capital and Operations Spending by Transit Mode, 201468

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
68 Ibid. 
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Table 2. Ethnic/Racial Makeup of Bus and Rail Ridership, 201569,70 

 Bus Rail Los Angeles County 

Latino 63% 53% 47.7% 

Black 17% 19% 8.7% 

White (Non-Hispanic) 8% 13% 27.8% 

Asian/Pacific Islander 8% 9% 14.0% 

American Indian 1% 1% 0.7% 

Other 3% 5%  

 

 
3.3. A Different Kind of Equity 

When discussing how resources are 

distributed among bus and rail riders in 

Los Angeles, it is common for planners, 

advocates, and elected officials to discuss 

“equity,” usually implying that low-

income Angelenos are being 

shortchanged in Metro’s attempt to build 

out new rail capacity and attract a 

wealthier, less transit-dependent base of 

ridership. However, while socioeconomic 

equity is a common goal that planners and 

advocates strive towards, geographic 

equity is a primary concern that guides 

Metro’s priorities as they exist today. Los  

                                                 
69 Ibid. 
70 U.S. Census 2010 estimates, http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/06/06037.html. 
71 Martin Wachs et al., “Moving Los Angeles: Short-Term Policy Options for Improving Transportation,” 
The RAND Corporation, 2008, 61. 
http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2008/RAND_MG748.pdf. 

 

Angeles County is the most populous 

county in the nation, with more than 10 

million residents, and compared to older 

U.S. cities the region has a diffuse 

distribution of both people and jobs. In 

their 2008 report Moving Los Angeles, 

Sorenson, Wachs, et al. note that 

Southern California lacks a sharp divide in 

population density between city and 

suburbs.71 (See Table 3.) In addition, “a 

recent study by Giuliano, Redfearn, et al. 

(2007) found similar dispersal of job 

centers, identifying 15 employment 

clusters in the greater LA region with 

20,000 or more jobs and a density of at  
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Table 3. Population Density Distribution in 5 Densest U.S. Metro Areas72 
“Central City Density Premium” measures how dense the central city is relative to its 
suburbs, with a higher number signifying a relatively higher-density central city. The figure 
was obtained by dividing Central City density by Suburbs density. 

 
 
least 20 jobs per acre…12 of which lie in LA 

County.”73  

 

The spatial diversity of origins and 

destinations throughout the Los Angeles 

region means that constructing a transit 

service that meets everyone’s needs is a 

daunting task. Robert, a transportation 

policymaker for a citywide elected official, 

noted the logistical challenges inherent in 

providing transit service to the region: 

“Because everybody is traveling 

                                                 
72 Wachs et al., “Moving Los Angeles,” 61. 
73 Ibid. 60. 
74 Robert (pseudonym), personal interview, February 17, 2017. 

everywhere, it makes less sense to just 

focus on a network that brings people in 

and out of downtown. That doesn’t meet 

the mobility needs of the region to begin 

with.”74  Beyond the spatial challenges 

that LA poses, there is also the political 

difficulty of raising revenue in a state that 

requires a two-thirds supermajority to do 

so. As previously discussed, the majority 

of Metro’s revenue is collected through 

sales taxes. While Metro has successfully 

passed two sales-tax initiatives in eight 
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years (2008 and 2016), this high threshold 

for success means that an extraordinary 

amount of buy-in is needed across the 

county’s 88 cities. This leaves individual 

regions a fair amount of freedom to make 

demands on Metro’s funding, with the 

threat of withholding support from future 

ballot measures if their chosen projects 

are not implemented. In particular, 

outlying regions of the County, including 

the South Bay, San Gabriel Valley, and 

Gateway Cities, have long felt ignored by 

Metro’s construction priorities, with the 

Gateway Cities Council of Governments 

even going so far as to publicly oppose 

2016’s Measure M.75  

 

Many transit planners and policymakers 

told me that they believe the “geographic 

equity” imperative directly impedes the 

region’s ability to deploy resources where 

they are needed most. Deciding whether 

to maximize transit ridership or 

geographic coverage is a dilemma that 

most transit agencies face, as Jarrett 

Walker has demonstrated in Human 

                                                 
75 Esmeralda Bermudez, “Why These Southeast 
LA Cities are Banding Together to Fight 
Measure M, the Transportation Tax,” Los 
Angeles Times, November 5, 2016, 

Transit.76 Striking this balance is especially 

difficult for an agency like Metro, which 

has failed to increase transit ridership in 

spite of its billions in new revenue. Robert, 

for example, noted that Metro’s decision 

to extend rail into distant suburbs such as 

Azusa is not justified either in terms of 

cost/benefit analysis or socioeconomic 

equity. 

ROBERT: If I personally have 
the ability to direct the 
resources wherever I wanted, 
it might result in projects 
that address mobility not 
quite the same as what we 
saw in the Measure M 
expenditure plan, which was 
purposefully spread around 
the county. … It doesn’t 
mean those projects aren’t 
worth doing. But we’re 
talking about a system that 
you can achieve consensus 
around the entire county, 
rather than just meet the 
needs of the city itself. 

 
JF: And so what you’re saying 
is, if you personally got to 
direct those funds you might 
direct them toward the 
central city in a way that, 
because of the political 
realities of getting things like 
Measure M passed — some of 
those projects that are being 
built on the periphery, you 

http://www.latimes.com/local/california/la-me-
ln-measure-m-southeast-20161101-story.html. 
76 Walker, Human Transit, 119. 
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would redirect those 
resources back towards 
central LA. 
 
ROBERT: I think — not 
necessarily Central LA, but 
the city.77 

 
However, the political realities of 

assembling a two-thirds majority means 

Metro has to “promise” a prestige project 

to each region of the County, whether or 

not it is justified by objective transit-

planning criteria. As a result, projects like 

dedicated bus lanes, which are more cost-

effective but less “flashy,” fall by the 

wayside. 

 

Metro’s 2013 Bus Rapid Transit 

Improvement Study explicitly considered 

geographic equity in selecting the 9 

prospective BRT corridors throughout the 

county. In addition to naming the 

corridors, Metro prescribes the order in 

which they should be studied, beginning 

with Vermont Avenue and North 

Hollywood-Pasadena. Phase 2 of studies 

includes Hawthorne, Valley, and Atlantic 

Boulevards; Artesia and Whittier 

Boulevards come third, and Santa Monica 

and Pico Boulevards comprise the fourth 

and final phase. By phasing the studies in 

this order, each of Metro’s five service 

areas (Central/Westside, San Fernando 

Valley, San Gabriel Valley, South Bay, and 

Gateway Cities) will have at least one 

corridor under study by the end of Phase 

2.78 However, by going in this order, Metro 

would delay bus infrastructure on several 

of the corridors that need it most. Santa 

Monica and Pico, for example, score far 

better in the study’s “Ridership and 

Connectivity Ranking” (#2 and #4, 

respectively) than Hawthorne and 

Atlantic, both of which are Phase 2 

projects with relatively low ridership 

rankings (See Table 4).79 Faced with the 

choice of deploying bus lanes where they 

could serve the largest population of 

riders, or spreading new infrastructure 

across the expanse of Los Angeles County, 

Metro has chosen the latter. 

