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Regional Plan Association

Regiona Plan Association (RPA) is the nation’s oldest non-profit regional planning organization. Established in 1929, it seeksto
improve the quality of lifein the New Y ork/New Jersey/Connecticut Metropolitan Region by creating long-term plans and promoting
their implementation across political boundaries. On the basis of professional research, RPA recommends policy improvements,
fosters cooperation among various government and private organizations, and involves the public in considering and shaping its own
future. RPA’s areas of research include land-use planning, transportation, economic development, the environment and governance.
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Figure 1. Commuter rail systemsin region
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This document presents the findings and recommendations
of Regiona Plan Association’s three-year examination of
transit-friendly communities in the tri-state metropolitan
region and of the potential to transform suburban
communities into more transit-friendly places.

A trangit-friendly community is a place that encourages
transit use, decreases automobile dependency, and offersa
variety of activities by incorporating commercial, residential,
and civic uses within reasonable walking distance to arail
station or bus stop in a well-designed pedestrian-oriented
environment. This study focuses on communities with
access to the New Y ork-New Jersey-Connecticut
metropolitan region’s commuter rail system, North
America' s largest.

Fortunately, this region—unlike many othersin the U.S—
developed around rail transit, particularly during the first
half of the 20th century. Our commuter rail system isone
of the most extensive and well-used public transit systemsin
theworld. The New Y ork-New Jersey-Connecticut
metropolitan region is served by three major commuiter rail
services, not including Amtrak. NJ TRANSIT provides
commuter rail service to 150 stations along 10 lines.
Metro-North provides service to 120 stations along five
lines in Connecticut and along the Hudson River. And, the
Long Island Rail Road provides service to 134 stations on

Long Island on 10 lines. The three systems serve more than
182 million passengers annually." Ridership on al three
systems has been growing since 1990. In some
communities, the using share of Manhattan-bound
commuters exceeds 90%.

However, since the 1950s, several national trends have
promoted sprawling suburban development patterns. These
include completion of the interstate highway system, low
gasoline prices, tax deductions for mortgage payments and
the dependence of municipalities on loca property tax
revenues to provide basic services. The resulting
decentralized patterns of growth and separation of land uses
have forced people to drive farther and more often. After
severa decades of de-centered devel opment, we have
reached the limits of our highway system’s capacity to serve
this region’s growing communities.

Suburban development patterns that devour open space and
increase the number of cars on the road cannot be sustained
over thelong run. Opportunities to expand highway
capacity are limited by right-of-way requirements,
community opposition, environmental concerns and high
costs. This region needs to promote land use patterns that
increase transportation efficiency, encourage transit use, and
decrease automobile dependency. These objectives can be
achieved by concentrating development in mixed-use
centers around commuter rail stations and providing
pedestrian access to train stations, shopping, residential
neighborhoods, and workplaces. Alternative forms of

'Regional Transportation Statistical Report - 1995, New Y ork
Metropolitan Transportation Council, March 1997.



development should concentrate growth in areas, served by
public transportation, where infrastructure exists to support
compact communities. Transit agenciesin cities such as
San Francisco, San Diego, Portland and Washington, DC
are extending commuter rail linesinto their outlying regions
and encouraging joint ventures to develop dense residential
and mixed-use communities around their stations. They are
also encouraging municipalities to develop a critical mass of
housing and job opportunities in close proximity to rail
stations.

Thisisour region’s challenge: to build on its foundation of
existing rail communities by allowing higher densities of
residential and commercia uses immediately around rall
stations, improving the pedestrian environment,
strengthening connections to rail stations and local shops,
and identifying opportunities to build compact residential
neighborhoods where residents will take advantage of public
transit.

TRANSIT-FRIENDLY COMMUNITIES

Transit-friendly communities generally encompass an
intensively developed area within a one-quarter to one-half mile
radius of arail station—a distance that can be comfortably
walked in approximately 5-to-10 minutes.

