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1 Background: Fruitvale Transit Village

Completed in 2004, the Fruitvale Transit Village—a transit-oriented development (TOD)—has been praised
as a much-needed economic stimulus for an underprivileged community. In this case study, I explore the
impacts of the project on transit ridership—which surveys have found is the most commonly cited moti-
vation of transit agencies for TODs (Cervero et al. 2004, 9). In the next section, I discuss the motivations
behind the project and the changes that planners made to increase transit ridership. In the following
section, I examine ridership changes at the Fruitvale BART station before and after the transit village.

1.1 Project Motivations

During the project, BART worked with a local community development corporation known as the Unity
Council to better connect the Fruitvale BART station with the surrounding community. While the Unity
Council emphasized local pollution reduction and economic development, BART was interested in the
potential for ridership increases (FHWA 2015). In particular, BART expected that the development would
add from 300 to 600 new daily riders at the Fruitvale station. (FHWA 2015).

Eventually, the Fruitvale Transit Village Phase I took shape with three major pieces—a large mixed-use
development adjacent to the station, a new multi-level BART parking garage, and new pedestrian corri-
dor connecting the station to Fruitvale. In the remainder of this section, I will describe these three project
components in more detail with their intended effects on transit ridership.

1.2 Land Use Changes

BART and the Unity Council both agreed that the primary improvement to the transit station was to
replace a 9-acre surface parking lot with mixed-use development (FHWA 2015). This parking lot pre-
sented major obstacles for community residents to walk or bike to the station. Furthermore, riders ex-
iting the Fruitvale station were disconnected from the main Fruitvale commercial corridor on Interna-
tional Boulevard and were only able to see the backs of building in the distance. In order to improve
this, the project arranged for two new developments—a major mixed-use development on the site of the
former parking lot and a replacement multi-level parking garage to the south of the station (FHWA 2015).
To tie the project in with the adjacent International Boulevard and BART station, leaders planned for a
pedestrian corridor through the heart of the development. Figures 1 and 2 below illustrate these changes.

The City of Oakland aided the project by creating a transit-oriented overlay zone (S15) on the former
site of the parking lot. This allowed for high-density, mixed-use development (Scully 2005). While phase
I of the transit village only has 47 residential units, it also includes 40,000 square feet of ground-floor
retail space and 114,509 square feet of office space (Scully 2005). These spaces include community so-
cial services and gathering places, such as a library, pre-k education, a health care center, and a grocery
store (Unity Council 2016). Ultimately BART hoped that this development would provide activity centers
around the transit station to encourage more transit usage.
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Figure 1: Fruitvale Transit Station Before TOD

Source: UC Berkeley Earth Sciences and Map Library. 1994 Oakland, CA Digital Geographic System, Inc. in association with WAC
Corporation. NAD 1983 State Plane California (3) Projection.
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Figure 2: Fruitvale Transit Station After TOD

Source: Image from April 2005 captured from Google Earth. NAD 1983 State Plane California (3) Projection.

1.3 Parking Changes

BART required that the Unity Council replace all lost space from the surface lot. As a result, the project
built a new multi-layered parking facility consisting of 558 spaces south of the BART tracks (Bigelow 2014,
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18). Aside from BART, there was also community support for retaining parking spaces, particularly from
concerned merchants along International Boulevard. To address this concern, the transit village's phase
I development provides additional at-grade covered parking for 150 cars (Scully 2005). As a result, the
transit village actually resulted in a net increase in parking.

1.4 Design Changes

Along with the land use and parking alterations, the Unity Council gave substantial attention to the de-
sign of the new pedestrian spaces. In order to create appeal for passer-byes, the mixed-use buildings
have all retail space on the bottom, followed by office space in the middle and residential units on the
top floors (Scully 2005). Furthermore, the architectural style blended Mediterranean and Mexican styles
with a light color palate, hoping to achieve a festive atmosphere while also representing the culture of the
area (Scully 2005). Figure 3 below is a picture of the development that captures the pedestrian's point of
view.

Figure 3: Fruitvale Transit Village Pedestrian Corridor

This picture shows the festive design elements of the pedestrian corridor. Picture taken facing the BART tracks, which
can be seen in the back. Picture taken on December 8, 2016.
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Despite these efforts, there were numerous reasons for concern that these design changes would not
stimulate increases in ridership. Although community planners put tremendous effort into the central
pedestrian corridor, the backsides of the transit village went neglected with little-to-no activity. Figure 4
illustrates this below (Bigelow 2014, 12).

Figure 4: Backside of Fruitvale Transit Village

This picture shows the activity-less backside of the transit village on an adjacent street. Picture taken on December 8,
2016.

Furthermore, community leaders pushed for restricting the heights of the buildings to keep them in line
with the neighborhood scale. This was despite the fact that the new zoning would have allowed them to
go higher, presumably enabling more residential units (Scully 2005).
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2 Impacts on BART Ridership

2.1 Theory on Potential Impacts

The increased activity around the BART station probably draws more people to the area, but these addi-
tional people will not necessarily come by transit. In surveys of transit agencies across the U.S., Cervero
et al. (2004) find that practitioners generally agree on some key elements of TOD—dense, diverse, and
pedestrian-friendly—in order to increase transit usage. This development allows residences and activi-
ties to cluster close enough together so that residents do not rely on cars for daily activities. When they
do need to travel longer distances, residents can use the transit close by.