 
 
 

                                                 
77 Robert (pseudonym), personal interview. 
78 Metro, “LACBRT Improvement Study,” V-1. 

79 Ibid. AB-16. 
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Table 4. Ridership and Land-Use Potential of 9 BRT Corridors80 

Corridor  Ridership & 
Connectivity 
Ranking 

Land-Use Density Building Phase 

Artesia 9 Low 3 

Atlantic 7 Low 2 

Hawthorne 6 Low 2 

North 
Hollywood-
Pasadena 

8 High (Old Pasadena, 
Downtown Glendale, 
Downtown Burbank, 
NoHo) 

1 

Pico 1 High 4 

Santa Monica 3 High 4 

Valley 4 High 2 

Vermont 2 High (North of MLK Blvd) 1 

Whittier 5 High (Between Soto and 
Rosemead) 

3 

 

3.4. Status-Quo Bias 

While “fear of change” cannot be 

quantified or proven in the same way as 

financial or demographic inequities, 

multiple interviewees claimed that a bias 

towards the status quo is a major force 

holding back innovative bus 

improvements in Los Angeles. It is 

important to note at the outset that not all 

forms of status-quo bias are equal. Transit 

planners and advocates should remember 

that those who resist a new transit project 

                                                 
80 Ibid. 

because they worry about rising land 

values leading to their eviction should not 

be painted with the same “NIMBY” brush 

as those who simply worry about fewer 

parking spaces or a slightly longer 

commute. But Lilian de Loza-Gutierrez, a 

Metro employee who has managed 

community-outreach processes 

throughout the County and currently 

works on BRT, told me that in almost every 

community she has worked with, some 

people have a “fear of [Metro] coming in 



Making Headways: Strategies for Dedicated Bus Infrastructure in Los Angeles | 43 
  

and railroading them or running them over 

with a bus. … People don’t like change, 

you know? It’s almost human nature.”81 

 

Another general consensus among 

interviewees, especially Metro and LADOT 

employees, is that California’s extensive 

requirements for public participation in 

the planning process create a bias towards 

those who want to oppose projects. 

Marilyn, who sits on the Metro Board of 

Directors, pointed out that residents of 

low-income neighborhood often lack the 

free time or political savvy to show up to 

meetings and advocate for projects that 

would benefit them.82 Alex, the 

transportation staffer for a city elected 

official, noted that the region’s famous 

gridlock has led to an attitude among 

many residents that he describes as, 

“Everything is terrible, don’t change 

anything.”83 Because congestion is so 

acute and the city’s road system is far 

beyond its capacity, any project that might 

change the flow of traffic has the potential 

to make things worse instead of better — 

a risk many constituents are unwilling to 

                                                 
81 Lillian de Loza-Gutierrez, personal interview,  
February 24, 2017. 
82 Marilyn (pseudonym), personal interview. 

take. Alex pointed out that this fear of 

change is a common obstacle to better 

public policy across all government, not 

just in transportation. 

 

Some other interviewees acknowledged 

that fear of change is frustrating for 

transit planners and advocates, but also 

encouraged me to consider things from 

constituents’ point of view. Richard 

Stanger suggested that far from being a 

“bug” to be corrected, the lack of 

dedicated bus infrastructure in Los 

Angeles represented an accurate 

reflection of the public’s will. Stanger, a 

longtime defender of Los Angeles’ rail-

building program and the MTA at large, 

elaborated:  

The public has time and 
time again said that we 
don’t want our lanes taken 
for driving. I say that not 
because there’s been any 
surveys done, but it’s clear 
that every time you try and 
dedicate a lane for transit, 
the public outcry is 
substantial. ... So it’s a 
tough sell.84 
 

83 Alex (pseudonym), personal interview. 
84 Richard Stanger, personal interview. 
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Likewise, Zev Yaroslavsky argued that the 

success of four transit ballot measures is 

proof that Angelenos are not anti-transit 

by nature. Rather, they have a healthy 

skepticism of a large, bureaucratic public 

agency that has not always been a good 

steward of public resources. He stressed 

the importance of listening to and 

respecting constituents’ stated concerns, 

no matter how ridiculous they seem. In his 

view, the key question is: “How do you get 

citizens in a democracy to go along with 

something that is bold, that is different? 

And the experience I’ve had is most of the 

time you can’t convince them to go along 

with it permanently, but you can ask them 

to try it.”85

 

 
 
 
 

 
 

(BRT in Jakarta.) 

4. CASE STUDIES
As seen in the previous section of this 

report, my interviewees gave me a rich 

variety of explanations for why Bus Rapid 

Transit has not become a more common 

part of Los Angeles’ transportation 

infrastructure. In addition to asking them 

to diagnose the cause of past failures, I 

                                                 
85 Zev Yaroslavsky, personal interview. 

also asked them to look forward — at how 

we can avoid making the same mistakes 

again. In particular, I presented the 

following premise: Services in Los Angeles 

that could conceivably be called “BRT” 

exist on a spectrum, from the Orange Line 

(which provides the best-quality service) 
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to the 720 Wilshire line (which provides 

the worst). Metro has committed to 

building several more BRT projects in the 

years ahead. What lessons can advocates 

and planners learn from the success of the 

Orange Line and the failure of the Wilshire 

bus lanes? In this section I will present my 

findings on specific BRT or “BRT-adjacent” 

projects throughout Los Angeles, 

including the two currently in the EIR 

phase, with an eye towards how planners 

and advocates can set similar projects up 

for success in the years ahead and insist on 

BRT services that live up to the name. 

4.1. The Orange Standard 

 
When I asked Zev Yaroslavsky, the 

longtime Los Angeles City Councilman and 

County Supervisor, why and how the 

Orange Line was built, he gave me a 

surprising answer: “Necessity is the 

mother of invention.” The Southern 

Pacific Railroad originally built the right-of-

way that the Orange Line now sits on, and 

this route “was always the preferred 

corridor for a transit line between the East 

                                                 
86 Zev Yaroslavsky, personal interview. 
87 Sue Fox, “Yaroslavsky Backs Busway System 
as Quick Transit Fix,” Los Angeles Times (March 

and West Valley,” Yaroslavsky told me. 

“The original idea, which was flawed, was 

to extend the Red Line and then have it 

curve westerly along the Burbank-

Chandler Branch, either at grade or above 

grade.”86 Largely as a response to 

homeowner concerns, a 1991 state bill 

sponsored by Alan Robbins banned at-

grade or above-grade rail construction in 

the Valley. The proposed ridership and 

population density along the route could 

not justify a subway, Yaroslavsky said. As a 

result, a busway was chosen after 

Yaroslavsky and other local leaders took a 

trip to Curitiba, Brazil in January 1999 and 

were impressed by that city’s network of 

BRT lines.87 According to Yaroslavsky, the 

major obstacle in getting the Orange Line 

accepted was the opposition of the local 

Orthodox Jewish community, who lived 

on both sides of the proposed busway and 

would have had to activate an electronic 

pedestrian signal to cross the right-of-way 

— something that is forbidden on 

Shabbat. The solution, which Yaroslavsky 

called “a Mormon traffic engineer at DOT 

helping a bunch of Orthodox Jews in the 

20, 1999), 
http://articles.latimes.com/1999/mar/20/local/me
-19047. 

http://articles.latimes.com/1999/mar/20/local/me-19047
http://articles.latimes.com/1999/mar/20/local/me-19047
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Valley,” was an automatically timed signal 

that operated from Friday sundown to 

Saturday, allowing members of the 

community to cross the busway freely. 

 

Other, more entrenched opposition came 

from homeowners groups in the area, 

who allied with former MTA CFO Tom 

Rubin and formed a coalition called 

Citizens Organized for Smart Transit. 

When I spoke to Diana Lipari, one of the 

co-chairs of this coalition, she explained 

that the group was not opposed to public 

transit in the Valley per se. COST’s 

proposed alternative to the Orange Line 

                                                 
88 Diana Lipari, personal interview, April 25, 
2017. 

was a network of nine Metro Rapid routes, 

modeled after the 2000 pilot projects on 

Wilshire and Ventura. Lipari pointed out 

that the Orange Line does not solve the 

first-mile/last-mile problem that is crucial 

to making public transit work in a 

suburban region like the Valley. In her 

view, it was simply built because Zev 

Yaroslavsky wanted to put his name on a 

project, and that right-of-way wasn’t 

being used for anything else.88 She 

suggested that if planners were to choose 

an east-west BRT route in the Valley based 

on transportation merits, the line would 

be located on Ventura or Victory Blvds. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An Orange Line 
bus on Opening 
Day in 2005. 
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Despite the Orange Line’s clear success in 

attracting riders, and even if one thinks 

COST’s ultimate motives were simply 

NIMBYism, it is hard to argue with Lipari’s 

claim that the Orange Line’s path through 

the Valley is not the ideal siting for a high-

capacity transit line. 

