by Antonio Gomez-Palacio

The Opportunity ot
Transit Urbanism

Increasingly, cities are investing in
transit as a means to transform their
communities and deliver on a host of
city-building objectives. Conventional
transit goals are expanding to address
the promise of liveable communities
and environmental improvement, of
economic and social development, as
well as of quality living and public
health. This represents a paradigm
shift, which I will ceremoniously coin
as “Transit Urbanism.”

This more rounded vision is fu-
elled by a growing number of success
stories, often in cities that are consid-
ered lofty vacation destinations such
as Lyon, Copenhagen, Melbourne,
and New York. And now, a number
of unsuspecting Canadian cities have
recognized the potential and are
taking the initiative: Mississauga,
Edmonton, Calgary, Hamilton, and
others.

Will they get it right? Can they tru-
ly deliver?

The answer to these questions
will depend on the extent of the
commitment and vision of each city.
Ultimately, transit investment only
makes sense when coupled with a
comprehensive strategy for directing
growth — an urban structure — and a
public realm that supports walking,
active transportation, and transit use.
Simply put, if there is not a critical
mass of riders, transit will fail. Hence,
Transit Urbanism is the focused im-
perative to comprehensively address
the integration of transit, land use, and
urban design.

Why now?

Cities are faced with a triple-whammy
“crisis™:

An economic imperative — Current
day revenue sources pale in compar-
ison to the ever-increasing cost of
delivering municipal services — munic-
ipalities need to make better decisions
and account for the “true cost” of de-
livering services.

A social imperative — Increasingly,
younger generations are opting out
of car-dependant lifestyles. For those
who cannot relocate, issues of afford-
ability, social disenfranchisement, eth-
nic divisions, and even youth unem-
ployment are often exasperated by the
isolation of suburbs and urban ghettos.

An environmental imperative — An
indulgence with single-occupancy
driving has placed an environmental
price-tag on energy, land, infrastruc-
ture, and public health.

What does it mean?

Individuals are similarly driven
by trying to answer: “what does it all
mean to my quality of life, and that of
my children, and to my livelihood?”

Quality of life — Increasingly,
people (think of young professionals
and “empty nesters”) are choosing
lifestyles that are not car-dependant,
increasing their disposable income.
Walking to work is becoming a status
symbol.

Economic development — Munici-
palities, private developers, universities,
and home-buyers have come to realize

MARCH 2014

that proximity to convenient, efficient,
and reliable transit is a bonus for prop-
erty values and urban development.

Public health — Active transpor-
tation is now widely recognized as a
significant contributor to a healthier
lifestyle.

Where are the pitfalls?

What is needed to succeed in deliv-
ering on the Transit Urbanism prom-
ise? Simply put, we must break down
the silos between disciplines, commit
to common priorities, pay attention to
detail — and have political leadership.

It is deceivingly easy for decision
makers to believe that the benefits of
transit can be achieved by delivering
a transit system alone. If people don’t
choose to walk to a transit station,
however, transit will not work. So,
when “push comes to shove” in ne-
gotiating bottom lines in budgets or
the allocation of space within a street
right-of-way, it is imperative to under-
stand that transit facilities themselves
are only part of a picture. If a critical
mass of people does not live and work
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It 1s the details that set apart the good from the
great. All can be for naught if the intersection
does not have a proper crosswalk; if walking next
to a building is inordinately windy; and so on.

and study and shop within walking
distance of a transit station, transit will
not work. The picture must be com-
pleted by transit-supportive buildings
and a transit-supportive public realm.
If driving a car is cheaper and more
reliable, convenient, and attractive
than using alternative modes of travel,
transit will not work.

Common mistakes and risks include
the following.

Wanting to maintain (or increase)
current-day vehicular traffic capac-
ity — More often than not, decisions
will derail towards wanting to ensure
that the introduction of transit does not
compromise the status quo ability of
cars to use the same corridor. Introduc-
ing transit is about improving the way
people — not just cars — move.

Allocating only the residual space
for pedestrians — Negotiating a right-
of-way is often a nail-biting exercise
where everyone (traffic engineers, util-
ity operators, snowplough operators,
emergency services, etc.) list their “ab-
solutely must have” technical require-
ments, which are then plotted out on a
street section, where only the residual
space is granted for the less ominous
concerns of pedestrians and landscap-
ing. To create a transit-oriented city
for people, however, these priorities
must often be transposed: prioritizing
pedestrians first, then cyclists, transit,
HOVs, goods movement, and sin-
gle-occupancy vehicles.

Value-engineering urban design
and landscaping out of the equation —
Look at the most successful transit sys-
tems in the world — all of them include
quality urban environments. These
things are connected. You cannot real-
ize the city-building value unless you
make the corresponding investment.

Not getting the density right —
There is a direct correspondence
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between a transit system and the nec-
essary ridership to support it. Building
subways in low-density area (existing
and projected) does not make sense.
It is critical to clearly understand and
incentivize a critical mass of users that
is scaled to the capacity of the system.
Missing the details — 1t is the
details that set apart the good from
the great. All can be for naught if the
intersection does not have a proper
crosswalk; if walking next to a build-
ing is inordinately windy; if sunlight
does not reach the park during lunch
time; and so on.

