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TOTHE HONORABLE
MEMBERS OFTHIS BOARD

Thank you for the opportunity to
submit these comments. My name

is David Stokes, and I am director

of municipal policy at the Show-Me
Institute, a nonprofit, nonpartisan,
Missouri-based think tank that
advances sensible, well-researched,
free-market solutions to state and
local policy issues. The ideas presented
here are my own and summarize the
work of Randal O Toole in his recent
study about potential MetroLink
expansion in St. Louis that was
released by the Show-Me Institute in
September 2023 as well as additional
research on this subject.

Bi-State Development Agency,
commonly known as Metro,
announced reductions to the bus
system in June 2023" after it had
previously decreased bus services in
November 2022.? Those changes were
after prior bus route cuts in March of
2022 Now it intends to spend $1.1
billion to expand MetroLink, which
will further cannibalize our public
transit system.” (Metro is promising
to try to lower the total cost of

the project to between $800 and

$850 million instead of the current
requested approval of $1.1. billion.)

MetroLink isn't a solution to poor
transit service. It is a cause of poor
transit service. The proposed north—
south line would operate along a
route already served by numerous
bus routes. More to the point, the
reason less than four percent of Saint
Louisans commute on transit isn't
because they have trouble going
from North City to downtown. It’s
because the antiquated “hub and
spoke” model Metro uses makes
travelling from North City to
employment centers in Central and
West County a multi-transfer odyssey.
If regional leaders truly want to
improve mobility, theyd do better by
focusing on our general bus system
or advancing bus-rapid-transit (BRT)

lines.

In both Metro’s formal presentations
and the revised locally preferred
alternative (LPA) document
submitted to you, Metro has cited
changing commuter patterns and
more remote work as a reason for
expanding Metrolink.’ This is an
absurd example claiming that up

is down and night is day. Buses
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are much more capable than light rail is of adjusting
to changes to routes and frequency as population and
employment patterns change.

The COVID-19 pandemic provided a prime example

of how fast the labor market can shift. Employment
patterns have dramatically changed in a short period of
time as more people work from home, yet Metro insists
on expanding a light-rail model designed to serve not
only a pre-pandemic St. Louis but a pre—World War II St.
Louis. For just a fraction of the local cost of expanding
MetroLink, the region could restore cuts from its bus
system and construct several BRT lines in its long-range
transportation plan.

Furthermore, light rail isn’t a solution to automobile
dependence. Saint Louis has a low population density
and widely dispersed employment centers that make

the city a bad fit for light rail. Popular, cost-effective
light rail systems require population densities upwards
0f 20,000 people per square mile, but Saint Louis City
has fewer than 5,000 people per square mile. Experience
with existing MetroLink routes demonstrates our region’s
preference for the car. Today, fewer Saint Louisans

use mass transit than in 1990, before MetroLink even
operated. Even more embarrassing, MetroLink has lower
ridership today than it did in 2005, the year before the
Shrewsbury line opened.®

Metro projects that the new MetroLink line along
Jefferson Avenue will have 5,200 daily boardings. We can’t
predict the future, but we can judge how Metro’s prior
projections turned out for previous MetroLink expansions.
A review of past projections does not bode well for the
current projections. I have reviewed daily boarding
projections for future stations from the 1999 Cross-
County MetroLink Extension (CCME) report and the
2004 Metro South MetroLink Extension report. The full
projections for the CCME stations (which were made in
both of the stated reports) are in Table 1. I compared the
projections to actual ridership totals from 2018 that were
analyzed and released in 2020 by activists at UrbanSTL, a
pro-transit St. Louis group. (Source citations accompany

Table 1).

The 1999 projection for average daily boardings at the
downtown Clayton MetroLink station was 4,604. The
2004 projections, which were made after construction

on the CCME had begun but before it opened, were for
5,424. The actual average daily boardings in 2018 were
just 913.

The 1999 projections for the Shrewsbury station were for
5,333 boardings. The revised 2004 projection was lower, at
3,454 boarding. The actual 2018 average daily boardings
were just 1,523.

These two examples are the rule, not the exceptions. The
busiest station on the entire line, the Central West End
with 4,885 daily boardings in 2018, had only slightly more
than half of its 2004 projections. This is the unmistakable
fact of the ridership projections by Metro, its consultants,
and the planners at EWGCOG. The projections have
consistently been substantially higher than actual users.
The numbers now are likely even worse, as the most recent
data available for station totals came from before the
pandemic. Individual station average daily totals for 2024
would almost certainly be lower than in 2018, and likely
much lower.

MetroLink a not a cure for anemic urban development.
Despite claims of rail advocates, the economic consensus
is that light rail 45 7ot a catalyst for economic growth.” We
can see with our own eyes that MetroLink has failed to
spur development in Saint Louis. Far from rejuvenating
depressed areas, MetroLink has even failed to prevent
decline in areas that seemed to be on the rise in 1994
when the first lines opened, such as Laclede’s Landing.
Most of the development that has happened along
MetroLink (including that which is generally considered
to be successful) has been heavily subsidized by taxpayers,
including the Cortex area.

This board should carefully consider what benefits could
possibly justify a $1.1 billion MetroLink expansion (or an
“affordable” $850 million version), and whether or not it’s
just an expensive “remedy” to treat problems for which we
already have more sound solutions. This board should use
the means at its disposal to pressure Bi-State Development
Agency to cease its plans to expensively and fruitlessly
expand MetroLink and use its local tax money to improve
our region’s bus system and institute BRT routes. We
should have a system that serves the people who actually
use mass transit, not the people urban planners dream
about using mass transit.
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