4.2. Wilshire Bus Lanes and 
Future Plans 

Los Angeles has a limited number of 

abandoned rights-of-way that can be 

repurposed as busways, making the 

Orange Line somewhat sui generis. My 

interviewees all agreed that future BRT 

projects in Los Angeles are more likely to 

follow the precedent set on Wilshire 

Boulevard: Mixed-flow lanes on arterial 

streets, repurposed as dedicated bus 

lanes. When two lanes on Wilshire were 

converted to peak-hour dedicated bus 

lanes in 2015, it was the culmination of a 

long fight that revealed the precarity of a 

system where Metro manages the 

region’s transit services but municipal 

Departments of Transportation control 

the allocation of street space. A senior 

staffer at Metro even went so far as to 

                                                 
89 Stephen (Metro), personal interview, May 3, 
2017. 

suggest to me that divergent priorities 

between Metro and LADOT are the 

primary obstacle to progress on dedicated 

bus infrastructure — an obstacle he 

described as institutional, not political. 

“The streets are still run by people who 

think that their job is to move vehicles, not 

people,” he told me. “They’re not trying to 

think about themselves as a transit 

operator the same way that we do.”89 The 

traditional traffic-engineering models that 

LADOT employees rely on are ill-suited to 

the needs of a modern, multimodal city. 

 

In addition to traffic engineers, City 

Council members play a major role in 

determining how street space is allocated. 

Los Angeles has only 15 Council seats for a 

city of 4 million people, and customarily 

Council members do not interfere in 

decisions made in their colleagues’ 

districts. The result is that a Council 

member’s position on a project can often 

be decisive. Alex said that few Council 

members are inherently interested in 

transportation: “The primary thing they 

care about is at a very parochial level… If 

there’s resources available, am I getting  
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Figure 9: Original Plan for Wilshire Blvd. Dedicated Bus Lanes90

  

some? Can I bring it to my district?”91 The 

lack of a tangible benefit for their own 

constituents, combined with criticism 

from homeowners groups and businesses, 

led many Westside elected officials to be 

skeptical about installing the Wilshire bus 

lanes. What ultimately “carried” the 

project citywide, Alex told me, was a 

change in how the project was framed: “It 

wasn’t about the performance of the bus, 

it was about rich versus poor, and the poor 

people who have to ride the bus and have  

                                                 
90 “Metro Rapid,’ 
https://nbrti.org/docs/ppt/Broward%20County%20BRT%20Workshop/Metro_Rapid_Presentation.pdf. 
 
91 Alex (pseudonym), personal interview. 
92 Ibid. 

 

to take these long trips, and how their 

quality of life would improve if they got 

these bus lanes on Wilshire.”92 Even then, 

the project was completed in phases: a 

continuous 5.2-mile bus lane from 

MacArthur Park to Mid-Wilshire, followed 

by intermittent bus lanes from Beverly 

Hills to the Pacific Ocean, with certain 

segments of the road omitted.  

 

Can Metro avoid repeating this sort of 

haphazard planning process on the two 
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BRT corridors it’s currently analyzing? 

According to the agency’s estimates, 

Vermont Avenue from Hollywood 

Boulevard to 120th Street is already the 

second-busiest transit corridor in the city, 

and could serve up to 75,000 riders daily 

by 2035.93 A BRT route along this corridor 

could take several forms, and in a 

Technical Study released in February 2017, 

Metro proposed four alternatives to be 

studied during the EIR phase: 

• Side-running BRT for the entire 

corridor (i.e., converting the right-

most mixed-flow lane to a bus 

lane). 

• Side-running BRT for the northern 

end of the corridor, and median-

running BRT south of Gage Avenue 

(with exclusive bus lanes placed in 

the center of the road). 

• Converting existing on-street 

parking lanes to an exclusive bus 

lane. 

• Converting an existing on-street 

parking lane to a bus lane during 

rush hour only. 

Alternatives #3 and #4 recall the existing 

bus lanes on Wilshire, which have 

underperformed in terms of both 

timeliness and ridership (See Figures 10-

12). Therefore, it is a promising sign that 

the authors of the Technical Study have 

recommended moving forward with 

Alternative #1 or #2, the two choices that 

would provide the greatest projected 

time-travel savings and physical 

separation from general traffic.94 (After 

the study’s release, Metro’s Board of 

Directors also ordered planners to study 

the potential for a rail line along Vermont 

instead of BRT — an idea several members 

of my focus groups enthusiastically 

supported, citing the corridor’s high 

ridership.)95

 

                                                 
93 Jordan Fraade, “Making Headways: Planning 
for Bus Rapid Transit on Vermont Avenue,” 
March 9, 2017, 
https://investinginplace.org/2017/03/09/making-
headway-planning-for-bus-rapid-transit-on-
vermont-avenue/. 
94 Steve Hymon, “A Look at the Vermont Bus 
Rapid Transit Project,” The Source (February 17, 

2017), http://thesource.metro.net/2017/02/17/a-
look-at-the-vermont-bus-rapid-transit-project/. 
95 Metro Board of Directors, “File 2017-0213,” 
March 23, 2017, 
https://boardagendas.metro.net/board-
report/2017-0213/. 
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Figure 10. Best and Worst On-Time Performance of Metro Bus Lines, 2010-1596 

LINE ROUTE PERCENT OF LATE STOPS 

901 Chatsworth to North Hollywood (Orange Line) 5.4 

200 Echo Park to Expo Park, via Alvarado and Hoover         12.6 

243 Woodland Hills to Porter Ranch, via Winnetka & Mason 14.1 

66 Koreatown to Montebello, via Olympic 14.9 

236 Encino to Sylmar, via Balboa 15.0 

LINE ROUTE PERCENT OF LATE STOPS 

733 Santa Monica to Downtown, via Venice Blvd 30.1 

217 Culver City to Hollywood via La Cienaga, Fairfax 30.1 

130 Redondo Beach to Cerritos, via Artesia Blvd 29.1 

720 Santa Monica to East Los Angeles, via Wilshire 29.0 

704 Santa Monica to Downtown, via Santa Monica & Sunset 28.8 

 

 

                                                 
96 Aaron Mendelson, “Metro’s Buses and Trains Having Trouble Sticking to Schedule, Data Show,” 
KPCC, May 12, 2016, http://www.scpr.org/news/2016/05/12/60250/data-metro-s-buses-and-trains-having-
trouble-stick/. 
 

http://www.scpr.org/news/2016/05/12/60250/data-metro-s-buses-and-trains-having-trouble-stick/
http://www.scpr.org/news/2016/05/12/60250/data-metro-s-buses-and-trains-having-trouble-stick/
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Figure 11. Percent of Late Metro Buses, 2009-1597  

 
 

Figure 12. Relative Ridership Trends of 720 and Metro Bus Network98 

 

 

                                                 
97  Mendelson, “Metro’s Buses and Trains Having Trouble Sticking to Schedule. 
98 Metro Ridership Statistics, http://isotp.metro.net/MetroRidership/Index.aspx. Graph by the author. 
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The North Hollywood-Pasadena BRT 

route, meanwhile, would serve a different 

purpose: filling a gap in Metro’s existing 

system and linking several major job 

centers that lack transit access to each 

other. Residents of the San Fernando 

Valley, Burbank, Glendale, and Pasadena 

are less likely to be transit-dependent than 

residents of the Vermont corridor. 

Therefore, Metro’s ridership estimates for 

this route are lower: 18,000 or 10,000 daily 

riders by 2035 for the on-street or freeway 

alternatives, respectively.99 Unlike on 

Vermont, Metro has not endorsed a 

particular alternative or alignment for this 

corridor. After attending Metro outreach 

events and Technical Advisory Committee 

meetings about this corridor, it became 

clear that each alternative has its strong 

points: A freeway route would cost less 

and have a shorter travel time, while a 

street-running route would attract more 

riders and have the potential to truly 

connect communities instead of serving as 

more of a commuter service. But the most 

notable feature of Metro’s study process 

for this corridor was the constant, active 

involvement of neighborhood activists 

from Eagle Rock, who pushed hard for the 

on-street alignment because it would run 

through their neighborhood.100 After Los 

Angeles’ long history of resistance to 

public transit, it was refreshing to see a 

neighborhood whose residents 

proactively welcomed BRT nearby. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
99 Metro, “North Hollywood to Pasadena BRT 
Corridor Technical Study,” January 10, 2017. 

