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Comments on Regional Transit Authority

Draft Regional Transit Master Plan

The Motor City Freedom Riders are an organization of metro Detroit bus riders and allies, founded in

2014 in the conviction that “transportation is freedom.” We believe our region needs a strong regional

transit system to secure the right to transportation for all of us people, whether or not we happen to own

an automobile.

In January of 2016, in anticipation of negotiations regarding the Regional Transit Authority’s transit

proposal, we launched a petition to the “Big Four” regional leaders, including Detroit Mayor Mike

Duggan, Wayne County Executive Warren Evans, Oakland County Executive L. Brooks Patterson, and

Macomb County Executive Mark Hackel, as well as the Washtenaw County Board of Commissioners.

Our petition asked these leaders to support a regional transit ballot measure that would:

1) Double existing regional investment in public transit (roughly $130 million at present);

2) Create new regional rapid transit lines; and

3) Reserve at least half of new funds to expand bus service through our existing transit agencies.

We are pleased that the RTA’s proposed Regional Transit Master Plan clearly accomplishes the first two

goals. The proposed 1.2 mill property tax is estimated to raise about $150 million per year, more than

doubling the current amount of regional transit funding, from $69 to $156 per person per year. The

proposal includes bus rapid transit (BRT) lines on Woodward, Gratiot, Michigan, and Washtenaw

Avenues, as well as regional rail service between Detroit and Ann Arbor.

According to the RTA’s Master Plan document, the plan falls slightly short of the third goal: by 2036, it

estimates, the RTA will be providing an additional $73.8 million for expanded bus service through the

region’s existing transit agencies, or just under half of total new local funding. However, we are pleased

that the RTA regional plan clearly recognizes that rapid transit alone is insufficient to meet our region’s

needs, and includes expanded bus service in many other corridors via 11 “cross-county connector” routes

and 8 new or extended local bus services.

We recognize that given the political climate in the region, and elected officials’ reluctance to support

increased transit funding, it will be difficult, at this point, to negotiate a higher millage rate that could

provide more extensive transit service throughout the region. We are hopeful that early successes by the

RTA will motivate increased support for transit among elected officials and the general public, and

provide a more welcoming political climate for further proposals for improvement. Despite its necessarily

limited scope at present, we are glad to lend the current plan our strong support.



Recommendations

The following items are our primary recommendations for improving the final Regional Transit Master

Plan in accordance with our mission of transportation freedom for everyone in our region, and particularly

for those of us who lack access to an automobile.
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1) Accelerated implementation of new transit services.

Regional rapid transit services will take time to implement, given the necessary capital improvements. In

the interim, the draft plan proposes implementation of “regional express service” on Woodward and

Gratiot in 2017; on Michigan Avenue, 12 Mile (East and West), Greenfield and Grand River in 2018; and

other services between 2019 and 2021.

While we understand the need for time to accrue funding and procure new vehicles, we are also mindful

that every year we wait to implement new service is a year that people continue to lack access to jobs,

employment, and education. We urge the RTA to consider options for implementing these services more

quickly, perhaps through judicious use of existing funding, as with the proposed Woodward and Gratiot

services negotiated between DDOT and SMART. We also urge the RTA to provide interim express

service along the Ann Arbor – Detroit corridor, and along Washtenaw Avenue, neither of which are

included in the existing timeline.

2) Emphasis on sustained local transit services.

The master plan document notes that BRT service along major corridors could allow some existing local

transit service through existing agencies to be reallocated from those corridors, towards expanded service

elsewhere. We believe this is an important potential benefit of BRT, and should be considered. However,

it is vital to maintain an adequate level of local transit service along these corridors as well, since BRT

stations are located farther apart than current stops, and may be less accessible to some individuals as a

result. The RTA plan should note this, to address concerns from riders.

The same principle holds with Cross-County Connector service. Faster service along regional corridors is

necessary, but not at the expense of local services. The RTA plan should indicate that existing local

service on these corridors will be sustained. Some of the connector service serves corridors that currently

lack transit, and as these services are implemented, they should be evaluated to determine whether

limited-stop service, as opposed to local service, best serves the needs of the majority of riders.

3) An equitable fare system.

The master plan does not indicate proposed fare levels for new transit services. It is unclear whether these

are to be determined by the RTA, or by existing transit agencies where they provide those services. We

believe that an equitable transit system should charge lower fares for local bus service than for premium

transit services, such as bus rapid transit, express buses, and regional rail.

The SMART and AAATA systems, the only systems in the region to run express services, already follow

this principle to some degree. SMART charges $2.50 for its Park-and-Ride services, above its $2.00 base

fare; AAATA charges $12 for its airport service and $6.25 for its commuter express services. The RTA

should pursue a similar policy, with higher fares for express services, particularly limited-stop commuter

routes, and lower fares for local bus service. Like the existing providers, the RTA should also provide

discounted fares to students, seniors, people with disabilities, and other vulnerable users.

Time to Act

After decades of disinvestment in public transit in our region, we understand it will take time to build

political will for the transit system that will truly ensure transportation freedom for everyone in our

region. The draft Master Plan is not a panacea for our region’s transit needs, and care must be taken by all

of us not to present it as such. However, with the plan, the RTA has given us a vital blueprint for the first

stage of our journey. We recognize that we must begin at the beginning, and we are pleased to pledge our
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strong support to educate the public on the value of the RTA plan as a major step forward for our region.

We look forward to collaborating with the RTA in that effort in the coming months.

Sincerely,

Joel M. Batterman

Coordinator

Motor City Freedom Riders



The Motor City Freedom Riders are an organization of metro Detroit bus riders and our allies,

united in the conviction that “transportation is freedom.”

Motor City Freedom Riders Steering Committee

Regina DuBose

Patricia Fedewa

Pat Hammer

Br. Thomas Zerafa



Detroit

Detroit

Birmingham

Oak Park



www.MotorCityFreedomRiders.org
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