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When the USSR launched the Sputnik satel-
lite into Earth’s orbit in 1957, it sparked a two-
decade ‘Space Race,’ a competition that also 
resulted in a period of unprecedented invest-
ment in scientifi c research and education in the 
United States. 

In the past decade, a desire for transportation 
options and transit has sparked a similar com-
petition among US cities and regions. 

In 1998, voters in Charlotte, North Carolina, 
passed a half-cent sales tax for transit. The 
measure dedicated part of the revenue to 

building a network of light rail lines that would 
connect the sprawling region and change the 
development patterns. Six years later, Denver 
citizens voted to fund a 119-mile network of 
light and commuter rail lines throughout the 
region.  

Thus began the competition among regions to 
make themselves more livable and more at-
tractive to workers and residents alike.

Other regions across the country were inspired 
to join the Transit Space Race, but they quickly 
realized that expanding their transit network 
one line every 10 years, which has been the 
typical pace of previous expansions, won’t 
come close to meeting regional needs.  In-
stead, regions such as Portland, Salt Lake City, 
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Houston, Seattle, Los Angeles, and the Twin 
Cities have been planning large transit network 
expansions that move beyond the old one-line-
at-a-time production schedule.

Yet despite today’s increased demand for 
building transit, the supply of federal support 
has not increased. 

The federal New/Small Starts program pro-
vides funding to regions building transit net-
works; it is the largest source of funding for 
new transit projects. For several years, the 
federal New/Small Starts program has had 
roughly $1.6 billion to award annually. But with 
the funding so limited, the program is extreme-
ly competitive and, at most, New/Small Starts 
will only fund 50 percent of any single transit 
project.

Reconnecting America spent several months in 
late 2010 cataloging transit plans from the 100 
largest regions in the country, as well as some 
known projects from smaller regions. Keeping 
in mind that information on transit projects 
changes almost daily and some existing proj-
ects may have escaped this eff ort, the result-
ing catalog and its fi ndings off er a snapshot 
in time of the demand for new fi xed-guideway 
transit in America.

Demand is Strong Across Country
Reconnecting America documented more 
than 640 fi xed-guideway transit projects from 
around the country in various stages of the 
transit planning process.1 Compare that num-
ber to the 45 projects in the 2011 federal New/
Small Starts process to understand the pent- 

1 Reconnecting America identifi ed 643 transit 
planned, proposed, or under construction projects 
in 106 regions. Of those, cost estimates were avail-
able for 413 projects, 99 projects had detailed rider-
ship and 121 had mileage information. For 143 of 
the projects, there was suffi  cient information about 
station locations for Reconnecting America staff  
to digitize station points and analyze demographic 
and employment conditions within a half-mile of 
the stations.

up demand for transit in the US. While many 
of the projects in this catalog are still ideas on 
a chalkboard and may never be constructed, 
the sheer number of places thinking about the 
value fi xed-guideway transit could bring to 
their communities is telling.

For the 413 projects that had detailed cost es-
timates, the total estimated cost to build those 
projects is upward of $233 billion. Again, com-
pare that number to the $1.6 billion available 
through New/Small Starts. Assuming the fed-
eral government provided a 50 percent match 
for each of those 413 projects, it would take 73 
years to fund just today’s demand.

A Transformative Eff ort 
More than 30 percent of the individual projects 
examined would be the fi rst fi xed-guideway 
transit in their region. If only the projects with 
designated station locations were built (143 
projects, about 20 percent of all of the projects 
documented), fi xed-guideway transit would 
connect 3.5 million more jobs than it does 
today, approximately a 25 percent increase 
(existing fi xed-guideway connects 14.1 mil-
lion jobs.) Nearly 4 million households would 
receive enhanced transit access from these 
projects, with 46 percent of those being lower 
income households.  And that doesn’t include 
the redevelopment opportunities that would 
arise along these new transit corridors. 

What does this ultimately mean for the United 
States in this current political climate?  Re-
search clearly shows that greater transit con-
nectivity to employment and housing increases 
productivity and reduces costs to families.  
Many regions are proposing projects and com-
ing up with their own money to build them, 
but they want to move faster.  Additionally, 
there are many places that would like to move 
forward but need a partner.  Today’s Small/
New Starts program is not suffi  cient to meet 
this demand and more should be done to help 
fulfi ll these visions of a more livable and sus-
tainable America.