100 Meeting Notes, Metro Stakeholder Input 
Meeting, January 25, 2017. 
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Figure 13: Street and Freeway Alignments for NoHo-Pasadena BRT101 

 

 

5. THE WAY FORWARD 
The opinions of transportation experts 

were invaluable in helping me understand 

how Los Angeles has arrived at its current 

impasse: nearly one million bus riders a 

day and billions of dollars in new 

transportation revenue, but little to show 

for it in terms of high-quality bus 

infrastructure that makes transit fast, 

reliable, and comfortable. However, 

                                                 
101 Metro, “North Hollywood to Pasadena BRT Corridor Technical Study.” 

understanding the roots of the problem is 

only half the battle. To begin tracing a 

path forward for better bus service, I 

convened focus groups of transit riders 

and community members to discuss their 

transportation needs and habits, and how 

dedicated bus infrastructure could make it 

easier to move about Los Angeles. To a 

certain extent, Metro’s BRT Improvement 



Making Headways: Strategies for Dedicated Bus Infrastructure in Los Angeles | 54 
  

Study provides a welcome sign that the 

agency has already recognized the extent 

of its problem and is taking steps to 

improve service. (In May 2017, just before 

the release of this report, Metro 

announced further plans to re-imagine 

and reorganize its bus network in 

response to consistently falling ridership, 

with the hope of implementing the 

updated network by December 2019.)102 

But beyond acknowledging that reform is 

needed, what can transportation planners 

do to cement the loyalty of its current 

riders — and win the patronage of new 

ones? 

 

Across all my focus-group participants, 

there was broad agreement that buses 

need to run more often and have more 

reliable travel times. Several participants 

pointed to the bus lanes on Wilshire 

Boulevard as an example of what happens 

when planners increase frequency 

without also ensuring reliability. This blunt 

exchange was an example: 

PARTICIPANT 1: The 720 
could’ve been so much 

                                                 
102 Steve Hymon, “Metro Plans to Reimagine 
and Restructure Its Vast Bus System,” The 
Source, May 18, 2017. 
http://thesource.metro.net/2017/05/18/metro-

better. The dedicated lanes 
that they put in really just 
suck. I see people [cars] 
ducking into them all the 
time. I don’t see any cops 
enforcing them. It seems 
like the animosity between 
Beverly Hills and the City, 
seems like they really 
missed an opportunity to 
have one street 
unobstructed. 
 
PARTICIPANT 2: It’s a line 
that you really see how the 
fact that it has to share the 
lanes with other traffic, so 
rush hour is painfully slow. 
Whenever possible I’ll take 
the Purple Line or Red Line 
as an alternative. Even the 
Sunset line is faster.103 

As discussed earlier in this report, the 

Wilshire bus lanes were Metro’s first 

attempt at implementing a new 

technology, and during interviews several 

employees of Metro and LADOT defended 

the project as a worthy first step for the 

agency. One LADOT employee also 

pointed out that travel time along the 

corridor is still faster than it was before 

the lanes were installed, and said it would 

not be fair to characterize the Wilshire 

lanes as a “failure” unless they are losing 

plans-to-reimagine-and-restructure-its-vast-bus-
system/. 
 
103 Focus Group, March 27, 2017. 

http://thesource.metro.net/2017/05/18/metro-plans-to-reimagine-and-restructure-its-vast-bus-system/
http://thesource.metro.net/2017/05/18/metro-plans-to-reimagine-and-restructure-its-vast-bus-system/
http://thesource.metro.net/2017/05/18/metro-plans-to-reimagine-and-restructure-its-vast-bus-system/
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ridership at a faster rate than the Metro 

bus network as a whole. (As 

demonstrated in Figure 12, the 720’s 

ridership performance relative to that of 

all Metro buses has been inconsistent 

from year to year, but in 2016 and 2017 the 

line is in fact losing riders faster than the 

bus system.)104 

 

In a polycentric region like Los Angeles, 

where most transit trips are likely to 

involve at least one transfer, the 

disjointedness and unpredictability of bus 

service dissuaded many of my focus-group 

participants from riding on a more regular 

basis. One participant who lives in the 

Fairfax district and travels to work 

downtown, frequently rides the 704, the 

Santa Monica Blvd. Rapid and one of 

Metro’s most-traveled routes. He told me:  

“Even taking that trunk 
route of the bus system, in 
the morning I’ve been 
noticing that around 8:50 to 
9, you get 20 minute 
headways, 20- to 28-minute 
headways between even a 
704 and a 4 [the local]. … 
It’s the middle of the AM 
peak and it’s supposed to be 
12 minutes and it’s 25. The 

                                                 
104 Tim Fremaux, personal interview, May 15, 
2017. 

schedules aren’t synced up 
between the locals and the 
rapids.”105 

In another focus group, a participant 

made a similar comment about his 

willingness to take the 704 when its 

service quality is so unpredictable. His 

apartment in East Hollywood is a 15-

minute walk from a 704 bus stop, and he 

told me: “I would walk 15 minutes to the 

bus if the bus was fine — if it was 

unobstructed, if I didn’t know my east-

west commute was going to be an almost 

guaranteed logjam.”106 The broader 

conclusion I drew from such comments 

was clear: My focus-group participants 

were far more favorably disposed towards 

taking mass transit than the typical 

Angeleno, but poor service frequently 

drove them to choose to travel by bicycle 

or rail instead.  

 

These sorts of problems only become 

more acute on journeys that require a 

transfer from one bus line to another. 

Several of my focus-group participants 

once had or currently have atypical daily 

commute patterns, e.g., Carson to 

105 Focus Group, May 24, 2017. 
106 Focus Group, March 27. 
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Downtown LA or Van Nuys to Mid-

Wilshire. While all these participants 

valued public transit as an important part 

of the city’s fabric and wanted to see it 

improve, their commutes became so 

onerous (up to two hours each way) that 

they decided to buy cars. Even routes that 

could conceivably be served by one-seat 

rides can require a complex set of travel 

decisions, as one focus-group participant 

who lives in Koreatown and works in 

Burbank indicated: “I take the Red Line 

and then I take one of 3 buses, depending 

on my mood. I have to choose beforehand 

because they go to different subway 

stations and they go to different parts of 

the office complex.” (Incidentally, this 

participant arrived late to the focus group 

because the bus he was relying on that 

day, which already had 40-minute 

headways during rush hour, didn’t show 

up.)107 To some extent, any large city will 

have to build its system around a grid that 

requires many passengers to transfer. 

Moreover, LA’s polycentric nature is not 

something public transit can “solve” on its 

own; the sheer variety of origins and 

destinations across the Los Angeles area is 

                                                 
107 Focus Group, May 24. 

the result of land-use patterns that could 

take decades to alter. However, when 

some of the most important arterial roads 

in Los Angeles don’t have timely or 

predictable bus service, the entire system 

feels the ripple effect. 

 

In addition to thoughts on what LA’s 

transit system is currently missing, focus-

group participants analyzed the factors 

that might be keeping the region from 

further progress. One widely held opinion 

was that Metro’s service would be better 

if the agency’s leaders were transit riders 

themselves. One participant said: “There’s 

a comprehension gap. They don’t even 

know what the problems are because they 

don’t have any lived experience in it. 

There’s no political incentive for them to 

find out.”108 Phil Washington, the current 

CEO of Metro, makes a point of riding 

Metro’s rail system to work every day, and 

while one participant saw that as a step 

forward, he also pointed out that 75 

percent of Metro customers remain bus 

riders with little direct representation on 

the Board. Marilyn, the Metro Board 

member who I interviewed for this 

108 Ibid. 
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project, represents many low-income and 

transit-dependent parts of Los Angeles, 

and suggested that if Metro leaders used 

their own system on a regular basis, they 

might be able to overcome some of the 

fights that pit one regions of LA against 

each other. However, most of the 13 spots 

on Metro’s Board of Directors are 

automatically reserved for elected 

officials; the five Los Angeles County 

Supervisors, Mayor of Los Angeles, and 

the mayors of smaller LA County cities all 

serve on the Board whether or not they 

ride transit or have any expertise in the 

topic. As a result, one focus-group 

participant speculated, “policymakers 

don’t necessarily see themselves as 

potential customers of the lines.”109 

(While there is no official data on how 

many Metro Board members ride the 

system on a regular basis, many local 

transit advocates saw the election of Long 

Beach Mayor Robert Garcia to the Board in 

January 2017 as an auspicious sign.)110 

 

                                                 
109 Focus Group March 27. 
110 Brian Addison, “Long Beach Mayor Robert 
Garcia Elected to Metro Board; Talks Blue Line, 
System Policing, More,” LongBeachIze, January 
5, 2017,  

Political leaders’ disinterest in good public-

transit outcomes is especially problematic 

when it is combined with the system of 

City Council prerogative over transit 

projects discussed in Section 4.2 of this 

paper. Therefore, this paper’s first 

recommendation for future action 

pertains to the politics of transit projects 

in Los Angeles: 

• Cultivate a group of 
legislative and bureaucratic 
champions. 

