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Introduction

On May 30, 2019, the Task Force on the Brooklyn-Queens Connector (BQX), chaired by Council Member Carlos Menchaca, will hold an oversight hearing on the current status of the BQX project. The BQX was officially proposed by Mayor Bill de Blasio during his 2016 State of the City address, where he announced support from the construction of a 16-mile streetcar/light rail system that would connect the waterfront communities of Brooklyn and Queens.[footnoteRef:2] This streetcar/light rail system was announced as a way to connect the communities along the waterfront by providing the area with an additional transportation option and the potential to generate $25 billion in economic activity.[footnoteRef:3] This report of the Task Force explores background on streetcar/light rail systems and the development of the project. The Task Force expects to hear testimony from the New York City Economic Development Corporation (NYCEDC), the New York City Department of Transportation (DOT), and other interested stakeholders.  [2:  Mayor Bill de Blasio, “2016 State of the City Address,” City of New York, available at https://medium.com/cityofny/one-nyc-working-for-our-neighborhoods-35ad77dd7780]  [3:  Mayor Bill de Blasio, “2016 State of the City Address,” City of New York, available at https://medium.com/cityofny/one-nyc-working-for-our-neighborhoods-35ad77dd7780] 



Background 

Light Rail and Streetcars

Many cities in the United States (U.S.) operate a distinct, or a combination of, light rail and streetcar service.[footnoteRef:4] Light-rail is an electrified rail system that may provide regional service, or can connect suburban communities with business districts.[footnoteRef:5] A light-rail system can span between 15-20 miles and have stations that vary from half a mile to a mile apart.[footnoteRef:6] Light rail systems generally reach speeds of 55-65 miles per hour, and usually serve commuting populations during peak hours on weekdays.[footnoteRef:7] Streetcar systems, in comparison, typically operate in city centers with routes that cover 2-5 miles and with stops of less than half a mile apart. These systems typically reach speeds up to 35 miles per hour.[footnoteRef:8] Streetcars commonly serve short trips for commuters during peak periods, but may also be operational throughout the weekday and on weekends.[footnoteRef:9] Streetcar systems often have one to two cars with capacity of about one hundred passengers per car.[footnoteRef:10] However, streetcar systems can reach 145 feet in length with capacity for 300 passengers.[footnoteRef:11] Key features that make these systems appealing are the fact that either all or parts of the network operate on a dedicated right-of-way, with dedicated passenger boarding areas, allow all door boarding, and off-board fare payment stations, and have Transit Signal Priority (TSP), which extends the green light so that they can pass.[footnoteRef:12] See Table 1 for a summary comparison of light rail and streetcar systems. [4:  American Public Transportation Association, “This is Light Rail Transit,” November 2000, available at https://www.apta.com/wp-content/uploads/Resources/resources/reportsandpublications/Documents/light_rail_bro.pdf ]  [5:  American Public Transportation Association, “Light Rail & Streetcar Systems: How they Differ; How they Overlap,” October 2014, available at https://www.apta.com/wp-content/uploads/Resources/resources/reportsandpublications/Documents/APTA%20Light%20Rail-Streetcars-How%20They%20Differ-How%20They%20Overlap%20Oct%2014.pdf]  [6:  American Public Transportation Association, “Light Rail & Streetcar Systems: How they Differ; How they Overlap,” October 2014, available at https://www.apta.com/wp-content/uploads/Resources/resources/reportsandpublications/Documents/APTA%20Light%20Rail-Streetcars-How%20They%20Differ-How%20They%20Overlap%20Oct%2014.pdf]  [7:  Ibid.]  [8:  Ibid.]  [9:  American Public Transportation Association, “This is Light Rail Transit,” November 2000, available at https://www.apta.com/wp-content/uploads/Resources/resources/reportsandpublications/Documents/light_rail_bro.pdf]  [10:  Ibid.]  [11:  Bell, Rhona. “The Evolution of Streetcar Technology,” Metro-Magazine, May 30, 2017,available at https://www.metro-magazine.com/blogpost/722658/the-evolution-of-streetcar-technology ]  [12:  American Public Transportation Association, What is Light Rail Transit?, November 2000.] 

Table 1: Difference between Light Rail and Streetcars[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Bell, Rhona; Klinkon, Phil. “The Evolution of Streetcar Technology,” Metro-Magazine, May 30, 2017,available at https://www.metro-magazine.com/blogpost/722658/the-evolution-of-streetcar-technology] 
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Traditional streetcars were phased out of many cities in the 20th century, with the exception of Boston, Cleveland, New Orleans, Newark, Philadelphia, San Francisco and Toronto, which still operate today.[footnoteRef:14] Other cities, including New York, decided to convert streetcar systems into bus systems.[footnoteRef:15] As the automobile grew in popularity, the streetcar systems had to compete for road space and buses were found to be quieter and faster.[footnoteRef:16]  [14:  Vock, Daniel C., “Streetcars: If you build it, will they come?”, Governing, June 2016, Available at https://www.governing.com/topics/transportation-infrastructure/gov-streetcars.html and https://www.apta.com/resources/reportsandpublications/Documents/light_rail_bro.pdfhttps://www.apta.com/resources/reportsandpublications/Documents/light_rail_bro.pdf]  [15:  Mooney, Richard. “From Rail to Rubber: How the bus replaced the streetcar on New York City’s streets,” New York Daily News, August 14, 2017, https://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/dead-sailing-ships-goodbye-trolleys-1936-article-1.2903124 ]  [16:  James, Owain. “We miss streetcars’ frequent and reliable service, not streetcars themselves,” MobilityLab, April 17,2019, available at https://mobilitylab.org/2019/04/17/we-miss-streetcars-frequent-and-reliable-service-not-streetcars-themselves/#10] 

