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Urban Land Institute Boston District Council 
As the preeminent, multidisciplinary real estate forum, the Urban Land Institute facilitates the open 
exchange of ideas, information and experience among local, national and international industry 
leaders and policy makers dedicated to creating better places. Members say that ULI is a trusted idea 
place where leaders come to grow professionally and personally through sharing, mentoring, and 
problem solving. ULI members are committed to the best in land use policy and practice. The Boston 
District Council, now with more than 900 members, holds a prominent spot in the Urban Land 
Institute's top 10 District Councils. ULI Boston provides a unique setting by catering not just to one 
sector of the real estate business but to many - from architects to developers, CEOs to analysts and 
everyone in between. Using this interdisciplinary approach, ULI Boston examines land use issues, 
impartially reports findings and convenes forums to find solutions. For more information about ULI 
Boston, visit www.boston.uli.org. 

The Center for Urban and Regional Policy At Northeastern University 
The Center for Urban and Regional Policy (CURP) was launched in 1999 at Northeastern University 
as a "think and do tank" - a center where faculty, staff, and students from the university pool their 
expertise, resources, and commitment to address a wide range of issues facing cities, towns, and 
suburbs with particular emphasis on the Greater Boston region. It has produced an array of reports 
on housing, local economic development, and workforce training; created new computer-based 
information tools for researchers, students, and government agencies; and sponsored major "action" 
projects. CURP produces annual Housing Reports Cards to keep track of the Commonwealth's 
progress toward meeting its housing needs and, working with the Commonwealth Housing Task 
Force, was instrumental in developing Massachusetts' Chapter 40R and Chapter 40s housing 
legislation. CURP's Web site, www.curp.neu.edu, is a leading source of information for community 
leaders, public officials, urban researchers, and students. 

The Boston Foundation 
The Boston Foundation, Greater Boston's community foundation, is one of the oldest and largest 
community foundations in the nation, with an endowment of over $730 million. In 2005, the 
Foundation and its donors made more than $60 million in grants to nonprofit organizations and 
received gifts of $73 million. The Foundation is made up of some 850 separate charitable funds 
established by donors either for the general benefit of the community or for special purposes. The 
Boston Foundation also serves as a major civic leader, provider of information, convener, and sponsor 
of special initiatives designed to address the community's and region's most pressing challenges. For 
more information about the Boston Foundation, visit www.tbf.org or call 617-338-1700. 

Cover illustration 
The cover illustration is from the Metropolitan Area Planning Council's publication A Decade of Change: Growth 
Trends in the Greater Boston Area-l990 to 2000. In this map of regional employment proximity to transit, the red 
circles are MBTA stations, each shown with a one-quarter mile buffer; the color gradients represent employment 
density in jobs per acre, with darker colors indicating greater jobs density. 
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Preface 

The first step to finding the right answers is to 
ask the right questions. The Boston District 
Council of the Urban Land Institute (ULI 
Boston) set out ten months ago to address 
what seemed to be a relatively simple 
question: what set of credible criteria should 
the Massachusetts Bay Transportation 
Authority (MBTA) use to prioritize investment 
in the regional transit system? 

The question was prompted by the 
Commonwealth's release of a draft 20-year 
Transportation Plan in March 2005. When 
final, the plan will serve as the blueprint for 
$30 billion in transportation spending over the 
next two decades. This investment will shape 
not only the region's transportation systems, 
but also its land use patterns and economic 
development for years to come. 

Consistent with its mission to provide 
responsible leadership in the use of land to 
enhance the total environment, ULI Boston 
sought to ensure that this massive investment 
would be focused to advance important 
regional objectives including urban 
revitalization, smart growth, housing 
production, environmental protection and 
regional equity. 

To inform its thinking on this important topic, 
ULI Boston (with support from The Boston 
Foundation) brought together a wide range of 
stakeholders under the umbrella of the 
Transportation Priorities Task Force. The Task 
Force brought together many people who have 
not necessarily participated in transportation 
policy or planning in the past, from fields such 

as housing, land use and real estate 
development. These diverse perspectives 
proved to be critical in shaping the conclusions 
and recommendations presented in this report. 

At the Task Force's two plenary sessions and 
half-dozen working group meetings, it soon 
became clear that the issues facing 
metropolitan Boston and its transit system 
were both critical and complicated. Together, 
Task Force participants and ULI Boston 
leadership realized that the questions to be 
addressed went well beyond the original 
inquiry. 

Prioritizing opportunities for system 
expansion, for example, first requires 
determining what kind of transit system 
metropolitan Boston will need twenty years 
from now. And the answer to that question 
depends, in turn, on a still more fundamental 
question: what kind of place do we want 
metropolitan Boston to be in twenty years? 

That is why a report on transit investment 
begins by looking at issues of land use, 
housing production and economic 
development. ULI Boston is not advocating 
for transit for the sake of transit. Instead, this 
report views the MBTA transit system as a 
regional asset and critical piece of economic 
development infrastructure that anchors 
regional eflorts to increase housing 
production, create jobs, grow smart and 
embrace diversity and inclusion. 

