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EXCERPT FROM THE FEDERAL TRANSIT ADMINISTRATION’S  
 

CHARACTERISTICS OF URBAN TRANSPORTATION SYSTEMS 

 

Chapter 2, TABLE 2-1 

AVERAGE RAIL TRANSIT SPEEDS 

Systemwide Speed (MPH)1

   

Low2 Average3 High2 

Rapid Rail (12)4 15.8 22.5 29.0 

Light Rail (12) 8.9 12.0 23.3 

Commuter Rail (9) 27.6 30.1 36.5 

SOURCE: UMTA Section 15 data for 1989 

1Systemwide speed is actual vehicle revenue miles per vehicle revenue hour of operation. 
Revenue miles exclude all vehicle miles traveled when not in regular passenger service (i.e., 
deadheading). The ratio of total vehicle miles to revenue miles is shown in Tables B-1, B-2, and 
B-3 in Appendix B for each rail rapid transit system, light rail system, and commuter rail system, 
respectively. The ratios average 1.04, 1.02, and 1.08 for the three rail modes. 

2Low and high values omit two small systems that may be unrepresentative: Seattle's two car 
streetcar operation (5.0 mph) and Staten Island Rapid Transit, a 36 car system which is classified 
as commuter rail (21.2 mph). 

3Average speeds are harmonic means, unweighted by system size. Harmonic means are 
calculated by (1) inverting speeds for each system to get hours per mile, (2) taking the arithmetic 
mean of hours per mile, and (3) inverting the result. For example, the harmonic mean of 50 mph 
and 25 mph is calculated by (1) inverting the two speeds to get 0.02 and 0.04 hours per mile 
respectively, (2) taking the arithmetic mean to get 0.03 hours per mile, and (3) inverting the result 
to get 33.3 mph. 

4Number of systems used in calculating averages. 


