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A Southwest LRT Alternative Route 

         A modified version of the “3C” Route – by bobagain 

 

Introduction – 

The Southwest LRT (Light Rail Transit) project settled on a so-called “Locally Preferred Alternative” route 

in May of 2010.  Since then, the Metro Council has “pushed” for this option, effectively to the exclusion 

of all other options.  Lakes and Parks Alliance sued the Metro Council in Federal Court; one central 

argument is that the Metro Council’s actions amount to illegal predetermination before a full 

Environmental review -- tainting and ultimately eviscerating the Environmental review process.  A trial is 

scheduled for September 2017. 

Developments since the so-called “LPA” designation are so significant that it is now frankly laughable to 

say that the current proposed route is locally preferred.  The biggest change has been “co-location” – 

allowing an existing freight rail line originally allowed on a temporary basis to not only remain, but to be 

improved and made permanent.  When the current route was designated as the LPA, it was with the 

understanding that freight rail would be moved out of the Kenilworth corridor.   

Now, over six years since the Kenilworth route was designated as the so-called “LPA”, it has been 

determined that with freight rail co-location a tunnel through part of the corridor is necessary – and 

would be more cost-effective than one possible alternative: tearing down some residential units where 

the corridor is most constricted.  The tunnel plan has greatly increased the cost and danger posed by 

locating LRT in the Kenilworth corridor. 

Continuing operation of freight rail in the corridor has become a far more serious danger.  First, the 

recent and dramatic increase in shipment of dangerous and volatile chemicals by rail, including ethanol 

and Bakken crude, has greatly increased the risk of a catastrophic event in the Kenilworth corridor.   

There is the general danger of introducing a “blast zone” extending half a mile in both directions along 

the entire corridor.  This risk can be reduced for sections that are readily accessible to emergency 

vehicles and equipment, and where LRT passengers can (frankly) run away from a train in either 

direction.  But the blast zone risk appears far more difficult to mitigate in the Kenilworth corridor.   

http://www.bobagain.com/
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LRT trains are powered by DC current, transmitted at 700 volts through wires that would be directly 

adjacent to a long chemical train at both ends of the proposed Kenilworth tunnel.  A plan for running 

long freight train, with millions of gallons of flammable, explosive chemicals, directly over a tunnel that 

could have up to two LRT trains in it, each with up to 600 passengers, is literally an invitation for disaster 

– including from a terrorist attack.  The tunnel plan also poses the obvious danger that because 

flammable liquid flows downhill, evacuation of LRT trains in the tunnel may be impossible. 

There are also serious if not extreme dangers during construction, which would involve digging a tunnel 

within feet of both tall buildings, and the Freight rail line.  A nearby construction project was shut down 

for months due to extensive damage to an adjacent building that was caused by excavating. 

A further and frankly unknown danger is to the water quality of the “Chain of Lakes” – the “Crown 

Jewels” of the Minneapolis Park System.  If this were to happen, the loss of these Lakes resulting from 

environmental degradation would almost certainly be seen as the worst disaster in the history of 

Minneapolis – a history that already includes the 1878 Washburn Mill explosion. 

For these reasons alone, calling the current route through Kenilworth a “Locally Preferred Alternative” 

amounts to “bureaucratic dishonesty” of Orwellian and Kafkaesque dimension – and… of course… no 

one in a bureaucracy can ever be blamed for anything!  As Peter Wagenius, Mayor Betsy Hodges’ aide, 

and a recognized expert on transportation issues, told people at the Minneapolis Public Hearing on the 

Supplemental Draft Environmental Impact Statement (SDEIS):  

“This is the opposite of what you were told this project was going to be.” 

The only real, honest solution to this mess is to re-open the scoping process, and take a serious look at 

alternative routes, including the one I am presenting here. 

One final point before proceeding – my plan includes the option of extending the Blue Line (Hiawatha, 

to the Airport and Mall of America), along the “modified 3C” Route, providing Five Minute Service from 

the new Vikings Stadium at least to Uptown, and possibly all the way to Hopkins.  More on this part of 

the plan later. 
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Alternative Routes – Hopkins and Beyond 

Before turning to Minneapolis, let’s take a look at the other end, and at options for where to end the 

SWLRT route.  The plan has always been to go to Eden Prairie – but this started out based on a 2003 plan 

that followed an existing trail route that was once a railroad bed.  Since rail has already run here, there 

is reasonable certainty that it could again.  

However, that route was abandoned, in favor of 

the much more expensive “LPA” through the 

“Golden Triangle” – including through an area of 

wetlands.  

To be blunt, commuters in Eden Prairie are happy 

with their existing Southwest Transit buses, and 

don’t want to spend much more commuting time 

to ride LRT.  I’ve ridden the Southwest Transit 

buses -- they’re like fancy little airplanes… except 

that all the seats are plush, wide and 

comfortable.  They have overhead compartments 

and free Wi-Fi.  On my last Route 690 AM ride, it 

took about 21 minutes to go from Southwest 

Station in Eden Prairie to 12th and Hennepin.  The proposed LRT alternative would take almost twice as 

long – and least we forget, the current Green Line runs significantly slower than the “plan” when it was 

being promoted and built.      

Due to both costs and the superior bus-based commuting alternatives further out, at this point let’s end 

SWLRT in Hopkins -- at either the proposed Shady Oak Road Station, or at the nearby proposed 

downtown Hopkins station.  The shuttles will provide door to door service to employer sites.  

However, in fairness to the SWLRT planners, and for more insight on what we need to do to enable 

reverse commuting throughout the Twin Cities metro area, we should take a look at a modified and 

transformed version I’ve prepared of a job density map from the Center for Transit Oriented 

Development.  This map shows “Job Clusters” throughout the metro area (note, based on an 

examination of the data, it appears that not all metro jobs are accounted for in this mapping, this could 

be only employers with some minimum number of jobs).   
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As you can see from the overlay of the proposed SWLRT route (before the last station was cut) the 

section from Shady Oak Road Station to the end curves around a kind of crescent of concentrated jobs.  

More generally, this map shows major employment locations throughout the metro area.  There can 

and should be direct, point-to-point Reverse Commuter service destinations, at freeway speed, to all of 

these locations from Downtown Minneapolis.  My “modified 3C” plan provides for this, as we’ll see.  

We’ll be referring back to this Southwest LRT and Reverse Commuting map later. 

Although the Eden Prairie end of the proposed SWLRT route does reach many job sites, these issues 

must be confronted: 

 First – the LRT commuting time from Downtown 

Minneapolis to these locations is significant: up to 

half an hour and more to any of the nearest 

stations, longer than the bus commute from Eden 

Prairie Station to 12th and Hennepin.   

 Second – the operative phrase above is “nearest 

station”.  The stations in the Golden Triangle area 

are about a mile apart.  That’s a long walk for a lot 

of people, especially during winter months. 

 Third – regarding the equity issue, two further 

questions must be faced:   

o How many of these jobs would be 

available, based on qualifications, to low 

income and minority residents of North 

Minneapolis and the near South Side? 

o How long is the total commute time, 

including getting to the LRT line… riding 

the LRT… and covering the last mile? 

For these reasons, when compared to what buses can do, 

LRT is not a good day-in, day-out reverse commuting 

solution beyond Shady Oak Station. 

But we must and should factor in and serve both the job-

rich Golden Triangle, and the major retail and extended 

stay resources at and near the Eden Prairie Center.   

The map at the right shows some of the basics for doing 
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this.  Let’s start with a high frequency (five minute during extended rush hours and into the evening, 

maybe less during mid-day) direct run from Shady Oak Station to Southwest Station.  This will 

accommodate many people -- including some who park-and-ride to Southwest Station and U of M 

students and employees -- with a link to the LRT line, and therefore to all the Transit options it provides.  