Within this area, there are a variety of mixed uses: shops,
offices and residential neighborhoods. Most importantly, the
streets in the area around the station are designed to slow cars
and improve pedestrian connections. The objective isto

locate housing, work and shopping opportunities within
walking distance of public transportation.

BUILDING ON EXISTING RAIL COMMUNITIES

RPA’s Trangit Friendly Communities program was inspired
by the understanding that the most livable and desirable
places to live and work in the region—and those with the
highest property values and commercial and retail rents—
were those traditional communities built around the regional
rail system. In many cases these places didn’t happen by
accident. Railroad companies, often in partnership with real
estate devel opers, built suburban communities around rall
lines developed in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.

For more than a century, railroad builders and the public
understood the importance of coordinating transportation
and community development to create these symbioses and
cross-subsidies. The area around Grand Central Terminal,
perhaps the most successful urban center in the world, was
a master-planned office and hotel complex designed around
the terminal and called “Termina City.” The termind itself
was designed as a grand gateway to the district, and the
district was largely built on air rights over the rall yards
serving the terminal. Synergy was established between rail
ridership and the real estate development served by rail.
Both lent value to each other, eliminating the need for
subsidies.

Since the Second World War, we have forgotten how to
create and sustain these relationships. Over the past 50
years, the region has developed around its highways, amost
completely ignoring its vast commuter rail system. While
development in outlying areas encountered little opposition,
development proposals based around rail stations and along
rail corridors often face many obstacles. Zoning



regulations, community fear of higher residential densities,
and real estate market conditions have prevented denser
residential and commercial projects that would promote
these communities. Well designed and balanced projects
can increase density without threatening atown’s character.

Despite these challenges, small town centers with rail
stations such as Scarsdale, Hempstead and Harrison, NY/,
South Norwalk and Stamford, CT, and Elizabeth, NJ, have
begun or are considering transit-oriented development or
redevelopment projects. Other outlying areas that still have
open land suitable for development—such as Princeton
Junction, NJ, and Wassaic, NY—also have the potential to
become true transit-oriented communities.

As other parts of the country are undertaking efforts to
implement transit-oriented developments, this region finds
itself at a unique advantage. We are fortunate in the number
of existing rail communities that still retain many transit-
friendly principles. Many of these places, originally
developed asrail communities at the turn of the century,
have retained their origina physical layout and pedestrian-
friendly environment.

ACTION PLAN

Strengthening the region’s network of transit-friendly
communities will require the region’ s transportation
agencies—including the Metropolitan Transportation
Authority, Metro-North, Long Island Rail Road, NJ
TRANSIT and state DOTs— to work with municipal
officias, developers, business councils and local residentsto
promote transit-friendly improvements. State governments

could promote transit-friendly development by
strengthening their state plans to provide financial and
regulatory incentives for communities and developers.
Transit-friendly communities improve the region’s
economy, environment, and socia equity—the foundations
of our quality of life—by providing efficient transportation
without consuming land or degrading air quality. They also
provide new investment in downtowns that have often been
passed by the economic mainstream.

Using design charrettes held in Y onkers and Princeton
Junction as working models, RPA will work with local
communities to implement transit-friendly improvements on
alocal level. Surveys of suburban comprehensive plans and
zoning ordinances indicate that significant changesin those
regulations will be needed to promote more transit-oriented
developments. The objectiveisto transform mature
suburban areas around the region’ s rail stations into transit-
friendly communities by taking advantage of opportunities
for infill residential development, pedestrian access
improvements, and mixed-use developments. In order to
fully implement transit-oriented design improvements, the
following steps are necessary:
- |dentification of property sites adjoining commuter rail

stations.

Development of station area plans.

Modification of zoning regulations.

Communication with local communities to gain public

support.
RPA is committed to implementing these improvements
through a community-based process in which stakeholders,
citizens and local officias are involved in developing a



trangt-friendly vision for their community. Our goal isto
convey the benefits of implementing transit-friendly design
and land use improvements to towns with commuter rail
stations. To create viable rail communities, municipalities
must adopt land use regulations that encourage higher
densities and design standards that create pleasant and
comfortable environments for pedestrians, visitors and
residents to strengthen the pedestrian connections to the rall
station.

