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and costs per hour increased by over 9%. Some of the agenc ies reli ed on traditional transit subsidies as 
well as on federal financ ial assistance via the CARES Act to maintain fixed route and paratransit service 
and address the additional operating costs of implementing the necessary COV ID health and safety 
measures. 

Pub I ic transportation operators in Fresno County provided 9. 9 111 i 11 ion passenger trips from the period 
beginning July 2019 through June 2020 (FY 2020) at a cost of approximately $73 million. As shown in 
Table I , the systems traveled a combined 7,891,119 miles and operated 671.518 hours of serv ice. Fares 
collected tota led $9.9 million. representing a farebox recovery ratio or I 3.6 percent. 

FAX, the largest public tran sit provider in the Fresno County region, provided 9.1 million passenger trips 
(91.6 percent of the county total) , followed by the FCRTA, and CTSA with 266,621 trips (2.7 percent) and 
234,949 trips (2.4 percent) respective ly. Fresno Handy Ride provided 170,721 trips ( 1.7 percent of the 
county tota l), while Clovis Stageline and Clovis Roundup combined provided 162,862 ( 1.6 percent) of al I 
trips. 

System wide, 14.7 passengers per hour and 1.25 passengers per mile were carried during FY2020. The cost 
per hour was $ 108.71 and cost per passenger was $7.38. Overall, the systems provided 14.7% fewer 
passenger trips in FY 2020 than in FY 2019. 

?~, ~ ~ Table 1 

+-

,Agency Passengers Miles Hours Costs Fare Revenues Pass i Hour Passi Mle CosV Hour Farebox Ratio 

FAX 9,058,367 4 ,701 ,969 410,510 $49 ,586 ,055 $5 ,098 ,988 22 .07 1.93 $120.79 

Handy Ride 170,72 1 928 ,054 85,622 $7 ,345 ,269 $281 ,026 1 99 0 .18 $85.79 

Stage line 112,478 235,712 19,473 $2 ,719 ,150 $66,023 5.78 0.48 $139.64 

Round-up 50 ,384 346,021 28 ,448 $3 ,316 ,107 $76,485 1.77 0 .15 $1 16.57 

FCRTA 

'CTSA 

Tota l 

266,621 788,004 66,822 $5 ,586,983 $586 ,028 3 99 0 .34 $83.61 

234 ,949 891,359 60,643 $4,447 ,920 $3 ,842 ,208 3 .87 0 .26 $73.35 

9,893 ,520 7 ,891 ,119 671,518 $7 3,001,484 $9,950 ,758 14 .73 1.25 $108.71 

CTSA stat1s 1cs do not include clients, costs, miles. or hours associated with the urban and rural --Meal 
Delivery"' services. 

NOT E: Both FCRTA and CTSA farebox revenues include some social service augmentation con sistent 
with Fresno CoG·s AB 120 Action Plan and the State TDA. Clovi Stageline and Roundup 
fare box includes some Measure C funds. FAX and Clovis Stage I ine passengers include transfer 
passengers. FAX utilized local funding to augment their farebox to achieve the 20% recovery 
ratio. 

A trul y accurate system wide comparison is not possible due to different t) pes of se rvices. as \veil as the 
variations in the definitions of some of the performance indicators. For purposes of broad compari son. 
however, performance indicators by system are reflected in the above table. 

10.28% 

3 .83% 

2.43% 

2 .31 % 

10.49% 

86 .38% 





FALLING TRANSIT RIDERSHIP: 
CALIFORNIA AND SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA 

In the last 15 years Americans have supported public transportation more and demanded it less. 

California, the nation's most populous state, is in many ways emblematic of this pattern. Motivated by 

concerns about congestion and clima te change, California 's state and local governments have inves ted 

heavily in transit, often with the explicit approval of voters. This investment is particularly evident in 

Southern California . Since 1990, the six-county Southern California Association of Governments {SCAG) 

region has added over 100 miles of light and heavy rail in Los Angeles County, and over 530 miles of 

commuter rail region-wide. In November 2016, voters in LA County approved a $120 billion sales tax 

measure for transportation, with a plurality of the funding dedicated to expanding and improving transit 

(Measure M : Metro's Plan to Transform Tran sportation in LA 2016). This measure marked the third such 

countywide tax increase since 1990, and the fourth one overall. Other SCAG coun ties have also routinely 

passed sales tax measures for transportation and tran si t improvements . 

Over the same period, however, California's transit use (depending on how one measures it) has varied 

from modest increases to relative stag nancy to-in more recent years-steep decline. Southern California 

is again illustrative . Despite its heavy investments in transit, in absolute terms the region's trans it ridership 

reached its postwar peak in 1985. Through the 1990s and mid-2000s ridership rose and fell modestly, 

never reaching 1985 leve ls, and in 2012 it began declining. In per capita terms, ridership has fallen more 

steadily since the 1980s. Ridership per capita was flat in the early 2000s, but started trending down again 

in 2007 . In Ca lifornia overall, per capita ridership was flat until 2009, when it began a decline from which 

it has not recovered (The National Transit Database (NTD), 2015). 

Why is transit ridership falling? The question is not merely academic. The combina tion of rising supply and 

falling demand has profound fiscal implications for transit operators, since it substant ially increases the 

public cost of moving each pa ssenge r. Increased tran sit supply has meant increased public investment, 

particularly in new rail services. Measured as a ten -year rolling average of cap ital and opera ting costs, 

transit investment in both the US and Californ ia rose almost 50 percent between 2000 and 2015 . These 

rising expenditures, when combined with falling patronage, yield falling productivity. Between 2005 and 

2016, transit productivity - measured as pa ssenger boardings per vehicle revenue hour (VRH) - ha s fallen 

5 percent in Ca lifornia and 14 percent in the SCAG region . Falling productivity is not sustainable; it usually 

ends with more subsidies or less serv ice . 

Beyond fiscal concerns, falling ridership calls into question a number of California 's ambitious 

environmental goals. California's aggressive agenda for combatting climate cha nge is predicated in part 

on many people using transit more and driving less. The carbon reduction targets set out in Senate Bill 

375, California's landmark climate reduction bill of 2008, involve large mode shift s to transit and away 

from driving, while the Californ ia Department of Transportation's current Strategic Management Plan 

includes an explicit goal of doubling the state 's transit mode share by 2020 {Californ ia Department of 

Transport ation, 2015) . But transit ridership , despite heavy transit in vestment, is trending very much in the 

opposite direction . 



socioeconomic information. But the CHTS is a one-year snapshot, only available for 2012 . As a result, we 

have a data mismatch: excellent data for a single year, but a research question - why is transit ridership 

declining?-that demands data on cha nges over time. 

A last data obstacle is that the determinants of transit use are varied, ranging from gas prices to auto 

ownership to the quality of transit service, and no single data set contains all of them . Some factors 

thought to influence transit use, like the availability of free parking, are not systematically tracked at all. 

To work around these limitations, we draw on an array of spatial, person-level, and administrative data. 

At different points we use the U.S. Census summary files, the Integrated Public Use Microdata (IPUMS) of 

the Census,2 state and national travel diary data, gas price and economic data from the Energy Information 

Agency and the Bureau of Labor Statistics, and data and rider surveys conducted by some of Southern 

California's larger transit operators . One operator-the Los Angeles County Metropolitan Transportation 

Authority (Metro, or LA Metro)-by itse lf accounts for most of the region's transit use and has ample 

public data available. As a result, at diffe rent points in th e report when data for the entire region is lacking, 

we draw on data specific to LA Metro. 

Largely because of these data constraints, the case we build is circumstantial ; we offer no definitive proof 

of cause-and-effect. But the evidence is nevertheless compelling. The primary factor we identify is 

automobile ownership ." In the last 15 years, household vehicle access in the SCAG region has grown 

dramatically. Vehicle ownership has grown particularly sharply among subgroups most like ly to use 

transit, such as the low-i ncome and the foreign born from Latin America. The steep rise in veh icle access 

among these groups that occurred as transit ridership began to fall is not direct proof, but it is a smoldering 

if not a smoking gun. Pub lic tran sporta t ion is unlikely to fare we ll when Southern California is flooded with 

additiona l vehic les. Much of the region's built environment is designed to accommodate the presence of 

private vehicles and ·to punish their absence . Extensive street and freeway networks link free parking 

spaces at the origin and destination of most trips. These circumstances give people strong incentives to 

acquire cars, and - once th ey have cars - to drive more and ride transit less. 

The surge in vehicle ownership does not explain all of the transit decline. And it may well have been 

reinforced by falling gas prices and the rise of TNCs- though again we note that increasing vehicle 

ownership and dec lining tran sit use began before TNCs existed and when gas prices were stil l high. But 

increased ve hic le ownership by itself probably expla ins much of Southern California's lost transit ridership. 

Our findings accord with previous research about transit patronage. Giuliano (2005) has shown that 

compared to Americans at large, the poor use transit more but like it less. The typical low- income rider 

wants to graduate to automobiles, while the typical driver might view transit positive ly but have little 

interest in using it (Manville & Cummins, 2015) . These facts, coupled with the falling ridership of recent 

years, raise questions about transit's future. 

Transit ridership is not, by itself, a legit imate goal of public policy. Transit use is instead a means to achieve 

other public ends. Traditionally, transit's goals have been twofold: Providing mobility to disadvantaged 

people who lack it, and mitigating the social and env ironm enta l costs of private automobiles by providing 

alternatives to them . The first goal has long accounted for more of transit ' s ridership, while the second 

2 The IPUMS data are from Ruggles et al (2017) . 
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has accounted for more of its rhetoric . Throughout the United States, and particularly in Southern 

California, publi c transportation advoca tes have emphasized transit 's potentia l to manage traffic and 

reduce pollution. In practice, however, tra nsit has functioned overwhelmingly as a social service for low­

income people with little private mobility (Taylor & Morris, 2015}. 

Because transit has primarily carried low-income people, ris ing vehicle ownership among those people 

suggests a future where publ ic transportation's core ridership could dramatically shrink. While this 

outco me poses a grave problem for transit operators, it is not obvious that tran sit operators should try to 

win these low-income riders back, at least not to the very high levels at which they rode tra nsit previously. 

With very few exceptions, acquiring an automobile in Southern California makes life easier along multiple 

dimensions, dramatica lly increasing access to jobs, educational instituti ons and other oppo rtunities 

(Kawabata & Shen, 2006). As a resul t, pulling low-income former rid ers out of th eir cars and back onto 

trains and bu ses could make transit agencies healthier but the region poorer. If tran sit agenc ies want to 

protect thei r fi sca l health while also increasing socia l welfare, they may need to convince the vast majority 

of people who never use transit t o beg in rid ing occasio nally instead of driving. This t ask is unquestionably 

more difficult than serving a large poo l of people who have few alternatives to transit. Convincing some 

drivers to start using transit would likely require weakening or removing some of th e state's and region's 

entrenched subsidies for motor vehicle use. But transit is unlikely to grow substan t ially, to acco mpli sh its 

environmental goa ls, if driving remains artificially inexpensive . 