Many people may want to regularly take the Southwest Transit commuter bus to downtown (and/or the 

U of M) in the morning, but would like more PM Transit options available to them -- including 

intermediate stops at Uptown, Saint Louis Park and Hopkins.  These people can and should be 

accommodated, but without the enormous expense of running LRT through the Golden Triangle. 

The Golden Triangle area map (previous page) shows the proposed LRT Route with a thick white line.  

Shady Oak Road is in red – the red West side of the loop at the bottom is Hwy 212.  It’s about three 

miles from Shady Oak Station to Golden Triangle Station -- and about another mile and a half to my 

proposed new Prairie Central Station, in the middle of Eden Prairie Center.  As noted: when you consider 

these distances here’s the reality that emerges:  the proposed LRT stations are not walking distance 

apart.  However, when you’re in a vehicle, a mile is nothing.  Therefore, we need to add some additional 

ingredients to the mix.  First, since we’re replacing the proposed Southwest LRT right of way with Shady 

Oak Road, we’ll add a Golden Triangle Loop – circled in light blue -- running South of the Shady Oak/212 

intersection, with Five Minute Service frequency (maybe less frequent outside of extended rush hours), 

and closer stops.  A spur will run to Prairie Central Station.  The Golden Triangle Loop brings about 

20,000 jobs within real walking distance of a Transit stop.  The meandering Northern Shady Oak Loop is 

another jobs-rich route --highlighted with a yellow line -- and also with Five Minute Service frequency 

(also possibly less frequent outside of extended rush hours) -- connecting the Shady Oak/Hwy 212 stop 

on the South with Shady Oak Station on the North.  The longer path, with on-demand stops all along the 

way, is necessary to reach all major buildings -- including Super Value Headquarters and a new United 

Healthcare facility with 6,000 jobs -- and accommodates one way streets in Minnetonka.  There are 

intermediate stops, including Hwy 62.   

Next, let’s consider the “last mile” challenge for Hopkins and Saint Louis Park (this might also be 

extended to the Golden Triangle area) – and one simple solution for either all of both suburbs, or a zone 

near the LRT line: subsidized Car2Go service.  Car2Go qit operating Minneapolis and Saint Paul last 

December.  The unsubsidized cost was about $.50 a minute, dropping to about $10 for an hour.  Users 

reserve a Car2Go for half an hour (there will always be enough at LRT stops to make that part 

unnecessary), then drive to their destination, get out, and just leave the vehicle.  It can be put “on hold” 
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at a charge – or people can simply take a chance – it might be there when they’re ready to go back, or it 

might not.  If it’s gone, you just look at the on-line map half an hour before the return trip, pick the 

nearest Car2Go, reserve it, and go back to the nearest LRT station – or anywhere else in the Car2Go 

service area. 

Because Car2Go once had their infrastructure operating in the Twin Cities, with over 500 vehicles in 

service, they are a logical candidate for a contract providing for subsidized service for qualified Transit 

riders.  There is a potential Equity issue here: some Transit customers, due to bad driving records and/or 

other reasons, may not qualify as Car2Go customers.  It seems clear that Car2Go must be given the 

option, using objective criteria, to decline to accept some customers.  If this issue doesn’t emerge as a 

“show-stopper” obstacle, the next step is to work out a contract with Car2Go that will provide an 

effective “last mile” solution to people using LRT to travel (probably to a business or store) in Hopkins 

and Saint Louis Park (and again, possibly in the Golden Triangle).  Of course, Car2Go users could also end 

their trip anywhere in Minneapolis or St. Paul where Car2Go drop offs were already allowed (only a few 

areas, including parts of Uptown, were excluded as drop-off areas).  Assuming that this feature makes 

the overall “Transit deal” attractive for many people who otherwise wouldn’t use it, the subsidy is 

justified for that reason alone; over time, these people are likely to increase their Transit use.  People in 

Southwest Minneapolis might go for this – even if only for occasional use.  They can complete a trip by 

driving directly to their home, and then just leaving the car outside.  Note: we must keep in mind that 

Car2Go is new; its long-term prospects are unknown, but let’s try to get them back. 

A further element for consideration is adding two LRT Hubs, one linking the LRT line with Highway 169, 

and the other linking with both Highway 7 and Highway 100.  (Note: LRT service could at some future 

time be extended along the discarded 2003 River Bluffs LRT route to I-494, or beyond, let’s keep that in 

mind, but leave it out of the planning for now). The basic ideas behind the Greenway & I-35W Hub 

(discussed later) apply: buses go directly from the Freeways to the Hub, people get on and off, and a 

park-and-ride facility is provided.  Due to cost, this element of the plan may be delayed, but planning 

should ensure it can be added later in an optimal way.  

Let’s next consider shopping: one of the greatest barriers to the ability of people, and households, to 

reduce or eliminate the need for owning and using cars.   

Simply put – and understated! -- it is often very inconvenient to shop using Transit.  However, the roll-

on-roll-off design of LRT cars, and the large number of total square feet available on each train, has the 
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potential to radically change this.  The missing element is a system of shopping buses and routes.  These 

can be added, and scheduled intermittently – for example, several hours a day one or two days a week 

can be designated as “shopping bus times” for various specific metro area routes that link with LRT.  

During these times, specially configured buses would provide the same roll-on-roll-off capability for full 

size shopping carts that LRT already provides.  These could be Metro Mobility buses designed with the 

ability to quickly switch out multiple interior configurations.  The point is simply to allow people to roll 

their own full-size shopping cart to and from their home and a wide variety of shopping destinations.  

The carts can be designed with larger tires, to accommodate winter.  They can be power-assisted – they 

can even allow people to stand on a 

platform at the “push” end and drive 

them. 

As a practical matter, the Eden Prairie 

Center and surrounding shopping 

venues are currently accessible only 

by car – they’re simply too spread 

out.  However, the “modified 3C” 

route, supplemented by Shopping 

Bus service, can completely change 

this situation.  Because the Eden 

Prairie Center is relatively near the 

proposed Shady Oak end of SWLRT -- 

and can therefore be linked with the 

entire LRT system -- it is the logical 

place to start for metro wide access 

to the full “suburban menu” of shopping options.  Of course – these options are greatly augmented by 

the existing Blue Line connection to the Mall of America – (a shuttle to Ikea would really help!), but as 

we’ll see, the Eden Prairie “suburban menu” is more representative of the overall suburban shopping 

experience.  And of course, this whole plan will greatly increase jobs available to people from North 

Minneapolis and the near South Side, and also low income and minority populations in the Saint Paul 

zone.  It’s a lot easier to qualify for these jobs than for the ones typically available in the Golden 

Triangle.  As part of the overall Reverse Commuting plan, there will be direct Reverse Commute 
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connections, at freeway speed, from Downtown Minneapolis to the shopping routes serving the major 

Eden Prairie shopping venues.  

This plan starts with direct high frequency (five minutes or less) bus service from the Hopkins end of the 

SWLRT line to Prairie Central Station, using buses configured for roll-on-roll-off shopping carts. 

The map (previous page) shows my proposed new Prairie Central Station, which supports two shopping 

routes, a third route for travelers who may be able to avoid renting a car, and a fourth route shuttling 

back and forth between Flying Cloud Airport.  The shopping routes are designed to make the full range 

of general retail and home-oriented shopping venues (the “suburban menu” for shopping) available to 

people who don’t or can’t drive.  As noted, if you don’t drive, this group of retailers tends to be too 

spread out to make bus shopping practical.   All of these shopping shuttle routes should offer Five 

Minute Service at least during extended rush hours -- possibly with less frequent service other times. 

We can and should do at least as much for people who shop using Transit as we do for people who 

combine biking with Transit.  This is yet another fundamental Transit Equity issue.  A major increase in 

Transit ridership, using the proposed “modified 3C” route for shopping – by people in all income groups, 

throughout the Transit areas linked by LRT -- should be both a goal and an expected result from 

implementing this plan. 