CONCLUSION

RPA is promoting transit-oriented and pedestrian-friendly
land use patterns and urban design practices in areas around
rail stations. In the process of transforming existing rail
communities into transit-friendly places, we will be
strengthening these places as town centers with viable retail
streets and neighborhoods that are more attractive and
pleasant placesto live and to visit.



THE IMPACT OF
SUBURBAN SPRAWL

A REGION AT RISK

RPA’s Third Regiona Plan asserts that as a new millennium
approaches, the metropolitan region of New Y ork, New
Jersey and Connecticut isaregion at risk. The region faces
afuture in which it must compete in a global economy that
offers new challenges and opportunities. And, to remain
competitive, the region must improve the essential elements
that are the basis of its quality of life—its economy,
environment, and social equity. For the past 30 years a new
pattern of land use has swept the nation, involving the
construction of massive campus-style commercia and
industrial facilitiesin sprawling residential suburbs,
Expanding rings of development have moved beyond
traditional urban and town centers and have consumed vast
areas of open land and shattered traditional patterns of
community. This spread out pattern of homes and jobs has
led people to drive more than ever. Effortsto protect the
region’s quality of life and environment from further
degradation must begin by looking at the causes of
problems to find innovative and comprehensive solutions.

RPA initiated (in cooperation with the Rutgers University
Center for Urban Policy Research) the US-Japan
Metropolitan Planning Exchange. A focus of this four-year
cooperative research project was a comparative look at

community design and transit investment policiesin the tri-
state and Tokyo metropolitan regions. What we found is
that transit-oriented community design was a fundamental
element of Tokyo's planning system. Nationa and
prefectural (state) planning guidelines require that
communities implement zoning for dense, mixed-use centers
adjoining train stations.

Most commuter rail linesin Japan are privately owned and
operated without public subsidies. In many cases, the
railroad companies are actively involved in developing
transit-oriented residentia, retail and office complexes at or
near their stations, both to encourage ridership and to boost
revenues. When RPA staff asked executives of these
companies how they developed this brilliant concept, their
response was “We learned it from you, at places like Grand
Central Terminal,” making this another case of American
know-how being successfully exported to other places while
largely forgotten here.

During a 1993 exchange visit to New Jersey’s Route 1
corridor, one Japanese railroad executive politely asked,
“lsn’t there something else you could do with your tax
revenues other than subsidize transportation?’ The thrust
of his question was that unless we better coordinate
transportation and land use decisions, we aways will be
compelled to provide heavy subsidies for transportation
services. A strategy of developing transit-friendly
communities can be an effective component of aregional
effort to address automobile dependency, traffic congestion,
depletion of open space and neglected town centers. |If
these problems are not addressed, they pose a serious threat
to the quality of life of the entire region.



Figure 2. Traffic congestion

AUTO DEPENDENCY

Deconcentration of homes and jobs has meant that people
are driving more than ever. In suburban aress, the
automobile is the preferred, and in many cases the only, way
for people to get around. By trading in our cities for
suburban subdivisions and office parks, the region’s
residents have far fewer choices when it comes to how they
get to work, school or leisure time pursuits. The number of
vehicle milestraveled in the region grew by 60% from 1970
to 1990.

Throughout the 1950s, ‘60s, and * 70s, highway
construction in this region exploded. New toll roads were

constructed (New Y ork State Thruway, New Jersey
Turnpike, Garden State Parkway), the interstate system was
largely completed, and a number of state highways were
widened and upgraded into limited access facilities. The
rate of expansion of regional road capacity has now slowed
from 62 miles per year in the 1950s to only about seven
miles per year in the last 10 years: and it will never again
reach the earlier pace. The last interstate highway in the
region has now been built and remaining highway expansion
proposals are already mired in controversy. Highway
budgets now focus on maintenance of the aging
infrastructure network and on management systems to gain
greater productivity.

Many factors have crowded more and more cars onto the

region’s roads:

- Local suburban development projects, which appear to
bein atown’s best interest, draw ever more cars onto
already crowded streets.