Light-rail became popular in U.S. cities throughout the 1980s. Advocates of light rail argue that it is cheaper than subways or commuter rail, and can alleviate congestion, increase economic activity and improve overall mobility.[footnoteRef:17] During the 1980s, Buffalo, Portland, Sacramento, San Diego and San Jose all opened light-rail systems.[footnoteRef:18] Some cities operate both a streetcar system and a light-rail system. This trend continued into the 2000s but has been more focused on adding streetcar systems as cities focused on connecting different communities within cities.[footnoteRef:19] Since 2013, 22 new streetcar projects have opened across the U.S., and 12 projects are in the works (both new systems and additions to existing systems).[footnoteRef:20]  [17:  Yohan Freemark. “Have U.S Light Rail Systems Been Worth the Investment?”, CityLab, April 10, 2014 available at https://www.citylab.com/transportation/2014/04/have-us-light-rail-systems-been-worth-investment/8838/]  [18: Ibid.]  [19:  Ibid. ]  [20:  James, Owain, “We miss streetcars’ frequent and reliable service, not streetcars themselves,” MobilityLab, April 17, 2019, available at https://mobilitylab.org/2019/04/17/we-miss-streetcars-frequent-and-reliable-service-not-streetcars-themselves/#10; and Kurtzleben, Danielle. “Everything you need to know about the streetcar craze,” Vox, July 8, 2015, available at https://www.vox.com/2018/7/13/17570156/us-streetcar-trend-public-transportation] 

In order for a streetcar to work, experts argue that there needs to be a dense population, with easy walkability, and a line that moves relatively quickly with frequent service.[footnoteRef:21] The system needs to be planned in an area that will produce a high enough ridership. The problem with the streetcar and light-rail revival is the corresponding debate as to whether it should be judged solely for their ability to move people, or also for their economic value.[footnoteRef:22] [21:  Bruno, Debra. “So You Want to Build a Trolley,” Politico, March 16, 2017, available at https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2017/03/5-things-every-trolley-craving-mayor-should-know-214915]  [22:  Vock, Daniel C., “Streetcars: If you build it, will they come?”, Governing, June 2016, Available at https://www.governing.com/topics/transportation-infrastructure/gov-streetcars.html] 



Financing Public Projects through “Value Capture” Mechanisms

The studies conducted by the City to inform the feasibility of the BQX rely on assumptions that value capture mechanisms can finance a portion of the capital construction costs. In this section we look at what value capture mechanisms exist, and how other municipalities have used this financing model for other public projects.
Types of Value Capture Mechanisms

[bookmark: _gjdgxs]Value capture describes a set of tools that assume that public investments and other government actions can increase the value of nearby privately-owned property. This increase in value is leveraged to finance the cost of the public improvements.[footnoteRef:23] These value capture mechanisms include tools like inclusionary zoning, impact fees, special assessments, transferable development right fees, and tax increment financing (TIF).[footnoteRef:24] All of these tools seek to recoup some of the gains realized by private property owners from public investment or government activity (e.g. zoning and land use changes) to pay for a project or to reinvest in that community.[footnoteRef:25] These tools are attractive because they give the appearance of public projects being self-financed, and can help spur development in areas in need of investment.  [23:  Bernstein, Alison E; German, Lourdes. “Land Value Capture Tools to Finance our Urban Future,” Lincoln Institute of Land Policy, September 2018, available at https://www.lincolninst.edu/sites/default/files/pubfiles/land-value-capture-policy-brief.pdf ]  [24:  Ibid.]  [25:  Ibid.] 

[bookmark: _gcnd8lx6snkk]New York City has utilized some versions of these investment tools over the years. The City’s zoning code contains inclusionary zoning that creates value by increasing the development capacity of an area, and then partially recaptures that value through housing affordability requirements on newly built housing. The City also provides density bonuses for public space improvements related to open space and transit access.
Value capture also operates outside of the zoning code. The City’s current property tax system is already set up for value capture mechanisms: as the value of a property increases, its assessment will increase as well, raising the property tax revenues from that site. For example, areas such as the Hudson Yards, a new mixed-use development on Manhattan’s Far West Side combined zoning tools with special financing tools to pay for public infrastructure that would spur the development of a mixed- use corridor over the rail yards in the area. In addition to a rezoning[footnoteRef:26], a public authority was created to issue bonds to pay for the extension of the subway and the construction of a public park. The bonds are paid back through revenues that come from property taxes in the area, paid to the authority through payment in lieu of taxes (PILOTs) and tax equivalency payments (TEP).[footnoteRef:27] While PILOTs and TEP are the main sources of recurring revenue for the authority, other one time revenues are provided, such as district improvement bonuses (DIBs). DIBs allow developers to purchase greater density. [26:  New York City Department of City Planning, Hudson Yards District Zoning Text Amendment, January 19, 2005, available at http://www1.nyc.gov/assets/planning/download/pdf/plans/hudson-yards/zoning_text_011905.pdf ]  [27:  Hudson Yards Infrastructure Corporation, Preliminary Offering Statement for Hudson Yards Senior Revenue Bonds Fiscal 2007 Series A, December 7, 2006, available at https://emma.msrb.org/EA383155-MS229725-MD447749.pdf ] 