Notice how many of these venues (Home Depot, Costco, and Menards come immediately to mind, by 

the way, Rainbow Foods is now a Byerly’s) typically are not conveniently accessible to people living in 

urban cores who don’t drive.  This plan ends that disparity – yet another powerful argument that the 

overall Equity provided is an impelling reason for Federal funding – with a modified formula if necessary 

– achieved by a lawsuit if necessary. 

Of course, if this part of the plan is implemented, additional shopping venues can be expected to locate 

along the Prairie Central Station shopping shuttle routes – Aldi and Michael’s Arts and Crafts come 

immediately to mind.   

We should note that there are also seven major lodging establishments in a concentrated area near 

Prairie Central Station.   Better shopping options will make longer stays for business employees and 

contractors more economical.  Let’s figure out a way to pass the savings from not needing a car to the 

people who won’t need them.  That should be a fringe benefit for contractors and people on extended 

business trips.  Of course, this plan will make the area a logical site for new and/or expanded lodging 
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establishments.  The Travelers’ Shuttle should be extended to Southwest Station during extended rush 

hours.  Reverse Commuting runs will also link Travelers to the Convention Center. 

Finally, from France Avenue to Hwy 169, the Southwest LRT “spine”, together with an elevated, 

dedicated transit way along the Bottineau corridor, could support a city street service grid of connecting 

high frequency North South transit routes.  Such an expanded North-South city street service grid would 

greatly enhance the usefulness of a Freeway grid of five minute service throughout the I-494/I-694 

beltway – discussed briefly at the end of this plan.  Note: France Avenue needs a transit-only North-

South connection where it is currently cut off by the Southwest LRT rail corridor: between Lake Street 

and Excelsior Blvd.  The best option would be a detour about 2,000 feet East, connecting France to 32nd 

St., and reaching a lot of high-density housing near the Cedar Lake Trail -- then proceeding to Lake 

Street/Minnetonka Blvd., via Excelsior Blvd. and Market Plaza.  This is a long detour, but it is justified in 

large part because the route would connect with the LRT West Lake Transit Station.  This new, high-

frequency North-South bus route should run on France Avenue from the Southdale Transit Center, 

continuing North on Theodore Wirth Parkway, and then to the Robbinsdale Transit Center.  This is an 

extension of the same logic connecting North and South Minneapolis via Van White Boulevard. 

 To wrap up this section: For now, let’s assume we’ll stop the LRT at Shady Oak, bus-based commuting 

will continue and expand, and that we will save something in the zone of $400 or $500 million by ending 

SWLRT at or near the proposed Shady Oak Station. 

 

Minneapolis -- and Transit System Alternatives – Phase One 

Let’s start with a map on the next page, focusing on the Minneapolis end, and showing: 

 the so-called “LPA” route  

 an alternative called “3C” that was considered, but not selected as the so-called “LPA”, and  

 my modified and improved version of “3C”  

This map highlights population density, and illustrates a crucial point: while there is almost no 

population surrounding the current route, for the “3C” options the number of people directly served 

within half a mile of the proposed stations appears to approach 100,000.  When you expand this to 

include people linked to: 
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 the “modified 3C”-based alternatives by city street buses  

 I-35W and other Freeway-speed buses (including park-and-ride options), and  

 Reverse Commute routes (which can be greatly expanded),  

the “reach” of the “3C”-based alternatives (original or modified) could be as high as a million people -- 

or more.  Here’s the map – which focuses only on Phase One – additional phase elements will be 

considered briefly at the end of this analysis: 

For starters, let’s summarize 

the routes and the stations.  

The branching point is at 

West Lake station, at the 

Lake Street/ Minnetonka 

Boulevard  bridge on the 

West side of Calhoun.  The 

current proposed route goes 

through the Kenilworth 

corridor, while “3C” options 

head along the Greenway to 

Uptown and beyond. 

Assuming the current route is 

abandoned, three stations 

would be eliminated.  They 

are relatively far apart – it’s 

about a mile from 21st Street and Van White to West Lake and Royalston respectively.  To be blunt – this 

is a major selling point for the current proposed route – it is a direct route to Downtown that has few 

intermediate stops.  But as we’ve already seen, the riders who are supposed to benefit from this selling 

point are mostly in Eden Prairie – they prefer bus commuting and don’t want to use LRT. 

By comparison, the “3C” alignment is both longer (the difference is roughly two sides of a square 

compared to a diagonal), and has six intervening stops (Uptown, Lyndale, 28th Street, Franklin, 12th 

Street, and Hennepin).  While “3C” reaches significantly more destinations, and serves a vastly greater 

population, it also adds to the trip length – about an additional five minutes or so.  But as noted (again!) 

if the Eden Prairie folks are going to commute by bus, for them, the added time for the trip is irrelevant 
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– since these folks wouldn’t be using it anyway!  For Transit users from Hopkins on in, the total trip time 

is competitive – the tradeoff with more and better destinations weights in favor of “3C” options. 

My “modified 3C” plan is shown as the dashed purple line – which will be elevated above the I-35W 

corridor, rather than proceeding in a tunnel under Nicollet.  There is no difference in the number of 

intervening stops between “3C” and “modified 3C” – the Franklin station is moved, but remains the only 

intervening stop.  However, I propose adding an additional station, to be called “Chain of Lakes”.  This is 

intended to accomplish something that is blindingly obvious to everyone who isn’t focused totally on 

Federal $’s and on minimizing the travel time for Eden Prairie riders who won’t use LRT anyway: 

 make the “Chain of Lakes” a destination for all users of the transit System! 

Let me be as clear and blunt about this as possible: Minneapolis has a world class parks system – it is 

unique in the country.  According to the most widely recognized objective measure, our system is not 

just the best in the country -- the competitors aren’t even close.  Since LRT is going right between two of 

of the “Chain of Lakes” It is simply crazy not to make this a major destination.  Let’s keep in mind, this is 

a System.  The total difference in travel time for “3C” and “modified 3C” isn’t likely to be much more 

than about two minute, including allowing for time to stop at the new “Chain of Lakes” station. 

Let’s now take a closer look at “modified 3C”, focusing both on the benefits of this plan that are in 

common with “3C” when compared to the proposed so-called “LPA”, and on benefits of “modified 3C” 
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when compared to “3C”.  We’ll skip around, focusing on the most important elements, rather than 

following the line end to end. 

But before moving to individual elements, let’s note that the “Phase One improvements” map shows 

two things the first map doesn’t show.  First, we see where the Freeways are located.  Because we are 

focused on a Transit System, we need to be as clear as possible about how LRT routes and our Freeway 

grid can and should function as elements of one integrated System.   Second, this view is wider – it 

reaches further East – to take in the entire LRT system near Downtown.  We’ll consider North 

Minneapolis separately. 

The Convention Hub; Downtown Focus – We’re now focusing even closer on the Downtown 

zone, with a Google “screen scrape” showing Downtown Minneapolis, including Freeway routes, with 

LRT and Commuter bus features highlighted.  In the “modified 3C” plan a Convention Hub replaces the 

12th Street Station.  Adding the Convention Hub is probably the single most important element 

representing an advantage and “selling point” for the “modified 3C” route. However, this is true 

primarily because of how it works together with other elements of the system – we’ll start to examine 

that next.  
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An even closer view of the Convention area and 

the Hub zone is to the right.  I don’t have any 

specific design in mind at this point – only these 

crucial but general characteristics:  

 LRT lines, including lots of room for side 

tracking and switching capabilities 

 A very large capacity for commuter 

buses, (about 700 runs go in and out 

every day) – with storage for several 

hundred. 

 A link to the Nicollet 18 line and these 

other city street bus lines: 17, 11 & 25. 

 A giant park-and-ride facility, also 

available for Convention and Sports event parking – this might start small and grow. 

 Customized ramps linking to Nicollet, 1st Ave., 3rd Ave., and the Freeways (I-94 & I-35W). 

 Bikers, Car2Go, taxi and Uber service will be accommodated. 

