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The development of the Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART) system proved to be a 

pivotal moment in the history of mass transit planning in the United States.  First 

conceived in the early 1950s and opened to the public in 1972, it was the first project of 

its scale and scope to be undertaken since the transit projects of eastern US cities half a 

century earlier (Webber 1976, 1).  Prior to WWII, transit systems were agents of 

suburbanization, connecting traditional downtowns to new neighborhoods on the 

periphery (Scott 1985, Crump 1970).  Despite nascent highway construction projects, 

transit ridership remained strong during the Depression and the war years (Johns 2003, 

14).  After the war, the private automobile would supplant transit lines as the primary 

agent of suburbanization, and fuel “white flight” to new bedroom communities.  In this 

new scenario, transit planners would attempt to secure patronage of the “choice” 

commuters (i.e., those who could choose to either take transit or drive their own 

automobile) (Bullard 2004).  Standing at the juncture of this change are the BART plans, 

plans that can be viewed as paving the way for subsequent plans of US metropolitan 

areas, including Atlanta and Washington, DC.  Not only were they a vision for regional 

mass transit in the San Francisco Bay Area, they were also a vision for the future of mass 

transit in the US.  The first BART plan, Regional Rapid Transit of 1953-1955, captured a 

moment of possibility in its depiction of a comprehensive system solving congestion 



problems with a stroke of technological grandeur.  The second plan, The Composite 

Report of 1962, made the hard sell to the voters, proposing a bond measure for a greatly 

diminished system that reflected mounting social and political realities.  In the transition 

from heady mid-1950s optimism to the sobering realities of the early 1960s, a new course 

of transit planning in the US began to take shape.  The future of transit in the US would 

have to come to terms with the automobile, and accept the overwhelming trend towards 

dispersed, suburban development.  The future would be marked by uphill battles for 

funding against the supremacy of highway development, and an often futile pursuit for 

upper-middle-class white suburban commuters at the expense of minority transit users in 

the inner cities.  As the first decade of the 21st century has ended, we have come to 

understand that mass transit systems are ill-equipped to compete toe-to-toe with private 

automobiles in many of the communities we have built in the last six decades, and yet 

they remain absolutely essential in helping curb greenhouse gas emissions and providing 

mobility for urban dwellers, regardless of income.

I propose to examine Regional Rapid Transit and The Composite Report to tell a 

story about post-war transit development in the Bay Area specifically, and in the US more 

generally.  Deconstructing these plans will provide insights into the design process that 

led to their creation, and point to the intentions of the designers behind the process.  Who 

assembled these plans?  Who were their intended audience?  What arguments were the 

designers attempting to make with their plans, and how did the text, images, and maps 

support these arguments?  This study will situate the intentions of the BART designers, 
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chart the influence of the BART plans on subsequent transit projects in the US, and assess 

how these intentions either helped or hindered the creation of sustainable and equitable 

transit systems.  

The plans themselves will serve as rich resources in this exploration.  The 

designers chose to include some images, and not others.  Their maps express variables in 

support of their argument and suppress elements that do not.  The process of inclusion 

and exclusion is essential to any act of design and assures that the resulting works are 

never neutral documents; they will always contain the intentions of their authors in them.  

Contemporaneous and modern-day analyses and critiques of the BART system will 

provide a broader context against which to determine and assess those inclusions and 

exclusions.  The analysis of the plans will be supplemented by an analysis of historical 

materials whenever possible.  Can early drafts of the plans and correspondences amongst 

various persons involved in making the plans shed light on how the plans ultimately came 

together?  Materials associated with the engineers, planners, and consultants involved in 

the BART design, as well as business leaders and state legislators who commissioned the 

work, may be consulted for their potential contributions.

In addition to the introduction and conclusion, the thesis will be comprised of five 

chapters that specifically chart the changes in the design of BART’s plan from Regional 

Rapid Transit to The Composite Report, and relate these changes back to the broader 

changes that occurred in transit planning in the post-war era.  The first chapter will 

review transit planning in the US prior to WWII.  The values and methods developed in 
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the profession up to this point provide the working context as the planners involved in 

assembling Regional Rapid Transit set to work.  The second chapter will look specifically  

at the San Francisco Bay Area immediately after the war, and the unique opportunities for 

transit-oriented development it provided as well as the challenges it posed.  The Bay Area 

Council emerged to spearhead the efforts to solve the Bay Area’s crippling congestion; 

their roles as leaders of the business elite in the financial centers of the region would 

shape the resulting BART design.  The third chapter will explore the initial plan, 

Regional Rapid Transit.  A huge, full-color volume, loaded with maps of the entire nine-

county region and depicting a rail system stretching from Santa Rosa and Napa in the 

north; to San Jose in the south; and to Fairfield, Brentwood, and Livermore in the east; 

the document’s size seems commensurate with its lofty ambitions.  Images of futuristic 

trains and white office workers in suits and ties stand as snapshot of a time, and a 

planning mentality.  The fourth chapter will contrast the earlier plan with The Composite 

Report.  Where the earlier plan was expansive in its scale, the plan made available to the 

public six years later told a different, more practical story.  The fifth chapter will review 

the BART that got built, and similar transit systems that were developed in the years 

immediately after–projects that certainly would have looked to BART as an inspiration, 

as well as a cautionary example of what to avoid.  After decades of operation, how are 

BART, Atlanta’s MARTA, and Washington’s Metro faring?  What aspects of their design 

beg for revision, and what aspects point to their indispensability as regional transit 

providers?
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Transit systems across the US face mounting budget deficits as demand increases 

for viable transit options.  Champions of mass transit must continue to share their visions 

for more equitable transportation systems that reduce our dependence on private 

automobiles; design will once again be called into service to make the case for transit and 

sell the proposals to decision makers.  What lessons can be drawn from the successes and 

failures of past transit plans?  With this thesis, I hope to point to the continued use of 

planning documents as sources of historical inquiry and insight which aid our 

understanding of how visions for urban spaces become reality.
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