Editorial: “The Place for a Hub: Where People Want to Go,” Valley News, October 6, 2009.  Reprinted in full with permission from Valley News.

The Upper Valley Lake Sunapee Regional Planning Commission, along with state and local officials, is exploring the possibility of building a transit hub somewhere near Interstate 89.  As we see it, the success of such a facility will depend mainly on three factors.  They are, in order of importance, location, location, and location.  Situated poorly, a transit center will be little more than a way station on the road to someplace else.


The hub, known to planners as the Upper Valley Intermodal Transportation Facility, would serve as a bus depot for local and inter-city buses, a park-and-ride lot for car-pooling commuters and possibly as a connection point for those transferring to rail or even to bike trails.  This is a good idea—and a progressive one for a region where cars rule.  A hub would help to coordinate transit services, and thus perhaps make traveling by bus more convenient.  Convenience is an important factor, and especially so for the poor and elderly, two groups who struggle most to get around because they don’t always have access to cars.


And there are practical reasons to build a transit center.  Ridership on local and regional bus services is up.  In fact, the idea for a hub was spurred by Dartmouth Coach, which is running out of parking space at its Lebanon location on Etna Road.  The company sought the help of Rep. Paul Hodes, D-N.H., who secured a $500,000 federal grant for the transit project.


The regional commission has been given the task to find and recommend a suitable site by next June.  Van Chesnut, executive director of Advance Transit and a member of the project’s advisory committee, told Valley News political editor John Gregg that the “ideal spot” would be somewhere along I-89 between Exit 17 and the interchange between interstates 89 and 91.  Under the terms of the federal appropriation, the facility must be near the I-89 corridor.


We hate to differ with the experts, but the idea of a transit hub along a lonely interstate highway puts us in mind of no man’s land, a place inhospitable to pedestrians and cyclists and where people in transit may feel more stranded than connected.


The ideal hub would be in proximity to I-89, yes, but also close to the Amtrak rail station, not far from Lebanon Municipal Airport and well within walking distance of shops and restaurants.  We can think of a couple of possibilities, including land near the Upper Valley Aquatic Center in White River Junction and even—here’s a radical thought—the Westboro rail yard in West Lebanon, a neglected piece of land once dedicated to at least on mode of transportation and ripe for redevelopment.


We can hear the objections.  The rail yard is slated to become a recreational space with gardens, a boat launch and maybe even a farmers market—a vision we have supported.  But the 24-acres site, if well designed, could conceivably accommodate multiple uses, and a transit hub in such a location could re-animate Main Street and thus help to revitalize the village.

Just an idea, and no doubt one of many that will be suggested in the coming months as planners and consultants consider options.  As they do, we hope they’ll keep in mind that a hub, by definition, is a center of interest, importance and activity.  The transit hub should be a destination point, a place where people want to go.  Otherwise, we fear, too few will go along for the ride.