THE SPATIAL AND DEMOGRAPHIC 
DISTRIBUTION OF AMERICAN PUBLIC 
TRANSPORTATION 

Public transportation use in th e United States is distributed unevenly across peop le and places. Transit 

accoun ts for about two percent of all passenger miles travelled (PMT}, and about two percent of personal 

t rips overall {NHTS 2009). Th ese sma ll overall numbers, however, concea l transit 's outsized importance 

to some people in some places . The average U.S. resident made about 32 transit trips in 2016 {Neff & 

Dickens, 2017; U.S. Census Bureau, 2016) , but the modal resident made zero trips, and a sma ll num ber of 

people rely on transit extensively . Chu (2012) shows that 20 percent of Americans live in neighborhoods 

wi thout tra nsi t, while 60 percent live in neighborhoods with transit but have not used it in the previous 

month. Another 11 percent uses transit less than ten times per month, while eight percent take ten or 

more trips monthly. 

The small share of people who use transit frequently is concentrated in a handful of metropolitan areas. 

In 2016, 65 percent of all tran sit boardings occurred on the nation's ten largest transit operators; the 15 

systems in the New York region by themselves account for over 40 percent of the country's transit trips 

(FTA, 2016) . Even within these transit-heavy areas, howeve r, most people do not use transit regularly, 

because most transit use occurs in the central cities, and speci fically among lower-income and foreign-
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incomes to finance vehicle purchases. U.S. auto loan originations among subprime consumers increased 

140 percent from 2010 to 2015 (New York Fed Consumer Credit Panel/ Equifax). We do not have loca l­

level data on vehic le debt, but inflation-adjusted per capita vehicle debt in California rose 91 percent 

between 2000 and 2015 (Federal Reserve Bank of New York} .19 
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Figure 35. Percent of sample with credit scores below 660, by county in SCAG region. 

CONCLUSION 

Per capita transit ridership, long sluggish in Southern California , began to fall in 2007. In 2012 that per 

capita decline accelerated, and manifested as a more noticeable and more alarming absolute decline. The 

precise reasons for this decline are almost certainly manifold, and hard to disentangle. Gas prices fell 

sharply after rising steeply. The explosive growth of Uber and Lyft provided new mobility options to some 

peop le who had been mobility-constrained . In Orange County, fares rose substantially. On LA Metro, by 

at least some accounts, feelings of danger increased. Some of the people most likely to use transit moved 

to areas where transit was less preva lent . Especially in recent years, all these factors most likely 

contributed to transit's downturn . 

19 Data come from the New York Federal Reserve Bank's Consumer Credit Panel. 

67 



But in weighing the evidence, the overwhelming factor appears to be a dramatic increase in the stock of 

private automobiles. Between 2000 and 2015 Southern Californians acquired vehic les at nearly four times 

the rate they had between 1990 and 2000. This growth of the private vehicle stock lin es up- in timing, in 

magnitude, and in theory-with the region 's falling tran sit use. Ve hicle access grew across all income 

levels and groups, but disproportionate ly among th ose groups, li ke the low-income and foreign-born, who 

are most likely to ride tran sit . Tra nsit ridership in the SCAG region has long depended on a sizab le minority 

of people who did not, largely for economic reasons, have access to cars. After 2000, many of these people 

acqu ired cars, and it should not surprise us that they started riding transit less. 

To be sure, th e case we build in reaching th is conclusion is circumstantial. For reasons we have already 

enumerated, the data available to examine transit riders are scarce and fragmented , which leaves 

alternative explanations possible if not plausible . Certainly future research should emphasize more data 

collection. Given the data available today, however, in our judgement rising vehic le ownership is the best 

explanation for fallin g tran sit rid ersh ip. 

If this explanation is sound, it poses a daunti ng problem for transit operators. When lower-income people 

graduate from tran si t to driving, transit agencies bear a cost, but the other side of that cost is a large 

benefit for both the people who start driving and for society overall. In the aggregate, Southern 

Ca lifornians drive too much, once the various costs of pollution , congestion and crashes are accounted 

for . But some Southern Californ ians - the poorest of th em - drive too little, and both their li ves and the 

region as a whole would be improved if they drove a bit more. The low-income person who acquires a 

vehicle often makes fewer trips than an affluent person (driving is expensive) and th e tri ps they make are 

often essential, and have social benefits th at exceed th eir soc ial cos ts. A car tri p by a lo w-income 

household is more likely than one by an afflu ent household to involve finding and keeping wo rk, getting 

to school, or accessing better health and daycare option s. These trip s might modestl y increase conge stion 

and pollution, but they have large paybacks in emp loyment, earnings, and overall well-being th at exceed 

tho se costs. Affluent household s, in contrast, make many more trips, and more trips whose social value is 

lower (they might increase congestio n and pollu tion not just by driving to work, but also by driving to 

lunch, or to visi t friend s). 

Given the powe rful difference a car ca n ma ke in th e lives of low-income peop le, efforts by transit agencies 

to recapture low-income riders can have a perverse im pact: they would target so me of the highest-value 

ve hicle trips in the region. Ideally, of course, transit agencies would pull people away from lower-value 

ve hicle trips. It ma kes little sense to deprive a low-income person of their trip to work at a location poorly 

served by transit, when affluen t people routinely drive for errands and visi ts that they could easily 

comp lete by foot or tran si t. A quick trip to a store a half mile away (or a trip to a store a mile away when 

a com parable store is a quarter mile away) is more likely to have social costs that exceed its benefits. And 

these trips are abundant . 

Given this situation, and given the ambitious greenhouse gas red uct ion goals that California has assigned 

to transit, planners and operators may need to expa nd transit's target market . Transit should by no means 

abd icate its soc ial service mi ss ion, but as we stated in the in t roduction, per capita tran sit use falls when 

curren t riders stop riding, and when new residents don ' t start. Tra nsit today re lies on a high rate of use 

by a narrow ba se of people. But if that narrow base of people is acquiring vehicles, tran sit's hea I thy future 

lies in reversing those circu mstances, and striving for at least a low rate of use by a broad base of people. 

The SCAG region lost 72 million transit rides annua lly from 2012 to 2016. This number seems daunting, 
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but the region has 18.8 million people . According to the CHTS, about 77 percent of those people (roughly 

14.5 million), ride transit rarely or never. Herein lies vast untapped potential. If one out of every four of 

those people replaced a single driving trip with a transit t rip once every two weeks, annual ridership would 

grow by 96 million - more than compe nsating for the losses of recent years. 

The obstacle to this outcome, however, is large and beyond the direct control of tran sit operato rs: driving 

is too cheap. The large subsidies given to transit in recent years pale next to the longstanding subsidies 

for automobiles that are hidde n in unpriced road use, unpriced or underpriced street pa rking, high 

minimum parking requirements, and ta xpayer- and developer-financed road-widenings. If public policy 

does not adequately confront underpriced driving, then transit ridership will likely continue to falter, and 

transit will not meet its ambitious environmental goals. 
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T1◄ansit: The Urban Pa1◄asite 
Bv R AN DAL O'TooLE 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

he cos ts of supporting the nation's urban 

transit indust ry are ri sing, yet ridership 

is declining. Data released by the Fede ral 

Transit Administration in D ece mber 20 19 

indicate that 20 18 transit ridership fell in 

40 of the nat ion's top 50 urban areas, and , over the pas t 

fi ve years ridership has fallrn in 44 of those 50 urban areas. 

Data released by the Census Bureau in September 20 19 

indi cate that the nation had 6.3 mi ll io n more jobs in 20 18 

than 20 15, yet the number of people who took transi t to 

work declined by 146,000. 

T hese dec lines have taken place in spi te o f huge 

increases in spending on public transit. In 20 18 alo ne, 

sub sidies to transit grew by 7-4 pe rce nt , in c reas ing fro m 

S50. 5 billion to S54.3 billio n. Ye t much greate r increases 

will be needed to keep transit moving in many urban 

a reas . A rece nt D epartment o f Transpo rtati on repo rt 

indicated that the transit industry has a S 100 bill io n 

maintenance bac klog, mostly for its ra il lines , an d expen­

ditures w ill have to increase by at least ano ther $6 b illio n 

a yea r to fi x t hi s back log w ithin 20 yea rs. 

/\ t the s:ime tim c, t hc justifi ca t io ns fo r spcnding th is 

much mo ney subsid izing a dec lini ng indu st ry a rc disap­

pearing. M ost low- inco me wo rke rs have given up o n tr:in­

sit as a method of co mmuting and have pu rchased cars. 

Instead o f helping low-in co me peop le, transit's majo r 

growth market is people who earn mo re than S75,000 a 

yea r. In all but a handful o f urban areas, transit uses m ore 

energy and e mits mo re g ree nh ouse gases per passe nge r 

mile than th e average auto mob ile. Fa r from re lieving con­

gest io n, transit age ncies are seeking to inc rease co nges­

t io n in o rder to p romote th e ir businesses. 

Fo r all these reasons, it is t ime to e nd subsid ies to 

t rans it and co nsider p rivat izing it instead. Private o pera­

tors ca n provide tra nsit at a lower cost than gove rn­

mc nt age ncies and w ill u ffc r service th at is respuns ive 

to tra nsit ride rs, not pol it ica l whims. To encourage thi s, 

Co ngress sho uld e ncl the tra ns it cap ita l im prove me n t 

p rogra m (New Sta rt s) and begin to phase out other fed­

era l subsid ies to t rans it. 

lbnd:i l O "Took- is :1 scni o,· fe llow with the C aro I 11,titutc :ind author oF Romance oft/.,,: Rt1ils: \fllJJ th<' P.1;scnger 1i·,1im IV{· Love / Ire ,\ 'ot the 

Transportation \\7e Need. 
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,,17 . 
rans1t saps 

the vitality 
of the urban 
areas it is 
parasitizing 
by demanding 
huge subsidies 
from 
taxpayers.,, 

INTRODUCTION 
D ata rece ntly released by the fede ral Transi t 

Administration (FTA) reveal tha t taxpaye r sub­

sid ies to transit g rew by more than S3-7 b il lion, 

o r 7.4 pe rce nt , be tween 20 17 and 20 18. D esp ite 

thi s inc rease, ride rsh ip fell by 215 mi llio n tran­

sit tr ips, o r 2. 1 pe rcent. The massive inc rease 

in spending d id n't even resul t in an increase in 

transit se rvice, as measured in ve hicle- reve nue 

miles, which decl ined by 0.9 pe rcent . 

