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Midtowners left out in the heat: METRO hos eliminated the free trolley '.PI vice that connected the district's upscale residences to rail and downtown 

Where Have All the Trolleys Gone? 

At the end of May, MLTRO increased its 
light rail service and added hus routes. 
But it also downsized another transit 
service. Four downtown trolley routes 
in operation since 199H were reduced 
to three, and service to Midtown and 
1 larrisburg was dropped. 

"Trol ley" service is a trend in U.S. 
transit; Fort Worth, San Antonio, and 
Austin also operate downtown circula-
tors—ruhher-tired buses dressed up with 
fiberglass tr im to resemble rum-of-the-
century streetcars. Some of the appeal 
may be nostalgia, but what really draws 
riders is frequent, low-cost shuttle service 
using vehicles that can't be mistaken for 
other hus service. 

MLTRO's trolley system was inau-
gurated with federal clean-air funding. 
Initial plans to charge 50 cents a ride were 
dropped, and the service remains free. 
Ridership was impressive: 1..^ million peo-
ple rode in lVV1*, a l f i l percent increase 
from the paid "Texas Special" shuttle 
system that MF.TRO operated previously. 
According to MKTRO spokesperson Ken 
Connaughton, though, ridership dropped 
as downtown construction increased trip 

tunes, resulting in ten- to 12-ininute waits 
between trolleys rather than the scheduled 
six. That's simply too long, especially now 
that trolleys are intended to provide con-
nections to light rail. To restore six-min-
ute headways using the same number of 
vehicles, M I T R O decreased the number 
of routes and truncated the remaining 
ones. At the same time, the system was 
realigned to better connect to light 
rail stations. 

Downtown residents and work-
ers benefit from more frequent service 
and better connections. But Midtown 
residents .ire lett out in the cold. When 
trolley service first came to Gray and 
Baldwin, Midtown was just beginning 
to redevelop. Trolley service helped hire 
residents to upscale apartments like Post 
Midtown Square, where the) could catch 
a quick, free tide to office buildings along 
Smith and Louisiana and in 1 [ouston 
Center, Residents protested the loss of 
their routes, hut none of the compromises 
offered—including a plan to get residents 
to sign up for yearly passes—worked. 
METRO'S preliminary service-change 
plan included a different Midtown trol-
ley connecting the apartment area to the 
McGowcn station and continuing east to 
serve townhomes around La Branch and 
l rawford. That service would not have 
been as convenient loi Midtown residents 

commuting downtown, though it would 
have provided an easy rail transfer to 
the Texas Medical Center. Connaughton 
says, however, that Houston-Galveston 
Area Council funding on which the plan 
was contingent has not come through, II 
it does, that service—as well as another 
Midtown trolley and a trolley service con-
necting the Rice Village to light rail and 
the TMC—may yet be implemented. 

The discontinuation ol the Midtown 
trolley service—which wil l surely cause 
some people to switch from bus to car— 
raises a bigger question. The free trolley 
service has been somewhat controversial; 
Post Oak and the Texas Medical Center 
must pay METRO to offer shuttle service 
there, and suburban politicians don't 
like the thought of Inner l.oopers getting 
something tor free that their constituents 
must pay for. But the free trolley service 
requires less than a third of the taxpayer 
subsidies that suburban park-and-rides 
do. despite theii (up to) $ '• M I fan It 
MKTRO's mission is to reduce traffic con-
gestion, then convincing suburbanites to 
move to Midtown is surely more effective 
than having them drive to a park-and-ride 
lot. Midtown piows tii.n free shuttle bus 
service can be an effective way to promote 
high-density urban development; there are 
good reasons to expand, not reduce, such 
service. — Christ ofSpieler 