Interviewees from the Mayor’s Office to 

the Los Angeles Department of 

Transportation all agreed that members of 

the City Council and/or Board of 

Supervisors have an inordinate amount of 

power to decide what projects go through 

in their districts. The choppy nature of the 

Wilshire Blvd. bus lanes on the Westside 

can be partially attributed to a personal 

intervention by then-Supervisor Zev 

Yaroslavsky, who pushed to have the 

lanes removed from Condo Canyon and 

Westwood.111 Councilmembers Bill 

http://www.longbeachize.com/long-beach-
mayor-robert-garcia-appointed-to-metro-board-
talks-blue-line-system-policing-more. 
111 Damien Newton, “Wilshire BRT Update: 
Removing Brentwood and Condo Canyon 
Reduces Effectiveness By 40%,” Streetsblog LA 
(April 22, 2011), 
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Rosendahl (Mike Bonin’s predecessor) 

and Paul Koretz asked Metro to exempt 

Brentwood from the bus-lane project as 

well and were stopped by a coalition of 

Council members who represented 

Central LA: a positive but highly unusual 

outcome that one local planner attributed 

to advocacy groups from across the city 

coming together to treat the bus lanes as 

a social-justice argument more so than an 

argument about the benefits of transit.”112 

Professional planners themselves may be 

loath to make these sorts of values-based 

arguments, but advocates should not be. 

 

Cultivating champions also requires 

careful attention to when important 

decisions are made. According to Sheila of 

Metro’s Regional Transit Division, the 

agency views itself as an impartial analyst 

whose suggestions are often overruled in 

the public-comment and EIR process. A 

major task for transit advocates, then, is to 

amass supporters of a particular project 

who can make their voices heard at the 

right time. Sheila credited local 

                                                 
http://la.streetsblog.org/2011/04/22/wilshire-brt-
update-removing-brentwood-and-condo-
canyon-reduces-effectiveness-by-40/. 
112 Alex (Pseudonym), personal interview. 

homeowners’ associations with blocking 

the Westwood portion of the Wilshire 

Blvd. bus lanes, and implied that they were 

successful largely because project 

supporters did not turn out in the same 

numbers.113 However, Tim Fremaux of the 

Los Angeles Department of 

Transportation suggested that even as 

early as the Technical Study stage, 

agencies are making crucial decisions 

about what their preferred alternative will 

be. He described transit agencies as 

inherently risk-averse institutions that 

tend to stick with a decision once they’ve 

made it. As a result, he said, transit 

advocates should focus on getting in the 

room and making riders’ needs clear from 

the very beginning. (In the case of the 

Vermont Ave. and NoHo-Pasadena 

projects currently under consideration, he 

recommended immediate action.)114 

 

In addition, several of my interviewees 

suggested that transit advocates and 

planners might have more success if they 

adopt an attitude of experimentation. 

113 Sheila (pseudonym), personal interview, June 
2, 2017. 
114 Tim Fremaux, personal interview. 
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Therefore, this paper’s second major 

recommendation is: 

• Make use of experimentation 
and pilot projects. 

Zev Yaroslavsky told me in our interview 

that citizens will be more willing to 

support a new project if they believe 

they’ll have the chance to alter or cancel it 

if need be: “When you’re trying to do 

something revolutionary, call it a pilot 

program. That’s how we framed the bus-

only lane on Wilshire Boulevard. I told my 

constituents in Brentwood, this is a pilot. 

Let’s see how it works.”115 As problematic 

as the Wilshire lanes are today, there is 

also little doubt that they have led to some 

improvements; by the time Mike Bonin 

succeeded Bill Rosendahl as Councilman 

for District 11, it was accepted among 

constituents in Brentwood that the bus 

lanes were here to stay. Transportation 

planner Russ Chisholm told me that when 

the original Metro Rapid program was 

implemented on Wilshire and Ventura in 

2000, it was also designed as a pilot 

project: “It was basically done in 

realistically 8 months, start to finish. It was 

                                                 
115 Zev Yaroslavsky, personal interview. 
116 Russ Chisholm, personal interview, May 18, 
2017. 

an immense amount of work, it was very 

streamlined, and it was focused.”116 

Focusing on a single project as a “test 

case” can guard against accusations of 

government overreach, and as Janette 

Sadik-Khan demonstrated in New York 

City, pilot projects that produce good 

outcomes can quickly become part of the 

permanent city fabric.117 

 

Of course, all of this is contingent on the 

original pilot project (or any public-transit 

project) being implemented well, which 

brings me to my third recommendation 

for ensuring the success of dedicated bus 

infrastructure in LA: 

• Choose your compromises 
carefully. 

As Metro prepares to build BRT down 

Vermont Avenue, a densely populated 

corridor, many of my focus-group 

participants expressed fear that the 

agency will effectively sabotage itself 

from the outset by failing to secure the 

amenities and dedicated right-of-way that 

BRT needs in order to function properly. 

For example, the “highest-quality” bus 

117 Janette Sadik-Khan, Street Fight (New York: 
Viking, 2016), 95-107. 
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alternative listed in the Vermont EIR 

provides for dedicated bus lanes that are 

placed curbside north of Gage Avenue and 

in the median south of it. If the curbside 

lanes are not built with controls on right-

turn movements by private cars (which 

slow down buses) or enforcement of 

private cars that use the bus lanes, the 

corridor will likely experience the same 

problems seen on Wilshire. (It is no 

coincidence that the Orange and Silver 

Lines are two of the only Metro bus lines 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

that have experienced increasing ridership 

in recent years. See Figures 13-14.) 

Planners I spoke to at both LADOT and 

Metro are acutely aware that Los Angeles 

has a history of watering down transit 

projects due to political concerns, 

compromising their effectiveness in the 

process. Therefore, this is fundamentally a 

problem that must be solved by putting 

pressure to do the right thing on elected 

officials, Neighborhood Councils, and 

other political decision-makers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(A Metro rendering of the proposed median bus 
lane on Vermont Ave.) 
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Having comprehensive, up-to-date 

information to present to decision-makers 

and potential allies can go a long way 

towards dispelling many of the publicly 

held perceptions that often stand in the 

way of good transportation planning. 

Therefore, this report’s fourth 

recommendation for success is: 

• Come prepared with data. 
Pay attention to how it’s 
used. 

Robert, the transportation policymaker 

for a city official, pointed out that much of 

what we think we know about the 

performance of the Wilshire bus lines is 

speculative, because a post-hoc analysis 

has not been done on the line.118 If 

dedicated bus infrastructure advocates 

want to make a case on the merits, they 

should collect as much data as possible 

that makes their case. Two frequent 

arguments that planners encounter are 

that dedicated bus lanes will: 1) cause 

more vehicle traffic in the mixed-flow 

lanes, increasing overall congestion; 2) 

harm merchants who depend on curbside 

parking for their business. According to 

several of my interviewees, there is little 

evidence to support either argument; in 

fact, Sheila of Metro’s Regional Transit 

Planning office pointed out that dedicated 

bus lanes actually increase the person-

throughput of a road.119 However, the 

broader public tends not to know this, and 

solo drivers routinely overestimate the 

amount of delay incurred by lane 

removals.  It is ultimately the responsibility 

of advocates and planners to bring 

persuasive, easily understood data to 

hearings and meetings where 

transportation decisions are made.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
118 Robert (Pseudonym), personal 
interview.
  