Fortunately, there is a large area available to work with South of the Convention facility, including the 

current load-in area, but extendable further South by covering over the part of the I-94 Freeway 

corridor.  In addition, land could be obtained South of the Convention Center between Nicollet and 1st 

Avenue, and from 15th Street to the Freeway; there is some surface parking here, but not any “big 

ticket” parcels.  It would be possible to expand further South of the Freeway, however, beyond 17th St., 

some property in the three blocks from 1st to 3rd Ave. on 17th St., is quite expensive per the Hennepin 

County web site.  Here’s the bottom line: there is enough space available to provide for both a giant 

Convention Hub for Transit, and room for expanding the Convention Center if and when that is needed.  

Realistically, we must keep in mind that over the last 10 to 20 years Convention Centers in the U.S. have 

been overbuilt.  Our Minnesota facility -- about half a million square feet -- will never expand to the 1 

and 2+ million square feet capacity of the largest U.S. venues. 

Looking again now to the “Downtown Minneapolis Phase One” map (the Google “screen scrape”, 

previous page) we see the very general location of the Convention Hub, together with a major bus route 

running along the Nicollet Mall and Nicollet Avenue, and an area I call the “Commuter Bus Zone”.   

The “Commuter Bus Zone” already exists.  It runs from 12th St. to Washington Ave. – with dedicated bus 

lanes and stops for buses going South along Marquette Ave. (1st Ave. becomes Marquette at 12th St.) 

and for buses going North along 2nd Ave.   
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What’s going on with commuter buses to and from Downtown Minneapolis merits an extended analysis.  

Today about 700 Freeway commuter buses bring tens of thousands of commuters into Downtown 

Minneapolis every morning.  Almost all of these suburban commuter trips start in a suburb or in Saint 

Paul; of course, about the same number of people ride these routes in reverse every afternoon.  It’s 

crucial to emphasize that these 700 express commuter buses are in addition to the city street bus routes 

– the ghosts of the old Streetcar System -- that also bring tens of thousands of commuters to Downtown 

Minneapolis work each week day.  A total of about 40% of all the people who work in Downtown 

Minneapolis commute using Transit, including suburban express buses, city street buses, and LRT.  

Based on the CTOD employment numbers (per the map on page 3) , that’s about 60,000 people a day, or 

about 120,000 trips a day – close to about half of the total for weekday transit trips in the Twin Cities. 

Although tens of thousands of transit commuters come in to Minneapolis every morning – a far smaller 

number of people can and do use transit to “Reverse Commute”.  One major reason for this is that there 

are only about 90 Reverse Commuter buses running from Downtown Minneapolis to the suburbs each 

morning (and back into the city in the afternoon) – far fewer than the 700 coming in.  Another factor is 

that many of the “morning in” transit commuters start their commute by car – using transit from park-

and-ride facilities.  These can be anything from small surface lots to giant parking ramps like the one at 

the Southwest Transit Center in Burnsville.  Of course, higher frequency for transit commuting is greatly 

facilitated by having a single destination: Downtown Minneapolis.  Reverse Commuting from park-and-

ride facilities in Downtown Minneapolis isn’t theoretically impossible – but the economics are not 

favorable.  While suburban park-and-ride facilities are free, it is difficult or impossible to justify free 

park-and-ride options in Downtown Minneapolis due to the high demand for parking space by people 

who drive to work Downtown – and let’s keep in mind, that’s still a 60/40 majority of all people who 

work Downtown. 

We need to also consider a built-in bias in transit statistics, and what I see as a bias in the “LRT world 

view” that may translate to a kind of prejudice against bus-based Reverse Commuting.  The bias in 

transit statistics is simply that one of the most important overall measures of the cost-effectiveness of 

any transit system is based on the number of riders, or trips, per “Vehicle Service Hour”.  To calculate 

this, you divide the total ridership (or trips) -- for the whole system or any mode -- by the number of 

Vehicle Service Hours (or Train Service Hours when considering multi-car LRT service).  The more riders, 

or trips, per Vehicle Service Hour, the more people you are serving, and the greater the percentage of 
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revenue you have from fares (note that paid fares typically account for far below 100% of the cost of 

transit service – 30% or less is more typical. 

The operative phrase in the last paragraph – and the “devil in the details” – is “Vehicle Service Hour”.  

When a transit vehicle is “Not In Service” it does not count towards the total of “Vehicle Service Hours”.  

I sometimes ask, in a joking way: “What is the most widely run route in any transit system – anywhere in 

the world?”  The answer: the “Not In Service” route.  To be serious: I think one of the reasons for this is 

that when you have more “Not In Service” trips, you decrease the number of “Vehicle Service Hours”, 

and make your “Riders per Vehicle Service Hour” or “Trips per Vehicle Service Hour” statistic look better. 

As noted, we have about 700 commuter buses coming into Downtown Minneapolis each morning, but 

only 90 commuter buses scheduled for a Reverse Commute run (roughly the same is true for the PM).  

Of course, the incoming buses don’t disappear; some are parked somewhere until they’re needed for 

the PM return trip.  But most “disappear from the statistics”; they are “Not In Service” while they return 

to the same starting location for their next AM inbound (or PM outbound) commuter run. 

I’ve built a spreadsheet examining all 700 of the AM commuter buses coming into Minneapolis, and 

calculating for each route, how many of these buses have enough time to return to their starting point 

with ten minutes to spare before the last AM 

inbound run begins.  I found that about 400 of the 

700 buses meet this test.  This means we could – if 

we wanted to – schedule not 90, but 400 Reverse 

Commuter runs from Downtown Minneapolis each 

morning.  Each one could run an express Reverse 

Commuter route -- at freeway speed -- directly to 

one… or two, or three… job locations somewhere in 

the suburbs, with enough time to then do another 

in-bound commuter run to Downtown.  

Now, let’s go back to the “Southwest LRT and 

Reverse Commuting” map on page 3 (a smaller 

version is to the right).  Here’s the point: we could – 

if we wanted to – schedule 400 buses to do direct, point-to-point Reverse Commute runs each morning 

(and the same at night).  Let’s assume each run stops at three nearby “job clusters”, shown on the map, 
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before starting the next in-bound (or PM outbound) regular commuter route.  Let’s also assume three 

AM and three PM trips to each “job cluster” site.  With this system, each morning and each evening we 

could have three direct, point-to-point Reverse Commuting 

runs linking Downtown Minneapolis to about 400 of the 

biggest “job clusters” throughout the Twin Cities.   

Now, let’s take another look at the “Downtown Minneapolis 

Phase One” map from page 12 (a somewhat smaller and 

cropped version is to the right).  Notice that the Commuter 

Bus Zone points right at the Convention Hub.  Some of the 

buses currently come in and out via the Hennepin W/SW 

link – an entrance and an exit for I-94 are both just on the 

other side of Hennepin Ave. at 12 St.   

One option would be to send all buses that run along the Commuter Bus Zone to the Convention Hub – 

(notice that all those using I-94 would have direct access via the Convention Hub).  Another option 

would not increase the trip length for those buses – instead, access to all Commuter (and Reverse 

Commuter) bus routes would be from one of two adjacent stops (both on the LRT line) – either the 

Convention Hub, or the Hennepin W/SW link. 

Note: all city street buses going in and out of Downtown Minneapolis either cross the Commuter Bus 

Zone, or in the case of buses running on Hennepin, come near it and reach the Hennepin W/SW link.  

This means all people using city street buses to Downtown can reach all 400 Reverse Commuting buses. 

Here’s what this all means.  We can – if we want to – quickly, and with almost no marginal cost – 

establish an incredible system of Reverse Commuter bus routes – connecting Downtown Minneapolis 

directly with about 400 of the biggest employment sites throughout the Twin Cities. 

This is a big reason why routing the proposed SWLRT line to the Convention Center, and building a giant 

Convention Hub for Transit, is the most important single feature – and selling point -- of my “modified 

3C” route. 