Most parking in the region isfree. And evenwhenitis
not, many employers provide it to their employees.
The federal tax code allows a nontaxable fringe benefit
of up to $150 a month that reimburses drivers for
parking charges. A mid-1980s survey of trans-Hudson
auto commuters into Manhattan found that over half
were being subsidized by their employers. But by law,
employers can only provide atax-free, fringe benefit of
$60 per month to workers who take transit, even if
their out-of-pocket costs are comparable to those of
drivers. Thistrandlates into a government-sponsored
60% penalty to transit users.



Gas prices have continued to decline compared to the
rate of inflation and the price of transit. Gasoline
prices are lower today than at any point in the last 75
years, after adjustment for inflation.” Gasis the
cheapest liquid you can buy, cheaper than milk, beer,
Coke, or even bottled water. But unlike these other
liquids, it is non-renewable.

More people are able to drive, and the number of
workers and the number of registered autos are now
almost identical in many parts of the region. During
the 1980s, the youngest of the baby boom population
became old enough to drive, and shortly thereafter they
arrived in the workforce, fueling the large increase in
driving during the decade.

Current toll policies are absolutely backward. They
reject the fundamental market principle of charging
more for a scarce resource. Instead, the tolls are
discounted for commuters who use the roads during
the most crowded times.

Even though vehicles run cleaner than they have in the past,
more cars driving longer distances clog the region’ s roads
and contribute greatly to air pollution. Astheregion’s
population expands—assuming much of the expansion will
take place in the suburbs—there will be more cars on the
roads, exacerbating traffic congestion. However, the region
simply does not have, and cannot afford to build, the
capacity for more vehicles. RPA projects that more than
230,000 new trips to work will be made to Manhattan daily
in 2020. While over 80 lanes of highways would be

2 American Petroleum Institute, The Cost of Motor Gasoline to
Consumers. 1994 Annual Review, 1995.

required to accommodate this growth, only five additional
sets of commuter rail tracks could provide capacity for
those new trips. It istimeto look for a more balanced
approach in which some suburban growth is concentrated
around rail corridors to make public transit more accessible
to alarger number of people.

Increases in highway travel also appear to be flattening, but
itistoo early to know if thisis atemporary trend. And if
stronger growth appears, we must redirect it toward centers
where transit, walking, and biking can take the place of auto
travel. The bottom line is that we should not be building, on
awholesale basis, more road capacity. That eraisover. If
we revive it, it will bring us choking new congestion and
millions of acres of new sprawl. When this happens again
and again, the cumulative regiona effect is crippling traffic
congestion, adiminished quality of life, impaired air quality,
and decreased productivity.

While the region can take some small comfort in not being
the most congested major metropolitan area in the nation—
Los Angeles tops the list by far—our congestion levels are
not improving, and they impose a competitive burden we
cannot afford to live with. Moreover, there are significant
congestion costs that further reduce our competitiveness.
According to one 1991 estimate, congestion costs the
region $6.6 billion ayear in lost time and extra gas, or
nearly $1,100 per year per vehicle—compared to $900 per
year per vehiclein Dallas, and only $650 in Atlanta®

% Texas Transportation Institute, 1994.



Figure 3 Urban decay
DECLINE OF CENTERS

At the same time that the region has been devouring land at
its periphery, we have been abandoning our urban aress,

hollowing out the cities that historically have been the locus
for jobs and people. Cities such as Hicksville, Trenton, and

Poughkeepsie lost 10% or more of their populations
between 1970 and 1990. Newark lost almost 30%.*

Throughout the region, town centers have languished as
suburban malls and superstores have proliferated along the
highways, in turn giving way to strip malls and even larger
shopping centers. Retailing activity in places such as New
Rochelle, Port Chester and Hempstead has declined, but
these places still retain their original pedestrian-friendly
street layouts and are places that must be revitalized.

