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From the Editor:

Bridges & Connections

This issue of Architecture California is
about connections which bridge our
services, our practices, our education,
and our professional community to
new challenges and unexplored oppor-
tunities. Ronald Altoon, FAIA, current
president of the American Institute of
Architects, selected “Bridges” as the
theme of the 1998 National Conven-
tion of the Institute. The theme was in-
spired by a commitment to constructing
an understanding of “The Bridge to
Education, Leadership in the Commu-
nity, The Global Marketplace and Sus-
tainable Values.” The set of articles in
this issue are linked to critically access-
ing the implications of making these
“Bridges” to our everyday lives as ar-
chitects, planners, designers, managers,
writers, and administrators. These ar-
ticles are about optimism and harsh re-
ality, about leadership and stewardship,
about the human spirit, and about sur-
vival and prosperity. The articles are
written at a time when peoples of the
world actively seek a new order—one
that provides a chance to create a new
life that has both purpose and possibil-
ity, a life that has hope.

The architectural community finds
itself as a part of this new order. An or-
der which is questioning our role in the
building process, redefining the way we
work, increasing the ways in which we
deliver our services. It is asking the
questions, “Who are our clients, and
what is the scope and responsibility of
our actions?” There is little in our pro-
fession that has not been questioned. In
the typical architectural tradition, these
conditions are not seen as dark, gray
clouds, but as opportunities to practice
what we do best, the art of design
thinking. This form of thinking bridges
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and connects the “what is with the
what ought to be.” Design thinking for
the architect, as in any profession, is
grounded not only in the mastery of a
body of knowledge and skills, but, at its
best, honors the social contract to ad-
vance basic human values. The writers
in this issue explore these basic human
values from several perspectives. The
first set of writings illustrates views of
the major projects which are shaping
the regional dialogue about the archi-
tectural profession. These issues are
posing challenges to local communities
dealing with and creating places which
provide the set for our everyday lives of
working and playing. The second set of
articles is a series of five, short writings
which record alternative paths that have
bridged architects’ education to their
current professional agendas. The intent
of these pieces is to confirm our under-
standing of the breadth of the applica-
tion of skills and knowledge of the
architect. The final set of articles is a
selection of the “best pieces” in the
Journal library of submittals. Each of
these articles talk tough about major is-
sues facing our future as design profes-
sionals and citizens of a larger society.
Ernest Boyer and Lee Mitgang in
their recent publication, Building Com-
munity, present a compelling message:
“We became convinced that the core el-
ements of the architectural education—
learning to design within constraints,
collaborative learning, and the refining
of knowledge through the reflective act
of design—have relevance and power
far beyond the training of architects.”
The stories presented here, confirm
this view.
W. Mike Martin, AIA
Editor



Taking the Subway to Lunch in

Los Angeles

Martha Welborne, FAIA

“I think that the role of the archi-
tect is to propose possibilities. If
the architect loses this characteris-
tic, he ceases to be an architect.
We've been blessed with this ability
by our training. It’s important that
we fulfill our role as professionals,
because it’s only by proposing that
things are changed.” (Jaime Lerner
quoted from: Susan Di Giulio, “Ar-
chitect, Mayor, Environmentalist:
An Interview with Jaime Lerner,”
Progressive Architecture, July
1994.)

One evening in April of 1993, I suc-
cumbed to the insistence of a friend and
fellow architect that I join her in attend-
ing a lecture at M.L.T. Little did I know
that, several years later, the impact of
this lecture would lead me on an unex-
pected professional adventure.

The lecture was given by Jaime
Lerner, an architect and planner, who
then was the Mayor of Curitiba, Brazil.
Mayor Lerner described the amazing
transformation that he and his staff had
brought about in their city of 1.3 mil-
lion over a twenty-year period. Once
only a provincial center of commerce
for a largely agricultural region,
Curitiba recently has been called the
“most innovative city in the world.”*
Unemployment levels are among the
lowest in Brazil, and residents enjoy an
unusually high level of services and
amenities provided by the government.