Transit to Work Equity – is the name I’ve given to this.  Supporters of the proposed Southwest 

LRT have called it an “Equity Train.”  That description has been challenged by many, including former 

DFL Congressman Martin Sabo, who called the argument “despicable” and “so dishonest it’s laughable.”  
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However, consider this: unlike the vast disproportion between Commuter buses going to Minneapolis 

(about 700) and Reverse Commuter buses coming from Minneapolis (about 90), at least with LRT you 

have the same frequency of trips, and the same number of train cars going in each direction.  And as 

we’ve seen, there are a lot of jobs in the Golden Triangle, even if many of them require qualifications 

that eliminate a large percentage of poor and minority people living near Downtown Minneapolis.   

This brings me to what I see as kind of prejudice – even a kind of fear -- about bus-based Reverse 

Commuting solutions among people who insist LRT must… simply must… be a crucial element of a 

“multi-modal” Transit system.  As we’ve seen, there is an incredible opportunity to implement bus-

based Reverse Commuting from Downtown Minneapolis to most of the jobs throughout the Metro 

Area.  Let’s just tick off the advantages of this approach: 

 Because the service would be point to point, bus-based Reverse Commuting would be faster 

across the board than any LRT system could possibly be.   

 Instead of reaching locations only one corridor at a time, bus based Reverse Commuting would 

reach all locations everywhere.   

 Instead of stops every half mile – or even every mile in the current Golden Triangle LRT plan – 

bus based Reverse Commuting service would be door-to-door service.   

 Instead of taking decades to plan and build, the entire system could be implemented literally in 

a matter of months.  It’s true that the system won’t be optimal until the Transit Hubs in my plan 

are built, but people could immediately take all the Reverse Commute routes at points along 

Marquette and 2nd Ave. where all these buses already go. 

Frankly, I think the overwhelming force of these arguments in favor of bus based Reverse Commuting 

scares a lot of LRT advocates.  Such a system could quickly make an LRT system obsolete and/or 

unnecessary.  Why do we need LRT if its main purpose – commuting – can be accomplished so much 

faster, and with far less cost, using buses? 

Well???!!! 

To tie up the point regarding a built-in statistical bias: we can expect that at least initially there will be 

far fewer Reverse Commuter trips than regular Commuter trips.  Because of this, we need a modified 

Transit Statistic that excludes Reverse Commuter riders, trips, and Vehicle Service Hours; both to ensure 

the overall performance statistics aren’t skewed downward as Reverse Commuter capacity is added, and 

to be able to track metrics for Reverse Commuting separately.  Over time, we are likely to find that 

many more people will decide to either live near Downtown, and/or will use park-and-ride capacity that 



 Page 19 of 32  SWLRT Alternative Route; 1/25/17 version 

can be added to the system near Downtown (example: park-and-ride along I-35W), to build into their 

“lifestyle” the ability to Reverse Commute throughout the Twin Cities.   

To reach an intermediate concluding point on the Transit to Work Equity issue, and on Transit Equity 

more generally, the crucial requirement is to provide fast links to a comprehensive bus based Reverse 

Commuting system for the North and near South Side of Minneapolis.  These neighborhoods have the 

highest concentrations of low income people and minorities.  We’ll look in more detail later at the North 

Hub, the purpose of which is to link all North Minneapolis city street bus routes (and a future phase 

elevated Bottineau Transit way) with LRT and Reverse Commuting.  We’ll also look at some options for 

fast links throughout the near South Side.   

But regarding the LRT links between the North Hub and the Convention Hub, I want to note and add two 

more Phase One elements now.  First, the Blue Line can and should be extended immediately to reach 

the Convention Hub.  This will establish Five Minute Service from the North Hub to the Convention Hub -

- with a stop at the Hennepin W/SW link.  As noted, the Convention Hub will include side tracking and 

switching capacity, this may also be included for the North Hub.  With these added capabilities we might 

run a supplemental shuttle back and forth between the North Hub and the Convention Hub – providing 

a 2.5 minute service frequency.  Because the route from the North Hub to the Convention Hub will have 

no at-grade crossings, people will go back and forth at a relatively high speed, with almost no waiting.  

Sidebar – Looking and Thinking Ahead: while we’re on the subject of supplemental shuttles, in a 

future phase of this system, side tracking and switching capabilities can be added just East of the 

new Vikings Stadium, where the Blue and Green lines meet; the tracks should then be elevated 

from the North Hub to a new East Hub centered on that intersection; each Downtown station 

should be linked to ground and skyway levels with elevators.  The supplemental shuttle could be 

extended to the East Hub.   This will mean 2.5 minute service frequency throughout Downtown 

Minneapolis.  A third track, with additional siding and switching capabilities could be added 

along the route, extending as far as between the Green Line Stadium Village and Prospect Park 

stations, providing options for supplemental and ultra-high capacity limited-stop service linking: 

the Convention Hub, the Target Center (stopping at Hennepin/Warehouse station), the new 

Vikings Stadium, and the U of M. East and West Bank stations.  In this way the Convention 

Center, the Vikings Stadium, the Target Center, and the U. of M. can all be configured as part of 

one giant Convention and Event venue.  Special configurations could be implemented based on 

the particular needs of a specific event.   
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The Greenway & I-35W; Transit Links Focus – Just to re-orient ourselves, the top map below 

is a smaller, cropped version of the Phase One Improvements map on page 11, showing the “modified 

3C” Route.  Our focus is on the Greenway & I-

35W Hub, which replaces the 28th St. Station in 

the unmodified “3C” route.  In my “modified 

3C” plan, the “3C” tunnel under Nicollet Ave. 

(shown as a dashed line) is replaced with an 

elevated route following the I-35W Corridor. 

Below the first map is a second one, showing a 

“screen scrape” of the Greenway & I-35W 

Hub, and surrounding blocks.  Our focus is on 

the Transit links that will be implemented with 

a giant Hub at the intersection of the 

Greenway and I-35W. 

Nicollet Ave. is a major North-South Street in 

South Minneapolis, and has the high-

frequency 18 bus route running on it.  Lake 

Street is the most important East-West Street 

in South Minneapolis, connecting Minneapolis 

and St. Paul, with both the high-frequency 21 

and the 53 Express bus routes running on it.   

Unfortunately, in 1977 Kmart was allowed to 

build a store at Lake Street and Nicollet 

Avenue that straddled and blocked Nicollet, requiring traffic to detour around it on two one-way streets 

running in opposite directions.   

The Greenway -- originally a rail right of way -- is today a mostly below-grade East-West bike and 

pedestrian corridor running the full width of Minneapolis.  From Hennepin to past Cedar – about 2.5 

miles -- there is only one at-grade crossing.  Because the corridor has a 100 foot wide right of way for its 

entire length, the Greenway has the potential to be a fast, unobstructed transit corridor from Hennepin 

to the Lake Street LRT Station at Hiawatha.   
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The “modified 3C” Route plan extends the Blue Line to at least Uptown, and possibly all the way to 

Shady Oak Station, providing for 5 minute service continuing from the current US Bank Stadium Station, 

beyond which the Green and Blue lines diverge.  The basic idea behind the Greenway & I-35W Hub is to 

link this 5 minute LRT service with both the Rapid Bus Transit service that presently uses the I-35W 

MnPASS lanes, and also with both the heavily used Lake Street (routes 21 and 53) and Nicollet Ave. 

(route 18) bus lines, and with the entire North-South grid of bus service in South Minneapolis.   

As with the Convention Hub, I don’t have a specific design in mind at this point for the Greenway & I-

35W Hub – only a somewhat more detailed illustration, and a list of general characteristics and 

requirements. The Greenway & I-35W Hub must provide for:  

 LRT lines in a shallow Greenway tunnel (cut and cover, we must and will be careful of the Chain 

of Lakes water level on the Uptown side) from a little West of Hennepin until just West of I-

35W, then surfacing and rising to an elevated position above I-35W, and heading North in the 

freeway corridor to Downtown and the Convention Hub.  Although initially LRT will not extend 

further East, the design should accommodate adding this option later.  No side tracking and 

switching is needed for Phase One, although it would be if LRT is extended further East. 