[bookmark: _h9wm47sznj3u][bookmark: _cmu3s2qtdz3y]Hudson Yards followed other projects in the City’s history, such as the developments of Battery Park City and Brooklyn Bridge Park, which utilize these sorts of tools.[footnoteRef:28] New developments in those areas were exempted from property taxes but instead would use PILOTs that in turn, like DIBs, help repay bonds used to develop these large public projects with a mix of uses including infrastructure, housing, and open space. [28:  Battery Park City Authority, “2018 Annual Report,” available at https://bpca.ny.gov/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/BPCA-Annual-Report-FY2018-1-31-19.pdf;
and Brooklyn Bridge Park Corporation, “Report on Brooklyn Bridge Park’s Financial Model,” July 29, 2015, available at https://brooklynbridgepark.s3.amazonaws.com/p/3008/BBD%20Final%20Report%20withcoverletter730.pdf ] 

These financing tools are all related to one strain of value-capture: tax increment financing (TIF). As the Citizen’s Budget Commission describes it, the idea behind TIF is that public investments in infrastructure and services will induce private development, which in turn will lead to higher property values, more employment, and additional tax revenue. Since this economic activity and revenue growth would not occur “but for” upfront investments made by the public sector, cities can capture the new property tax revenue to pay for the investments that sparked the growth (see Figure 1).”[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Citizen’s Budget Commission, “Tax Increment Financing: A Primer”, December 05, 2017, available at https://cbcny.org/research/tax-increment-financing-primer ] 

The feasibility study for BQX estimates that about half of the project’s $2.7 billion price tag could be recouped through value capture, suggesting it may fall in line with a TIF scheme.[footnoteRef:30] Public financing through TIF has existed in the U.S. since the 1950s and in New York State since 1984. New York’s TIF law allows municipalities to pledge future property tax revenue to finance development projects, so long as the municipality demonstrates the existence of blight and that the project would not happen “but for” the use of TIF.[footnoteRef:31] Apart from the Brooklyn Bridge Park project mentioned earlier, the most high profile example of a TIF-like project in the City is Hudson Yards.[footnoteRef:32]  [30:  City of New York, BQX Completion of Conceptual Design Report, August 2018, available at https://www.nycedc.com/sites/default/files/filemanager/BQX/BQX_Report_August_2018.pdf ]  [31:  Ibid.]  [32:  Though Hudson Yards follows much of the logic of TIF, the public investment in Hudson Yards, financed through HYIC bonds, is paid for not directly from local property tax gains, but a suite of sources that include tax equivalency payments, payments in lieu of taxes, district improvement bonuses, and others. ] 
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Figure 1: Model of Tax Increment Financing
One difficulty with the TIF financing model is determining how much of the value increase is caused by the public investment. In his Fiscal 2019 State Executive Budget, Governor Andrew Cuomo proposed the creation of special transit districts within New York City to direct property tax revenues towards funding MTA transit improvements.[footnoteRef:33] However, that model assumed that 75% of the increase above a baseline of the current value of property would come from the public investment and therefore be diverted to the MTA. That assumption however was not supported by any publically available analysis. [33:  See FY 2019 New York State Executive Budget; Transportation, Economic Development and Environmental Conservation Article VII Legislation. Part L. ] 

Outside the U.S., one high profile transportation value capture project that represents yet another way to approach value capture was the development of the Crossrail in London.[footnoteRef:34] The £14.8 billion project was funded through a variety of sources, with one of the major revenue streams coming from a surcharge on the business taxes paid by local firms directly benefiting from the project.[footnoteRef:35] Crossrail is a useful comparison to both the Governor’s transit district proposal and the Hudson Yards model in the reliance on the business community to help fund the project through the addition of a surcharge on an existing tax rather than running the risk of siphoning money from existing tax revenues, which could affect the provision of other public services.  [34:  Roukouni, A.; Meeda, F., “Evaluation of Value Capture mechanisms as a funding source for urban transport: the case of London’s Crossrail,” Precedia, Vol. 48, 2012.]  [35:  Buck, Martin. “Crossrail Project: Finance, Funding and Value Capture for London’s Elizabeth Line”, Proceedings of the Institute of Civil Engineers, 2017.] 