Having gained a better sense of how the transit 
system might best serve the region's needs, 
ULI Boston leadership and Task Force 
members turned to another critical question: is 

-- - 
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the MBTA, as currently structured and 
financed, positioned to support the region's 
current and future transit and development 
needs? Any system expansion seemed a 
distant challenge for a transit agency 
struggling with far more immediate concerns 
including flat and sometimes declining 
ridership and a structural operating deficit that 
has generated a proposal for a massive fare 
increase. 

ULI Boston came to realize that there is no 
responsible way to prioritize transit expansion 
opportunities without first ensuring that both 
the existing system, as well as any expanded 
system, is financially stable and viable. That is 
why the report next focuses on how best to 
ensure that the MBTA can reliably and 
responsibly operate its existing system-along 
with future enhancements and expansions. 

But a re-framed version of the original 
question remained: should the regional transit 
system expand and, if so, what set of credible 
criteria should be used to prioritize 
investments? 

For ULI Boston, the answer to the first part of 
the question is clear. From a regional 
economic and development perspective, a 
moratorium on system enhancement and 
expansion projects is not an option. The 
MBTA must change and grow to meet the 
transportation and economic development 
needs of metropolitan Boston in the decades to 
come. And so the final section of the report 
addresses the challenges of how to establish a 
strategic transit investment plan that realizes 
regional benefits in a financially sustainable 
manner. 

On the Right Track thus ends up addressing 
many more questions than ULI Boston 
originally set out to answer. Yet this re- 
framing of the issues is a testament to the 
success of the initial decision to broaden the 
range of stakeholders engaged in talking about 
the future of regional transit investment. 
Bringing new perspectives to the table not only 
changed the answers to the question ULI 
Boston set out to answer-it changed the 
questions themselves. And the first step to 
finding the right answers is to ask the right 
questions. 
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Executive Summary 
The Massachusetts Bay Transportation 
Authority's regional transit system may be one 
of greater Boston's least acknowledged 
regional assets. The MBTA is a critical piece of 
the region's economic development 
infrastructure, one that supports metropolitan 
Boston's efforts to produce housing, create 
jobs, and grow smarter and more equitably. 

Although transit ridership has declined in 
recent years, this report highlights two trends 
that point toward a future of growing demand 
for high quality transit. First, residents are 
reconsidering the "housing-transportation cost 
trade-off" that has driven many to live farther 
from Boston's urban core in order to find 
affordable housing. Second, demographic 
changes - including the aging of the 
Commonwealth's population - are driving 
demand for housing in walkable, mixed-use 
communities near transit and generating a 
growing number of such "transit-oriented 
development" projects throughout the region. 

The MBTA will not, however, be able to focus 
on these opportunities without immediate debt 
relief to close a growing operating deficit and 
stabilize the Authority's finances. Only then 
will the T be able to redefine its mission from 
that of operating its trains and buses to that of 
filling those trains and buses with satisfied, 
paying customers. Working together, cities 
and towns, developers and the MBTA can 
catalyze transit-oriented development, thereby 
increasing the number of potential transit 
riders. The T must then develop aggressive 
ridership growth strategies and provide 
excellent service to transform these potential 
riders into regular transit users. 

The Housing-Transportation Cost 
Trade-off 

Individual and families in greater Boston 
households have responded to high housing 
costs in part by "moving to affordability": 
looking farther away from high cost city 
neighborhoods or closer-in suburbs until they 
find a community where they can afford to 
rent an apartment or buy a home. 

Moving to affordability may not, however, 
decrease the cost of living when both housing 
and transportation costs are factored in. 
Households that spend less on housing 
consistently spend more on transportation. 
Longer commutes and more traffic congestion 
are also part of the price for moving to areas 
where housing is less expensive but driving is 
the only option. 

The calculus that governed the housing- 
transportation cost tradeoff during the recent 
run-up in housing prices may, however, be 
changing. The new factor in the equation is 
higher gasoline prices. 

Living near and using transit allows 
households to moderate the combined cost of 
housing and transportation. The MBTA's 
extensive transit system provides residents 
with choices about places to live-in Boston 
and nearby cities, in the suburbs or in mid-size 
and smaller cities-and allows them to control 
transportation costs without losing access to 
jobs, services and amenities throughout the 
region. Without the T and the diverse 
communities that it serves, Boston would be an 
even less affordable place to live. 
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Development and Transit in 
Greater Boston 

The streetcars of the lgth century and transit 
and commuter rail expansions of the 20th 
century helped shape Boston and the 
surrounding region. The Commonwealth's 
anticipated $30 billion in transportation 
spending over the next two decades will 
similarly affect where people live and private 
development is built in the greater Boston 
region of the 21St century. 

