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A dream train
MIAMI HERALD EDITORIAL BOARD
OUR OPINION: Commuter rail along FEC track needs public's boost

A commuter train gliding through South Florida's coastal downtowns has long been a dream of transit planners -- and it's a worthwhile one. It could revitalize downtowns with more shoppers and nightclubbers. And it would relieve rush-hour congestion.

In the 1980s, state transportation officials reached out to the owners of Florida East Coast railroad to use its track between Palm Beach and Miami-Dade counties for a commuter rail line to ease congestion during a long expansion of I-95.

FEC said no. It wanted to use the track for freight only. Instead, Tri-Rail runs along 72 miles of CSX track west of I-95.

Now FEC, under new ownership, is interested in using its track for passenger trains between Miami and Jupiter. FEC sees an opportunity for commercial development trackside.

So the dream is still alive.

The Florida Department of Transportation has developed four options for the FEC line and is airing them at public hearings. The first two plans would use buses, not trains. Naturally, they're the least expensive, but might not inspire sufficient ridership. An express bus using streets parallel to the tracks would cost $220 million to construct and $47 million to operate yearly. A rapid transit bus running along a new dedicated busway trackside has a $2.39 billion price tag and costs $57 million to operate.

A train driven by a self-propelled rail car instead of a locomotive would cost $2.47 billion and $100 million to operate. A locomotive-driven train costs $2.52 billion to build and $106 million for operations.

The most attractive choice for neighborhoods concerned about noisy transit cars is the self-propelled car train. FDOT officials and elected officials need public encouragement to go forward with any of the options. That means residents and merchants along the FEC corridor must get involved. You can begin by attending one of FDOT's hearings.

• Miami: Sept. 21 at Miami-Dade Wolfson Campus, James K. Batten Room 2106, 300 NE Second Ave., from 3:30 to 5:50 p.m. and 6 to 8 p.m.

• Fort Lauderdale: Sept. 22 at Holiday Park Social Center, 1150 G. Harold Martin Dr., same hours as Miami's meetings.
South Florida East Coast Corridor Study
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