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The Role of Transit in the Downtown

Downtown Minneapolis is the densest and most vibrant activity center in the Upper Midwest,
and it intends to strengthen this position over time. While there are limited opportunities to
increase vehicle capacity downtown, the street system physically cannot accommodate
downtown’s planned growth if automobile use remains at today’s levels. If downtown
Minneapolis wishes to grow while maintaining its high quality of life, it has no choice but to
invest in more efficient modes of transportation than the car. This is a matter of simple geometry
-- not ideology -- and it is a challenge being faced by all growing urban centers.

These physical constraints are reinforced by economic ones: As downtown’s success increases,
land costs will rise, driving parking costs with them, while at the same time auto congestion will
increase. The result is a multiplicative increase in demand for transit and walking — if these two
most efficient modes of transportation are well provided for.

For these reasons, a responsible plan or a growing downtown must give particular emphasis to
these two modes. One need only look at any denser urban core in North America to see the
rough shape of Minneapolis’s future: automobile access is always accommodated, but transit
takes on a rising share of trips as density increases. And since neither autos nor transit can
deliver customers to the front door of every downtown destination, pedestrian infrastructure
becomes increasingly critical. Indeed, pedestrian activity is one of the most widely accepted
indicators of a healthy urban core.

Transit has an almost unlimited ability to fuel downtown’s growth, but it has two significant
needs:

= Speed and reliability. Where general-purposes lanes are subject to severe congestion, transit must
have a protected way through or around this congestion. Transit does not need to go faster than the
speed limit or even at the speed limit, but it does need to operate at a congistent and reasonable speed.

m  Passenger information and environment. Transit must be clear and easy to use, an obvious and
welcoming part of the civic infrastructure. Transit facilities must be civilized environments,
including reasonable weather protection, security, etc.

Both of these needs are more easily met if transit is concentrated on few streets than if it is
dispersed among many. Concentration of service on a few designated “transit streets™ is
important in meeting both of transit’s needs:

= Speed and reliability. To get through a congested downtown requires some special provisions for
speed and reliability, such as signalization, special lanes, etc. If transit is on fewer streets, then it
needs these provisions in fewer places, and can use its provisions more efficiently.

= Passenger information and environment. Fewer bus stops mean more people at cach stop. This
produces greater security and justifies better amenities and weather protection. From the information
standpoint, bus service running on fewer streets is casier to explain and easier to present as an
essential and welcoming part of the civic infrastructure. A practical example: If you can take any of
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several transit routes to reach a destination, then you benefit from having those routes on the same
strect where you can take whichever one comes first.

A Note on Transit Technology

At this stage in the planning process, we are largely silent on the subject of transit technology for
a number of reasons:

m  Speed, frequency and reliability are more important than technology. While light rail and
strectcars have strong economic development potential under the right circumstances, many of the
ridership benefits of these technologies can be had whether the vehicle runs on rubber or steel wheels.

s Future rail extensions will not come fast enough. In much of this planning process, we will be
focused on bus improvements largely because the planned rail projects will not generate sufficient
capacity to accommodate all of downtown’s growth.

The Current Conditions

There are three major kinds of transit in downtown Minneapolis, with significantly different
needs.

= Local all-day, including the Primary Transit Network lines. These lines mostly serve dense urban
corridors of Minneapolis and St. Paul, extending into inner-ring suburbs but not much further. They
are currently concentrated on Nicollet Mall, Hennepin, and on several east-west streets. They tend to
be relatively few routes, but very frequent, so they account for many buses and a consistent all-day
demand. For the most part, they are casily recognized by route numbers below 100,

s Commuter. During rush-hour, literally hundreds of buses flow through downtown bringing
commuters from every corner of the region. These peak-only routes are concentrated on Marquette,
2nd, and to some extent 3rd. Because they arc peak-only, they could be accommodated by peak-only
facilitics. These routes are the most complex part of the system, because there are so many of them
catering to many specialized markets all over the region. An additional complexity to commuter
market is the number of transit agencies involved, though all rely on the Metropolitan Council for
their funding.

=  Regional all-day. Long-distance regional routes that run throughout the day, typically connecting
larger regional centers. Hiawatha light rail falls into this category, but so do a rising number of bus
routes. This is a rapidly-growing category, because as urban regions grow the peak grows longer, and
more want to travel throughout the day. Bus routes in this category are mostly on Marquette, 2nd,
and 3rd.

Figures 1 and 2 show the volumes of buses on each street downtown during a typical PM peak
hour and a typical midday hour. Several things stand out:

m  Dispersal. There arc some buses on almost every street downtown, so most customers do not enjoy
the value of concentrated service, described above. This pattern is especially prominent on the cast-
west streets, where indeed every single street has transit service, with only 4™ St and 6™ St having
significantly greater service than the others.

s High volumes on Nicollet, Marquette, Second. The maps are somewhat misleading because the
two directions of travel are combined. However, Marquette, which has buses southbound only, gives
a good indication of the pattern: the single transit lane handles over 60 buses/hour (one bus per
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minute) during the peak. Nicollet Mall has about 50 buses per hour in each direction. These numbers
arc high considering the single-lane operation, and reflect a situation, easily observed on the street, in
which buses are delayed because they cannot pass onc another.