The Metropolitan Area Planning Council's 
MetroFuture project recently completed 
projections of what the region could be like if 
current trends continue until the year 2030. 
Some of the projections raise important 
questions. Should an aging population remain 
dependent on automobile travel? Will people 
of color continue to live in only a handful of 
communities? The MBTA's regional transit 
system can help ensure that metropolitan 
Boston in 2030 is a more accessible, affordable 
and inclusive region. 

Cities and towns and developers are already 
responding to changing demographic patterns 
and growing demand for transit-accessible 
homes with more "transit oriented 
development" or TOD. The City of Boston's 
development pipeline currently includes more 
than 40 projects near T stations that could 
produce more than 9,000 new housing units. 
Another 40 such projects, involving 15,000 
additional housing units, have been 
completed, are under construction or are being 
planned in mid-size and smaller cities and 
suburban communities across the region. 
Well-planned TOD can substantially increase 
MBTA ridership and revenues, while 
generating many benefits for cities and towns, 
area residents and real estate developers. 

Trouble at the T 

Greater Boston will not, however, realize the 
full potential of smart growth housing 
production and transit-oriented development 
unless the region has a financially stable transit 
system to anchor and serve that development. 
Yet six years after the reconfiguration of the 
MBTA under "forward funding", the T is 
struggling with a daunting set of challenges. 

The T's most pressing problems are financial. 
The revenue generated by forward funding 
has fallen more than $100 million short of 
projections. And too much of this limited 
revenue-over one-quarter of the operating 
budget-pays the interest on bonds, the 
majority of which were for transit projects built 
before the T was restructured by forward 
funding in 2000. 

The MBTA has proposed raising fares for the 
third time in six years, an action that could 
well exacerbate persistent ridership losses. 
Unfortunately, raising fares is one of a handful 
of strategies that the T can use to balance its 
expenses and revenues. The other choices are 
no better: cutting service, deferring 
maintenance, limiting expansion and selling 
off land for one-time infusions of operating 
funds. 

More riders generating more fare revenue 
could help stabilize the MBTA's financial 
situation, but ridership has declined every year 
since 2001. The good news is that the MBTA 
has begun to focus on service quality and 
regaining ridership, strategies essential to the 
system's success and financial stability. 

One final issue for the T is planning for and 
prioritizing future transit expansion projects. 
The Romney Administration has agreed to pay 
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for future transit expansion projects, allowing 
the MBTA to devote its capital resources to 
much-needed maintenance. But the issue of 
how Massachusetts determines its transit 
investment priorities remains complicated. 
Planning efforts seem to have slowed or stalled 
and many stakeholders are confused about the 
respective responsibilities of the Executive 
Office of Transportation and the MBTA. Few 
understand what process and criteria will be 
used to decide how - or even whether- the 
Commonwealth will invest in expanding the 
regional transit system. 

Recommendations: Getting on 
the Right Track 

There is no "silver bullet" solution to the 
transit and land use challenges outlined in this 
report. The first step, however, is to 
acknowledge what many know but few have 
been willing to say: the MBTA transit system is 
an essential regional asset whosefuture is in 
danger. 

Recommendation I :  Everyone with a stake in the 
future of the MBTA and the communities that it 
serves must participate in addressing the region's 
land use and transit challenges. All of the key 
stakeholders -Massachusetts' transportation 
agencies, cities and towns, employers and 
developers, community groups and residents 
and advocacy and policy organizations -must 
work together. 

Transit Supportive Growth 

While the MBTA transit system needs to 
support regional land use objectives, it is 
equally true that development needs to 
support the transit system by generating riders 
and revenue. Transit cannot cost-effectively 

serve sprawling, low-density development. 
While denser transit-oriented development 
(TOD) is occurring in many places, the 
challenge is to build more and better TOD 
projects and bring them online sooner. 

Recommendation 2: A majority of the housing 
units that will be built in the greater Boston region 
during the next decade should be concentrated 
within reasonable walking distance of existing and 
planned MBTA rapid transit and commuter rail 
stations. Residents of station-area housing get 
more than a home - through the MBTA's 
extensive transit network, they are connected 
to jobs, services and amenities throughout the 
region. Communities, businesses and the T all 
benefit from concentrating residential 
development around MBTA stations. ULI 
Boston's goal is both to accelerate the pace of 
housing production and to concentrate such 
housing closer to transit. One important tool 
will be Massachusetts' new smart growth 
housing laws, Chapters 40R and 40s. 

Recommendation 3: Metropolitan Boston cities and 
towns should plan, zone and permit denser transit- 
oriented development around existing and planned 
MBTA stations. The 175 cities and towns in the 
MBTA's service area can make a substantial 
financial contribution to the T without any 
increase in their assessment payments. 
Instead, they can rezone, improve access and 
otherwise help generate more riders and 
revenue. Cities and towns that support transit- 
oriented development are also helping 
themselves, because such development 
increases property values and property tax 
collections. 

Recommendation 4: Developers should plan and 
build more and better transit-oriented development 
near existing and planned MBTA stations, working 
in collaboration with the MBTA, cities and towns 
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