Pre li min ary data fro m the fTA also in d i­

cate that 20 19 w ill be the fifth straight yea r of 

decli ning transit ride rshi p, with ride rsh ip fa ll ­

ing 7.8 pe rcen t since 20 14 and, in many urba n 

areas , fa lling by 20 to 30 pe rce nt. Afte r adjust­

ing fur inflati un , annual taxpaye r ~ub ~i di es to 

transit g rew by 15 pe rce nt be tween 20 14 and 

20 18, ye t tha t inc rease did no t preve nt the de­

cl ine in transit ri de rshi p. ra res are cove ring an 

eve r-dim ini shing share of the cos ts of transit : 

just 23 pe rcen t in 20 18. Econo mists wou ld sug­

ges t thi s ind ica tes tha t transit use rs do n't place 

a high value o n thi s se rvice. 

Th is ra ises quest io ns about whe the r it is 

wo rthwhile for fede ral, state, and loca l gove rn ­

me nts to co ntinue to subsid ize transit. Tra nsit 

advocates argue that it re li eves co nges tio n , 

saves e nergy, reduces gree nho use gas emi s­

sio ns, and p rovides mob ility for low- inco me 

people and o the rs who do n't d rive a ca r. In es­

se nce, they claim that c iti es and transi t have a 

symbi o ti c re latio nshi p, and that urban taxpay­

e rs who do n't ri de transi t neve rt he less should 

pay to subsid ize tran sit sys tems so that those 

systems can provide them with important 

b<.: nefits , such as lower traffic co nges tio n. 

A mo re real istic look at the data sugges ts 

that , outside of New York and pe rhaps a half­

doze n o the r urban an:as, tht:sc bem·li ts art: t iny 

to nonexiste nt, espec ially when compared wi th 

the cos ts. Trans it is no lo nge r more energy ef­

lic icnt than d ri ving: the enerh'Y e ffi ciency o f 

automobiles is inc reasing, \\'hil e the ene r1:-,':' d li­

cie ncy of transit is dec lining. Transit no longer 

serves large numbers of low- income people, 

as most of them have purchased automobiles. 

Transit sys te ms with decl in ing ride rsh ip do 

littl e o r noth ing to re li eve urba n congest ion; 

nearly em pry buses often inc rease conges tion. 

I n short, the re lat io nshi p between transit 

and most urba n areas is not a svmb iot ic one 

but a pa rasit ic one . L ike any parasi te, transit 

saps the vi tality of the enti ti es ir is paras i t i zing, 

in th is case by d emanding huge subsidies from 

taxpayers . Like manv paras ites, some transit 

agenc ies even seek to reshape the regio ns they 

paras it ize to make them more conge ni al for 

the health of tra nsit even though such cha nges 

im pose h ighe r cos ts of living o n the res ide nts 

of those cit ies. 

Transit advoca tes have reached the po int 

where they ac t as though rhe pu rpose of c it ies 

and thL·ir re~i de nts is to be nefit tram it. In fact, 

tra nsi t shoul d be nefit r<:s iclc n t~ by enha ncing 

the ir mobility a nd \\"ell-be ing. ff rransir is nor 

doing char , and people no longe r value it , th en 

it should not be subsidized. 

RIDERSHIP IS FALLING 
The t ra nsit in dustry i in c ris is, as ridership 

has fa ll en fo r th t: fifth st raight year. Co un t ing 

the yea r end ing Dece mbe r 31, 20 19, the f TA 

repo rts that 20 19 ride rship was 7.9 pe rcent be­

low 2014 ride rshi p. \'v'hi le the 20 19 numbe rs 

arc sti ll prc limina rv, the 17T r\'s fina l 20 1K re­

por t ind icates tha t tra nsit carr ied 215 milli on 

fewer t rips in 2018 than in 20 17, a 2. 1 pe rcent 

drop. R idership in 2018 decl ined from 20 17 in 

+o our ofrhe na tion's ;o la rgest urban areas.' 

Bus ridcr~ h ip licgan fa ll ing lirst, wit h ri d­

ership decreas ing every ~,ea r since 20 12. B,· 
20 19, bus ride rship re::i checl its lowest leve l of 

any yea r since 1939. Bur ra il ridership has been 

foiling since 20 16, and in 20 18 it tell bv a larger 

percentage th::i n bus ridership.' 

Ride rship declines in m::inv urban areas were 

much greater than the average rare of decline . 

Since 20 13, Los Angeles has lost 23 percen r of its 

ride rs, 1\ l iami 29 percent, St. Louis 2+ percent , 

and Cleveland 33 perce nt. Ride rship 111 

Chicago, Philadelphia, and \'{/as hington-three 

of rhe nat ion's b iggest trans it regions-all fell b)· 

12 percent or mo rc.l 

Transit is hucking the trend in onk a h;rncl ­

ful of the nation's major urb::in area~. Number 



one is Seattle, where ridership has grown by 

8 p<.:rc<.:nt in th<.: pas t fiv<.: y<.:ars. As will b<.: d<.:­

scribed below, the primary reason for this is a 

massive increase in jobs loca ted in downtown 

Seattl e. 

More modest growth has been seen in 

Houston, Ric hmond, and Columbus, Ohio. 

Transit agenc ies in these c ities revamped their 

bus systems, increasi ng bus frequencies on 

popu lar routes, reducing or eliminat ing service 

on unpopular rou tes, and re locati ng routes to 

replace historic hub-and-spoke systems, which 

made sense when mos t jobs were downtown, 

with grid systems, which make more se nse now 

that most jobs are in the suburbs.-! Wh ile these 

examples are worth e mulat ing, such overhauls 

will provide a one-time boost in ridership but 

wi ll no t solve the industry's lo ng-te rm prob­

lems. Houston was the first major city to do 

such a redes ign, and ride rship grew for several 

yea rs but now appears to have leveled out. 

TRANSIT'S GROWING 
IRRELEVANCE 

Table 1 shows that New York is the only 

urba n area in the United States whe re transit 

plays a domi nant role in people's daily lives . 

Transit carri es more than half of all employees 

to work in Tew York C ity and al most a third 

in the New York urban area (whi ch includes 

northeaste rn New Jersey, most of Long Island, 

\'(/e stchester, and Danbury, Connect icut). The 

average resident o f the region rides transit 

we ll over 200 times a year. 

It is important to d istingu ish Tew York 

from other urban areas because ew York is 

so diff<.: r<.:nt from any o ther Amer ican region : 

what happens in New York, at least from a 

transportation view, has al most no applicabil­

ity anywhe re e lse. \ '(/ith almost 28,000 people 

per square mile, New York has, by far, the high­

es t population dens ity of any major city in the 

cou ntry, and with more than 7 1 ,ooo people per 

square mile , Manhattan is the highest-density 

part of a ciry.5 Lower Manhattan has two mil­

lion jobs, which is 4 times that of any other job 

co ncentration in the U nited States and more 

than 10 times the number of downtown jobs in 

al l but six other cities.6 

The eco nomic and population boom in 

New York since 1990 led to a 68 percent in ­

crease in the region's transit ridership between 

1991 and 20 14 . This increase helped conceal 

problems with the transit industry in othe r 

parts of the country, which only became obvi­

ous after 2014, when even the Tew York rider­

ship began to decline. 

RcAL:ct ing the long-tL:rn1 ckcl inc in th e 

importance of transit in most other parts of 

the count ry, New York's share of the nation's 

transit riders grew from 33-5 percent in 19 9 1 

to 44.5 perce nt in 2019. Outside of Tew Yo rk, 

20 19 ride rship was 12 percent lower than in 

2014.7 

San Francisco-Oakland is a distant sec­

ond to New York, as transit carries about 

18 percent of Bay Area employees to work 

and the average resident rides transit 126 

times a yea r. Transit also plays an impo rt:rnt , 

although hardly dominant, role in Chicago, 

Phil adelphia, Washington, Boston, and 

Seattle : it car ri es 10- 15 percent of commuters, 

represents 2-4 percent of overall mororizecl 

travel , and averages 60-90 an nual trips per 

resident. Honolulu almost makes this g roup­

ing, as its transit carries the average res ident 

on 78 trips a year; however, it only carries 

8 percen t of commuters to wo rk and many 

t ransit trips there are taken by tourists. 

In a few more urban areas, in cluding Los 

Angeles, M inneapolis-St. Paul, Baltimore, 

Portland, and a few college towns, transit 

plays a measurab le, although h;mll~, impor­

tant, role, ca rrying 5-7 percent of employees 

to work and the average resident on 30-50 

trips per year. Everywhere else, transit is :=ii­

mo t comple tely irrelev:=int. 

COSTS ARE RISING 
Ridership isn't falling becau\e of declin­

ing resources. In fact, taxpayer subsicl ic-; 

to transit rose by more than S3-7 billion, or 

7.4 percent, between 2017 and 20 18.
8 Total 

subsidies were S54.3 billion in 2018, or more 

3 

''RA • e ectma 
b 

the long-
term decline 
of transit in 
other parts of 
the coun try, 
New York's 
share of 
the nation's 
transit riders 
urewfrom 
b 

33.5 percent 
in 199 1 to4-+.5 
percent in 
2019 . , 



Table 1 

New York 

Los Angeles 

Chicago 

Miam i 

Philadelphia 

Dallas- Ft. Worth 

Houston 

Washington 

Atlanta 

Boston 

Detroit 

Phoenix 

San Francisco-Oakland 11 ' 

Seattle 

San Diego 

pa-St. Petersburg 

Denver-Boulder-
Longmont t21 

Baltimore 

St. Louis 

San Juan 

Riverside-San 
Bernardino '1 

Las Vegas 

Portland 

Cleveland 

San Anton io 

Pittsburgh 

Sacramento 

San Jose 

Cincinnati 

Kansas City 

Orlando 

Indianapolis 

inia Beach 

2018 trips per 
. ,- • ., capita 

, ... ,.,,_ : ... ;, .. ,. ,. ·-
224 

44 

67 

21 

61 

12 

16 

81 

25 

85 

lO 

17 

126 

65 

31 

33 

9 

36 

44 

19 

13 

8 

31 

53 

20 

20 

38 

13 

21 

11 

10 

12 

6 

10 

32.5% 

5.0% 

13.1% 

3.1% 

10.7% 

1.6% 

2.3% 

15.2% 

3.4% 

14.3% 

1.4% 

1.9% 

18.2% 

11.6% 

2.7% 

5.5% 

1 .4% 

4.0% 

7.3% 

2.5% 

2.6% 

1.4% 

3.3% 

7.0% 

3.1% 

2.1% 

7.2% 

2.2% 

4.1% 

2.1% 

1.1 % 

1.5% 

1.1% 

1.6% 

; ' 