Our region consists of literally hundreds of traditional
towns, villages, and hamlets, many with access to the
region’s commuter rail system. For this reason, the region
should refocus development and investment in existing
centers rather than creating new development at the
region’s edge. Most successful centers evolve over
generations, eventually forming a network of established
communities. The challenge here, and in other metropolitan
regions that developed around rail systems, isto revitalize,
rebuild, round out and gradually infill the existing
constellation of town centers.

4U.S. Census of Population.



To address these trends, a regional development strategy
should be adopted that utilizes transportation options more
efficiently. Transt-friendly communities can be part of a
regional growth management strategy that could relieve
expansion pressures by providing areas to funnel
development and in the process create a new residential
market niche for developers. In the long run, developments
close to stations may be more sustainable and efficient
because they take advantage of existing infrastructure and
established transportation links. Transit-friendly
communities offer an opportunity to create compact centers
in the suburbs. Compared to sprawl development, they
consume less land, deplete fewer natural resources and are
more efficient in the delivery of public services such as
public transit.

LAND CONSUMPTION

The rate of suburban sprawl has accelerated despite a more
moderate level of population growth. Population in the
region has grown only 13% in the last 30 years, but the
amount of developed land has grown by 60%.> That means
that since 1964 development in the region has raced across
two million acres. Thirty years ago 81% of the region was
open space; now only 70% of the region’s land base is still
green. We have sacrificed our landscapes for high-cost
sprawl and endless miles of traffic congestion.

> Population estimates based on U.S. Census Population data from
1960 and 1990. Land use datafrom 1962 is “The Tri-State Region
and Environs,” Regiona Plan Association, 1965, and “Urban Land
Usein the Tri-State Metropolitan Region,” Regiona Plan Association
and the Center for Remote Sensing and Spatial Analysis, Cook
College, Rutgers University, 1995.

Figure 4. Suburban sprawl
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While suburban areas have been expanding since the 1920s,
a generation ago the types of suburban land uses broadened
and suburban expansion accelerated. Massive campus-style
commercial and industrial development jumped out from
central areas into previoudly residential suburbs. From 1975
to 1992, some 90% of the region’s new jobs were located
outside the core urban counties of the region (New Y ork
City and Essex, Hudson, Union counties).® In Connecticut
alone, three out of four new jobs have been located in the
suburbs since 1950." As aresult, the leading edge of
housing development has moved even farther away from
Manhattan, Newark, White Plains, Stamford and other
urban centers.

®U.S. Department of Commerce.
" Council on Environmental Quality, Connecticut Environmental
Review, 1990, p.14.



sub-region has devel oped connections to the core along
suburban corridors. Robert Geddes, former Dean of the
School of Architecture at Princeton University, has
suggested the analogy of each sub-region being the petal of
arose, each with its own life-supporting connection to the
center. The recommendationsin RPA’s Third Regional
Plan are designed to reinforce these connections, both
between the petals and the core and between the petals
themselves. Within that framework, transit-friendly
communities present an opportunity to strengthen the petals
themselves—communities throughout the region that are
connected by our commuter rail systems.

Figure9. Thetri-state region as arose

REGIONAL VISION
The transit-friendly communities strategy is RPA’s vision of
refocusing investment and devel opment around the region’s
vast commuter rail system. Retrofitting station communities
into trangit-friendly communities is a strategy that can
address some of the land use, design, environmental,
trangportation, and quality of life issues affecting the tri-
state metropolitan region. The time has come for the
region’s municipalities and transit agencies to serioudy
consider policies that encourage the devel opment of transit-
friendly communities. Programs to concentrate
development around stations have begun in the San
Francisco Bay Area, California; Portland, Oregon; and in
the Washington, DC region. Research has shown that
these types of communities can have region-wide benefits:

Reduced Vehicle Milestraveled (VMT) growth.

Increased public transit ridership.

Revitalized village centers.

The challenge isto trandate this region-wide strategy into
action at the local level by identifying station aress,
developing station area plans, modifying zoning regulations,
and informing and communicating with local officials and
communities to gain public support for transit-friendly
communities.