119 Sheila (Pseudonym), personal interview, June 
2. 
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Figures 13 and 14: Ridership Trends on Metro Orange (901) and Silver (910) Lines.120 

 

 

                                                 
120 Metro Ridership Statistics, http://isotp.metro.net/MetroRidership/Index.aspx. 
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Professional planners who want to 

implement dedicated bus infrastructure 

can also change the way they use data in 

their day-to-day work. One major change 

currently underway in California will help 

speed this process along. For decades, the 

California Environmental Quality Act has 

required transportation planners to use 

the “Level of Service” metric to evaluate 

traffic impacts. This metric was designed 

to optimize the movement of cars, 

treating buses, cyclists, and pedestrians as 

impediments to this goal (and thus 

deeming projects like bus lanes to have an 

adverse environmental impacts). This 

year, the state updated CEQA so that 

transportation projects are now evaluated 

on whether they will increase the total 

number of Vehicle-Miles Travelled. Tim 

Fremaux of LADOT told me that this 

change was scheduled to take effect “in a 

matter of months,” as soon as local 

planners develop a model for how to 

estimate VMT changes.121 While this might 

seem like an arcane point to laypeople, 

planners who I spoke to are confident that 

it will make dedicated bus infrastructure 

easier to implement by reducing outdated 

                                                 
121 Tim Fremaux, personal interview. 

regulatory hurdles. Finally, another 

planner I spoke to suggested off the 

record that cities could incentivize high-

quality bus projects by linking data to the 

power of the purse. Measure M has a pot 

of money set aside for BRT. Drafting 

baseline, data-driven criteria for what 

“qualifies” as a BRT project, perhaps 

based on ITDP standards, could ensure 

that funding goes to bus projects that will 

actually improve transportation 

outcomes. 

 

The final recommendation in this report 

has to do with one of the thorniest 

subjects in the history of LA 

transportation planning: the question of 

whether to invest in bus or rail transit. Rail 

has long been a popular punching bag, but 

my recommendation is: 

• Accept that rail is popular and 
here to stay, and find ways to 
make rail and bus work 
together seamlessly. 

Several working and veteran 

transportation professionals noted in our 

discussions that LA has voted four times 

to tax itself for public transit — and that 

the expenditure guidelines for these tax 
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measures heavily emphasized new rail 

construction.122 Meanwhile, my focus-

group participants varied in whether they 

used rail on a regular basis, but those who 

did said it provided psychological and time 

benefits over an all-bus commute. The 

unequal distribution of resources 

between rail and bus in LA remains 

troublesome, and interviewees like 

Barbara Lott-Holland of the Bus Riders 

Union are fully justified in being skeptical 

of Metro, given the agency’s history. But 

the idea that investing in rail over bus 

constitutes “transit racism” is likely the 

product of a time when the region’s rail 

network had not yet been developed; in 

the intervening years rail riders have 

proven themselves to be far more likely 

than the median Angeleno to be low-

income and/or people of color. In many 

ways LA’s transportation system still 

discriminates against these communities, 

but such discrimination is more likely to 

take other forms, such as fare-evasion 

policing (for which black and Latino riders 

are disproportionately targeted) or fare 

structures (e.g., a monthly Metro transit 

                                                 
122 Richard Stanger/Stephen (pseudonym), 
personal interviews. 

pass requires 17 more rides to pay for itself 

than a monthly pass in New York).123 

 

Throughout the process of writing this 

report, several interviewees and focus-

group participants raised one final equity 

concern: the specter of gentrification 

along new rail lines. So far, the evidence 

that new rail infrastructure induces 

gentrification is mixed at best. For 

example, Koreatown (along the Purple 

Line) and Highland Park (along the Gold 

Line) have gentrified in recent years – 

although the arrival of rail in both 

neighborhoods predates gentrification by 

more than a decade. Meanwhile, 

neighborhoods along the Blue Line have 

not gentrified. A recent study by 

Loukaitou-Sideris and Ong found 

tentatively that new Transit-Oriented 

Development is correlated with 

neighborhood gentrification in Los 

Angeles, though the authors ultimately 

remained supportive of rail transit and 

TOD throughout the city. Whatever 

limited academic findings exist, though, 

planners and advocates will need answers 

123 Babak Dorji and Jordan Fraade, “Race, Fare 
Evasion, and Police Practices on Los Angeles’ 
Metro Rail Network,” November 30, 2016. 
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to community concerns on this topic. 

Barbara Lott-Holland of the BRU told me 

that many of her members would 

appreciate rail service in theory, but find it 

hard to support in practice because they 

associate it with displacement, rising 

rents, and neighborhood disruption.124 

Marilyn (LACMTA Board) echoed this 

concern, and told me Metro has 

responded to this challenge by trying to 

use some of its locally generated funds to 

land bank: “Why can’t we make sure 

certain legacy locations and properties are 

available to put into our joint 

development program, so we can ensure 

people are not run from the 

neighborhood?”125 While this problem is 

arguably more within the purview of land-

use planners than transportation 

planners, we should still be mindful of it as 

we draw conclusions about what kind of 

service is best suited to neighborhoods 

throughout LA. 

 

 
 

* * * * * 

As I have demonstrated throughout this 

report, bus service in Los Angeles suffers 

from deep-rooted problems and 

institutional challenges, and changing the 

way that this service is provided and 

prioritized will not be a quick or easily won 

victory. However, there is grounds for 

cautious optimism based on the steps that 

Metro has taken in the last few years, 

most notably the publication of the BRT 

Improvement Study and the progress that 

has been made so far on the Vermont and 

                                                 
124 Barbara Lott-Holland, personal interview. 
125 Marilyn (pseudonym), personal interview. 
126 Los Angeles County Transportation 
Expenditure Plan, http://s3-us-west-

NoHo-Pasadena projects. Financially, 

nearly $1.4 billion has been set aside in 

Measure M for BRT-related projects.126 The 

inescapable reality of Metro’s plummeting 

bus ridership — along with evidence from 

other U.S. cities that bus-network 

redesigns can have major benefits to 

ridership and efficiency — has led Metro 

to commit to a full study and redesign of 

its bus network in the coming years. If 

riders and community leaders are able to 

bring their influence to bear on this 

2.amazonaws.com/media.thesource.metro.net/
wp-
content/uploads/2016/11/08161020/Expend2.jpg. 
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project, it could pay dividends for years. 

Therefore, while the recommendations 

listed here are by no means exhaustive, 

they can all be acted upon in the near term 

and come with the imprimatur of 

professional transportation planners or 

experts — meaning, essentially, that the 

work can begin right away. 

 

Post-Measure M, the major ongoing effort 

to set Metro’s future priorities is the Long-

Range Transportation Plan (LRTP), which 

was last completed in 2009 and is due to 

be re-drafted this or next year.127 Investing 

in Place has already identified the 

upcoming LRTP draft process as a way to 

inject principles of transparency and 

equity into the planning process. 

However, one of my interviewees at 

Metro (“Stephen”) suggested that 

advocates also focus their attention on 

the agency’s Strategic Plan, which is more 

oriented around broad outcomes and 

goals that are then reflected in the specific 

policy proposals adopted in the LRTP. He 

told me: 

“The Strategic Plan is the 
place to get the broad 
perspective in writing. The 

                                                 
127 “Long Range Transportation Plan,” 
https://www.metro.net/projects/reports/. 

outcomes and goals we care 
about are going to be 
delineated in the Strategic 
Plan. Then you go to the 
LRTP meetings and 
comment and say, ‘These 
are the outcomes we all 
agreed to, and we believe 
that in order to achieve 
these outcomes, we have to 
have more BRT.’”128 

In line with suggestions made by Sheila 

and discussed in Section 5 of this report, 

Stephen recommended a focus on rider 

activism and attendance at public 

meetings. Lackluster bus service is a 

widespread problem for the agency, but in 

his experience, few people come to public 

meetings with the express purpose of 

talking about it. California has a robust 

public-engagement process that requires 

policymakers to set aside ample time for 

public comment. Planners who I spoke to 

often expressed dislike of this process 

because they believed it empowered local 

residents who show up in force to oppose 

needed projects – but whether or not the 

existing public-meeting process leads to 

desirable transportation-planning 

outcomes, almost everyone I spoke to 

128 Stephen (pseudonym), personal interview. 
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agreed that elected officials are heavily 

swayed by what they hear along the way. 