11.5% 

1.8% 

3.4% 

1.1% 

2.4o/ 

0.5% 

0.7% 

3.2% 

0.9% 

2.7% 

0 .4% 

0.7% 

5.3% 

3.4% 

1.3% 

1.1% 

0.3% 

1.6% 

2.3% 

0.6% 

0.9% 

0 .4% 

0.9% 

2.3% 

0.7% 

0.6% 

1.4% 

0 .6% 

0 .9"1 

0.4% 

0 .2% 

0 .5% 

0. 11 

0.4% 

I _;J I 

I I 

-2.8% 

-21 .3% 

-11.1% 

-28.1% 

-3.2% 

5.4% 

-11 .7% 

-8 .6'½ 

-11.4% 

-6.5% 

-3.5% 

8.8% 

-11 .1 % 

-4.8% 

-15 63/, 

2.0% 

-16.8 )~ 

-24 .9% 

-45.6 Yr 

-21.4% 

-1.2'; 

3.7% 

-30.9 70 

-18 .0% 

-15 , 

-23.2% 

-15.2% 

-7.9'' 

-15. 7% 

-10 7 , 

-24.2% 
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Milwaukee 23 3.0% 0.7% -28 .8% 

Columbus 13 2.0% 0.3% 1.3% 

Austin 18 2.2% 0.6% -9 .2% 

Charlotte 15 2.2% 0.4% -17.2% 

Providence 15 2.4% 0.5% -18.2% 

Jacksonvi lie 10 1.1% 0.3% -8.2% 

Memphis 6 0.8% 0.2 3/o -28.0i' 

Salt Lake-Ogden- Provo 19 2.5% 0.8% -3.3% 

Lou isville 12 2.1% 0.5% -26.bo 

Nashville 10 1.3% 0.3% -0 .8% 

Richmond 8 2.0% 0.4% 3.3% 

Buffa lo 27 3.5% 0.7% -3 .8% 

Hartford 21 3.2% 0.9% -2.4'½ 

Bridgeport 11 10.0% 0.3% -19.4% 

New Orleans 23 3 .3% 0.6% -14 9'Y. 

Raleigh 9 1.1% 0.2% 31.7% 

Oklahoma City 3 0.6% 0.J % J5.n 

Tucson 19 2.4% 0.8% -24.3% 

El Paso 16 1 .2% 0. 7% -U.L~ i) 

Honolulu 78 8 .0% 3.7% -7.1% 

Birmingham 4 0.7% 0.1% 4.71/,. 

Albuquerque 14 1.6% 0.8% -29.4% 

McAllen '1 2 0.2% 0.1% 15.l"I, 

Omaha 4 0.8% 0.1% -19.5% 

Dayton 13 2.5% 0.5% -10.010 

Rochester NY 21 2.8% 0 .5% -13.9% 

Allentown 7 1.9% 0.3% .1 .3 ()' 

Tulsa 4 0.7% 0.1% -17.0% 

Sources: Transit trips per capita are based on total transit trips from the "2018 National Transit Database ·· Federal Transit Administration 

https.1/www transit dot gov/s1tesifta dot gov/f1Ies/Funding%20Sources_2 xlsm d1v1ded by the American Community SuNey s 2018 estimates of urban 

area populations ·Means of Transporta tion to Work . 2018 •• American Community SuNey Table B08301 (for urbanized areas) 

https //data censu s gov/cedsci/table7q=b08301 &g=0100000US 400000&tid=ACSDT1 Y2018 B08301 &h1dePrev1ew=true Transit's share of comm .itIng ,s 

from "Means of Transportat ion to Work, 2018 ,'' American Community SuNey. Table B08301. https //data census gov/cedsci/table7 

q=b08301 &tid=ACSDT1 Y2018 .B08301 . 

Transit's share of all trave l by urban area is calcula ted by comparing vehicle miles of travel in ·Highway Stat1st1cs 201 7, • Federal Highway Admi111st rat1on 

Table HM-72 https://www.fhwa .dot.gov/policy111format ion/stat1st1cs/2017/hm72 cfm with passenger miles of travel In • 201 7 Annual Database Service 

Federal Transportation Adminis tration https //www transit.dot govi ntd/data-product/2017-annual-database-service Vehicle miles of travel were 

converted to passenger miles by mult iplying by 1 67 . the ave rage occupancy of automobiles according to the 2017 National Household Travel 

SuNey (Washington : Federal Highway Adm1111strat1on . 2019) Table 16 

Notes Urba n areas are ordered by popu lation rank . from largest to smallest 

1. Includes Concord and Livermore . 

2 Transit's share of commuting includes Denver-Aurora only not Boulder or Longmont 

3 Includes Murrieta-Temecula 

4 Transits share of commuting is based on 2017 data ridership growth Is shown for 2014-2018 
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<,T he 

maintenance 
backlog for 
guideways 
(such as rails) 
is $23 billion, 
yet the transit 
industry 
reduced its 
spending on 
guide,vay 
repairs by 
$131 million in 

2018.,, 

than $5-50 for each trip and S1.0 1 pe r passe n­

ge r mile . By compari so n, subs id ies to driving 

are about a penny per passenger mile. 9 Of the 

increase, S1.9 bil lio n went to increased operat­

ing costs, mos tly fo r highe r labo r costs. Tea rly 

$700 milliun we nt fur bene fit s, wh ile sala ri es 

and wages inc reased by $235 million . 

The other $1.8 billi on in increased cos ts 

went to capital cos ts. The FTA counts capital 

costs in two categories: existing systems and ex­

tended systems. Capital spe nding o n extended 

sys tems represents genuine cap ital improve­

ments , while spendi ng on exist ing sys tems rep­

resents replacement of worn-ou t infrastructure 

and vehicles. In 20 18, spending on replacement 

g rew by $ 1.1 billion, while spending on cap ital 

improvements grew by So.5 billion. 

The inc rease in spend ing on cap ital 

replace ment was needed because in rece nt 

decades transit age nc ies have been bu ild­

ing new infrast ructure without replacing th e 

exist ing infrastruc ture as it wears out. The 

FTA ca ll s thi s the state-of good-repair backlog. A 

Department ofTransportation report released 

in November 20 19 est imates that thi s back log 

was $ 10 6 billio n (in 20 19 dollars).' 0 The FTA 

says that, as of 20 15, the trans it i ndustrv had n't 

been spending enough on cap ital rep lace me nt 

to keep the backlog fro m growing furth e r, 

much less enough to shrink it. 

It isn't even clea r that th e transit indu s­

try is se rious abo ut eliminating the state-of­

good- repair backlog Accord ing to the FTA , 

the backlog for gu ideways (s uch as rails) is 

$23 b illion." Yet in 20 18, transit age nc ies 

reduced spending on guideway repairs by 

$ 131 milli on, wh il e they increased spend ing 

on new gu ideways by S217 million ." They did 

increase spending on station rep lace me nts, 

probablv because sta ti o ns are more visible 

to the publi c than guidewavs, and repa iring 

or rep lac ing them c reates an appearance that 

the agencies arc fixing. problems. Y<.:t wo rn ­

out tracks create a ser ious safe ty hazard, wh il e 

worn-out stations merely look unattract ive . 

Eve n if it were prope rly allocated, the 20 18 

inc rease in spe nding o n capital rep lace me nt 

was so small that, at that rate, it would take 

more than 75 yea rs to el iminate the back­

log. It will be necessary to increase spe ndi ng 

o n capital replaceme nt by at least S6 billion 

more a yea r in o rde r to eliminate the backlog 

in 20 years.' 3 One wav to do thi s would be to 

sh ift all the mo ney now being spent on capi­

tal im provements to cap ital replace me nt-a 

measu re that transit age ncies are unwilling 

to conside r. l fnl ess that happens , the cos t of 

sustaining tran sit syste ms will continue to ri se:­

even if ridership continues to fall. 

FARES RISING , 
SERVICE DECLI N ING 

Desp ite the increase in costs, serv ice, as 

measured in ve hi cle- reve nue miles, decli ned 

by 0.9 percenr.'-1 D espi te the decline in rid er­

ship , fare reve nu es grew by 0-3 percen t in 20 18, 

which, ho\\'eve r, o nl y cove red I pe rcent of th e 

increase in costs. 

The reve nu e in crease \\':IS possible beca use 

the average fa re per trip g rew bv 2.5 pe rce nt .'; 

T his sugges ts that at least some rransit agen ­

c ies have ente red a death spirnl , me;rning th at 

they resrond to declin ing ridershir by in c r<.: a~­

ing fa res and cu tting service, which furthe r re­

duces ride rship and fo rces more fare inc reases 

and se rvice cu ts. 

Transit age nc ies rely on fares to cove r a rhird 

of the ir operat ing costs, ye t a new movement 

has sp rung up for free trans it . r\s r;irr of th is 

movement , on Tovember 29, 20 19, transit ri d­

e rs were e ncouraged by vario us act ivis ts to hop 

turnstiles or o thenvise ri de transit with ou t pav­

ing. Supposedly, rhi s ,,·ould stri ke a blow against 

cap itali sm eve n though transit is one of rhc 

mos t soc iali zed indust ri es in the United State:-s 

(a nd ;ilmost eve rywhe re else in the world). '<' 

In surpo rt of th is movement , Ca lifornia 

Stare Sen. Sco tt \'\l iener ;i rgues that raxpaver~ 

should r:-r~' for a higher rercenr;ige of tr;in­

sit 's cosrs because " rrans ir is a public good 

and should have rnxpaver sup port."'- In facr , 

trans it is not a public good, at leas t in rhe 

eco nomic se nse of the ter m. A public good i~ 

o ne that is nonrivalrous (i.e., one person's con­

sumpt ion of the good doesn't reduce a no ther 's 



consumption of it) and nonexcludable (i.e., no 

o ne can be physically den ied use of the good). 

Government often provides public goods 

because, give n those two characte ri sti cs, pri­

va te providers would be hard-pressed to have 

enough paying customers. 

However, transit does no t suffer from ei­

ther of those charac te ri sti cs. If I sit in a trans it 

sea t , you can't si t there, too; thus it is riva lrous. 

Putt ing gates o n the entrances to transit sta­

tions and doors o n the entrances to buses and 

othe r transit veh icles makes t ra nsit exclud­

able. H ence, private providers can provide 

transit services (and in so me cases do so)- if 

there i~ su ffi cient demand . 

Wl iener could mean something e lse when 

he uses the term "public good," but it is nor 

clea r what. Perhaps he simply mea ns that it is 

cu rrently provided by public age nc ies . But just 

because so mething happens to be supported 

by ta,x subsidies today doesn't mea n it dese rves 

those subs idies o r that they should continue 

fo rever, espec ially when transit use is declining. 

Other people (including people respo nding 

to Wiener's statement) claim that everyone 

be nefits from transit , so therefore everyo ne 

shou ld contribute to it th rough subsidies. I 

will argue that the supposed be nefit s of tran­

sit- reducing congest ion, saving energy, re­

duc ing greenhouse gas emissio ns, helping 

low-in come people, and promoting econo mic 

develo pme nt-a re either tiny or no nexiste nt . 