= High transit volumes through freeway-access chokepoints. Major freeway accesses have high
volumes of bus service, especially I-35W south, 1-394, and 1-94 west. These will need to be assessed
as part of the downtown element of this study, to determine optimal routings and facilities. Note:
While planned rail transit projects (Southwest and Northstar corridors) may reduce some bus service
demand on I-394 and 1-94 west, most of the bus service demand will remain and continue to grow.

No rail transit project will significantly reduce volumes on I-35W south; the transitway project
now under development may permit some consolidation of bus services in the short term, but in
the longer term it will probably grow the transit market and therefore probably grow the number
of buses. Even when the regional rail system i1s built out, I-35W south will be a major bus
corridor, and downtown must accommodate the large volumes of buses (and their passengers)
arriving and leaving to the south.

Finally, downtown transit operating speed is a crucial issue. As Figures 3 (PM peak) and 4
(midday) show, average transit operating speeds are below 10 mph throughout the downtown. In
part due its serpentine design, speeds are below 5 mph on Nicollet Mall. A similar problem is
created at the bottlenecks created at the freeway approaches, including those to I-35W south and
[-394. While opinions differ on how fast transit should be downtown, speeds below 5 mph are
unacceptable, since 3 mph is the average walking speed.

Speed is crucial from several standpoints, including transit efficiency, transit’s appeal, and also
stakeholder concerns about downtown environment:

m  Faster service can run more frequently at the same cost. The cost of a bus route, in the number of
vehicles required to operate it, is the round trip travel time divided by the headway. For example, a
route that takes 60 minutes to cycle, and that runs every 6 minutes, will require 10 buses (60/6). If a
route can go a little faster, it can run more frequently. For example, if the route’s cycle time were
reduced from 60 minutes to 50, then it could run every 5 minutes, rather than every 6, with the same
10 buses.

m Faster service attracts passengers. This 18 especially true where auto service is congested, as around
the freeway chokepoints.

m  Faster service is a less intrusive presence downtown. The perceived ‘wall of buses’ often observed on
downtown streets, especially Nicollet, Marquette and 2nd, is an effect of buses sitting still, not buses
in motion.

Big-Picture Ideas for Downtown

Every major North American city has had trouble accommodating buses downtown, especially
the huge surge of regional commute buses at rush hour. Two cities can reasonably be called

pioneers in this area, with completely different solutions to the problem, and they both deserve a
look:
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The Denver Model

In Denver, regional express service operates only to terminals on the edge of downtown, rather
than through the center of downtown. From these terminals, a very frequent shuttle connects the
terminals to each other and to the core downtown. The shuttle is an attractive high-amenity
vehicle that operates on a street exclusively redesigned for this purpose. The street, 16th Street,
has become downtown Denver’s most attractive pedestrian area.

The Denver model has obvious relevance because of the high volume of commuter express
services running into the city, and the four garage transit centers that could be focal points for
them in this concept. Nicollet Mall also suggests itself as an equivalent to Denver’s shuttle-only
street, the 16th Street Mall, which connects the garages to the core, though Nicollet Mall does
not line up with the existing garages ideally.

The Denver model comes with three important cautions: First, it does not eliminate local all-day
bus service from the downtown, and this service would still require adequate facilities. Second,
the Denver model relies on an extremely frequent shuttle that involves a high operating cost.

A third caution is that the high-demand regional express corridors are to the west and south of
the downtown, so they do not line up at opposite ends of a downtown street, as they do in
Denver. In a Minneapolis application of this concept, regional buses from the west (I-394 and I-
94) would terminate at Sth Street garages, while buses from the south would terminate at
Leamington garage. This would produce demand for multiple shuttle routes. From 5th Street
garage, in particular, passengers would want to travel in several directions into downtown (some
along 5th, some along 3rd, some along 7th or even further south) so multiple frequent shuttles
would be needed, or else it would need to be possible to use regular local transit service for this
purpose. All of these options will need to be considered in developing this concept.

The Portland Model

In 1978, Portland set aside two north-south streets through the heart of downtown as a bus-only
transit mall. The mall provides two lanes for buses in each direction, so that buses can pass one
another and serve alternate stops. There are local-access auto lanes on certain blocks, but no
through-auto lanes. The two-lane bus facility produces more than twice the capacity of a single-
lane facility such as the Marquette lanes. For example, the Marquette lanes are at capacity with
roughly 60 buses per hour, while a comparable two-lane facility in Portland could carry 175
buses per hour.

A Minneapolis application of this concept would consolidate the various north-south transit lanes
to create two-lane bus facilities in each direction so that buses can pass one another, and so that a
more transit-focused street design can be developed. Because two-lane facilities can carry more
than twice the number of buses as a one-lane facility, this increases capacity while allowing
buses to be removed from other parallel streets. For example, buses might be removed from the
Nicollet Mall and 3rd Avenue S in the context of widening the Marquette/2nd Avenue bus lanes
to two bus-only lanes each, so that these streets, along with Hennepin, became the focus for
north-south transit flow in the downtown. Alternatively, a redesigned Nicollet could become a
one-way bus street, with Marquette handling the other direction, for better focus on the LRT
station. Similar concentration, on a smaller scale, might occur on cast-west streets.
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