 Value Capture and Public Policy

Value capture tools have allowed municipalities to finance new development and revitalization efforts that have produced countless residential and commercial projects across the country.[footnoteRef:36] The increased popularity of using value capture schemes, particularly as a way to finance economic development projects, is the result of a few factors. The self-financing nature of value capture can make it easier to sell in an environment when public dollars are heavily competed for by a range of policy priorities.[footnoteRef:37] It is worth noting that this self-financing claim is sometimes contested, either by those who believe the project did not pass the “but-for” test, or that the public investment was not adequately repaid those who benefited from the project.[footnoteRef:38]  [36:  Godderis, Laura; Weber, Rachel. “Tax Increment Financing: Process and Planning Issues,” Lincoln Institute of Land Policy, Working Paper, 2007, available at http://www.cdfa.net/cdfa/cdfaweb.nsf/ord/dee466796291554d8825793600641312/$file/goddeeris-weber-financing.pdf ]  [37:  Illinois TIF Reform Taskforce, “Final Report of the TIF Reform Taskforce,” June 2018, available at http://www.revenue.state.il.us/AboutIdor/TaxResearch/TIFTaskForce/TIF_Reform_Task_Force_Report.pdf]  [38:  Fisher, Bridget; Leite, Flavia. “The Cost of New York City’s Hudson Yards Redevelopment Project,” Schwartz Center for Economic Policy Analysis and Department of Economics, The New School for Social Research, Working Paper Series 2018-2, available at https://www.economicpolicyresearch.org/images/docs/research/political_economy/Cost_of_Hudson_Yards_WP_11.5.18.pdf ] 


Value capture is also attractive because it gives the appearance that those directly benefiting from the project are the ones paying for it, though this can also lead to problems depending on the design of the financing. If economic development projects increasingly become dependent on the ability to generate growth in local property values sufficient to pay for them, they may begin to not include areas that are less likely to generate this payoff. As value capture projects move financing out of the normal budget process, this also could lead to less oversight of City resources. And if projects fail to generate the value they expected, taxpayers citywide will likely be on the hook to fill the gap. All of these questions point to the risk of value capture projects creating what they are designed to avoid: opportunity costs between the project and other competing needs funded by City tax dollars.[footnoteRef:39]  [39:  Ibid.
] 


Crucial in all this is the “but-for” question described earlier. The “but-for” question is both a legal requirement in the State law allowing municipalities to create a TIF district, but also is important to evaluating the success of a value capture project. Answering the “but-for” question (basically, the if not for whatever project you’re paying for, the development that coincides with it and pays for it would not have happened) is always difficult, and particularly so for a project like the BQX. Creating a value capture project in an area which is already experiencing rapid growth in real estate values makes it difficult to determine what amount of value is being generated by the project and how much was just secular growth happening anyway, barring government action like upzoning or land use changes, which the Administration has not included in its analysis of the financial feasibility of BQX [footnoteRef:40]. Also, adding a value capture project on top of areas that are already undergoing value capture within the context of the City’s inclusionary zoning program for affordable housing will should be carefully crafted to eliminate conflict between different public policy goals.  [40:  New York City, Brooklyn Queens Connector: Completion of Conceptual Design Report,” August 2018, page 55.] 

Summary of Brooklyn-Queens Connector (BQX) Project

Initial Project Development 

In 2015, the Friends of the Brooklyn-Queens Connector (Friends of the BQX)[footnoteRef:41], a non-profit 501(c)3 organization formed to advocate for the BQX, sponsored an initial feasibility study of a new public transit system along the Brooklyn/Queens waterfront.[footnoteRef:42] This study was conducted by Sam Schwartz, a global traffic and transportation planning and engineering firm. In this study, a streetcar was determined to be the best mode to provide this waterfront public transportation connection. This report has not been made public. [41:  Friends of Brooklyn Queens Connector, http://www.bqx.nyc/#join-us]  [42:  Sam Schwartz, “Brooklyn-Queens Connector, http://samschwartz.com/case-studies/brooklyn-queens-connector/] 

Friends of the BQX also commissioned HR&A Advisors to examine the economic and social benefits of the proposed BQX to New York City.[footnoteRef:43] HR&A estimated that the BQX would add 86,000 jobs to the waterfront employment base by 2045 (25% of total forecasted employment growth).[footnoteRef:44] The study found that low-income and under-skilled residents in the waterfront communities will require additional city investments in workforce development and educational opportunities in order to benefit for the growth in manufacturing, tech, and construction jobs that will account for a significant portion of the new jobs created as a result of the BQX.[footnoteRef:45] [43:  HR&A, “BQX Socio Economic Impacts,” page 100]  [44:  HR&A, “BQX Socio Economic Impacts,” page 109]  [45:  HR&A, “BQX Socio Economic Impacts,” page 128] 

In 2016, the New York City Economic Development Corporation (NYCEDC) and the New York City Department of Transportation (NYCDOT) commissioned HDR consultants to evaluate the Friends of the BQX’s technical feasibility study. HDR concurred with Sam Schwartz’s determination that the streetcar/light rail system would be the most appropriate transit system along the Brooklyn Queens Waterfront.[footnoteRef:46] HDR also confirmed that the assumptions in the Sam Schwartz study were reasonably sound.[footnoteRef:47] The report outlined an estimated $2.5 billion capital cost to implement the 16-mile streetcar system, and a $31.5 million annual operations and maintenance budget. The study determined it would be a reasonable assumption to conclude that the project could be “self-financed” through a value capture mechanisms.[footnoteRef:48] [46:  HDR Consultants, “Brooklyn-Queens Waterfront: Streetcar/Light Rail Rapid Assessment,” page 1.]  [47:  Ibid.]  [48:  Ibid.] 

