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Issue
� What are the mass transit issues facing 

rapidly growing Southern and Western 
cities and can these challenges be 
addressed using a system similar to that 
used in Chicago? 



Significant Population Shifts
Geographic Area July 1, 2008   April 1, 2000    Number    % Change

Northeast 54,924,779    53,594,797     1,329,982      2.5%

Midwest 66,561,448    64,395,207     2,166,241      3.4%

South 111,718,549   100,235,848   11,482,701   11.5%

West 70,854,948    63,198,750      7,656,198    12.1%



10 Fastest Growing Cities
Population Estimates 

July 1, 2007 April 1, 2000 Change

1. New York, NY 8,274,527 8,008,654 +265,873
2. Houston, TX 2,208,180 1,974,304 +233,876

3. Phoenix, AZ 1,552,259 1,321,894 +230,365

4. San Antonio, TX 1,328,984 1,159,833 +169,151
5. Fort Worth, TX 681,818 541,641 +140,177

6. Los Angeles, CA 3,834,340 3,694,646 +139,694

7. Charlotte, NC 671,588 566,933 +104,655
8. Atlanta, GA 519,145 418,106 +101,039

9. North Las Vegas, NV 212,114 115,531 +96,583

10. Gilbert Town, AZ 207,550 113,868 +93,682



Population Change in Major U.S. Cities 
(by percentage)



A Comparison of Mass Transit 
Systems- Chicago and Houston



Mass Transit in Chicago
Regional Transit 
Authority (RTA) is the 
financial and oversight 
body for the three transit  
agencies that serve the 
Chicago area which 
include:

-Chicago Transit Authority 
-Metra
-Pace



Chicago Transit Authority

-provided 499.5 million rides in 
2007
-on an average weekday, 1.7 
million people access its buses 
and trains
-1.9 billion passenger miles 
annually
-second largest mass transit 
system in the U.S.



CTA Buses
-fleet of approximately 

2,000 buses
-operate 154 routes 

traveling along 2,273 
route miles

-serve over 12,000 posted 
bus stops throughout the 
city

-provide approximately 1 
million passenger trips 
each day



Heavy Rail 
-fleet of 1,190 rail cars
-8 routes over 222 miles of 

track
-serves 144 stations 

throughout the city
-provides 650,000 customer 

trips each day
-oldest section of the line 

dates from 1892



Commuter Rail (Metra)
Northeast Illinois 
Regional Commuter
Railroad Corporation:
-regional rail system serving 

Chicago and surrounding 
suburbs

-serves 237 stations on 11 
different lines across a six 
county service area

-daily ridership is 
approximately 335,900



Pace Buses
-Pace is the suburban bus 

division of the RTA
-it serves a six county area 

including Cook, Lake, Will, 
Kane, McHenry, and 
DuPage

-many of its hubs are located 
near CTA rail stations and 
Metra stations

-fleet includes 702 buses, 
696 vans, and 355 
paratransit vehicles



Question
Can a mass transit system like this be 

effectively implemented in Houston?



Similarities and Differences Between 
Houston and Chicago

Similarities
Population Size:
Chicago- 2.84 million
Houston- 2.21 million

Differences
Geographic Size:
Chicago- 237 sq. miles
Houston- 602 sq. miles

Population Density:
Chicago-12,649 sq./mile
Houston- 3,828 sq./mile



Urban Sprawl
-low density land use
-single-use 

developments
-car dependent 

communities
-extensive roadways



Relationship Between Population Density and Reliance on 
Automobiles-Less densely populated metropolitan areas tend to 
exhibit more daily automobile travel per capita.

Rank    City       Daily Vehicle Miles (1,000)   Population    Land Area    Population Density    Vehicle Miles per Capita

1          Jacksonville      34,672                      1,016,000        696               1,460                               34.1

2           Orlando           41,316                       1,376,000       716                1,922                             30.0

3           Atlanta           127,224                       4,361,000      3,027              1,441                             29.2

4           St. Louis           64,133                      2,212,000      1,359               1,628                            29.0

5          Kansas City       43,716                      1,520,000      1,049               1,449                              28.8
�

34 Chicago            171,609                     8,453,000   3,502              2,414                              20.3

35         Portland            35,389                      1,774,000       538                 3,297                            19.9

36         Sacramento      34,175                       1,858,000      446                 4,166                              18.4

37         New York         310,914                    18,224,000     4,485               4,063                              17.1

38         New Orleans     15,326                       1,009,000       321                3,143                              15.2



Congestion: The Result of Increased 
Automobile Travel
Mobility Data for Chicago, IL-IN Metropolitan Area Mobility Data for Houston, TX Metropolitan Area



Congestion
Chicago Metropolitan Area Houston Metropolitan Area



Environmental Impact of Dependence on 
Automobiles: Annual Carbon Dioxide 
Emissions in Chicago vs. Houston

Emissions from Driving Emissions from 
Public Transportation

(Lbs. of CO2) (Lbs. of CO2)

Chicago* 23,522 1882

Houston* 26,294 506

*(Entire Metropolitan Area)



Causes of Urban Sprawl: Inefficient 
Planning and Land Use
-Among large cities, Houston is unique in that it has no 

zoning laws.  
-1948- First zoning ordinance fails.
-1962- Second attempt at implementing a zoning 
ordinance fails.
-1993- Third attempt at implementing a zoning 
ordinance fails.