Besides, it could easily be argued tha t every­

thing benefits eve ryo ne in some way o r anoth­

e r, but that doesn't mean everything should be 

subsidized by the govern ment . 

More rece ntly, C urbed-a staunchly pro­

transit website produced by VoxMedia-a r­

gued that "free transit isn't enough" and that 

" transportat io n needs to be a right" because 

people need "access tO opportun ity. "18 If that 's 

true , then the most effective government 

policy would be to give everyone in the cou n­

try a free car. The mos t recent studies fro m 

the University of Minnesota Accessibilirv 

Observarory show tha t , in America's major u r­

ban areas , a 20-minute auto drive allows people 

to access twice as many jobs, and a 30-minute 

auro drive allows the m to access fou r times as 

many jobs, as a 60-minute transit ride .'9 

Even from the viewpoin t of transit ride rs, 

the re are seve ral problems with free cran­

si t. First , if transit age ncies are 100 perce nt 

dependent on tax dollars, they will be far more 

responsive tO politicians than transit ri de rs. 

Thi s means they will run tran sit when and 

where it is highly vis ible, but not where tran­

sit ride rs may need it the mos r. This ca n be 

see n in Los Angeles, \\'here the county's tran sit 

age ncy, M etro, has been building highly vis­

ible li ght-rai l lines eve n a~ th ey !use live lius 

ride rs for eve ry rail ri de r they ga in . Accord ing 

to a surve:,, from the Transit Center, eve n low­

inco me ride rs would prefe r improvements in 

t ransit freque ncies ove r reduc ti ons in fares. 20 

Second, making ride rsh ip free won't neces ­

sari ly signihcantly increase trans it ridership. 

Tallinn , Esro ni a, a c ity of .. jjo,ooo people, re­

duced its t ransit fares tO zero in 20 13, yet rid e r­

ship incn:ased by only 1. 2 percen t in the fir st 

yea r, and most of that increase resulted from 

people choosing to take transit rather rhan 

walk , not as a rep la cement for driv ing. 21 A f­

ter five yea rs, ri de rshi p grew by just., perce nt, 

which might have happe ned anvwav. 

Thi rd , funding tran sit out of fa res ra th er 

than taxes im poses a d isc ipline on transit age n­

cies to keep costs low and tran~ir afforclali le. 

\V hen capital cos ts are funded exclusively out 

of taxes, transit age ncies go wild, ~pending bil­

lio ns of doll ars on rail t ransit syste ms that are 

no t any better (a nd in manv respec ts wo rse) 

than buses. \ '(! hen ope rating costs are funded 

la rgely ou t of taxes , transit agencies allow 

costs such as labo r to ball oo n. 

Fou rth , mak ing transit free turns t ra nsit 

vehicles into rolli ng homeless shelters. Aust in , 

Texa , expe rimented with a free transit system 

in 1989 and 1990. \\'.1hile ri dership increased, 

much of the increase was because the elimi­

na ti o n of fares att rac ted homeless people and 

other "problem riders." Physical assaults on­

board buses tri pled after fares were eliminat­

ed, and co nsequently cos ts inc reased because 

of the need to hire additional transit secu rin· 

officers. For their 0,1•11 safetv .1nd that o f thl' 

' 'T .. rans1t 1s not 
a public good, 
at least in t he 
econom1c 
sense of 
the term 

' 
and doesn't 
deserve 
the kind of 
subsidies 
that public 
goods might 
receive.,, 
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✓, 

Funding 
transit out of 
fares rather 
than subsidies 
imposes a 
discipline 
on transit 
agencies to 
keep costs low 
and transit 
affordable.,, 

ride rs, 7 5 p e rce nt o f bus drivers signed a pet i­

ti o n to restore bus fares and the experiment 

ended after little more than a yea r. 22 Othe r 

Ame ri can cit ies that experime nted with free 

transit had simila r issues. ' 3 

A 2 0 11 survey of transit fares found that 

nea rly three doze n cities in the Un ited States 

o ffer free transit . J\JI of them were in small 

urban areas and most were e ithe r resort co m­

munities or unive rsity-domi na ted c ities. 24 De­

spite the fre e fa res, howeve r, transi t does no t 

play a dominant role in t he transpo rt ation sys­

tems of any of those c it ies o r towns. 

In D ece mbe r 20 19, the Kan sas City, 

Missou ri , cou ncil vo ted to make all transit in 

the a rea free. Coun cil membe rs reasoned rh ar 

fa res we re already so low that th ey brought 

in littl e more than 10 percent of th e bus sys­

tem's operating cos ts and the c ity promised to 

make up the S9 milli o n short fa ll. '' Thi s was 

a re markable dec ision , given the 30 percen r 

decl ine in bus ride rship the sys tem has expe ri ­

enced since 20 12. Vinal implementation of rhi s 

plan is st ill unde r co nsidera tio n by the Ka nsas 

C ity Area Transpo rtati o n Author ity. 

TRANSIT SPEEDS DECLINING 
Los Angeles Me t ro blames the loss of tran ­

sit ride rs o n slowing trans it speeds resulting 

from traffic cnnges tion .26 Th is leads transit 

advoca tes to a rgue th at transit buses dese rve 

the ir own lanes in order to b oos t speeds and 

inc rease ride rship.,-Thi s is ironi c, consideri ng 

that the increase in rraffi c congestio n in Los 

Ange les and many other regions is large lv due 

to po li c ies tha t devote mos t regional tran s­

po rtatio n do llars to building ra il t ra nsit lin es 

rathe r than improving roadway capacities. 

In fa c t , transit supporters a re open!:' ap ­

plauding projects t hat will increase traffic co n­

ges tion in the hope that it wi ll encourage so me 

auto use rs to ride trans it instead. "It's too easy 

to drive in this c ity," says Los Angeles Me tro 

head Philip \Xlas hington . To ge t people back 

o n the bus, he wants to "ac tually make d ri v­

ing harder" by co nve rting lanes on streets that 

are now open to all traffic into exclusive bus 

lanes. 28 Considering rh at rhe Los Angeles ur­

ban area is already o ne of the most co nges ted 

c iti es in the wo rl d, and tha t almost 90 percent 

of it s commu ters get to wo rk by automobile, 

it isn' t clear that adding additi onal conges ti on 

w ill change anyo ne's drivi ng hab its. 

Federa l Transit J\clmi ni strati nn dara offer 

some suppo rt for the claim that ri de rsh ip is af­

fec ted by transi t speeds. Average t ransit speeds 

ca n be roughl y calculated b:' dividing ve hi c le­

reve nue miles by veh icle- reve nue hours. By 
thi s meas ure, transit veh icles nationwide ave r­

aged 15. 08 miles pe r hour in 2 0 18, clown from 

15 . 16 miles pe r hour in 20 17 and 15-2.0 miles per 

hou r in 20 16. Los Angeles b us speeds averaged 

10 -4 mil es pe r hour in 20 18, clown from 10. 5 in 

2017 and 10.6 in 20 16.
29 

Using ride rsh ip and speed data go ing back 

to 1994, the co rrelation between Los Ange les 

J\.1e rro bus speeds and ridership is a respect<1bl e 

0.6 5. Usi ng dat ,1 go ing back ro 199 1 and count­

ing all t r<1n sir in the cou nr rv, the co rre lat ion 

is even higher, at 0-78. Of cou rse, co rrelnti on 

doesn't prove causation , and there may be other 

fr1cto rs at wo rk affecting bo th speeds and ri ck r­

sh ip . Moreove r, reduced speeds don't explain 

recent decl ines in rail ridersh ip , as tra ins nre 

gene rally no t subject to h igh\\'3\' conges tion. 

fn any case, rather than make conges ri on 

worse fo r n<rnbu s riders (the g rea r majority of 

people in eve ry Americ,1n citv not named New 

York) in o rde r to make ir betrer for buses, ir 

wou ld make more sense to fund programs th nt 

\1·otilcl re li eve congestion for everyone. Th is is 

espec ial!)' rrue becau se simply having ded icated 

bu s Innes doesn't mnke buses move much faster, 

ns mos r of rhe ir time is spe nr picki ng up and 

dropping off passengers. The 20 1S tL1t;1 l1ase re­

veals, fo r example, rhat supposedly "rap id bu, ­

es," many of wh ich use dedicated lanes, go an 

average of 10. 1 miles per hour, compared \\'irh 

12.0 mi !es pe r hou r fo r regula r buses. 30 

TRANSIT COMMUTING 
DECLINED IN 2018 

'fr ansit's decline is also 1-e\·ealcd in t he 

Ce nsus Rureau\American Communin·Survev, 



which is based on surveys of about 3-5 million 

households per year. The 20 18 survey revea led 

that the nation had 1.8 million more wo rkers 

in 2o r8 than in 20 17, ye t the number who took 

transit to work fell by 23,000. Nearly all of the 

decline was in bus trans it , which los t 58,000 

co mmuters, wh ile rail t ransit com muting g rew 

by 22,500. 31 Since 20 15, t he U nited Sta tes has 

ga ined 6.3 millio n workers, ye t transit los t 

146,000 commute rs.32 

Th is doesn't mean that cities a re better 

off building more rail transit, as many regions 

with rail transit saw overall declines in tran­

sit commuting. Some of the biggest decl ines 

in t ransit co mmuting took place in Baltimo re 

(-1 1,000 transit commute rs), Denver (-7,30 0), 

and San Diego (-7,500) . Trans it commut­

ing also declined in Atlanta, Boston, H ous­

ton, Minneapolis-S t . Paul, Nashville, 

O rlando, Phoenix, Po rtl and, Salt Lake C ity, 

San Francisco-Oakland , and St. Loui s33 All of 

these are urban areas that have opened up new 

rail transit lines in rece nt yea rs. 

This downward trend is a reve rsal of pre­

vio us yea rs , when the Ameri can Co mmuni ty 

Su rvey reported that the number of people 

commut ing by transit g rew, even if it didn't 

grow as fast as othe r methods of commuting. 

Ye t, even before 20 18, ove rall ri de rshi p was de­

clini ng because of a reductio n in nonwork trips . 

Now, both t ransit commuting and ride rship are 

moving in the same direct ion: downward. 

T he fall in trans it commuting meant tha t the 

share of worke rs commuting by t ransit also fell, 

and in 20 18 was just 4.9 percent. Transit is an 

impo rtant method o f commuting in only a few 

urban areas. W hile almos t a third of wo rkers in 

the Tew York urban area commute by t ransit , it 

ca rri es more than ro percent of wo rke rs in just 

six o ther major urban areas: Boston, Ch icago, 

Philadelphia, San fran cisco-OakJand , Seattle, 

and \ 'v'ash ingto n. (Concord, Cali fornia, is also 

on the list , but that is real ly a pa rt of the San 

Franc isco-Oakla nd urban area.)34 

In most of the rest of the country. tran­

sit borders on insignificance. Trans it carries 

less than 5 percent of workers in D enve r, Los 

Angeles , and San Jose; less than 4 pe rce nt in 

Atlanta , C leve land, and Salt Lake C ity; less than 

3 pe rcent in Austin, Charlotte , H ouston , San 

Di ego, and St . Louis; and less than 2 perce nt 

in D al las-ft . \Xforth, Detro it , Orlando, and 

Tampa-St. Petersburg. The number of people 

who wo rk at home was g reate r than the number 

of people who take trans it to work for the first 

time in 20 17, and tht: diffrrt:nce grnv in 20 18, 

with 5.3 percen t of wo rke rs wo rking at home. 