2016 Announcement and Outreach

In Mayor Bill de Blasio’s 2016 State of the City speech, he announced his plan to support “the Brooklyn-Queens Connector, or BQX, a state-of-the-art streetcar that will run from Astoria to Sunset Park.”[footnoteRef:49] In that same speech he stated that the streetcar would have the potential to generate over $25 billion in economic activity for the 16-mile route that would link several East River waterfront communities in Brooklyn and Queens.[footnoteRef:50] [49:  Mayor Bill de Blasio, “2016 State of the City Address,” City of New York, available at https://medium.com/cityofny/one-nyc-working-for-our-neighborhoods-35ad77dd7780]  [50:  Ibid.] 

In the Mayor’s One NYC 2016 Progress Report, the mayor outlines “the need for additional transit options for a rapidly growing Brooklyn-Queens waterfront.”[footnoteRef:51] The BQX is intended to link several “innovative clusters” that have seen significant city investment (Brooklyn Navy Yard, Brooklyn Army Terminal, and Cornell Tech Campus), as well as, link 13 NYCHA developments that house over 40,000 tenants.[footnoteRef:52] The BQX is expected to operate primarily in a dedicated right-of-way (separate from vehicular traffic) and to carry 50,000 passengers a day. The new public transit option is expected to help achieve the Mayor’s OneNYC goal of providing New Yorkers access to more jobs within a 45-minute commute via public transit and help to reduce the City’s greenhouse gas emission 80% by 2050. At the time, the project was expected to break ground by 2020.[footnoteRef:53] [51:  Mayor Bill de Blasio, “OneNYC 2016 Progress Report,” available at https://www1.nyc.gov/html/onenyc/downloads/pdf/publications/OneNYC-2016-Progress-Report.pdf]  [52:  Ibid.]  [53:  Ibid.] 

After Mayor de Blasio announced the project, the New York City Economic Development Corporation conducted direct outreach and research efforts for the City of New York for the proposed BQX. Between the summer of 2016 and fall 2018, the City of New York has conducted seven community visioning sessions, and briefed elected officials, community organizations, community boards.
In the outreach materials provided by NYC DOT and NYCEDC, the agencies described the project as a “modern, efficient, state-of-the-art transit link to support the growing Brooklyn and Queens waterfront.”[footnoteRef:54] The system would include modern streetcars, 30 stops (approximately ½ mile apart), operate in the street right-of-way (with as many exclusive lanes as possible), with a fare pegged to MTA subway fare.[footnoteRef:55] NYC DOT and NYC EDC gathered feedback from local communities about several potential routes for the proposed light rail or street car system. The proposed routes consider utilizing existing bridges over the Newtown Creek and Gowanus Canal or the construction of new bridges to serve the BQX. The system was expected to serve over 400,000 people. [54:  NYC DOT and NYC EDC, “BQX: Moving People Connecting Communities,” presentation, Fall 2016]  [55:  Ibid.] 

August 2018 Conceptual Design Report

In 2018, Mayor de Blasio released the most recent analysis of the feasibility of the proposed BQX light rail system. In the August 2018 report, the Mayor proposed an updated and shorter 11-mile route that would connect the waterfront communities of Red Hook, Brooklyn to Astoria, Queens (See Figure 2).[footnoteRef:56] The route was chosen because it would “generate the highest ridership, connect the greatest number of people to jobs, amenities and other modes of transportation, and minimize disruptions to utilities and local businesses.[footnoteRef:57] The 2018 report suggests the construction of a new drawbridge over the Newtown Creek (rather than utilizing the existing Pulaski Bridge), to serve the proposed BQX, pedestrians and bicyclists. This proposed route defers the consideration for constructing a portion of the system that was contemplated to cross the Gowanus Canal and connect Sunset Park to the light rail system. According to August 2018 report, this portion of the proposed route is not currently considered as a part of the BQX route due to “a combination of low projected ridership and high estimated cost of construction.”[footnoteRef:58] [56:  New York City, Brooklyn Queens Connector: Completion of Conceptual Design Report,” August 2018, page 24.]  [57:  Ibid.]  [58:  Ibid.] 

While the route proposed in the 2018 report is five miles shorter than initially proposed, the estimated construction cost increased from $2.5 billion to $2.7 billion.[footnoteRef:59] The project itself is expected to have “$30 billion in economic impact,” and generate $1.4 billion in “value capture.”[footnoteRef:60] The operating costs for the BQX are estimated at $40 million per year.[footnoteRef:61] Federal funding is contemplated as a component of the financing for the construction of the project. [59:  New York City, Brooklyn Queens Connector: Completion of Conceptual Design Report,” August 2018, page 6]  [60:  Ibid.]  [61:  NYC Deputy Mayor Alicia Glen, “Letter from Deputy Mayor for Housing and Economic Development, February 6, 2019] 

The 2018 report assumes a ridership of 50,000 passengers per weekday with the potential to grow to 90,000 passengers a day by 2050.[footnoteRef:62] Ridership is expected to be heaviest between Downtown Brooklyn and Greenpoint, and 70% of riders would transfer to a subway or bus to reach their final destination. The ridership assumptions are based on a $2.75 fare (pegged to MTA fare) and an average speed of service of 12 miles per hour. When average speed dropped to 8 miles per hour ridership dropped to approximately 30,000 riders per weekday with the potential to increase to 50,000 riders per weekday in 2050.[footnoteRef:63] [62:  New York City, Brooklyn Queens Connector: Completion of Conceptual Design Report,” August 2018, page 17]  [63:  Ibid.] 