Thereisarole for the Metropolitan Transit Authority,
Metro-North Railroad, Long Island Rail Road and NJ
TRANSIT in implementing station area zoning and designs.
These agencies have afew efforts underway to implement
transit-oriented devel opment around stations, but there are
no specific trangit-friendly goals or programsin place.
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Because these agencies do not own large tracts of property
other than the station facility itself, it is difficult for them to
play adirect role in developing transit-oriented projects.
However, there is an important supportive role they play in
providing technical assistance in transit-friendly
improvement projects. For example, NJ TRANSIT has
published a handbook, “Planning for Transit-Friendly Land
Use,” designed to assist citizens, local officials, designers,
and planning professionas interested in improving the
coordination between land use planning and transit.

Metro-North, as part of its Wassaic extension project, is
working with local officials and residents to create a desired
vision for growth around a new station site. All parties
agree that extending train service to this areawill spur
development. The efforts are focused on how to manage
this growth in an appropriate manner and in away that
harnesses the benefits of having an active rail station at the
center of the village.

To fully implement the transit-friendly vision in thisregion,
municipalitieswill have to establish station area districts and
create district-specific plans that encourage the kinds of
development and public space improvements that support
pedestrian activity and rail transit use. At the moment,
zoning regulations prohibit the kinds of development
necessary to create viable transit communities.
Municipalities need to be educated about the economic
development benefits of transit-friendly improvement
opportunities.
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L AND USE PRINCIPLES

During the last 40 years, the New Y ork-New Jersey-Connecticut
region has witnessed a decentralized pattern of development that
has drained the vitality of the region’s centers at the same time
that it has overburdened suburban infrastructure and undercut
community character and environmenta quality in the suburbs
and countryside. This decentralized pattern of growth,
encouraged by large-lot zoning, low densities, and separation of
land uses, has forced people to drive more often and farther
distances. Theincreasein vehicle milestraveled has far
outstripped the rate of population growth in the region and
indicates that the region’ s residents have become more dependent
on their automobiles. Much of the growth in the suburban areas
has concentrated around expressways. In effect, the region has
developed asif its commuter rail system did not exist. Land use
decisions have aso made it difficult for the region’s residents to
find convenient, cost-effective, and pleasant aternatives to the
automobile, causing congestion, stagnant transit ridership and
VMT growth.

These conventional land use practices, hogtile to pedestrians and
transit, have focused on accommodating the automobile and
conspire to make transit aless inviting mode of travel
Residentia zoning practices that spread housing units far
from one another on large lots;
Zoning and design of office and other non-residentia
properties that smilarly increase distances between potential
locations through setbacks and side clearances, increasing the
difficulty of providing trangit efficiently;
Parking requirements that guarantee more than enough
parking for all who drive;

Subsidization of driving through free parking, low gas costs,
or bad toll policies discourages trangit riders who still must
pay for their trip.

Design of streets near transit stops without sidewalks or bike
paths and with non-existent or dangerous places to cross
traffic;

The absence of clustering development in alarger area
beyond walking distance of stops;

Transit facilities that are unsafe or unpleasant; and

Lack of amenities at transit stations.

Despite this daunting list, many transit-friendly improvements and
centering development around rail stations can provide some of
the most promising opportunities for a more balanced
transportation system that provides access to alternative
transportation modes such as walking, bicycling and public
trangit.

Recent studies such as John Holtzclaw’ s Using Residential
Patterns and Transit to Decrease Auto Dependence and Costs
have hypothesized that in communities with higher residential
densities that also have convenient access to public transit, nearby
shopping and a more pedestrian-oriented environment, residents
decrease the length and frequency of their automobile use by 25-
30%. However, to get people out of cars, their aternative must
be at least as convenient and cost-effective as driving. And, if the
aternative is public transportation, service providers must work
to meet the needs of its customers to further encourage ridership.

Current land use regulations need to be modified to encourage
transit-friendly communities that consist of a mix of medium-
density residential and commercial uses, an interconnected street
system and ample public spaces, al developed around aretail
commercia center adjacent to atransit station. The key to transit
communities is mixed use and moderate residential densities.
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