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The California High Speed Rail Authority met Thursday to review the findings of an analysis on
ridership projections for the $40 billion Los Angeles-San Francisco high speed rail. But despite
serious questions about whether ridership and revenues will meet goals, the members of the
authority essentially essentially dismissed these findings as academic quibbling.

These academic quibbles, however, could have big consequences. The consultants who performed
the ridership analysis have defended themselves by pointing out that they conformed to industry
standards. On this point, the peer reviewers agreed. The problem is that the industry standard is
fairly terrible - a leading scholar in this field, Bent Flyvbjerg, has shown that 90 percent of the
time planners cost estimates are too low. At the most basic level, said David Brownstone a
member of the peer review team, planners should tell their clients how confident they are in their
results by including a margin of error. But he said, planners generally don't do this.

The problem is that politicians (not to mention readers) start to lapse into catatonia when there is

talk of confidence intervals and Chi tests. Nobody has the time to really slow down and grapple RECENT ENTRIES )

with uncertainty - instead people generally want someone to tell them the bottom line, to have Big sick day for AC Transit

an expert say, "this is going to work.” Or, "this project is doomed." But ultimately, a willingness to seven Hells of San Francisco Ride .
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"The best developed models very often have prediction errors of plus or minus 50 percent, and ridership problems
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Incidentally there's a great article by David Grann in the New Yorker this week that serves as a
cautionary parable illustrating the attraction and power a person attains when they make claims
of scientific certainty. Subjective matters like planning and art are maddeningly imprecise, but

slogging through that imprecision is ultimately more profitable than signing on with a charlatan change
selling certainty. More »
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