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Seize momentum for commuter rail

Find the will to work matters out
Brad Ashwell 
April 10, 2008

Transportation problems are at the heart of many issues that Floridians care most about.

Unfortunately, Florida lacks the transportation system we need to confront the problems of the 21st century. Worsening dependency on expensive oil, an overheating planet, and aging bridges and roads are all front-page transportation issues that current systems are ill-suited to solve.

Public transportation provides solutions to many of these problems. More and better public transit gives people an alternative to sitting in their cars and helps streamline the traffic flow on the roads. Because transit is a more fuel-efficient way to get around and reduces congestion for other drivers, it also saves American consumers billions of dollars at the gas pump while reducing greenhouse-gas emissions and our dependency on foreign oil. America's transportation system uses more oil than any other entire economy in the world, except China.

According to the 2007 Urban Mobility Report, congestion in the Orlando area has skyrocketed from just 4 million hours of traffic delays in 1982 to 40.6 million hours of traffic delays in 2005, the most recent year for which data are available. According to this same data, public transit in the Orlando area saved commuters from additional traffic delays of 1.9 million hours in 2005.

Light rail, commuter rail, clean bus systems and other public transit should play a greater part in America's transportation future. This is why Florida PIRG endorses the proposed Central Florida commuter-rail plan, which would move slower freight rail onto its own tracks and create a 61-mile commuter link between DeLand and Poinciana. By easing congestion, especially along Interstate 4 and downtown Orlando, the plan will protect the region against the future downsides of growth and upswings in oil prices.

A number of issues can and must be dealt with. Lawmakers should create more transparency in the process through which the Florida Department of Transportation and private companies come to future agreements. Similarly, lawmakers must find a solution to questions about CSX, the private freight company's legal liability for faster passenger trains that would travel on its tracks. The company should be held liable for accidents resulting from blatant negligence on their part, but it need not accept responsibility for operations it cannot control. What is necessary is the will to work these matters out.

The good news is that Americans support expanded transit and are ready to use it. According to a recent poll, three-quarters of Americans believe that improving public transit and building communities that require less driving are the best solutions for reducing congestion. A 2008 Zogby poll similarly found that 53 percent of respondents said they would take mass transit if it were easily available where they live and work. Rail and other forms of transit are the way of the future for 21st-century transportation.

Florida PIRG supports the Central Florida commuter rail and urges lawmakers to find a solution that is fair and reasonable to taxpayers and the industry alike.

Brad Ashwell is an advocate for Florida PIRG, a nonpartisan statewide consumer and good government advocacy group.