The 2018 report identifies the underground utilities along the proposed BQX right-of-way as “one of the greatest challenges to constructing the right-of-way for BQX.”[footnoteRef:64] The report states that the BQX will unavoidably be located above a range of underground utilities. Further, “without a thorough understanding of the locations of utilities, and an agreed upon set of protocols and procedures between the streetcar operator and utility providers, costly roadwork and lengthy streetcar service shutdowns can occur during planned maintenance and emergency situations.” [footnoteRef:65] [64:  New York City, Brooklyn Queens Connector: Completion of Conceptual Design Report,” August 2018, page 21]  [65:  Ibid.] 

The proposed streetcar system would likely rely on an “overhead contact system (OCS)” to power the streetcar system.[footnoteRef:66] This power system relies on a “traction power substation (TPSS)” to provide electricity to the streetcar. These power substations would need to be located within half a mile of the streetcar tracks. The BQX is estimated to require 10 power substations, and the 2018 report suggests that these power substations would likely be located on existing city-owned property.[footnoteRef:67] [66:  New York City, Brooklyn Queens Connector: Completion of Conceptual Design Report,” August 2018, page 50]  [67:  Ibid.] 

On August 30, 2018, Mayor de Blasio announced that the environmental review for the BQX would begin in winter 2018-2019. At the February 6, 2019 Executive Committee Meeting of the NYCEDC, over $7 million was approved for conducting environmental review analysis for preparation of the ULURP application for the BQX. [footnoteRef:68] The Uniform Land Use Review Procedure (ULURP) is expected to begin in 2020. Potential ULURP actions include “changes to the City’s official adopted map, acquisition of real property and easements, revocable consents and franchises, and site selection for capital projects.”[footnoteRef:69] Construction is expected to begin in 2024 and end in 2029.[footnoteRef:70]  [68:  NYC Economic Development Corporation, “Minutes of the Regular Meeting of the Executive Committee of New York City Economic Development Corporation,” February 6, 2019.]  [69:  New York City, Brooklyn Queens Connector: Completion of Conceptual Design Report,” August 2018, page 58]  [70:  Press Office of Mayor Bill de Blasio, “De Blasio Administration Greenlights BQX Streetcar and Announces Environmental Review Will Begin This Winter,” August 30, 2018, available at https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/446-18/de-blasio-administration-greenlights-bqx-streetcar-announces-environmental-review-will-begin] 

[image: ]
Figure 2: Proposed BQX Route


Streetcars and Light Rail Systems in the US

The Portland Streetcar is deemed not only a success, but as an example for other streetcar systems. In 2001, Portland built 4.8 track miles and ran the system with five streetcars, by 2015, the system has grown to include 16 track miles and 17 streetcars.[footnoteRef:71] It operates roughly 10 miles per hour with weekday ridership over 15,000 rides and the majority taking place during the middle of the day (11-4pm).[footnoteRef:72] A recent report found that since 1998, $4.5 billion in market value was added to the streetcar’s corridor.[footnoteRef:73] While some contribute the economic revival to the streetcar itself, one district the streetcar passes through was already up for a rezoning, so critics argue that you cannot credit the economic development solely with the streetcar.[footnoteRef:74]  [71: Portland Bureau of Transportation, “Portland Streetcar: Strategic Plan 2015-2020,” available at https://www.portlandoregon.gov/transportation/article/573729]  [72: Bruno, Debra. “So You Want to Build a Trolley,” Politico, March 16, 2017, available at https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2017/03/5-things-every-trolley-craving-mayor-should-know-214915; and Portland Bureau of Transportation, “Portland Streetcar: Strategic Plan 2015-2020,” available at https://www.portlandoregon.gov/transportation/article/573729]  [73:  Portland Bureau of Transportation, “Portland Streetcar: Strategic Plan 2015-2020,” available at https://www.portlandoregon.gov/transportation/article/573729]  [74:  James, Owain, “We miss streetcars’ frequent and reliable service, not streetcars themselves,” MobilityLab, April 17,2019, available at https://mobilitylab.org/2019/04/17/we-miss-streetcars-frequent-and-reliable-service-not-streetcars-themselves/#10] 

The Washington, DC streetcar began operating in 2016, six years after the first track was laid. The D.C. system now covers 1.2 miles with average ridership of 3,000 per day at an average speed of 7 miles per hour.[footnoteRef:75] Despite the delays, the H street corridor saw increased economic activity and housing prices over the course of six years. The resurgence occurred after the streetcar was announced, but a bus line had already been operating in these areas, it is not entirely clear whether the streetcar was the primary contributor to the economic boom. Buses still operate along this corridor with more ridership than the streetcar.[footnoteRef:76]  [75:  Ibid.; and Bruno, Debra. “So You Want to Build a Trolley,” Politico, March 16, 2017, available at https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2017/03/5-things-every-trolley-craving-mayor-should-know-214915]  [76:  Ibid. ] 