 

As anyone who organizes transit riders 

knows, it is not easy to simply get working 

people to “show up” at meetings in the 

middle of the day. But if transit riders, 

forward-thinking urban planners, and 

their allies are to take advantage of the 

headwinds provided by the passage of 

Measure M and rejection of Measure S, an 

aggressive political strategy is necessary. 

As I have attempted to demonstrate in this 

report, there is widespread support for 

dedicated bus infrastructure among the 

city’s transportation planners. The 

diverging ridership trends on the Orange 

Line and 720 show that riders do respond 

to the quality of service provided on a bus 

line – and that far from being the 

stereotypical “captive riders,” they vote 

with their feet. The largest remaining 

obstacles, then, are political and 

institutional. If successful, a positive, 

broad-based, politically engaged 

campaign to bring large-scale dedicated 

bus infrastructure to LA could fulfill 

Angelenos’ decades-old wish for an 

alternative to traffic congestion,  make 

Metro a pioneer among U.S. transit 

agencies, and even pull transit ridership in 

Southern California out of its current 

tailspin. Models for how to move forward 

are visible in cities across the world, from 

Mexico City to Guangzhou. By combining 

the ingenuity of our local urban-planning 

community and the organizing power of 

our local transit riders, there is no reason 

we cannot replicate these cities’ success 

and make good on LA’s vision of being the 

next great public-transit metropolis. 
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Thursday, February 2, 2017

Making Headway with Bus Rapid
Transit in Los Angeles County
by John Guevarra

Note: This blog was guest written by Jordan Fraade, a second-year master’s student in UCLA’s
Urban Planning program. Jordan is completing his Applied Planning Research Project in coordination
with Investing in Place.

Riding the bus in Los Angeles can be a mixed experience — there are some benefits but also a lot of

drawbacks. In a city where only about 10 percent of people take public transit to work, according to

U.S. Census estimates from 2015,* a certain sense of camaraderie arises among those who do.

Being an L.A. bus rider can bring many benefits, especially the stress relief of not having to drive

yourself, and the time savings of not having to look for parking. But it’s also true that buses come
less often than they should, get less funding than they should, and still end up sitting in the same
traffic as everyone else.
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Percent of late trains from 2010-2015. Source: KPCC, 2016

 

 

Percent of late buses from 2010-2015. Source: KPCC, 2016.

The charts above were created by Aaron Mendelson of KPCC,
 http://www.scpr.org/news/2016/05/12/60250/data-metro-s-buses-and-trains-having-trouble-stick/

Our buses don’t work for everyone…

Every weekday across Los Angeles County, over 1 million bus rides are taken. As a bus rider myself, I

ask: How can we make our daily hustle better?

I’m a master’s student in my final year of the Urban Planning program at UCLA, and this is the

question that’s guiding my Applied Planning Research Project with Investing in Place. (The APRP is a

full-year project required to graduate — think of a senior thesis, but doing work on a real planning

project with a local client.) I moved across the country to Los Angeles for graduate school because I

https://investinginplace.org/
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project with a local client.) I moved across the country to Los Angeles for graduate school because I

was so excited by the huge changes happening in L.A.’s urban-planning scene, and the city’s

ongoing buildout of new public transit infrastructure.

But as I’ve been here, I’ve realized that many of the city’s communities and transit riders aren’t

experiencing these improvements firsthand. For example:

 

Between 70-75% of all Metro passengers are bus riders, the highest bus mode share of any
major U.S. transit system.

Bus and rail passengers both have median incomes below the L.A. County average, but Metro
estimates that bus riders’ incomes are the lowest, at about $15,000 per year.

On-time performance for buses is improving, but it’s still below rail — and while real-time bus

arrival information can help riders save hours, a 2015 ridership survey conducted by Metro

estimates that less than half of bus riders own a smartphone.**

 

What’s a solution?
Many urban planners and experts point to Bus Rapid Transit — a kind of express bus service that

runs in its own protected lane, has sheltered, comfortable stops, and runs every few minutes.

Los Angeles is a city where transit construction is very much a matter of social equity: Will we build

transit in the hopes of bringing wealthier people out of their cars, or will we provide better transit

service to communities that already rely on buses as a primary option?

BRT could be a way to tip the balance back toward communities that already depend on transit.
Planners love it because it’s cost-effective, and it’s already been a proven success in cities around

the world, especially those that are sprawling, relatively low-density, and have long, wide streets.

(Sound familiar?)

In Mexico City, where I spent this past summer working for an NGO that promotes sustainable

mobility, I became a frequent and devoted rider of Metrobús, the 6-line BRT system that the city has

been expanding since 2005. The stations are clean, the buses are fast, and they come every 1-2

minutes — and as a result, the network carries about a million riders a day. By the end of the summer

I found myself asking why L.A. didn’t have something similar.

Next Steps
Over the next few months, I will be working with Investing in Place to figure out how we can work

together to push Los Angeles into a future when bus riders can count on the same high-quality,

frequent service that rail riders receive on a regular basis. I’ll be talking to transit professionals about

why BRT hasn’t made more headway in Los Angeles, and I’ll be reaching out to many of you who

have partnered with and supported Investing in Place to get your thoughts as well.

https://investinginplace.org/
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I’m excited to connect with community leaders, neighborhood stakeholders, and transit riders to find

out what you think better bus transit could do for the quality of your community. Please don’t

hesitate to get in touch with me at jordanfraade@g.ucla.edu. And I look forward to meeting many of

you in the weeks ahead.

Sources

*Commute Data: American Community Survey 2015 5-yr estimates.

https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?
pid=ACS_15_5YR_S0801&prodType=table

**Metro 2015 ridership survey: http://thesource.metro.net/2015/08/05/results-of-metros-latest-

customer-survey/
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Note: This blog was guest written by Jordan Fraade, a second-year master’s
student in UCLA’s Urban Planning program. Jordan is completing his Applied
Planning Research Project in coordination with Investing in Place.

Since September, I’ve been collaborating with Investing in Place on a study of

dedicated bus infrastructure in LA, in particular “how we can work together to push

Los Angeles into a future when bus riders can count on the same high-quality,

frequent service that rail riders receive on a regular basis.” The school year is almost

over, and I’m looking forward to sharing the final product with IiP’s collaborators and

partners in a few weeks — including some concrete recommendations based on

feedback I’ve gotten from everyday riders. But in the meantime, I’ve spent the last

few months traveling all around Los Angeles County, talking to transportation

experts from the public, private, and nonprofit sectors. My task in all of these

interviews was to find out what they think has been holding back the region’s bus

service, and how they think we can fix it.

So, what needs to be done? A full analysis of what my interviewees told me will be

included in the final report, but in the meantime, here are some major themes that

kept coming up:

Many people feel geographic equity is key to getting things done in LA. Los

Angeles County is huge and diverse, and any measure to raise tax revenue (like

Measure M) needs a two-thirds majority to pass. This means a very high level of

buy-in is needed across a huge region, and if every part of the county wants to

feel like it’s getting its money’s worth, that might mean investing in more

expensive, big-ticket projects for those regions, at the expense of upgrades to

existing service in the urban core, where most riders live.
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Taking lanes away from drivers is really, really hard. The Orange Line is the

city’s only true BRT line, and it was built on a strip of land that used to belong to

the Southern Pacific Railroad. In contrast, the success of future BRT projects in

LA will depend on our ability to take existing mixed-traffic lanes, and turn them

into bus-only lanes.   Planners call this the “concentrated costs and diffuse

benefits”  problem: Thousands of bus riders from across the city will benefit

from faster and more reliable travel, but they won’t be as organized or vocal as

the handful of neighborhood residents who are furious that the lane in front of

their house is being taken away — and want to make sure everybody knows it.

Bus riders are frequently “othered,” and have few champions in places of
power. One of my interviewees said that even well-meaning transit planners

and elected officials sometimes think of bus riders as “those people.” This could

reflect unconscious racial and class prejudices. It could be because few

Angelenos take transit, and therefore don’t know what it’s like to be a rider on a

daily basis. Either way, it’s important not to fall into the trap of thinking that bus

riders are “captive,” and will accept whatever quality of service they’re given.

