
Today, transit in Calgary is implementing an important first: the introduction of peak-direction transit only lanes on 9th avenue through Inglewood (the transit-only lanes on Crowchild are not really the same- as a vehicle lane was not given up for transit’s use of the lane). In our opinion, this is a fantastic initiative, one that will have tangible benefits for thousands of Calgarians. 

Last week’s Calgary Herald article (http://www.calgaryherald.com/news/calgary/only+lane+plan+alarms+some+Inglewood+residents/5808343/story.html) discussed the improvements, highlighting some of the issues that come along with the changes. Some people complained that there was no consultation prior to the implementation of the lanes. This is just patently false. The City held two open houses on the issue (September 2009 and April 2010), which included mailing nearby residents and advertising both open houses in advance. The panels available during the open house clearly show that the short-term plan was to implement these lanes (which can be found here: http://www.calgary.ca/Transportation/TP/Documents/studies/17_av_se/open_house_inglewood_boards_opt.pdf and here http://www.calgary.ca/Transportation/TP/Documents/studies/17_av_se/inglewood_second_open_h_2010.pdf).

Other complaints will invariably be something to the effect of “there are hundreds of cars and only a handful of buses, why should we give the buses their own lane?” This viewpoint, of course completely neglects the fact that the buses carry around 80 passengers each. If those passengers were all driving cars, it would be a much larger burden on congestion than the buses would. In this sense, improvements to transit should be seen as positive to vehicle commuters- each additional person taking the bus, is one less person driving, making congestion that much more bearable.

So, ill-informed complaints aside, why should Calgarians support such a move by Calgary Transit?

First, 9th avenue serves three very important bus routes in the City of Calgary- the 302 and 305 BRTs and the number 1 bus. These three routes are all amongst the highest used routes in the City. In Fall 2010 the 302 and the 305 together carried just over 8 000 passengers per day, a number which will definitely have increased in the past year.  Furthermore, the 302 and the 305 are the only rapid transit system that approximately 130 000 Calgarians living in the city’s southeast can use to get downtown. Adding transit-only lanes on 9th avenue decreases travel times for all of these riders, and makes the bus a more viable option to many more.

Second, the impact on traffic is not excessive and can be diffused onto other roads (Memorial Drive, MacLeod Trail, 26th avenue etc). While transit carries at least 8000 passengers a day along 9th avenue, the number of vehicles traveling per day along this stretch is 16 000 east 11th street and 22 000 west of 11th street (2009 data). This means that currently, transit carries around 50% the volume of vehicles traveling along this corridor. With improved transit times, this number will will only further increase, as transit becomes more appealing (which also reduces the number of vehicles). As well the transit restrictions are only temporary and only affect one lane at a time. So the number of vehicles affected is comparatively low and can be mitigated by dispersal of traffic, because fundamentally, private vehicles can use alternative routes when going from one place to another- transit cannot.

Third, the improvements are actually a cost-saving measure. Reducing travel times on the route means less buses can serve the same route, thus reducing labour costs. As well, as the transit routes attract more passengers, this further reduces the costs per passenger. 

Fouth, adding peak-hour bus lanes on 9th avenue will result in a more efficient movement of people. The most successful BRT systems in the world can move 40 000 people per direction per hour using transit only lanes (Bogota). That is the equivalent to four times the entire daily traffic on 9th avenue moving through a corridor, in just an hour. Of course, the transit lanes on 9th avenue will handle this many passengers, but by decreasing travel times for buses, more riders will be attracted to the bus, thus increasing the efficiency of the road space. 

Finally, the improvements are only part of a much larger and comprehensive network of transit improvements across the city, and specifically in southeast Calgary. The improvements to the route 305 not only include these temporary measures along 9th avenue, but also some considerable changes along 17th avenue SE (International Avenue). Those changes, consisting of entirely separated bus lanes (and the subject of our next blog), will be transformative for the Greater Forest Lawn area. Those transit improvements will be an important step in addressing the issues we identified in our last blog- the problem of outward growth of our city. In our next blog post we will explain just how those changes will come about, the opportunities they bring and some of the challenges they pose.


