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Light Rail Transit: Ugly Duckling Becomes a Swan
Abstract
Plans prepared during the 1960s for transit improvements in such diverse cities as Pittsburgh, Seattle,
Edmonton, Amsterdam, Johannesburg and Bangkok considered only the enhancement of bus services
and construction of a conventional metro. Similar plans prepared today include a greater number of
potential modes, with light rail transit (LRT) increasingly selected as a favoured choice for busy corridors
and networks. New LR T lines or networks are already operating in Buffalo, Calgary, Edmonton, Manila,
Nantes, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, Rio de Janeiro, San Diego, Torino, Tunis and Utrecht-a list that could no
doubt be extended depending on accepted definitions of 'new' and 'LRT'. At least a dozen entirely new
networks arc under construction, as in Sacramento and Grenoble, and many more are being adapted from
existing tramways as in Charleroi. A similar number of LRT systems arc at the planning stage, including
the 258 km Dallas network and lines in such cities as Los Angeles, Buenos Aires and Kuala Lumpur. What
has brought about such a drastic change in transit planning in less than two decades?
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I.ANS PREPARED during the 1960s
for transit improvements in such
diverse cities as Pittsburgh, Seattle,
E.dmonton, Amsterdam, Johannesburg
and Bangkok considered only the enhance
ment of bus services and construction of a
conventional metro.
Similar plans prepared today include a greater
number of potential modes, with light rail
transit (LRT) incrcasingly selected as a favoured
choice for busy corridors and networks. New
LRT lines or networks are already operating in
Buffalo, Calgary, Edmonton, Manila, Nantes,
Newcastle-upon-Tyne, Rio de Janeiro, San
Diego, Torino, Tunis and Utrecht-a list that
could no doubt be extended depending on
accepted definitions of'new' and 'LRT'.
At least a dozen entirely new networks arc
under construction, as in Sacramento and
Grenoble, and many more are being adapted
from existing tramways as in Charleroi. A
similar number of LRT systems arc at the
planning stage, including the 258 km Dallas net
work and lines in such cities as Los Angeles,
Buenos Aires and Kuala Lumpur.
What has brought about such a drastic change
in transit planning in less than two decades?

Tremendous pressure to accommodate the
rapidly increasing number of cars in cities,
which peaked during the l 950s and 1960s, had a
major impact on urban structures, character,
and on the role and type of transit systems.
Suffering low speeds and long delays from street
congestion, tramways were proclaimed in some
countries as 'obsolete in the automobile era'.
Buses were considered 'more flexible' and
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therefore better suited to the new conditions,
while an increasing number of cities embarked
on construction of metros which were
completely segregated from street traffic.
By 1970, the majority of cities in the United
States, Great Britain, France, Canada, Scandi
navia and many other countries had abandoned
trams. Transit consisted of buses and, in a few
cases, metros.
A commonly expressed opinion was that rail
based transit must be completely separated from

all other traffic, from which it was concluded
that metro and regional commuter lines were the
only rail modes suitable for modern cities.
Moreover, the theory was expressed that for
economic reasons a city should not have more
than two transit modes. London's elimination of
trolleybuses was based on that curious rationale.
Such thinking was not universally accepted.
In West Germany, Switzerland, the Nether
lands, Belgium and some other countries the
concept of an 'automobile-dictated city' was
rejected as not just undesirable, but infeasible.
To create a livable city, it was argued, public
transport must provide a high-quality service
that can only be achieved if transit is separated
from general traffic and street congestion.
As separate transit rights-of-way become
available, the relationship between buses and
trams changes considerably in favour of the
latter. The manoeuvrability of the buses
becomes irrelevant, while much higher
capacity, electric traction and superior riding
comfort make rail modes more desirable
wherever passenger volume justifies their
higher investment and lower operating costs.
Dozens of West German cities, as well as
Zurich, Rotterdam, Den Haag, GC>tcborg,
Brussels and other central European cities
embarked on improvement rather than
replacement of their tramways. The change was
gradual, but very significant. By the l970s these
cities had high-capacity, comfortable, quiet
articulated cars with many doors used simul
taneously (due to self-service fares) running on
tracks which were largely separated from other
traffic. They offered high-quality service, in
many respects competitive with the automobile.
Eventually, the rail systems one could see inJ
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