What intrigued me the most, how-
ever, was the mass transit system that

Mayor Lerner and his colleagues had
developed for Curitiba. Unable to af-
ford a subway system, but anticipating
an enormous growth in population, the
government designed an extensive bus
system to solve the city’s long-term
mass transit needs. The Curitiba system
is organized around five exclusive-lane
bus routes that radiate out of the city
center like spokes of a wheel. These
exclusive-lane routes are fed by local
bus routes that operate in the neighbor-
hoods.

The exclusive-lane bus routes
mimic a subway system, although the
buses run in the existing streets. Board-
ing time is reduced because riders wait
on raised platforms, allowing easy ac-
cess into the bus. Boarding time is fur-
ther reduced because riders pay their
fares as they get onto the platform
rather than paying inside the bus. Many
doors are located in the side of each bus
to allow quick entrance and exit of pas-
sengers. To serve the high demand
(75% of Curitiba’s commuters take the
bus on the average workday) the city
worked with Volvo to create an eighty-
foot long bi-articulated bus, which car-
ries up to 270 people. As with light rail
in U.S. cities, traffic signals are priori-
tized to allow bus traffic to keep mov-
ing through intersections. In essence,
this is a bus system that has all the at-
tributes of light rail except for the rail.

At the time that I attended this lec-
ture at MLLLT., I was overseeing the ur-
ban design of a light rail system pro-
posed for Chicago. Knowing what we
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were going through to accommodate
rails, poles, wires and extensive regrad-
ing and repaving of streets in the Loop,
the simplicity of the Curitiba system
amazed me. But it wasn’t until several
years later, after I had moved to

Los Angeles that [ saw a possible appli-
cation for a Curitiba-like transit system
in the U.S.

Curitiba: High density uses located alongside the
transit lines

In Los Angeles in 1996, it was be-
coming increasingly clear to many, in-
cluding the Board of the Los Angeles
County Metropolitan Transportation
Authority (MTA), that there would not
be sufficient funds to complete the ex-
tensive rail system (including both sub-
way and light rail) that had been in the
planning, design and construction
phases for nearly twenty years. Con-

struction costs and estimates on the sub-

way alone had risen to approximately
$300 million per mile for 22 miles of
rapid transit. The reaction by the MTA
Board to the rising costs was simply to

push completion dates of planned exten-
sions of the subway out further and fur-
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ther into the future, using the money at
hand to complete the projects already
underway. Naturally, most politicians
were fighting to get projects started in
their districts before the money ran out.

Although I had no professional
role at the time in the transit work that
was underway, [ became increasingly
frustrated simply by reading in the
Los Angeles Times and the Daily News
about all the political bickering over the
remaining rail funds. With a few excep-
tions, no one seemed to be interested in
focusing on the overarching problem.
The fact of the matter was that the re-
gion would still be left with significant
transit problems even if all of the sub-
way extensions were built. Without
these extensions the system would be
seriously inadequate.

The first segment of the subway,
which opened in 1993, was built in the
heart of downtown Los Angeles. Start-
ing at Union Station, it proceeds three
miles west to MacArthur Park. A com-
mon reaction among office workers in
the downtown after the completion of
this segment was, “Great! Now we have
new places to go to lunch.” This seg-
ment, in other words, does not extend
far enough to help commuters get to
work from their homes, but it did

Bus-only center of major streets



allow them to take a quick excursion in
the middle of the day to La Golondrina
on Olvera Street for a tostada or to
Langer’s Delicatessen on Alvarado
Street.

The second segment, completed in
1996, extended the subway by two
miles, adding three stops and ending at
the intersection of Wilshire Boulevard
and Western Avenue. Most workers
still couldn’t commute to work, but
they could now also go to lunch at
Cassell’s, a famous hamburger spot,
several blocks from the Vermont sta-
tion. To be fair, some commuters do
travel to work by subway, most of
whom first drive to, or are dropped off
at, Metrolink commuter rail stations,
then travel by train into Union Station,
then catch the subway to their offices.