TRANSIT IN CREASI NGLY USED 
BY HIGH-INCOME PEOPLE 

One justifi ca ti on fur transit ~ul1sid ie~ is 

tha t they help low-i nco me people, but low­

in come peopl e a re dramati cal ly reduc ing 

the ir use o f t ransi t . One study of Los Ange les 

ride rship b lamed the dec lin e in bus ri de rship 

main ly on the in c rease in auto owne rship 

among low-in come wo rk e rs. Ji 

The Ameri can Co mmunity Survev con­

firm s that transi t use among low- incom t: wo rk­

ers is decl ining, wh il e transit 's major g rowth 

marke t is among high-in come "·orkers. The 

20 17 ~urve)' wa~ rh e fir ~t ro find rhat rh c me­

di an in co me of transit ride rs was higher than 

th e national median of all workers.i<, Thi s was 

true in urban areas all over the cou ntry, in clud­

ing Boston, Chi cago, Sa n franc isco-Oakla ncl, 

Seat tl e, and Wash ingto n. 

In 20 18, the median inco me of transit com­

mute rs rose to be higher than people who com­

mute by any other method , includi ng driv ing, 

walking, and cycling. Only people who worked 

a t home had highe r med ian incomes. 37 Aga in , 

thi s was true in many majo r urban areas. 

The su rvey furthe r revealed t hat people 

111 every inco me class below S25,000 a vea r 

a re dec reas ing the ir use of transit for ger­

ti ng to work and we re 6 pe rce nt less li ke lv to 

commute by tran sit in 20 18 than th ev we re in 

20 10 . Mea nwhile, people e.irning more than 

S65,00 0 a yea r were 7 percent more like !\' to 

co mm ute by transit in 20 18 than in 20 10. The 

fas test growth in transit co mmuting is .imo ng 

people who earn more t ha n S75,000 a vear. 

People earning above S75,000 are especia l!:-· 

di spropo rti o na tely like lv to ri de tran sit in 

9 

' 'The head 
of the Los 
Angeles 
J\1etro thinks 
. , 
1t s too easy 
to drive in 
the city and 
wants to make 
driving h;irder 
bv convertinu ., b 

cxisti ng street 
lanes into 
exclusive bus 

lanes.,, 
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' ' From 2010 to 
2018, people 
earning less 
than $ 25 ,000 

a year were 
6 percent 
less likely to 
commute 
by transit, 
while people 
earnmg 
more than 
$ 65 ,ooo were 
7 percent 
more likely to 
commute by 
transit.,, 

Bos ton , C hicago, N ew York, and SanJose. 38 

Transit subs id ies a re also supposed to help 

provide mob il ity for people who do n't have 

ca rs. But the America n Communi ty Su rvey 

reveals that mos t workers who do n't have cars 

do n't take transit to work. T he 2018 survey 

found that o nly 40 perce nt o f wo rke rs who li ve 

in ho u eho lds w it hout access to ca rs take tra n­

sit to wo rk. T n fac t , in many urban areas, in ­

clud ing Charlo tte, D allas-ft. \'{fo rth , D enve r, 

H ouston , Ind ianapoli s, K ansas C ity, M iami , 

Sac ramento, Salt Lake C ity, San Anto ni o, and 

Ta m pa-St. Pe te rsburg, mo re people who live 

in house holds without ca rs neve rth eless d ri ve 

alo ne to wo rk (poss ibly in e mploye r-supp lied 

vehicles) than take t ransit to wo rk . 

Stud ies show that low- inco me peop le 

a re rational to pre fe r d ri ving ove r transit. 

O ne study fo und that unsk illed people we re 

80 pe rcen t mo re likely to have a job and ea rned 

S1,100 mo re a mo nth if they had a car. In fact, 

the study found that owning a ca r was mo re 

helpful to gett ing and keep ing a job than ge t­

ti ng a high-sc hool-equivale nt dip lo ma.39 

As p rev iously noted , th is is because peopl e 

can reach fa r mo re jo bs and o th e r eco no mi c 

oppo rtuniti es with in a 20-min u te d rive th an 

t hey would with in a 60-minute trans it trip . 

Thi is w hy so m e no np rofi t gro ups now spe­

c iali ze in m ak ing low- inte res t loa ns to low­

inco me peop le to buy ca rs. Th e bo rrowe rs 

may have poo r c redit ra tings , but once thev 

own a car th ey o fo:n qu ick! ~, l1ncl a job and 

pay o ff t he ir loa ns. 40 

TRANSIT DOESN'T PROTECT 
THE ENVIRONMENT 

Anot her reason o ften used to jus ti fy subsi­

dies to transit is tha t it saves energy and reduces 

gree nhouse gas em iss io ns. Data in the 20 18 

Na tio nal Transi t Databa ·e reveal t ha t this is no 

lo nge r true (a nd has n't bee n fo r seve ral yea rs). 

The dara base indica tes how many gallons of 

di esel fu e l, gasoline, and o the r fu e ls are used by 

tra nsit age ncies, alo ng with the num ber of k il o­

wa tt-hours used by e lec tri cal I~· powered transit. 

T he convers io n o f gallons and k ilowatt-hours 

to common uni ts of energy is st raight fo r­

wa rd based on factors p rovided by the U.S. 

Department of EnergyY T n calculating electri­

ca l energy, I t ri pl ed the amount of energy used 

by t ransit. T his is to accou nt for t he ave rage 

ge ne rat ion and t ra nsmission losses measured 

by the D epa rtment of Energy, mean ing that it 

takes three l3 riti sh thermal uni ts (BTUs) offo~­

sil fuels o r o the r power sou rces to delive r one 

BT to elec tric customers. 40 

Based o n rh ese calcula ti ons, Ame ri ca n t ran­

si t systems used an average of slightly mo re than 

3,400 BTUs to move one passenge r o ne mile 

in 20 18. Th is nu mber has increa~ecl C\'e ry vear 

since 20 1..1, , m;1 inl~• because the average number 

o f people onboa rd t rans it ve hicles (calcu lated 

by divi d ing passenger miles by vehicle- reve nue 

miles) h;is dec lined hy ne;i rly 20 perce nt since 

20 1.4. T his happened because the t ra nsit rider­

ship decl ined but trn ns it age ncies didn't propor­

tio natelv reduce the ir tra nsit se rvice. 

By co mpa riso n , th e mos t rece nt cl;ita ava il­

;i ble in d ica te tha t t he ave rage ca r uses onl:, 

abou t 2,900 BT Us pe r 1nsse nger mile, while 

th e ave rage light truck (SUVs, pickups, full­

sized va ns) uses 3,400 .4 .l Mo rem-er, both ot 

t hese numbe rs arc decli ning. Tt·a ns ir bega n u~­

ing mo re BT Us pe r passe nge r mile tha n the av­

ernge ca r in 2008, and it is po ised to use more 

than the average light t ruck bv 20 19. Pe rsonal 

d ri ving in rhc United States is almost equallv 

sha red bv cars and light trucks, sot ransir's per 

passenger-mile energy co nsumption is greater 

tha n the ave rage of all auto mobile~, \\'h ich i, 

abou t 3,200 BTUs per passe nge r m ile. 

As shown in Table 2, the re~ult s are e\'e11 

wo rse fo r transit on an urban-area basis. Among 

the nati on's 100 la rges t urban ;ireas, tra nsit i, 

mo re enert,,Y efficient tha n ca r~ onl:,; in 1e\\' 

Yo rk, San Fra ncisco-Oakland , and H onolulu, 

and mn re cnvrsry l-lli,·ivnt than light tr uck, 

in Lhosc reg io ns, plu~ r\rlanta a11cl PurLland . 

Count ing all 488 urban areas, transit is more 

energy effic ien t than the average car in ju, r -I ot 

them, and mo re energy effic ient th :111 the aver­

age t ruck in jus t 12 ot the m. Tn ma1w urban ar­

ea,, inclucli ng Dallas- Ft . \'\1orrh , 1 nclianapnli~. 

Kama, Ci~·, San Antonio, and Sacramento, 



transit uses twice as much e nergy per passenge r 

mile than the average car. 

Calculations of greenhouse gas emissions 

per gallon of fuel are also straightforward, as 

based on standard conversion measures. Emis­

sions per kilowatt-hour depend on the sources 

of electrical power. Power producers in difkr­

ent states use different combinat ions of fossil 

fuels and other fuels to generate electric ity, re­

sulting in difforent outputs o f greenhouse gas­

es per megawatt. To account for this, I app lied 

U. S. Energy Information Agency est imates of 

the pounds of carbon dioxide per megawatt­

hour for the elec tricity generated in each state 

to transit age ncies based on the locations of 

their headquarters. 44 

Based on these calculations, transit natio n­

wide does sligh tly bette r than the average car 

in greenhouse gas emiss ions. In 20 18, transit 

e mitted an average of about 198 grams of car­

bon dioxide per passenger mile, compared with 

209 for the ave rage ca r and 253 for the average 

light truck. H oweve r, transit numbers are heav­

ily weighted by the New York urban area, where 

44 percent of transit ridersh ip takes place. Ac­

cord ing t0 the Department of Energy, electric­

ity generated in New York State emits less than 

half the national average of carbon dioxide per 

k ilowatt-hour, so New York transit 's green­

house gas emissions are unusually lo,\'. 

On an urban-area basi s, transit 's green­

house gas emiss io ns are almost as bad as its 

e nergy consumption. Tran sit emits mo re 

greenhouse gases per passenge r mile th an the 

average auromobile in 93 of the 100 larges t 

urban areas and more than the average light 

truck in 90 of those urban areas. Transit is 

more greenhouse gas friendl y than cars in just 

8 of the nation's 488 urban areas, and mo re 

than light trucks in just 14. 

These numbers cou nt only the operating 

cos ts of energy and greenhouse gas emissio ns 

and are not a complete life-cycle analys is. 

