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	Honolulu Mass Transit
April 23, 2008


I have to scratch my head every time I read about or hear the Honolulu City Council squabble over the various mass transit options.  They sound like a bunch of 12 year olds!  In the latest stupid move, the City Council voted to abandon a mass transit route that would serve the Honolulu International Airport.  Now, is that dumb or what?  The state’s only major airport should be the primary stop on any mass transit route.  Earlier, the City Council voted to shorten the original route by deleting Waikiki and the University of Hawaii at Manoa.  What is wrong with these people?  Major Mufi Hannemann is in favor of the original route but has had to compromise just to get the project approved and moving forward. The current 20-mile route would start in Kapolei near the UH West Oahu campus, go through Waipahu, Pearl City, Aiea, Salt Lake Boulevard, Downtown Honolulu and end at the Ala Moana Shopping Center.
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A city panel of experts has recommended steel wheels on rail technology for Oahu's planned $3.7 billion mass transit system.   The panel had four options to choose from - steel wheels on rail, rubber tires on concrete, monorail or magnetic levitation. The choice must be made before an environmental impact statement can be completed.  The recommendation now goes to the Honolulu City Council where they will make a final decision.  We will see if they can screw this up some how.
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	Using trains with steel wheels on steel rails is the most reliable and cost-effective means of moving masses of people in and out of urban Honolulu, but it is also the loudest.  Steel-on-steel technology could be a problem for some residents near the elevated tracks, where trains will pass at up to 55 mph about 400 times a day from 4 a.m. to midnight. The biggest noise impact would be along Salt Lake Boulevard, and though neighbors along Farrington and Kamehameha highways.


	The primary advantage of using the rubber tires on concrete form of mass transit (like the one in Japan pictured to the right) is the quiet and smooth ride.  The disadvantages include using more energy and generating a larger quantity of heat.  Cost to build, operate and maintain are higher than the steel-on-steel option.  Tire replacement costs can be high.
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	A monorail mass transit train runs on a single elevated beam.  Most systems use rubber tires that contact the beam on the top and both sides for traction and to stabilize the vehicle.  Almost all modern monorails are powered by electric motors fed by dual third rails, contact wires or electrified guidance beams.  I like this option for Honolulu.  See my case for selecting monorail below.


	Magnetic levitation or maglev is a form of transportation that suspends, guides and propels trains using electromagnetic force. This method has the potential to be fast and quiet when compared to wheeled mass transit systems, reaching velocities comparable to turboprop and jet aircraft (600 mph). The highest recorded speed of a maglev train is 361 mph achieved in Japan. The primary disadvantages are the cost to build and maintain.  Hawaii does not have the money to build and operate this type of mass transit so this option is out.
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They have been talking about building a mass transit system since I came to Hawaii in 1970 and the traffic has been getting increasingly worse since then.  Almost every major city in the world has some type of mass transit system.  Why is it taking so long here?  The island of Oahu is close to reaching total gridlock twice every day.  Mass transit is not going to fix all of our traffic problems but it is sure going to help a lot of folks get into Honolulu for work and back home again without spending up to four hours sitting in traffic every day.
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	Commuters on Oahu leave for work before sunrise and get back home after sunset 


If our elected officials don’t screw things up, work on the planned $3.7 billion transit system could start next year (2009) and be in full service by 2017.  Mass Transit critics say the project is too costly given its limited impact on rush-hour traffic. I say these critics don’t live on the Ewa plain and don’t sit in traffic for hours every day.  The rush-hour commute via the planned transit system would take about 40 minutes end-to-end including 19 station stops.  I think 19 station stops is too many and should be reduced to about 14 stops.  The projected average speed of the trains will be about 25 mph because of the many stops.  Reducing the number of stops would increase the speed to about 30 mph and the end-to-end time to about 30 minutes.

Okay, somebody needs to be the voice of reason on these mass transit issues – it might as well be me.  

Issue #1 – Does Oahu and Honolulu need a mass transit system?  Yes.  The state and the City and County of Honolulu needs to do everything possible to improve the traffic problems and to get people to the airport, into downtown Honolulu, to our major shopping centers, Waikiki, the University of Hawaii and back home.  This includes improving the bus system, the boat and ferry systems, building some new roads and yes building a mass transit system.  

Issue #2 – Why must the people living on the windward side of Oahu help pay for a mass transit system that they will probably never use?  Since I live in Mililani, I probably won’t be using mass transit either but I’m smart enough to realize that the cost of doing something good for our state must be shared by all of us.

Issue #3 – What should be the mass transit route and where should the stations be located?  The route should start in Kapolei and go all the way to the University of Hawaii at Manoa.  Train stations should be located at Kapolei, Ewa Beach, Waipahu, Pearl City, Pearl Ridge Shopping Center in Aiea, Aloha Stadium, Pearl Harbor/Hickam Air Force Base, Honolulu International Airport, Kalihi, Downtown Honolulu, Ward Avenue, Ala Moana Shopping Center, Waikiki and the University of Hawaii.

Issue #4 – What type of mass transit technology should be used?  I think that monorail would be the most attractive and best option for Honolulu.  But I can go along with the panel of experts that recommended light rail using trains with steel wheels on steel rails since it is the most reliable and cost-effective.  Some other cities in the U.S. using a light rail system for their mass transit are Baltimore, Phoenix, Houston, San Francisco, and Salt Lake City.
My case for picking monorail for Honolulu’s mass transit system:
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	► It runs on elevated guideway beams for a scenic view.
► It requires minimal space to build.

► It is quiet and a very safe form of transportation.  It can run near hospitals and schools.

► It can operate at speeds up to 55 mph which is comparable to rail.

► The smooth ride is superior to cars, buses or light rail.

► Maintenance is low since rubber tires last for about 100,000 miles.

► Riding on monorail is FUN!   


Some cities that are using monorail mass transit include Las Vegas, Jacksonville, Tokyo, Osaka, Singapore, Sydney and Vancouver.  Disney World also uses monorail so it must be fun to ride.  Honolulu needs a mass transit system that makes people want to get out of their cars into mass transit trains by providing an enjoyable “fun” ride to their destinations. 
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Now, if the Honolulu City Council would come to their senses and support what is good for our beautiful island state instead of pursuing their own shortsighted agendas, we can make this a successful project.  The airport, Waikiki and the University of Hawaii must be major stops on any mass transit system built for the purpose of serving Honolulu and the island of Oahu.  Thirty + years of paying for multiple studies and squabbling about the need for mass transit, the cost of building it and discussing the various options is enough already.  Come on now – let’s get with the program and get this thing built before it is too late.
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