Streetcars require significant capital investments for both the laying the rails down and for the streetcars themselves. Cincinnati's streetcar line was proposed in 2007 and has been estimated to cost between $133 million and $148 million for a 3.6-mile track.[footnoteRef:77] Milwaukee’s streetcar will cost $64.6 million for 2 miles of track, and Tucson’s streetcar system is estimated to cost $196 million for 3.9 miles.[footnoteRef:78] [77:  Kurtzleben, Danielle. “Everything you need to know about the streetcar craze,” Vox, July 8, 2015, available at https://www.vox.com/2018/7/13/17570156/us-streetcar-trend-public-transportation]  [78:  Ibid.] 

In many instances, cities received partial funding from the federal government. This was largely due to a change in the formula for certain transportation grants during the Obama Administration. The grant application required projects to demonstrate some type of economic development.[footnoteRef:79] [79:  Ibid.] 

When streetcars work they can unify cities and boost real estate development and value. When they do not work, critics argue they can be a waste of money.[footnoteRef:80] The Atlanta streetcar cost $98 million for 2.7 miles of track for the downtown area. In the first year of operation, Atlanta operated the streetcar without a fare and saw high ridership, but once they implemented a $1 fare, ridership decreased dramatically. The operating costs are beyond what the city anticipated.[footnoteRef:81] [80:  Wickert, David. :Work remains to address Atlanta Streetcar audit,” March 17,2017, available at https://www.ajc.com/news/local/work-remains-address-atlanta-streetcar-audit/a3ZvcHzGMtCxz8wPAYsjoI/]  [81:  Ibid.; and Celestine, Shari, “The Atlanta Streetcar of yesteryear,” The Signal, October 4, 2018, available at http://georgiastatesignal.com/the-atlanta-streetcar-of-yesteryear/] 

Bus Rapid Transit and NYC Select Bus Service
Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) was first implemented in Curitiba, Brazil in 1974.[footnoteRef:82] The goal of BRT was to increase bus speed and efficiency in a cost effective manner. Now, at least 189 cities worldwide have some form of BRT.[footnoteRef:83] BRT usually includes buses operating on a dedicated right-of-way, with dedicated passenger boarding areas, all door boarding, and off-board fare payment stations.[footnoteRef:84] In New York City, the Metropolitan Transportation Authority’s New York City Transit Division (NYCT) along with the Department of Transportation (DOT) operate a modified version of BRT, known as Select Bus Service (SBS).  [82:  Reed, Drew. “How Curitiba’s BRT stations sparked a transport revolution – a history of cities in 50 buildings, day 43,” The Guardian, May 26, 2015, https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2015/may/26/curitiba-brazil-brt-transport-revolution-history-cities-50-buildings ]  [83:  https://www.itdp.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/20110526ITDP_USBRT_Report-HR.pdf]  [84:  Ibid. ] 

SBS was introduced in New York City in 2008 in order to increase speed, reliability, and ridership by implementing certain core enhancements, such as dedicated lanes, off-board fare collection, limited stop-spacing, and transit signal priority (TSP), which extends the green signal so that buses are able to pass.[footnoteRef:85]  [85:  Cruz, Ramon; Hook, Walter; Replogle, Michael; Weinstock, Annie. “Recapturing Global Leadership in Bus Rapid Transit: A Survey of Select U.S Cities,” Institute for Transportation & Development Policy, May 2011, available at https://www.itdp.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/20110526ITDP_USBRT_Report-HR.pdf] 

The initial SBS routes were developed based on a community planning process with extensive public input and feedback.[footnoteRef:86] In order to determine where SBS would be most useful, NYCT and DOT conducted traffic analysis looking at areas underserved by the existing public transit network. To identify potential SBS bus routes, the agencies identified areas where SBS would help to enhance transit in underserved areas, improve the speed of certain transit trips, supplement subway lines experiencing overcrowding, and accommodate future growth.[footnoteRef:87] After this analysis, DOT and NYCT conducted seven public workshops and an online survey to solicit feedback on unmet transit needs and raise awareness of BRT.[footnoteRef:88]  [86:  NYC Transit and NYC DOT, “Bus Rapid Transit Phase II: Future Corridors,” available at http://www.nyc.gov/html/brt/downloads/pdf/brt_future_corridors.pdf]  [87:  NYC Transit and NYC DOT, “Bus Rapid Transit Phase II: Future Corridors,” available at http://www.nyc.gov/html/brt/downloads/pdf/brt_future_corridors.pdf ]  [88:  Ibid.] 