Academic studies have highlighted certain aspects of TOD that are key for inducing transit ridership over
vehicle use. For example, Chatman (2013) found a strong positive influence of parking availability and
strong negative influences of population and job density on automobile usage. Proximity to rail stations
had no effect on vehicle usage independent of these forces. Moreover, Kamruzzaman et al. (2015) find
crucial differences between TODs and poor imitations, or what they call transit-adjacent developments
(TADs). These TADs are located near transit but have mostly homogenous land uses, poorly connected
roads that inhibit walking, and low population densities. The authors found no transit ridership differ-
ences between these TADs and traditional suburbs.

The Fruitvale Transit Village exhibits many of these crucial elements for increased transit usage, such as
mixed uses, high population and job density, and walkability. However, there are some reasons for con-
cern. The transit village has increased parking, and this presumably allows for many interested shoppers
or residents to drive to the area instead of using transit. Moreover, the scale of the development was re-
stricted due to community preferences, and this has likely limited the transit patronage increases.

2.2 Ridership Impacts

In order to assess the effects of phase I of the transit village on ridership, I use station exit data from BART
to compare Fruitvale station ridership before and after the project's completion. First, Figure 5 shows the
short-term ridership impacts—defined here as between the years 2001 and 2006. This graph compares
the ridership increases at the Fruitvale BART station with the system-wide average. Despite there being
increasing ridership after completion of the transit village, this trend is similar to the average station over
the same time period. Next, Figure 6 shows a longer time horizon with annual averages. Due to data
availability, I do not include data before 2001.1 Despite an increasing annual trend after completion of
the transit village in 2004, this also does not differ from the system-wide average.

1Station exit data comes from BART's online “Ridership Reports” page, found at http://www.bart.gov/about/reports/
ridership. Although station exits are available for 2000 and 1999, these are weekday exits only. I have decided to restrict the
analysis to 2001-2016 because I can use a weighted average of weekday and weekend trips for these years.
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Figure 5: Monthly Average Daily Exits

Average daily exits are constructed from BART entry-exit data as a weighted average of weekday, Saturday, and Sunday exits.

Figure 6: Annual Average Daily Exits

Average daily exits are constructed from BART entry-exit data as a weighted average of weekday, Saturday, and Sunday exits.

Finally, Figure 7 plots the difference between the two averages from 2001 to the present. The figure shows
that Fruitvale station exits have remained fairly constant and below the system-wide average over time.
I assess these differences with more precision in Table 1. This table shows that the Fruitvale Station did
achieve BART's goal of achieving a 300 to 600 increase in daily riders. However, the difference from the
system-wide increase is only 116, which is well below the goal.
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Figure 7: Difference in Annual Average Daily Exits

Average daily exits are constructed from BART entry-exit data as a weighted average of weekday, Saturday, and Sunday exits.

Table 1: Average Daily Station Exits: Fruitvale Versus BART

Pre Transit Village Post Transit Village Difference Percentage Change
Fruitvale 5,848 6,517 669 11%
BART 6,407 6,960 553 9%
Difference -559 -443 116 2%

Note: The Fruitvale Transit Village Phase I was completed in 2004. Therefore, the pre-period is defined as the years
2001-2003 and the post-period is defined as the years 2004-2016. Average daily exits are constructed from BART
entry-exit data as a weighted average of weekday, Saturday, and Sunday exits.

2.3 Benefits Versus Costs

The total cost for the Fruitvale Transit Village Phase I was approximately $69 million (Scully 2005, 9). Of
this, BART contributed a substantial amount through grants to construct the new parking facility ($7.3
million), the new pedestrian corridor ($780,000), and the new child care center ($2.3 million) (FHWA
2015). Altogether this contribution amounts to approximately $10.88 million, or about 16% of the total.
Assuming that BART's sole motivation for the project was to increase revenue from ridership, a back-of-
the-envelope calculation suggests that these project costs were not worth it.

Converting the project costs from 2004 to 2016 dollars, BART's contribution amounts to $13,794,388.2

Next, assuming that each rider spends the average passenger fare and that there is an average increase of
669 daily riders via Table 1, the total increased fare revenues from the project are $11,650,066.3 Assuming

2Conversion uses the CPI-U from the Minneapolis Federal Reserve. https://www.minneapolisfed.org/community/
teaching-aids/cpi-calculator-information/consumer-price-index-and-inflation-rates-1913

3The calculation uses the average passenger fare for 2016, $3.67 (BART 2016), multiplies this by 365 for the days in a year, and then
multiplies this by 13 for all the years between 2004 and 2016.
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BART could have used the grant money from the FTA for other projects, this represents a loss of over
$2 million. Furthermore, this calculation was generous because I used 669 as the average daily increase
in riders instead of 116, the difference from the system-wide average. Using this number instead, the
increased fare revenue becomes $2,072,283, which amounts to a loss of over $10 million dollars. This
evidence suggests that the project was certainly not worth it if ridership was the primary concern.

3 Conclusion

Despite the underwhelming ridership gains, it would be difficult to call the Fruitvale Transit Village a fail-
ure. The development has added thousands of square feet of much-needed business and social services
to a low-income community, all while retaining BART parking spaces. However, evaluating the project
on the grounds of ridership increases—the top TOD priority for the majority of transit agencies—may be
misguided. At best, ridership has only kept up with the larger system-wide trends, at a cost of millions
of dollars. Instead, the success of the transit village stems from general densification, which replaced
space-inefficient surface parking with a lively residential and commercial area.
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