Operationally, for example, rail transit is ofte n 

mon.: en ergy efficient and produces less green­

house gasse than buses or automobiles. But a 

full life-cycle analys is would produce very dif­

ferent resu lts. One such analys is found that 

the full life-cycle energy and g reenhouse gas 

emissions from auros was 63 percent g reater 
than the operational cos ts, but for rail tran sit 

it was 155 perce nt grea ter. -l> 

Constructio n of both rail and roads uses 

la rge amou nts of energy and ge ne rates large 

amounts of greenhouse gases. But over their 

lifespa ns, urban highways ca rry far more pas­

senger miles than typical rail transit lines, so 

the energy cost pe r passenger mile of ra il tran­

sit e nds up being higher. 

f o r example, the environm ental impact 

statement for the fnt erstate light-rail line in 

Portland estimated that the energy cost of 

construction woul d be 170 times th e projec ted 

annual ene rgy savings fro m opernt io n.-l 6 Sin ce 

ri dership o n th at line is we ll sho rt of expcc t;i­

tions, the actual payback period will be eve n 

longe r:17 Even if the payback period were 

much shorter, since rail lines need recom rruc­

ti on eve ry 30 or so yea rs, which requires nearly 

as much energy as the original const ru ction , 

the annual savings will neve r rer;iy the cost of 

construction and reco nstructio n. 

TRANSIT SPENDING MAY 
SLOW URBAN GROWT H 

Tran si t advocates ofte n cla im th.it transi t 

st imulates urban development. But compa r­

ing transit capital spending with urb.in-area 

growth rates reveals th at such stimulants are, 

at best, a zero-sum game. At most, all transit 

docs is influence the lowtion of new cle"elop­

menr , not the amo11111 . J\ lo reove r, recent cl;ita 

indi ca te that urban are.is that spend t he most 

on transit improvements g ro\\' slo\\'er than 

ones that spend less. 

Transit supporters often claim that the 

opening of new rail lines is frequently follo\\'ed 

by billions of doll ars of urban redevelopme nt. 

\ 'v'ha t th ey negl ect to mention is that the rede­

velopment is often suppo rted by subsidies of 

it s own, such as tax- incn.: ment fin .inc ing, '.->ales 

of prope rties for less th an marker value, and 

direc t gr.i n ts tO developers. 

f or example, the city of Porrl.ind has or i­

en ted all of its urban- renewal cli~tricrs arou nd 

'' 
11 

The average 
car 1s more 
energy 
efficient 
than transit 
in .+84 out of 
488 urban 
areas. 
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Table 2 

The average Transit, energy, and greenhouse gas emissions 

car emits 
fewer New York 2.341 94 

greenhouse Los Angeles 4,218 287 

gases per Chicago 3,395 197 

passenger mile Miami 4,854 324 

than transit 
Philadelphia 4,1\35 2JO 

in 478 out of 
Dallas-Ft. Worth 6,482 441 

Houston 4,066 290 
488 urban 

Washington 4,459 277 

areas.,, Atlanta 3,172 204 

Boston 3,477 202 

Detro it 4,601 326 

Phoenix 5 ,296 389 

San Francisco-Oakland 2,616 11.5 

Seattle 4,101 280 

San Diego 3,648 240 

Minneapolis-St. Paul 4,479 300 

Tampa- St. Petersburg 5,601 417 

Denver-Boulder-Longmont 4 ,027 279 

Baltimore 4,425 269 

St. Louis 5,062 378 

San Juan 4,483 311; 

Riverside-San Bernardino 7,231 581 

Las Vegas 4,274 341 

Portland 3,270 159 

Cleveland 5,821 417 

San Anton io 6,013 466 

Pittsburgh 5,242 341 

Sacramento 6,642 392 

San Jose 4,531 2E-'l 

Cincinnati 5,399 394 

Kansas City n.895 5?3 

Orlando 5,000 370 

Ind ianapolis 6,844 500 

Virginia Beach 6,032 419 

Milwaukee 5,329 389 

Columbus 7,309 565 

Austin 5,J03 373 



Charlotte 4,687 305 

Providence 4,746 347 

Jacksonville 6,514 488 

Memphis 6,811 495 

Salt Lake-Ogden-Provo 4,011 293 

Louisville 5,101 372 

Nashville 5,472 396 

Richmond 4,397 34'1 

Buffalo 4,875 309 

Hartford 4,958 363 

Bridgeport 5,671 413 

New Orleans 6,598 458 

Rale igh 6,156 443 

Oklahoma City 5,971 449 

Tucson 5,293 383 

El Paso 4,714 390 

Honolulu 2,746 200 

Birmingham 6,944 566 

Albuquerque 5,793 428 

McAllen 4,631 335 

Omaha 10,093 743 

Dayton 4,957 356 

Rochester NY 4,471 326 

Allentown 6,068 452 

Tulsa 6,466 515 

Average All Transit 3,437 198 

Average Car 2 ,890 205 

Average Light Truck 3 ,389 241 

Sources: BTUs [British thermal units] per passenger mile are calculated from the number of gallons and kilowatt ­

hours of fuel. as reported in "2018 National Transit Database ·· Federal Trans it Ad ministration , 

https • //www .Ira nsit .dot.gov/sites/fta .dot gov/files/F unding%20Sources_2 . xlsm 

Note: Urban areas are ordered by population rank . from largest to smallest 

its rail transit lines and, to subsidi ze develop­

ment alo ng those rai l li nes, it has issued nearly 

S1.8 billi o n in bo nds to be repaid out of ULx­

increment revenues. 48 That 's far from the 

o nly subsidy o ffe red to developers: Portland's 

regional planning agency, Metro, rece ntl y so ld 

land app ra ised at S6-4 million fo r just S 1,000 

to a developer because the land was next to a 

light-rail s tati on_-1 9 

Vall ey Metro, Phoenix's t ra nsit agency, 

claims that it s light-rail line has stimu lated 

S11 billio n worth of new development. But a 

careful rev iew of the li s t of developme nts sup­

posedly stimulated by the rail line revea led 

that at least a third rece ived government sub­

sidies and most of the rest were govern ment 

buildings. The light rail connecrs downro\\'n 

P hoenix with the l'nive rsity of Arizona, and 

Vallev Metro claimed that every new uni­

ve rsity building and every new clownrO\rn 

I ' _) 

'' At best, 
transit lines 
may influence 
the location 
of new 
developments, 
but don't 
increase urba n 
growth and 
so generate 
no new taxes 
that might 
help pay for 
the tra nsit 

lines.,, 



''c . rowmgauto 
ownership 
seems to be 
the mai n 
factor behind 
recent 
declines 
in transit 
ridership.,, 

government office building were the result 

of light rail. The supposedly transit-orie nted 

developments included 70,000 pa rking spac­

es, an automobile dealership, and several gas 

station s. 50 

Cities often follow rail construction with 

rezoning that favors redevelopment. In fact, 

o ne of the factors for rating federal tran sit 

cap ital improve ment gran ts is the support 

that cities will provide fo r so-called transit­

oriented developments. 5' The f<TA and o the r 

age ncies have written enti re books on how 

c ities can subsidize and ince nt ivi ze transit­

suppo rti ve development .P 

Transit advoca tes argue that the taxes ge n­

e ra ted by new development wi ll help pav for 

th t: rail lint:s. J\t bt:st , howeve r, rail lines influ­

e nce the location of development within a re­

g io n but no t the region's overall growth ra te, 

so no new taxes are generated. 

Tu as\ess the e ffects of transit capital 

improve ments on urban growth, I co mpared 

per capita cap ital expenditures in the 1990s 

(start ing in 1992, the earliest yea r fo r which 

data are available) with populat ion g rowt h 

from 2000 to 2009, and pe r capita cap ital 

expenditures of that decade with population 

growth in the 20 10s (th rough 20 18). I m ade thi s 

compari so n for the natio n's 50 largest urban 

areas. Since some transit agenc ies serve multi ­

ple urban areas , I combined census data for the 

Boulder, D enver, and Longmo nt urban areas of 

Colo rado and the Ogden , Provo, and Salt Lake 

C ity urban areas of Utah . Per capita cap ital 

expenditures in these urban areas ranged fro m 

unde r S20 0 per year in Indianapoli s, Kan sas 

C ity, and Tampa-St. Petersbu rg to well over 

S2,000 a year in New York, S:rn Franc isco­

Oakland, and Sea ttl e. 

The co rrela tions between cap ital improve­

ments in one decade with popu lation growth 

in the nex t we re weak to no nexistent . Acor­

relation of, or - 1 is perfect; a corre lation of 

less than 0 .15 is no better than random.'3The 

stronges t co rre latio n was betwee n cap ital 

spe nding in the 1990s with population growth 

fr o m 2000 to 200 9 , at - 0.3 1, meaning th::it 

more spending co rrel ated with slo~c•er growth . 

The co rrela ti o n between capital spending 

from 2000 to 2009 with popul ati o n growth 

in the 201 o s was o. 13. The cor re lat io n be­

twee n spend ing in the 1990s w ith population 

growth in the 20 10s was zero. Thus, spend­

ing more o n tran sit doesn' t boost grow th and 

may eve n reduce it. 

WHY IS RIDERSHI P DECLI NIN G? 
M.iny rea sons h.ive bt:en offered to expbi n 

the steady decline in transit ride rsh ip over 

the past seve ral yea rs. These include tran sit 's 

dilapidated infrastruc ture, curs in t ransit ser­

vice , slowe r tran sit speeds, growing ca r owner­

sh ip, and the growth of ride-hailing serv ices. 

All of th ese prohablv contribute in some wm·s, 

but o ne reaso n that has rarely been mentioned 

is probahl:• more im porta nt than most of the 

others: th e decline in the importa11ce of do\\'11 -

town job ce nte rs. 

D ilapi d ated infrastructu re 

As previous ly noted, the fTf\ es tima res that 

th e transit indu stry has about a S1 00 billi o n 

state-of-good- repair back log, and 111o~t ui' 

this is in th e half-dozen cit ies wit h rail tran ­

sit syste ms that a re more than +o yea rs old: 

Bosto n, Ch icago, New Yo rk , P hilaclelph ia, San 

fran c isco-Oak lancl, and \Vash ington. These 

system, suffer frequent :icc idents ancl clcL1: ·~. 

and this unrel iabilin· h:is d iscouraged tran sit 

ri dersh ip. W1hil e thi s helps explain ri de rsh ip 

declines in those reg io ns, it doesn't exp la in 

wh:• ridershi p is declining in c iti e, with newer 

rail S_\'Stem\ o r bus-o nly sys tems. 

Tra nsit service 

Some writers have a rgued that trans it ri de r­

sh ip is dependent on the leve l o f se rvice: mo re 

service means more ridership, so decl in es in 

ridership must be due to declining sen· ice.' 1 

Th is mav have been true at one time, but the 

re lationship bet\\'een serv ice and ridership ap­

pear, to ha ve broken clown. Between 20 1-1 ancl 

20 1 C), W'a,h i ngton increased service (measu red 

in vchicle-rc\·enue mil es) b_\· 10 perce nt but 

lost 12 pe rcent of its riders; Atlanta in creased 



serv ice by 13 percent but lost 12 percent of its 

riders; Phoenix increased se rvice by 22 percent 

bu t lost 9 percent of its riders. In fact, between 

20 14 and 2019, 30 out of the top 50 urban areas 

increased service but lost trans it ri ders. 55 Toe 

on ly is decreasing service not a primary reason 

for ridership declines, but spending money to 

increase service may sim ply be throwing good 

money after bad. 