The third segment of the subway,
now well into construction, branches
off the second segment at Vermont
Avenue and heads north passing
through Hollywood and ending on
Lankershim Boulevard in the San
Fernando Valley. It is this segment,
which cuts through the Santa Moncia
Mountains, that has sent construction
costs skyrocketing. Eight more stops are
included along the approximately
twelve-mile length of this segment.

While this is a critical addition to the
developing high-speed mass transit
system, and while this extension will
move riders farther than just to new
lunch destinations, the entire subway
system will just barely cross into the
expansive San Fernando Valley in 2000
when this segment is completed.

These three segments of the subway
were not the primary subjects of the
political bickering in 1996, however.
Neither were the two light rail lines that
by then had been completed. It was the
extensions beyond all these lines that
were in question: subway extensions
both east and west of downtown, a
light rail extension to Pasadena, and a
rail extension across the San Fernando
Valley. Since different economic and
ethnic groups were to be served by each
of these extensions, the political debates
became demands for equal treatment
regardless of the appropriateness or
cost of the proposed solution.

In the meantime, one million
people a day were riding the bus sys-
tem. It is a little known fact that
Los Angeles has the second largest bus
system in the country. While many
Angelenos love their cars, many others
ride the bus. Cultural as well as eco-
nomic factors seem to influence the

Quick entrance and exit of passenger platforms at level as same bus floor height
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choice of mode. The large immigrant
population in Los Angeles is, generally
speaking, accustomed to using buses.
The current bus system, however, trav-
els at relatively low speeds and inad-
equately serves those riders who live far
from their jobs. Commute times can be
up to three hours in each direction.

By 1994, after seeing billions of
dollars spent on new rail and after
watching the buses deteriorate, the
bus-riding public decided they had had
enough. They sued the MTA. A coali-
tion of groups representing the bus
riders, including the NAACP and the
Bus Riders’ Union, accused the MTA
of spending a disproportionate share of
transit dollars on the rail system at the
expense of low-income and minority
bus riders. For the transit-dependent,
bus fare increases and extreme conges-
tion on the deteriorating bus fleet were
simply unacceptable. Helping pay for
a rail system that does not serve them
added fuel to the fire. In general terms,
the bus riders demanded reduced fares,
more buses, and increased security on
the buses. Two years later, the Court
agreed with the plaintiffs and ordered
the MTA to reform.

In 1996, with transit headlines in
the local papers nearly every morning,
it finally dawned on me that the very
simple and creative use of buses in
Curitiba may also be a solution for
Los Angeles. If a Curitiba-like system
could be built in Los Angeles, the per-
formance of the bus system would im-
prove, a goal of the bus riders, and less
money would be spent on each rapid
transit extension, a goal of the MTA.

The Curitiba model provides a
very cost-effective alternative to sub-
ways as trunk line routes. In Curitiba,
the exclusive-lane routes were built
for $2.5 million per mile in 1994 dol-
lars. This figure represents less than
1 percent of the going price of the
Los Angeles subway. Even if Curitiba’s
price were doubled to $5 million per
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mile for construction in Los Angeles,
1,200 miles of exclusive lane routes
could be built for the current price of
our proposed 22-mile subway. (Ironi-
cally, the Pacific Electric Red Cars that
once served Los Angeles traveled, at
their peak in 1926, on 1,200 miles of
city streets.)

Newly inspired, I set off to find
funding for my effort to inform the
MTA, political leaders, bus riders and
community activists about the Curitiba
approach to transit. My purpose was
simply to let them know about it and to
see if I could generate enough interest

Small ramp bridges allowing easy access and egress
for all passengers including the physically limited

to initiate a study of how this approach
might be applied to Los Angeles. To
make a very long story short, the

W. Alton Jones Foundation has funded
my efforts for the last year and a half.
In May of 1997, I took a group of
political and community leaders to
Curitiba. As a consequence, a great
deal of interest has been focused on

the possibility of building busways

or transitways, as they are sometimes
called, throughout Los Angeles County.