Lessons Learned

Experience from dozens of tran-
sit-initiated, city-building projects
across Canada provides some key
learnings, as outlined below.

This is a paradigm shift, where
leadership is necessary — Inherently
Transit Urbanism is a move away
from the status quo, and change can
be threatening to some. Champions
are necessary. As well, articulating
the vision in a way that generates
public buy-in and support is essential.
Difficult decisions will need to be
made, and decision makers need to
be well-informed believers in Transit
Urbanism.

Unbearable congestion can be a
call to action — The more cumber-
some and expensive driving becomes,
the greater the interest for alternative
modes. Congestion can often be a cat-
alyst for action — it is up to decision
makers to use it towards a more sus-
tainable end.

Government’s looming insolvency
can be a call to action — An economic
crisis can be seized as an opportu-
nity for re-stabilizing priorities and
strategies. The sooner we realize that
post-war urban development patterns
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are unsustainable, the quicker we can
commit to doing things differently.

Transit is inherently a strategic in-
tervention — Focusing resources/inter-
ventions strategically around priority
areas — those with the greatest poten-
tial to support transit and city-building
(e.g., nodes and corridors) — will both
increase the transformative potential
of some neighbourhoods and also re-
duce the threat of “change” for others.

It is about value, not cost — Inev-
itably, building less costs less — and
this is often where we end up. How-
ever, the question should not be “what
does it cost?” Better questions are:
“What value do I get and what is the
long-term value generated?” And, if
the intended objectives include attract-
ing choice transit users and new real
estate development, then we need to
invest today accordingly.

Everybody thinks they are differ-
ent — “in my city, people drive” — Be-
fore transit is developed, the status
quo will be driving. And, some people
will argue that “here” is inherently
different from the places where suc-
cessful transit was developed, because
it snows, because it is cold, because
people enjoy driving, etc. All of the
success stories are a result of the te-
nacity and fortitude of people who
imagined something different for their
communities.

You need fewer standards and
less infrastructure, more “small-
ness” and intuitiveness — It is easy to
over-design road standards and kill the
goose that lays the golden eggs in the
process. Inevitably, small, compact,
integrated designs are harder to deliver
— as they entail hard work and nego-
tiation. Yet, they can be significantly
more rewarding.

You cannot design in a vacuum —
hosting a conversation is key — The



more complex a project (and complex-
ity is a good sign), the more it will
necessitate an extended conversation
with stakeholders to build and develop
capacity and tailored solutions, geared
for implementation.

Effectively Delivering
a Transit Strategy

Transit Urbanism is not simply a
technical exercise. Rather, at a more
fundamental level, it is about under-
standing the kind of place that each
community is striving to become.
Designs and policies must not only be
broadly agreed upon, but must also be
understood. This understanding will
shape designs and the interpretation
of policy, and will result in public and
private initiatives that are a part of a
larger whole.

Developing a common under-
standing and vision — A transforma-
tive process must result from ambi-
tious efforts to institute, integrate, and
culturally engrain the opportunity of
a fully integrated Transit Urbanism —
recognizing the importance the public
realm plays in supporting transit, gen-
erating economic development, and

enhancing the quality of life for all
residents.

Fostering a culture of collabo-
ration — Fundamental to successful
implementation is a cross-disci-
plinary integration and meaningful
involvement of council, city staff
across departments, the local devel-
opment industry, and community
stakeholders. Essential to capacity
building and to hosting a success-
ful dialogue is ensuring that all
stakeholders have the necessary
information to meaningfully partic-
ipate, presented in a manner that is
accessible and engaging. As well,
continuity and commitment to the
vision throughout implementation is
essential for success.

Design excellence and innova-
tion — An underlying characteristic of
successful systems is a commitment to
design excellence that is interwoven
at every point, with a concurrent com-
mitment to economic vitality. Iteration
between a highly creative team and an
engaged and inspired public leads to
support for innovation. It is better to
build /ess with higher quality than to
build more with poorer quality that can
never be upgraded.
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A sustainable, value-added urban
design — Sustainability is about the
integration of environmental, social,
cultural, and economic objectives, as
measured over the long term — for ex-
ample, if investing in the public realm
results in enhanced transit use, there is
a sustainable value added. To this ef-
fect, particular attention should be paid
to the overall vision, modal integration,
incorporation of natural systems, and
maintenance and operations require-
ments — with a view to achieving the
greatest long-term value for all.

Conclusion

The idea of Transit Urbanism holds
the promise of a higher standard of
living and of more sustainable, resil-
ient, welcoming, and healthy cities for
tomorrow. However, it requires com-
mitment and tenacity today. It requires
that we come together and invest
means and abilities, wholeheartedly. It
requires that we think about our future
differently, knowing that our actions
become our legacy.

Whether we like it or not, this is
a paradigm shift, and we can choose
to lead or we can choose to be left
behind.
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