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CINCINNATI -- The city's streetcar debate ended in victory for supporters Thursday after 
reaching a crescendo that dragged in a reluctant business community, drowned out all other 
issues at City Hall and riveted spectators well beyond Cincinnati. 

The 3.6-mile, $133 million project, paused on Dec. 4, will be built. Downtown and Over-the-
Rhine residents will get a new mode of transportation, and developers will get an economic 
development tool. 

"We're going to have a streetcar," Mayor John Cranley said in a hastily called news 
conference that ended the suspense about 1:50 p.m. EST Thursday, 10 hours shy of a 
federal deadline for a decision. 

"The legislative branch of the government has spoken," he said. "As I tell my (4-year-old) son 
when he doesn't get his way, it's time to move on." 

An hour and many speeches later, City Council did officially speak, voting 6-3 to restart 
construction of the streetcar. Councilman Kevin Flynn, the swing vote to avoid a mayoral 
veto, was won over by a private guarantee to pay up to $9 million in operating costs over the 
streetcar's first decade. 

STORY: Cincinnati considers canceling partly built streetcar 

The Haile US Bank Foundation provided the written commitment, although the money will 
come from some 15 private sources – if it's needed at all. 

"This gets the project started, and the city has an assurance that this is not going to come 
back and bite them," said Eric Avner, vice president of the foundation. "We have a backstop 
for the operating dollars." 

The hope and expectation, he said, is that $900,000 per year won't be needed to cover 
estimated annual operating costs of up to $3.5 million. 

"I think there's enough smart people and enough ideas on how to build a financial model," 
Avner said. "I don't think it's going to have a shortfall." 

Both Flynn and Vice Mayor David Mann won office campaigning against the streetcar, and 
both voted to pause it on their fourth day in office. The City Council stopped construction to 
allow time for an independent review of the cost to cancel versus the cost to complete 
construction, as well as anticipated operating costs. 



However, Cranley's anti-streetcar coalition began to waver in the face of vocal support for 
the project. Flynn said he heard from a lot of people in the past two weeks who were 
previously against the streetcar but had come to feel it should be completed. 

The grassroots group Believe in Cincinnati signed up hundreds of volunteers who collected 
11,000 signatures – if valid, almost twice as many as needed – in just eight days for a 
charter amendment to force the streetcar to go forward. 

Thursday, Believe in Cincinnati was happy to shelve its boxes of petitions. 

"Our goal was never to go to battle," campaign manager Scott Allison said. "Our goal was to 
get a streetcar." 

The City Council's window to make a decision was just 15 days: The Federal Transit 
Administration said it would pull its $45 million contribution if council didn't vote to restart by 
midnight Thursday. 

The Cincinnati streetcar is one of 15 the transit administration is helping pay for, and the 
federal government was notably hands-on in the past two weeks. Peter Rogoff, head of the 
FTA, spoke to Flynn both Thursday and Friday, and the councilman was told that agency 
officials were watching City Council meetings on the streetcar via live-stream. 

Within an hour of the vote, the feds applauded it in a release: "We commend the leadership 
of Cincinnati for moving forward on a project that holds the real promise of transforming 
Cincinnati communities and accelerating economic growth in the region. ... Now, we can all 
get back to work as partners to get the streetcar project done." 

Streetcar supporters took a similar view of the streetcar's expected benefits. 

"It's a huge opportunity for our city," said Galen Gordon of Cincinnati's Over-the-Rhine 
neighborhood. "It's a step into the future." 

Supporters, who took to social media to advocate for the streetcar, likewise celebrated there 
after Thursday's vote. 

Jenny Kessler tweeted: "I'm crying in public. Thank you, Cincinnati." 

Not everyone was happy with the outcome, of course. The antitax group COAST has fought 
the streetcar since the idea's inception in 2007 and had a streetcar pinata at its recent 
Christmas party. 

"We think that it is a wasteful and unfortunate prioritization of the city's money," co-founder 
Chris Finney said. 



The mayor said he is concerned the vote indicates City Council won't have the fortitude to 
make the difficult budget choices. 

"I will make sure the streetcar does not jeopardize basic services," Cranley said. 

 


