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Policy Proposal: Utilize Cost-Effective Methods to  
Bring Detroit’s Transit System Into the 21st Century 

 
Executive Summary 

 
The time for Detroit to develop an effective mass transit system has come. In nearly every 
metropolitan region across the country, efficient and reliable transit systems have proven to be 
not only means of mobility but drivers of economic development and responsible growth along 
existing infrastructure. Without a reliable, user-friendly transit system that is not hamstrung by 
arbitrary political boundaries, our city will never reach its full potential. Fortunately, massive 
investment—while helpful—isn’t the only way to bring our current system up-to-date. This paper 
focuses on a few low-cost and high-impact ways to build on the transit assets Detroit already has. 
 
We propose that the updating of bus routes to reflect current population patterns and 
future growth, along with simple improvements to increase user-friendliness and 
accessibility, will vastly improve Detroit’s transit system with minimal investment. We 
further propose that the City of Detroit takes on a leadership role in the development of a 
more robust, comprehensive transit system for the entire region of Southeast Michigan. 
 

Why High Quality Mass Transit is Important 
  
Transit provides access. High-quality transit allows all members of the community to travel to 
jobs, health care, education, retail, entertainment, and much more. It puts life’s necessities within 
everyone’s reach. When people of all backgrounds can access opportunities, morale and 
productivity soar. Isolation and hopelessness are checked. The result is safer, happier 
communities that can evolve from survival mode to growth mode. Especially in a city like 
Detroit, where a significant portion of the population does not have access to a vehicle, transit 
plays a crucial role in ensuring mobility and opportunity. Likewise, an increasing number of 
people, especially members of the highly-mobile skilled work force that are shaping the 21st 
century economy, are seeking cities that afford them a lifestyle independent of cars. 
 
Where transit is robust and usage is high, businesses and developers can pay attention to 
destinations rather than parking requirements. The effect at street level is dramatic: instead of 
cities carved up by windswept parking lots and gloomy parking structures, transit enables a 
continuous focus on the “city user,” be that a shopper, a tourist, or a business owner. Vibrant, 
pedestrian-filled streets require people to interact with, appreciate, and contribute to their city, 
creating a public space that encourages creativity, embraces diversity, and builds community.  
 

What it Looks Like Where it Works 
 
Communities like Portland, Denver, Salt Lake City, Dallas and Charlotte have within the last 
decade installed light rail systems that complement already existing bus services. Each of these 
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communities has benefited not only in terms of greater mobility for its residents, but in the 
realization of substantial economic impacts. In Dallas, residential properties near light rail 
stations on average increased in value 39 percent, and office buildings by 53 percent, compared to 
similar properties not near rail.1 The increase in taxable value of properties located near Dallas’s 
DART light rail stations was 25 percent higher than elsewhere in the metro area. Within five years 
of the construction of Portland’s light rail line, over 7 million square feet of new development 
valued at over $900 million occurred adjacent to light rail.2 
 
Transit providers can exist in many forms: regional authorities, municipal departments, or 
privately owned corporations. Where transit is most effective, each provider understands its role 
in the scope of a far-reaching network, and coordinates with other transit providers accordingly. 
Regardless of the organizational model, public funding—usually a dedicated funding 
mechanism—is always involved. In addition to funding, perhaps the most important marker of a 
strong transit system is its responsiveness to community needs. 

 
How Detroit Falls Short 

 
Detroit is the largest city in North America without a modern comprehensive mass transit system. 
But contrary to the popular misconception, Detroit is not the only metropolitan area with multiple 
transit systems. In fact, most large metropolitan areas have two, three, or even more transit 
providers. In Detroit, however, our transit systems don’t understand each other and fail to 
coordinate appropriately, resulting in wasted resources that aren’t useful to the transit consumer. 
 
In the City of Detroit, the transit system has not kept pace with changing realities. The route map 
of Detroit buses is strikingly similar to the trolley map of 1930—and surely Detroit and its transit 
needs have changed since then. In some parts of the city, dense webs of outdated routes serve 
sparsely populated neighborhoods. In other areas, activity has grown, but transit options remain 
inadequate. In some cases, a bus route may be direct, but buses service the route too infrequently 
to be a reliable option for users. Furthermore, even when a bus route can carry someone from 
point A to point B, the system fails to allow for easy navigation with its lack of signage or 
covered rest stops. 
 
Finally, aside from the state of our transit system, we believe that the City and region have not 
fully committed to the idea of mass transit. While city leaders have voiced support for transit, 
they have not understood how to develop it and continue to make decisions that erode Detroit’s 
chances at urban vitality. As proven in healthy cities around the world, transit is a cornerstone—
not an accessory. 
 