SBS service expansion in recent years has stalled. In 2017, Mayor de Blasio announced 21 new routes would be added to the network by 2027.[footnoteRef:89] However, a year later in August of 2018, the MTA announced they would hold off on implementing new SBS routes until 2021 due to budget concerns.[footnoteRef:90] Only the M14A and M14D, which operate near Manhattan’s along 14th street will have SBS enhancements and will open in June of 2019.[footnoteRef:91] The MTA is instead focusing on redesigning the bus networks in each borough.[footnoteRef:92] Since 2008, 18 SBS routes have opened on 16 corridors.[footnoteRef:93]  [89:  David Meyer, David. “De Blasio Announces 10-Year Plan for 21 More Select Bus Service Routes,” Streetsblog NYC, October 20, 2017, available at) https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2017/10/20/de-blasio-announces-10-year-plan-for-21-more-select-bus-service-routes/ ]  [90:  Meyer, David. “Supposedly Cash-Strapped MTA Halts Expansion of Select Bus Service,” Streetsblog NYC, August 15, 2018) available at https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2018/08/15/supposedly-cash-strapped-mta-halts-expansion-of-select-bus-service/ ]  [91:  Ibid.]  [92:  Ibid.]  [93: New York City Transit and NYC DOT, “Bus Forward: Better Buses Action Plan,” April 2019, available at https://www1.nyc.gov/html/brt/downloads/pdf/better-buses-action-plan-2019.pdf http://web.mta.info/mta/planning/sbs/] 

SBS service provides many of the same features and benefits of SBS at less cost than the BQX to implement. For example, one of the features that would increase the speed of the BQX is transit signal priority, which is also used as a way to increase speed on the bus system. Brooklyn’s B44 was converted to SBS with a $15 million investment in dedicated bus lanes, transit signal priority, off-board fare payment, and bus bulbs, which led to 15 to 30 percent faster service for the 35,000 average weekday riders.[footnoteRef:94] The BQX is expected to cost $ 2.7 billion to build and $30 million a year to operate, while new SBS routes would cost $1.9 million to operate and cost between $7 million and $27 million to construct.[footnoteRef:95] Modeling by EDC suggests that the BQX would have an average weekday ridership between 30,000 and 50,000, depending on the speed the BQX reaches (8-12 mph respectively).[footnoteRef:96]  [94:  Meyer, David. “De Blasio’s Not Done Wasting Time on the Brooklyn-Queens Streetcar,” Streetsblog NYC, April 6, 2018, available at https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2018/04/06/de-blasios-not-done-wasting-time-on-the-brooklyn-queens-streetcar/ and http://web.mta.info/nyct/facts/ridership/ridership_bus.htm]  [95:  New York City Transit and NYC DOT, Select Bus Service, available at http://www.nyc.gov/html/brt/downloads/pdf/brt-routes-fullreport.pdf. ]  [96:  New York City, Brooklyn Queens Connector: Completion of Conceptual Design Report,” August 2018, page 17] 

An engineer writing for Streetsblog NYC argued that the proposed BQX route duplicates some of the existing transit in the area, as it is already served by three bus lines and the G train, so it is not necessarily serving an area that lacks transit access.[footnoteRef:97] The B57 (from Gowanus to Downtown Brooklyn), the B62 (Downtown Brooklyn to Long Island City) and the Q100 (from Long Island City to Rikers) and the G train operates cross town service from Brooklyn to Queens.[footnoteRef:98] The B62 and the B57 run parallel to the proposed BQX and the Q100 overlaps with the final four stops of the BQX.[footnoteRef:99] The MTA and DOT look at (among other things) the ridership of local routes in order to determine which routes should be converted to SBS routes.[footnoteRef:100] According to MTA ridership data from 2017, the B57 had average daily ridership of 7,064, the B62 had 7,292 and Q100 ridership of 4,100. [97:  Anonymous, “Op-Ed: BQX Streetcar Plan Should be Scrapped for Bus Rapid Transit,” Streetsblog NYC, November 12, 2018, available at https://nyc.streetsblog.org/2018/11/12/op-ed-bqx-streetcar-plan-should-be-scrapped-for-bus-rapid-transit/]  [98:  Ibid.]  [99:  Ibid.]  [100:  New York City Transit and NYC DOT, Select Bus Service, available at http://www.nyc.gov/html/brt/downloads/pdf/brt-routes-fullreport.pdf.] 

Many transit planners have supported light rail/streetcar systems in the last several decades because of the various claims that: (1) they are a rapid form of transit, (2) have a high passenger capacity, (3) can potentially decongest streets, (4) they are cost effective, (5) they can benefit low income individuals, (6) will provide jobs, and (7) they will not be paid for by local funds.[footnoteRef:101] It has been suggested that a balance should be made when considering how much value a system will add and how much ridership it will maintain.[footnoteRef:102] [101: Delong, James V. “Myths of Light Rail Transit,” Policy Study, Vol. 244, available at https://reason.org/wp-content/uploads/files/760155cae7ee4c80205854259f5c669a.pdf ]  [102:  Bruno, Debra. “So You Want to Build a Trolley,” Politico, March 16, 2017, available at https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2017/03/5-things-every-trolley-craving-mayor-should-know-214915] 
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Factor ght rail Streetcar
Dedicated lanes Often Only someti
Off-street tracks Often Only someti
Bigger vehicles Often Only someti
Multi-car trains Often Only sometimes
Station size Often big Usually small
Route length Often long Usually short
Distance between stations | Often long Usually short





