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The perfect highway project has been defined as one that would permanently reduce congestion, hold sprawl in check, and centralize the location of home, work and a city’s retail center. I would love to see such a project, but if it were built it would probably be called an elevator.





If home, work and shopping were all located together, there would be no need for any transportation device other than walking or an elevator. In a small, isolated rural town of several thousand people it might be possible for everyone to walk between home, work and shopping.  In some megatropolis of the future perhaps densities will get so high that all these functions would be located in a massive high rise, thus the elevator.  It does have a science fiction quality about it though. 





Those who measure a perfect highway project, as indicated in the first paragraph, have set an impossible standard.  Let’s see what a perfect Sonoma County rail transit system would have to be to measure up under these same criteria.





First it would have to be so good that people would abandon their cars to ride the train.  This would have the added benefit of creating the perfect highway system as congestion on the highway would be eliminated.  





This would cause another problem however.  With so many riders the rail system operators would have to add more rail cars so everyone would have a seat.  Unlike BART, where lots of commuters have to stand, the perfect rail transit system wouldn’t allow standing.





This would cause yet another problem.  With so many cars on each train it would block the cross streets whenever the train stopped at the central station in Petaluma.  Of course it would also block other streets whenever the train passed through town.  I can see the crossing gates going up and down now.  And with frequent service, the gates will be down more than they are up. 





And people would save money because the rail transit system would operate so efficiently that all costs would be paid out of the fare box and taxpayers wouldn’t have to continually subsidize it.  This is how the highways are paid for, by the motorist each time he fills his tank. Transit paying it’s own way would be a change as there’s no transit system in the country that gets even 50% of its operating, maintenance and replacement funds from the fare box.





With such a wonderful rail system it might be difficult to keep other people from moving into the Sonoma County to enjoy the system.  Presumably however, all the rail transit riders would keep their good fortune secret to avoid such immigration and the urban sprawl it would create.  





I’ve had a little fun poking fun at the perfect rail system.  But, just like there is no perfect highway system, there is no perfect rail system.  The biggest problem in talking about this issue is caused by those who think their choice is perfect and all others are not. (This might be called one track thinking.)  The situation we’re faced with is that most Sonomans are willing to finance a rail experiment along with Highway 101 improvements.  But the rail zealots don’t want to allow a complete widening of 101 to Novato since that would compete with rail.  





There are some types of service that each mode of transportation handles better than the other.  The real questions are, “Does Sonoma County have the type of development that will support rail?” and “If not, are we willing to tax ourselves for 20 years to subsidize a rail system?”





To answer a question that was asked, the perfect highway project is located in the same place as the perfect rail transit system, only in someone’s head.





 