We Support the Following Measures 
 
This set of recommendations does not claim to be an end-all, be-all solution to Detroit’s transit 
challenges. Rather, it represents some decisive first-steps the City can take to maximize its near-
term investments in transit. Through actions like this, Detroit can lead the way for higher-level, 
longer-term commitments to transit. 
                                                
1 Weinstein, Bernard L. and Clower, Terry L., DART Light Rail’s Effect on Taxable Property Valuations 
and Transit Oriented Development, University of North Texas, Center for Economic Development and 
Research, Dallas, TX, January 2003. 
2 Friends of Light Rail and the Real Estate and Land Institute of California State University-Sacramento, 
Light Rail for Profit: Joint Development of Real Estate at Transit Stations in the Sacramento Area, 
Sacramento, CA, 1991. 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(1) Update bus routes to reflect current and emerging travel patterns. Such an overhaul will 

enable the Department of Transportation to trim underutilized services and reduce 
inefficiencies. Furthermore, it will enable the Department to allocate resources to growth 
areas. As transit-friendly and transit-oriented development offer great promise for the 
future, laying the framework with the existing bus system gives us a head start. 

 
• Enlist the input of current transit customers, potential transit customers, transit 

employees, existing businesses, prospective businesses, and transit experts beyond the 
traditional circles. 

• Build on the existing Service Standards document, increasing emphasis on population 
density, planned developments, and unmet demands. 

• Integrate transit plans with concurrent efforts to improve education infrastructure and 
strengthen land use guidelines. 

• Produce a mid-range Transit Configuration Plan, with substantially modified bus routes 
to be phased in over a three-year period. 

 
(2) Improve the experience of using transit by making the system more navigable and 

hospitable. Universal information at bus stops and expanded availability of bus shelters 
will improve the riding experience, resulting in greater ridership and increased revenues. 
By engaging the public in the creation of better design and signage, a sense of pride and 
ownership will develop for an important community resource. 

 
• Engage the public.  Through existing DDOT Customer Meetings, identify five major 

areas for improvement (e.g., timeliness of buses, helpfulness of bus operators, cleanliness 
of vehicles and facilities, availability/accuracy/usability of transit information, 
connectivity to other transit networks). 

 
• Develop an external advisory group to include representatives from all stakeholder 

groups—including non-users. The group will liaise between the Department of 
Transportation and the City Council to ensure timely, thorough follow-through with each 
improvement project. 

• Feature transit as a key support component of a city-wide non-motorized plan. Enhance 
transit’s amenities for pedestrians and cyclists (i.e., bike racks on all buses). 

• Embrace technology to promote better reliability and open-ended access to information. 

• Introduce programs to involve neighborhoods with transit, such as adopt-a-shelter. 

• Build on private-sector support of other transit projects (M-1 Rail, for example) to help 
fund small-scale “introductory” efforts around the bus system. 

 
(3) Position Detroit for leadership in the development of a larger transit system, 

understanding that truly improved transit can only happen at a regional scale. Broadcast 
the Department’s own plans for improvement, in the spirit that Detroit is moving forward 
in-step with others. Prove Detroit’s ability to lead by taking a forthcoming, big-picture 
approach to solving transit challenges. 

 
• Participate in all events regarding the improvement of transit. 



January 18, 2010  4 

• Work closely with other transit stakeholders to seize opportunities for efficiency and 
customer service. 

• Revisit “boarding policy” governing how DDOT and SMART buses operate in Detroit 
city limits. 

• Develop short-range and mid-range plans for the Department that better work with other 
transit entities. 

• Advocate for a ridership-based approach to funding in a regional transit authority. 

 
Process for Implementation 

 
(1) City Council must approve and support investments in transit and effectively oversee the 

Department of Transportation’s implementation of an updated system. 

(2) DDOT must implement the above steps for updating bus routes and planning for future 
growth. 

(3) DDOT must also engage the community to develop amenities that will increase 
accessibility and user-friendliness, and thereby increase ridership. 

(4) DDOT must take a lead role in engaging SMART and other transit providers to more 
effectively coordinate current services and develop a plan for a regional transit system 
based on ridership. 

 
In Sum: 

 
• A thriving transit system that provides access to jobs, health care, education, and the 

other necessities and opportunities of daily living, is increasingly understood to be a 
prerequisite for growth—and perceived as an indicator of attractive city living. 

• Detroit’s transit system, with outdated bus routes, unreliable schedules, lack of user-
friendliness, and, most importantly, uncoordinated and competing transit providers, is 
impeding Detroit’s economic and cultural re-birth. 

• Massive investment is needed over the long term.  However, there are short-term, small 
investments that the Department of Transportation could make to vastly improve the 
effectiveness and accessibility of its service, laying the groundwork for increased 
ridership and a more robust regional system.  

• DDOT should be able to quickly and effectively revise its bus routes and schedules based 
on current population and travel patterns to better meet current needs. 

• DDOT should also be able to make minimal investments, especially with the engagement 
and assistance of the community of transit users and potential transit users, in signage, 
bus stops, and maps, etc., to make the transit riding experience more hospitable and user-
friendly. 

• Finally, DDOT must be the regional leader in the development of a comprehensive 
regional transit system. 