They vote with their feet, just like anybody else.

LA’s political structure is decentralized, which makes it difficult to cooperate
on big projects. For example, transit projects are built and operated by Metro,

but the city Department of Transportation controls street design and

engineering. In order to build and maintain dedicated bus lanes, two agencies

with very different institutional cultures have to work together and coordinate

their efforts. Individual cities and neighborhoods can “opt out” of projects they

don’t like, as Beverly Hills and part of Westwood did with the Wilshire Blvd. bus

lanes. And LA’s city government is set up to have a small, powerful City Council,

giving each Council member effective veto power over what happens in their

district. Having a sympathetic ear in City Hall is crucial to success.

I included these findings in a poster I presented on April 3 at UCLA, joined by many

of my urban-planning classmates who shared their own research projects. Take a

look below:
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For the last stage of the project, I have been convening focus groups to find out the

community perspective — what do riders want and need for their communities, and

how can they organize and work strategically to make it happen? I’m holding my
final focus group on Wednesday May 24 at 6 p.m. in Downtown LA, and all are
welcome! All participants will receive a gift card to La Monarca Cafe. If you’d like
to participate, email jordanfraade@g.ucla.edu or call 203.246.8342.

Además, queremos hacer un grupo de discusión para los pasajeros y miembros
de la comunidad que hablan español. Vamos a reunirnos dentro de 10 días, y
todos los participantes recibirán una tarjeta de regalo a Cafe La Monarca. Si
quiere participar, escriba a jordanfraade@g.ucla.edu o llame a 203.246.8342.
¡Gracias!
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Last month, I wrote my first blog post for Investing in Place, introducing my project

on “how we can work together to push Los Angeles into a future when bus riders

can count on the same high-quality, frequent service that rail riders receive on a

regular basis.” In practice, this means investing in Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) — city

planners’ catchall term for a variety of bus improvements that increase frequency

and speed, decrease time buses spend waiting at stations, and ensure that buses

don’t have to sit in traffic.

Back in 2013, Metro released a study identifying 9 potential BRT routes throughout

the county, and two of them, Vermont Avenue and the North Hollywood-Pasadena

connector, were given more funding when we passed Measure M in November. In

early February, Metro released a Technical Study for the Vermont Avenue BRT,

which provides 4 alternatives for what the line might look like.

Vermont is second busiest corridor in LA County. Need bus rapid transit (maybe

light rail?). Connecting jobs/housing/play #metroplan

— Investing in Place (@InvestinPlace) April 23, 2016

The agency has a decision to make…How can we ensure that Metro makes the most

of this exciting opportunity for Los Angeles’ bus riders?

Case Study: Bus Rapid Options for Vermont
Avenue
The stakes are very high. Vermont Avenue is the second-most-travelled transit

corridor in the city, second only to Wilshire, with an estimated 45,000 bus trips every

weekday — for comparison, the entire Metrolink system serves more than 39,000

https://investinginplace.org/#facebook
https://investinginplace.org/#twitter
https://investinginplace.org/#google_plus
https://investinginplace.org/#linkedin
https://investinginplace.org/#email
https://investinginplace.org/#print
https://investinginplace.org/2017/02/02/making-headway-with-bus-rapid-transit-in-los-angeles-county/
https://media.metro.net/board/Items/2017/02_february/20170208wesitem4.pdf
https://twitter.com/hashtag/metroplan?src=hash
https://twitter.com/InvestinPlace/status/723929604340088832
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riders a day. The neighborhoods adjacent to the Vermont Avenue corridor are

mostly low-income, densely populated, and have a high percentage of households

that commute by transit. There is already frequent transit service on the 204 and

754 buses, but because the corridor is so congested, the buses are overcrowded

and slow.

@ABC7Marc @Chris_Ledezma It’s a slow start because I’m stuck on this

@metrolosangeles Rapid 754 bus stuck in traffic on Vermont/MLK haha

— Black Seth Rogen (@ChristianAllen1) October 9, 2015

Metro estimates that if BRT is implemented along Vermont, we could be looking at
nearly 75,000 riders per day by 2035.

Median household income in Los Angeles with Vermont Corridor highlighted. Map by Scott Frazier.

The study area for Vermont BRT is just over 12 miles, stretching from Hollywood

Blvd. to 120th Street. Metro’s proposals include:

https://twitter.com/abc7marc
https://twitter.com/Chris_Ledezma
https://twitter.com/metrolosangeles
https://twitter.com/ChristianAllen1/status/652291485862264832
http://thesource.metro.net/2017/02/17/a-look-at-the-vermont-bus-rapid-transit-project/
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1. Side-running BRT for the entire corridor (12.4 miles). Currently, each side of
Vermont Avenue features 2 or 3 travel lanes, plus a parking lane on the far right.
This proposal would take the travel lane next to parking and convert it into an
exclusive lane for buses.

2. Side-running BRT for the northern end of the corridor and center-running BRT
for the southern end. South of Gage Avenue, where Vermont becomes wider, the

exclusive bus lanes would be placed in the center of the road instead of along the

side.

https://investinginplace.org/


6/6/2017 Making Headway: Planning for Bus Rapid Transit on Vermont Avenue – Investing in Place

https://investinginplace.org/2017/03/09/makingheadwayplanningforbusrapidtransitonvermontavenue/ 5/12

3. Converting the on-street parking lane into an exclusive bus lane. This would
remove more than half the on-street parking on Vermont. Where the road isn’t
wide enough to accommodate a bus lane, buses would travel in mixed traffic.

https://investinginplace.org/
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4. Converting the on-street parking lane into an exclusive bus lane during rush
hour only. Buses would have to travel in mixed traffic at all other times, but this

proposal would allow almost all Vermont Avenue’s on-street parking to stay in place.

https://investinginplace.org/
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Making Headway on Bus Rapid Transit
Each of these proposals has its upsides and downsides in terms of cost, time

savings, and inconvenience to existing drivers, but one clear trend is that the less

space you dedicate exclusively for buses, the harder it is to make BRT work well.

And if (like me) you are a frequent rider of bus line 720, which goes along Wilshire

Boulevard corridor like me, Proposals 3 and 4 might seem familiar to you: their

designs are very similar to Wilshire’s dedicated bus lanes.

How well have those dedicated lanes been performing? Let’s take a look:

Like most of Metro’s bus lines, ridership on the 720 has declined over the last

few years.

https://investinginplace.org/
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Source: Metro Interactive Estimated Ridership Stats. http://isotp.metro.net/MetroRidership/IndexAllBus.aspx

The 720 is also one of the 5 worst-performing buses when it comes to on-time

performance, based on records kept since 2010.

Source: http://www.scpr.org/news/2016/05/12/60250/data-metro-s-buses-and-trains-having-trouble-stick/

There’s no doubt that the bus lanes on Wilshire were an important step forward
for the city, but on a basic performance level, they’re just not working as planned.
I think the planners at Metro know this, which is why they recommend choosing

Alternative 1 or 2 for Vermont BRT — plans that set aside permanent bus lanes, show

the greatest potential for increasing bus speed, and will do the most to improve the

mobility for residents and workers along the Vermont corridor.

Next Steps

https://investinginplace.org/
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Now comes the hard part. We have the beginnings of a plan that improves public

transit in an area that really needs help. (Several writers have made the case that

this corridor should have rail, not a bus, and their analysis is worth reading.)

I wrote about Vermont BRT, the potential for rail and the bottoms-up process that

generated Measure M’s proj list. Up now on @UrbanizeLA! https://t.co/9dilolfV8g

— Scott Frazier (@safrazie) February 8, 2017

How do we make sure it gets implemented? And how do we guarantee that riders

and community members have a seat at the table when Metro planners and city

lawmakers sit down to hammer out the details of Vermont BRT?

These are the questions I’ll be trying to answer over the next several months — and

to answer them, I need your help. If you have thoughts about the Vermont corridor

plans or bus service in L.A., please reach out to me at jordanfraade@g.ucla.edu. In

the next few weeks, with the help of Investing in Place, I’ll be convening focus

groups to discuss how better bus transit can improve communities throughout L.A.,

and I’m eager to hear your thoughts.
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