 A large number of buses that either stop and continue using the center MnPass lanes, or 

enter/exit I-35W using ramps and the center MnPass lanes.  All of the Commuter and Reverse 

Commuter buses should stop at the Greenway & I-35W Hub.  This capability will probably 

require significantly widening the I-35W corridor for several blocks on both sides of Lake Street. 

 Ramps linking to both the Nicollet and Lake Street buses.  These are illustrated on the map 

(previous page).  There will be two one-way loops.  Buses going both directions on Lake Street 

will enter the ramp on the East side, and will exit on the West side.  The Nicollet ramps will 

connect East of the current Kmart store, and West of 1st Avenue -- buses will enter the ramp on 

the South side, and exit on the North side.  

 Large elevators linking all levels of the Hub, and able to accommodate: people, bikes (including 

two-person bikes and bikes with trailers), motorized shopping carts, scooters, Segways, and 

possibly other small vehicles.  

 An ability to expand the system later to accommodate buses that will run on the Greenway in 

both directions (keep in mind, LRT will be in tunnels); these buses will need ramps connecting 

to the Hub’s bus level; from that level all buses link to Nicollet and Lake Street, and can enter 

and exit the I-35W center MnPass lanes. 

 North ramps for cars to enter and exit the outer lanes of I-35W; (not the center MnPass lanes, 

that direct and congestion-free access is reserved for Transit only); specifically: 

o An exit ramp North of the Hub for Southbound I-35W cars to enter the Hub. 

o An entrance ramp North of the Hub for Northbound cars to enter I-35W from the Hub. 

Note: these North ramps may not be open at all times; they could be closed during rush 

hours, and may be closed during other times when congestion is a problem. 
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 South ramps for cars to enter and exit the outer lanes of I-35W, and to connect with 31st St; 

specifically: 

o These ramps may be partially extensions of or surmounting on the bus lanes linking to 

Lake Street; in any case cars will be prevented from following the buses in and out of 

the bus level of the Hub; the car ramps will remain at the freeway level at Lake Street, 

reaching street level before 31st Street. 

o Cars may be restricted to enter and exit the Hub from city streets only at 31st Street. 

o The Hub exit ramp will exit to 31st Street; cars can continue from there on to the I-35W 

entrance ramp, or can turn in either direction onto 31st Street. 

o The Hub entrance ramp can be entered from both directions at 31st Street by turning 

North, or from the I-35W 31st Street exit ramp, however, cars Northbound on I-35W can 

only enter the Hub by first exiting I-35W at 31st Street.   

 An expandable park-and-ride facility, linked to freeway entrance and exit ramps in both 

directions (as noted, for Northbound I-35W the park-and-ride facility can only be accessed by 

first exiting I-35W), and also available for Convention and Sports event parking.  There may be 

an event charge, but except for that, parking will always be free for Transit users.   

 Bikers will be accommodated; Car2Go parking and service will be provided in the park-and-ride 

facility; Taxi and Uber drivers will be accommodated. 

Because the Lake Street buses link with the Greenway LRT route to Downtown at I-35W, all North-South 

bus routes will have connections to the Greenway 5 minute LRT service via Lake Street.  At Lyndale, the 

North-South 4 line will connect directly with the Greenway LRT service.  At the Uptown Station on 

Hennepin, the Lake Street 21 and 53 lines connect directly with the Greenway LRT, as does the 23 line, 

which runs on 38th Street, and also connects with the Blue Line at 38th Street Station on its route to Saint 

Paul over the Ford bridge.  The 6, 12, and 17 lines also run on Hennepin; all these will connect with the 

Greenway 5 minute LRT service at Uptown.   

A key point to keep in mind here is that riders of all the South Minneapolis North-South lines will have 

connections to all the Reverse Commuter buses coming into the Convention Hub, and/or to the 

Hennepin W/SW link station.  Transit riders East of I-35W will have the option of transferring to Lake 

Street 21 or 53 line, and then to the Greenway 5 minute LRT service at the Greenway & I-35W Hub.  But 

these riders can also simply stay on the North-South buses heading into Downtown.  All the North-South 

lines running East of I-35W, (5, 7, 9, 11, 14 and 22), intersect the Commuter Bus Zone, so all Reverse 

Commuter routes can be accessed that way. 

However, because the Greenway & I-35W Hub will allow buses to enter from Lake Street and then enter 

the MnPass lanes, there should be ultra-frequent (every three minutes during rush hours) Reverse 

Commuter express shuttles running all along Lake Street, from the Mississippi River to I-35W – stopping 
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only (possibly with one or two exceptions) at intersections with North-South bus routes (and the Lake-

Hiawatha LRT station), and then heading directly to the Convention Hub via the Greenway & I-35W Hub.  

This is a crucial element of Transit to Work Equity – it will allow people throughout the Minneapolis near 

South Side to quickly access jobs throughout the Twin Cities.  Additional Reverse Commuter shuttles 

could be added throughout South Minneapolis, depending on demand; some may enter I-35W at 38th 

Street, 46th Street, and beyond.  These Reverse Commuter shuttle vehicles need not be buses; they 

could be vans, or even cabs.  The first and foremost point is to greatly expand Transit to Work Equity – 

FAST access to jobs for everyone. 

The North Hub: Transit Links; Transit to 

Work Equity … and Stadiums – Just to re-

orient (again!), the map at the right is a smaller, 

cropped version of  the Phase One Improvements 

map on page 11, showing the “modified 3C” Route.  

Our focus is now on the North Hub, which replaces 

the Royalston station in the unmodified “3C” route.  

A second map (below) shows the North Hub 

“screen scrape”, including surrounding blocks.  As 

you can see, a lot is going on here! 
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Let’s start with the most basic and frankly obvious point: The “North Hub Zone” and the immediate area 

surrounding it is the densest concentration of Transit resources in Minnesota – by far.  Just for starters, 

both current LRT lines and the Northstar Commuter Rail line all converge here.  But beyond that, we also 

have the North end of the Commuter Bus Zone – as we’ve seen, all 700 of the express buses coming in 

and out of Minneapolis each rush hour run through that 

zone.  All of our eggs are already in this basket! 

Unfortunately, while the Commuter Bus Zone is “in the 

picture” on the screen scrape (previous page), there’s still 

a significant distance between it and the North Hub.  

However, as we can see from another look at the 

Downtown Minneapolis Phase One map, (shown at the 

right), my “modified 3C” Route is the optimizing remedy 

for this.  With five minute LRT service linking the North Hub to the Convention Hub, and the only 

intermediate stop reaching all West and Southwest commuter routes at the Hennepin W/SW link, 

everyone coming into the North Hub now has a fast link to the most incredible Reverse Commuting 

system imaginable – 400 buses making direct, freeway-speed runs to and from Downtown Minneapolis 

and the major employment sites throughout the Twin Cities. 

This IS Transit to Work Equity – pure and simple!   

Can you conceive of a better way to provide this?  I can’t… but I’m all ears if anyone else can.   

Obviously, the “modified 3C” route would optimize the whole system.  But just by scheduling the 400 

Reverse Commuter runs, we can start to implement this system in MONTHS… not years… and at an 

incredibly low cost.  For heaven’s sake... let’s not delay – let’s get this done ASAP!  I can see NO EXCUSE 

for NOT doing this.  Can you? 