-The lack of zoning laws has resulted in a laissez-faire 
attitude toward development in which the free market 
rules.



Inefficient Land Use: Parking Lots

-Houston’s planning code dictates 
that developers build 1.25 parking 
spaces per apartment bedroom, 
and 1.33 spaces per efficiency 
apartments.  Retail stores are 
also saddled with minimum 
parking requirements and even 
bars are required to build 10 
spaces per 1000 feet of gross 
area.  

-Additionally, the city requires that 
structures abutting major 
thoroughfares must be set-back at 
least 25 feet from the street.  The 
only rational thing to do with this 
otherwise unusable space is to 
put the mandated parking there. 



Inefficient Planning: Massive Growth 
Through Annexation



Inefficient Planning: Size Comparison 
with Other Major U.S. Cities



Causes of Urban Sprawl in Houston: 
Big Oil
-Houston is the energy capital of 

the U.S.
-It’s a city built on oil and built for 

the automobile.
-The oil lobby has long held 

powerful political sway in 
Houston.  Many proponents of 
mass transit in Houston, 
believe that these groups have 
been able to dissuade policy-
makers from pursuing mass 
transit options such as rail.  

-Often, the solution to congestion 
on the roads was simply to 
build more roads.



Question
What has Houston done to improve its transit 

situation, and what can be done in the 
future?  What, if anything, should growing 
Southern and Western cities take from the 
model set by Chicago?



Solutions: Build More Roads
-All too often, the response to
congestion was simply to build more
roads. 

-For example, the Houston 
Metropolitan Area has 2,460 lane 
miles of freeway.  The Chicago 
Metropolitan Area has 2,655 despite 
having more than twice the 
population. 

-While constructing new roads can 
alleviate congestion in the short-term, 
it also adds to the problem of
urban sprawl.



Solutions: High Occupancy Vehicle 
(HOV) Lanes 
-Currently, some 100 miles of HOV lanes are in 

operation in six freeway corridors that carry more 
than 121,000 passengers in buses, vanpools and 
carpools on a daily basis. These lanes are 
supported by 28 park-and-ride lots, four park-and-
pool lots, transit centers and express bus service. 

-A 250-mile, two-way HOV system has been proposed 
for the region by 2025, which would include new 
park-and-ride facilities, new transit centers and 
expanded express bus service.

-One recent innovative idea is to convert the HOV lane 
network to a congestion-priced High-Occupancy 
Toll (HOT) lane network, where any vehicle can 
enter the lane that's willing to pay the price. The 
price is adjusted - either on a fixed schedule or in 
real-time - to keep lanes free flowing. 

-HOV lanes can be an effective tool in terms of 
encouraging carpooling and reducing congestion.  
However, the implementation of HOV lanes alone 
is not sufficient in terms of scope.  Other more 
comprehensive options will have to be employed in 
order to fully address mass transit issues in 
Houston.  



Solutions: METRO Buses
-METRO has an expansive 

and heavily used bus 
system.

-Its bus service is the most 
used in Texas and the 
Southwest. 

-Consists of 1,219 buses with 
101 routes.

-Fleet includes 40 hybrid 
diesel-electric buses.

-Daily ridership is 
approximately 600,000.



Solutions: METRO Rail
-METRO currently operates 

one light rail line which 
began operating in 2004.

-It’s 7.5 miles long and 
serves 16 stations 
primarily in the downtown 
area.

-The fleet consists of 18 light-
rail vehicles. Each car is 
96-feet long with a 
capacity of 72 seated and 
148 standing passengers.

-Daily ridership is 45,000.



Expansion: Four New Lines by 2012



Conclusions
-Houston and many of the other major Southern and Western cities are 

moving in the right direction yet still have a great deal of progress to 
make.

-Implementing a heavy rail system like the one used in Chicago is not 
feasible.

-A multi-pronged approach to mass transit challenges will likely prove 
most successful.

-The major issue facing large Southern and Western cities is to halt the 
process of urban sprawl.

-In order for Houston to achieve maximum success with its mass 
transit system in general and its light rail lines in particular, the city 
needs to engage in more efficient land use and planning.    
Specifically, it must increase density and encourage mixed use and 
transit-oriented developments.  Unless this occurs, the city will be 
unable to maximize its investment in light rail.