Let’s now consider the North-South routes – looking at the North Hub screen scrape.  From East to West 

here are three coming into Downtown from North Minneapolis.  All three go at least to 44th Avenue 

North, below we see the mid-point distance between them, in feet and long blocks (each long block is 

exactly 1/8 of a mile).  On each side we’ll include the full distance (not half the distance) to the borders:  

 Residential Zone to Lyndale – effectively this is I-94 to Lyndale, there is no residential housing 

from I-94 to the Mississippi – full distance is about 1,440 feet to 2,160 feet – 2 to 3 long blocks.  
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 Lyndale (22 line) -- about 900 feet, one and a half long blocks to Emerson/Fremont 

 Emerson/Fremont (5 line, this is the Chicago line in South Mpls., it has the most riders of any 

Twin Cities city street line) – about  1,700 feet, two and a half long blocks to Penn 

 Penn (19 line) – full distance to Xerxes (the City border) is 2,640 feet, four long blocks.  A few 

Penn buses go further West for brief runs on Thomas (from Dowling to 42nd, about one per 

hour) and Washburn (from 33rd to 36, 3 AM rush hour runs and 3 PM rush hour runs)  

In addition to these North-South routes, Plymouth (7 line) goes on or near Washington Ave. to 

Plymouth, and then follows Plymouth to the Chalet at Theodore Wirth Park.  Broadway (14 line) follows 

Washington to Plymouth, where Washington then heads due North to Broadway, and follows Broadway 

to branch at Knox Avenue.  One branch continues West along Golden Valley Rd., then North at Noble or 

Douglas (another branch), ending at the Robbinsdale Transit Center.  The other branch follows 

Broadway directly to the Robbinsdale Transit Center. 

Because the Glenwood 9 line comes near the North Hub, we should include it, and also route it to the 

North Hub – probably by briefly following Royalston. 

Here’s the first and crucial point about all of these routes.  All three of the North-South lines already go 

directly to the North Hub – the Chicago 5 and Lyndale 22 come in from 7th St., and the Penn 19 comes in 

from Olson Memorial Highway.  As noted, the Glenwood 9 line can follow a short detour along 

Royalston to and from the North Hub.   

That leaves the Broadway 14 line and the Plymouth 7 line.  Currently, both head into Downtown on 

Washington Ave., but the Plymouth 7 veers slightly away at 8th street.  Our first step is to add ramps to 

and from the North Hub from Washington Ave.; the next step is to slightly modify the Plymouth line, so 

it stays on Washington Ave., and uses the same ramps to and from the North Hub.  A short shuttle route 

should cover the brief few blocks where the Plymouth 7 line was moved – along 1st Ave. from 8th Street 

to Hennepin Ave. 

We now have all five of the North Minneapolis lines (5, 7, 14, 19 and 22) and the Glenwood 9 line, all 

converging at the North Hub.  This means all people coming in on these lines now have a quick LRT 

connection to all Reverse Commuter buses – at either the Convention Hub and/or at the intermediate 

Hennepin S/SW link station.  Because these lines are all the first AM line (before transfers), people can 
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use schedules to minimize waiting time – the 5 minute LRT frequency is so good that the only other 

scheduling issue is when a particular Reverse Commute run leaves Downtown Minneapolis. 

Several improvements should be introduced ASAP.  Because of the significant gaps between the 

Chicago/Emerson/Freemont 5 line and west of the Penn 22 line, at least during extended commuter 

hours another North-South line should be added, probably along James/Knox Ave., about half way 

between the two.  Similarly for Penn Ave., another extended commuting hours line should be added at 

or near Xerxes/Victory Memorial Drive.  Increased service frequency and much better East West 

connections should also be added to the grid. 

Transit Links more generally – Of course beyond the related issues of Transit to Work Equity and 

Reverse Commuting, the North Hub and the “modified 3C” route will be far more effective in promoting 

Transit Links that the current proposed and so-called “LPA” route through Kenilworth. 

Let’s note and consider that buses can quickly enter and exit nearby freeways at all three of my 

proposed Hubs: the Greenway & I-35W Hub, the Convention Hub and the North Hub.  Of course, this is a 

deliberate part of the design.  We can and should set up direct, fast-as-possible links between and 

among these Hubs, and other crucial locations, such as Snelling Avenue, Downtown Saint Paul, and 

important stops along all freeways, such as the I-35W 46th Street station, (where all I-35W Reverse 

Commuter buses should also stop).  We need to banish the idea of reducing the quality of transit 

options to pump up LRT ridership numbers.  The I-94 Express route is a case in point – it used to go to 

the State Capital, but no longer does – and total service has been reduced.  There can and should be Five 

Minute Service with one stop at Snelling Ave on I-94 between the Minneapolis Convention Hub and one 

or more Downtown Saint Paul Hubs.  The intermediate stop should be Snelling and University, with 

elevated direct bus ramps to and from I-94 and Snelling that function in the same way as the ramps 

linking the Greenway & I-35W Hub to Lake Street and Nicollet Avenue -- and the North Hub to 

Washington Avenue and Olson Memorial Highway. 

The “modified 3C” Route is deliberately designed to establishes much better Transit connections 

between North Minneapolis and the Uptown/Greenway corridor, and more generally with the extensive 

South Minneapolis city street bus grid.  And of course, the LRT grid provides access to significant new job 

opportunities.  As discussed earlier, the LRT grid can and should be at the center of a growing system of 

buses configured to make shopping easy. 
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Here’s the general point – the “modified 3C” alternative route is conceived and designed as part of an 

overall Transit System – not as an isolated Transit corridor.  This is how we need to plan, and how we 

need to think of Transit.  Equity and job access… more Convention business… a thriving sports and 

entertainment economy, better use of the Flying Cloud and Saint Paul Airports -- all of these are crucial 

elements that must be viewed together, with a planning perspective that leads to coordinated synergy.  

Looking ahead, I’m advocating building an elevated, combined Transit and MnPass right of way along 

the Broadway/Bottineau corridor, reaching the Robbinsdale Transit Center and beyond.  At some point, 

probably beyond North Memorial Hospital, an elevated right of way isn’t needed – MNPass lanes should 

be used instead.  The key is to make this a high-speed Transit and commuter corridor that heads straight 

to the North Hub, and therefore straight to the giant park-and-ride facility.  

On the one hand, we should not look reflexively at park-and-ride as exclusively a suburban element of 

Transit systems.  At least over the next decade, it can be added in urban areas, partly because many 

people can more conveniently start and end their trip using a car.  But on-demand automated cars are 

coming… we need to study that in more detail before committing to urban park and ride facilities that 

may quickly become obsolete.   

This brings me to the next topic – the relationship between the North Hub and Sports. 

I’ve recently and somewhat humorously started referring to Minneapolis as “Stadium Village” (that is 

the unofficial name of one Neighborhood, and officially of one Green Line station).  Whatever you think 

of past decisions about building stadiums and arenas, the facts are on the ground: new and enhanced 

facilities abound -- and with the exceptions of the new St. Paul Saints stadium, and the just-starting Saint 

Paul Midway Soccer Stadium, it’s almost all in or near Downtown Minneapolis.  . 

I have to say that the overall “stadium environment” – including both pre- and post- game 

entertainment, and Transit options – so favors Minneapolis that I think it was really crazy for 

Minneapolis and Hennepin County not do what it takes (and that apparently wasn’t much) to build a 

Soccer Stadium next to the North Hub.  It seems clear and obvious that this is a growing sport in the U.S. 

Having pro Soccer games near the Convention Center is a real selling point for Convention business.  In 

my opinion Betsy Hodges really blew that one! 

All the Hubs I’m proposing (Greenway & I-35W, Convention and North) will have at least some park-and-

ride capacity.  This should be factored into the overall event and congestion planning for Minneapolis.  
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It’s better to have people using the park-and-ride facilities at the Greenway & I-35W Hub and the 

Convention Hub, rather than driving in and/or through Downtown Minneapolis.  In sum – Transit should 

be looked at as an overall System – including as a major factor in how sports and Convention events can 

prosper in Minneapolis – as they should. 

As with the other two Hubs, I don’t have a specific design in mind at this point for the North Hub – only 

a list of general characteristics and requirements. The North Hub must provide for:  

 Ramps linking to both buses and cars, coming in and out, for both Washington Ave. and Olson 

Memorial Highway – and to and from I-94 via Olson.  These are illustrated on the map on page 

22, however, unlike the Greenway & I-35W Hub, less ramp design detail is provided.   

 While ramps are not detailed for 7th Street, it is assumed buses will be able to enter and exit 

along 7th Street in both directions; 7th Street may be limited to buses only, car access would 

then be only via Washington Avenue and Olson Memorial Highway.  The entrance and exit to 

the Hub bus level for the Glenwood 9 line is To Be Determined. 

 There should be at least three separate levels, one for LRT, one for buses, and one for cars.  The 

third level should include at least initial park-and-ride parking, and will allow us to add future 

park-and-ride levels above it.  Due to demand for event parking, one or more full levels of park-

and-ride may be included in the initial plan.   There will be a charge for event parking; due to 

proximity to downtown some parking could be paid, however, at least some should be free to 

people who are park-and-riding, at least within a near by zone, and who are Transit users. 

 Large elevators should link all levels of the Hub, and should accommodate: people, bikes 

(including two-person bikes and bikes with trailers), motorized shopping carts, scooters, 

Segways, and possibly other small vehicles.  

 Skyways connecting the near by and large existing parking facilities to the North Hub, and thus 

connecting the North Hub to the rest of the Minneapolis skyway system; these skyways can be 

used by bikers who are walking their bikes.  (Disclosure: I have rode on my bike in the 

Minneapolis skyway system – it is a bad idea.) 

 Biking, and car2Go parking and service will be provided in the park-and-ride facility; Taxi and 

Uber drivers will be able to access the Hub to pick up and drop off customers. 

 

Conclusion:  A congestion-free future -- Transit and Cars do mix 

The Reverse Commuting plan integrated into this “modified 3C” Route plan is a huge step towards a 

better Transit future for the Twin Cities.  But as the FIG. 5a illustration on the next page shows, we may 

have an even better system ahead – a system of Five Minute Service on a Freeway grid of Transit routes 

throughout the Twin Cities, and a congestion-free future with a mix of Transit and cars. 
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The illustration at the right is a “Transit Cloverleaf” – taken directly from my patent application for this 

invention.  Here’s the crucial point: today, it is not possible for passengers on a bus to transfer from one 

route to the intersecting route 

at a Freeway cloverleaf 

intersection – the inner loops 

of the traditional cloverleaf 

design prevent this.  My 

patent pending Transit 

Cloverleaf systems makes 

these transfers possible.  It 

also has several versions, 

including an inexpensive “starter system” that enables the transfers, but doesn’t have some of the 

features of the full installation illustrated above.  The map on the next page shows a preliminary grid 

system; there are 22 Freeway Cloverleaf intersections on and in the 494-694 beltway.  Note: a lot more 

work needs to be done on the area East of the Mississippi; I have looked in detail at all of the numbered 

stops West of the Mississippi. 

The Transit Cloverleaf invention is in and of itself a huge breakthrough in Transit and transportation 

technology.  Today, we have a street grid of Transit service in Minneapolis and Saint Paul and nearby 

inner ring suburbs – cities and neighborhoods that were built from the ground up with Transit in mind.  

People could see from the 1880’s forward that a street grid would best accommodate building a Transit 

grid – of streetcars.  But autonomous vehicles (“cars”) weren’t widely anticipated in 1880; when they did 

emerge they upset the whole plan!  There is almost a kind of difference in texture between the street 

pattern of our core cities and inner suburbs – a kind of muscle tissue – and the texture of post-World 

War II suburban cul-de-sacs – a kind of lung tissue… connecting to suburban streets that are 

passageways for a giant leviathan that breathes cars in and out. 

There’s a more prosaic point here: the character of the Postwar suburban street systems, and the 

network of Freeways, with their “efficient” cloverleaf designs, was never conceived to accommodate 

Transit.  In the age of rock and roll, freeways were the rock and cars were the roll.  The car was King, and 

the assumption was that it always would be.   

Unfortunately, with expansion came congestion.  Our current assumption (the assumption of elitist 

planners anyway) is that we must live with “managed congestion” – an assumed gradual but increasing 
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level of “Leviathan sclerosis”.  Gradually, over decades, “Transit Oriented Development” and dedicated 

LRT right-of-ways – our enormously expensive, slow-acting congestion antidote, will emerge.

 

Here’s my competing theory and vision: If we don’t let LRT money pits gobble up our Transit budget, we 

can implement both the Commuting and Reverse Commuting system described earlier (with a similar 

approach for St. Paul, but inevitably on a smaller scale) and a Freeway grid of Five Minute Service using 

small, Metro Mobility size buses.  We can also move to a system of smaller vehicles and Five Minute 

Service for our city street bus grids.  Over time, as more people start to use these, and with more money 

available for a “rubber wheeled vehicle” system (buses), this combination of Five Minute city street and 

Freeway service, and an excellent bus Commuting and Reverse Commuting system, can and will become 

a metro-wide antidote to congestion.  Because buses and cars use the same infrastructure, it is a lot 

more economical to maintain this kind of a system, and over time to build in design features, like 

MnPass, that fight congestion.  Let’s follow this approach, rather than trying to build a “new” 19th 

Century rail system, at 22nd Century prices. 
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In the short run my plan is frankly intended to be a giant jobs program.  I know this will involve hiring 

thousands of new bus drivers.  This can and should be a WPA for our time.  But this is like the theory 

behind “locally grown food”.  If we spend our Transit dollars on local wages, and on far less expensive 

vehicles, what we spend will start local and stay local, and will generate multiplier effects. Here are 

some crucial facts: a Metro Mobility size bus is about $100,000, a standard 40 foot diesel bus is typically 

over $300,000, a hybrid bus is over $500,000, and $17 an hour bus drivers don’t vacation in Germany.   

In the short run (a decade… two or three decades?...) let’s put our money into paying drivers and buying 

thousands of cheap, disposable Metro Mobility size vehicles.  Eventually we’ll end up with electric or 

hydrogen powered vehicles – that’s coming to. 

But the real key 21st Century development will be -- and already is -- automated driving.  As this 

becomes a reality for Transit – and it will -- the entire economic model of Transit will be flipped upside 

down.  Today, that model says “big big BIG!!! -- we need bigger everything – the economies of scale 

from one driver serving more and more passengers demands this… or so we think… so our minds lazily 

drift.  But when automated driving is here, the marginal “driver cost” for vehicles of all sizes is the same: 

ZERO!  This is what flips the economic model upside down.  If we take our “locally grown economy” and 

jobs program point of view, we will see that WHEN automated driving comes, the real economies of 

scale will come from using finer and finer grids…  of smaller and smaller vehicles… with more and more 

frequent service… and ultimately with a supply of service that approaches real-time.  Ultimately, 

automated and computer-managed traffic – hordes of vehicles each “knowing” what all the others will 

be doing – will be one major factor in increasing  the density of congestion-free traffic flow.  Beyond this 

effect, Transit and cars together – some privately owned, but many not -- will lead to an average 

number of people per vehicle that is one or two people higher than today’s average.  But think! -- today 

that average is closer to 1 person than to 2 people!  The congestion relieving effect of even a one or two 

finger increase in the average number of people per vehicle will produce an enormous congestion-

relieving effect. 

We can and should plan, and expect, to eliminate congestion – not to manage a gradual increase in the 

aggravation (and sometimes suffering) that comes with it, while we wait decades for a network of 19th 

century trains running on fixed tracks. 

As we head in this direction – and prove that it’s working -- the Twin Cities and Minnesota can and will 

inevitably become the hub of a world wide Transit Revolution.  That’s my ultimate vision and goal. 
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This is the vision and planning model I’m advocating for. 

Meanwhile… back at the ranch… let’s dump the incredibly bad current SWLRT plan, and replace it with 

the “modified 3C” Route… or nothing… no build.  Either option would be better. 