Slow speeds 

T he efforts by some transit agencies to 

blame declining tran sit use o n slower speeds 

has a lready been mentioned . Wh ile chis may 

be a problem in some areas, nationally it 

does n't explain the decline in ridership. Be­

tween 2017 and 20 18, the average speeds of 

co nven tio nal bus se rvice and light rail both 

increased, yet both lost ri ders. 

Growing auto ownership 

As previously noted, a study in Southern 

Ca li fornia concluded tha t inc reasing auto 

ownership amo ng low-i ncome \vorkers was a 

pr imary factor- if not the main reason-for 

decl ini ng ridership. Natio nwide, the percent­

age of worke rs who live in households with 

no ca rs decl ined from 4.5 percent in 2014 to 

4.3 percent in 20 18. While that may seem 

small, when less than 5 percent of urban travel 

is by tra nsit and 90 percent is by auto, a slight 

inc rease in auto ownersh ip can translate into 

a relatively large decline in transit ridersh ip. 

The significan t decline in transit commut­

ing among low-income people reported by 

the American Communi ty Survey suggests 

tha t much of the inc rease in auto ownership 

is among such people. While this should be 

see n as a pos i rive benefit of increasing \\·cal th , 

tra nsit agencies see it as an incurs ion into what 

they cons ider their capt ive custome rs. 

Ride hailing 

Ride hailing, using such services as Uber 

and Lyft , began to grow in 20 14, about the 

same time that transit ridership began to de­

cline. Most ride hailing isn't work-related, 

bu t ride hailing can explain why transit 

commuting is declining while commuting by 

taxi (which is where ride hailing would appear 

in the Ame ri can Community Survey) grew 

much more in 2018 than transit commuting 

declined. However, this doesn't explain why 

a few urban areas-most notably Seattle, but 

also Columbus, Oklahoma Ciry, and a few 

others-seem to be exempt from the decline 

in transit ridership caki ng place almost eve rv­

where else. The other event that happened 

after 2014 was a large drop in gasoline prices­

prices in so me areas fell by nearly 50 percent­

which sugges ts chat increased auco ownership 

and auto driving may be more responsible for 

transit decli ne than ride hailing.;6 

Downtown jobs 

Many people think that transit ridership 

depends o n population densities, but the most 

important factor is the number of downtown 

jobs. This is because most transit systems rri­

marily have hub-and-spoke routes centered on 

downtown, so mos t urban residents can ge t tO 

a downtown job in one transit ride, while get­

t ing to a job somewhe re else usualk requires 

rwo or more transit rides. 

Demographer \'(/en dell Cox used 201 o 

census data to calculate the number of jobs in 

each of the downtowns in 52 major urban ar­

eas, using consistent cr iteria to define down­

towns based on job densities in each census 

tract.'- Us ing his numbers, the correlation 

between 20 10 per capita transit ridership and 

downtown jobs in those 52 urban areas is 0 .87, 

a strong positive cor relat ion . for comparison , 

th e correlation between per capita tran sit rid­

ership and population densities in those same 

urban areas is 0.54, which is fair!~· high but no­

where near as high as that of downtown jobs.'~ 

Cox hasn't done a more recent anah-sis, 

but he did a similar calculation usinµ. 2000 

census data, which can give us some sense of 

trends ove r time . His data indicate that the 

number of downtown jobs fell betll'een 2000 

and 20 10 in 29 of the 47 urban areas rhar we re 

on both lists. During that time , New York 

gained nearly a quarter of a million down­

town jobs, while the other 46 downtowns 

''The 
correlation 
between 
downtown 
jobs and 
trc1nsit 
ridersh ip 
is much 
stro nger than 
that between 
population 
density and 
ride rship., , 



16 

'' Uber and Lyft 
users in south 
Manhattan 
pay more per 
trip in taxes 
to support 
the subway 
system than 
subway riders 
themselves. , , 

collec tive ly los t 100,000 jobs.59 

Eve n in downtown urba n areas whe re the 

numbe r of jobs g rew, they d id n't grow as fast 

as in the res t of those areas. In eve ry urban 

a rea that is o n bo th of Cox's li st s, t he dow n­

tow ns' sh are of jobs decl ined be twee n 2000 

and 20 10.
60 Th is is a cont inuatio n of t re nds 

since 19 20, afte r whi ch the trend toward land­

inte nsive moving asse m bly lin es led down­

town facto ri es to move to suburban a reas 

whe re land was less expe nsive. No t coinc ide n­

ta lly, pe r cap ita t ra nsit usage peaked in 1920 at 

287 trips pe r u rban reside nt (co m pared wit h 

37 trips today). Downtow ns' clec lini ng impo r­

tance as regio nal job centers helps expla in why 

tran sit is decl ining in so many areas. 

As o f 20 10, o nly s ix urba n areas-Bosto n, 

C hicago, Tew Yo rk, Philadelphia, Sa n 

Franc isco, and \X'ashington- had mo re than 

240,000 down town jobs, and those six we re 

a lso the o nly urban a reas whe re transi t car­

ri ed more than 10 pe rce nt of comm uters to 

wo rk . Sea ttl e s tands o ut as the urba n a rea 

wh ose transit ride rship is growing the fas tes t 

whe n mos t o the rs are decl ining, and that is 

because Sea ttl e's clown town job numbe rs have 

bee n rapi dly growing and rece ntl y reached the 

24 0 ,000 th res ho ld. 

Acco rd ing to the Downtown Sea t tle 

Assoc iatio n, t he numhe r of johs in downto\\' n 

Sea ttl e g rew fro m 2 19,325 in 20 10 to 3 13,589 

in 20 18, a 4 3 pe rce nt inc rease. Alo ng the way, 

th <: numbn o f downtown jobs ti rst exc<:eckcl 

240,000 in 20 13, and no t co inc identall y 20 13 

was th e fir st year in w hich the Ame ri ca n 

Communi t:,, Su rvey reported that more t ha n 

10 pe rce nt of Seattl e-a rea wo rke rs co mm ut­

ed by t ra nsi t. 61 Dow ntow n Sea ttl e now has 

4 8 p e rcent of all the jobs in the c ity of Sea ttl e, 

a highe r pe rcen tage than any othe r major c ity 

in A me rica-eve n Lowe r Manhattan has less 

than 45 perce nt o f th e jobs in 1ew York Citv6' 
W hile all of these facto rs may have con­

tributed to dec lin ing transit ride rshi p in at 

leas t some urban areas, it seems likely that re­

duc ti o ns in the numbe r of do wn tow n jobs and 

the inc rease of ri de ha il ing se rvices are the two 

mos t importan t causes of decl ining t rans it 

ridership. Both of these issues are large ly be­

yoncl the control of trans it agencies. 

POLICY RESPONSES 
Some c it ies are tax ing ride-hailing tr ip~, 

based on the questionable cla im that r ide hail­

ing is increas ing trnllic co ng<:stion. Chn and 

Lyfr users in south J\ !anha trnn pay mo re per 

tr ip in taxes to support the subway system than 

subway ride rs t hemselves: sta rti ng in 20 18, 

t he tax on ride hailing is S2.75 per ride, com­

pa red with average 2018 su b,1·av fares of S 1. 33 

pe r trip. 1
' 3 (Average fores a re generallv lower 

t ha n pub lished fa res due to month!:' passes 

and d iscounts for seniors, students, and oth­

ers.) Starting in 2020, ride hail ers in C hi cago 

\\'ill pay a S1.25 tax and for those in dom1ro\\'n 

Ch icago the tax will be S3; t he average fa re col­

leered bv the Ch icago Transit Author ity b uses 

and trai ns was S 1. 27 in 20 18. 64 

fn fact, rid e hai ling is no t a significa n t l:0n­

tr ibutor to co ngestion. The claim that it does 

contribute to congestion is b:1sed on a 2 0 18 

repo rt by t ransit ad"oca te Bruce Schal ler, 

who found tha t ri de-hai ling operators d rive 

2.8 miles fo r eve rv mile they actually ca rr v 

a passenge r. ''' This led some repor te rs co 

conclude that Ul,er and Lvft increas<: traflic 

18 0 percen t in major cities. 66 fn fact , rhe tr;if­

fiL- 1ncrl'a,l', from ride hai ling arc nl'g ligil ,le. 

fa·en pro-tra nsit CityT,ab admits that conges­

t io n is not l ·ber and Lvft's fotdt. 1
'-

Schaller also estimated t hat ride hai ling 

in nin e majo r urban areas (Boston, Ch icago, 

Los A ngeles, J\ l iami, Tew York, Philadelphia. 

Sa n f-r anc isco-Oaklancl, Seatrle, and 

\v'ashington) grew by 5 7 billion ve hi cle 

miles in 20 17_ r, S But according to the r-ederal 

High\\'a)' Administratio n , people clro\'e 

1.4 trillion vehicle miles in those urban areas 

in 2016. and the number dec lineci slightlv in 

20, - , so -i-- b illion isn't much of a cont ribu­

tor ro congestion. <"> This is especially tr ue as 

sur,·e:'' indicate that most ride h:1iling takes 

place during non-rush-hou r per iocl,.-o 

The claim that ride h;1il ing increases con­

ges ti on is me relv an excuse to tax it and to 



pu ni sh a competitor to transit. If tra nsit were 

private, cities would be much less defensive 

of it . 

Ci ties and transit agencies also have few 

tools to increase downtown jobs. Besides the 

seven previously noted urban areas, no other 

city is close to having 240,000 downtown jobs. 

The closest, Atlanta, had less than 175,000 

jobs in 2010. 

Seattl e benefitted from Am azon's and 

Microsoft's decisions to locate te ns of thou­

sa nds of new jobs in downtown Sea ttl e rathe r 

than the subu rbs, where the co mpan ies were 

founded and headquartered . Th is decision 

may have been influenced by Seattle's urban­

growth boundary, which has made land in the 

suburbs much more expensive than it would 

be with out the bou ndary, thus mak ing the 

dow ntown relatively more attrac ti ve . 

\'(!hile eattle's growth-management poli­

c ies may have contributed to the increase in 

transit ri de rship, they have come with severe 

costs. \ X/he n measureJ liy hou rs los t in traffic 

co ngest ion , Sea ttle-the nation's 15th-largest 

u rban area- is now the third-mos t congested 

urban area in the Uni ted States.7 ' Seattle also 

we nt from being o ne of the mos t affordable 

housing markets in the country in 1985, when 

Ki ng County first drew an urban-growth 

bou ndary, to o ne o f the leas t-affo rdable ho us­

ing markets today.7 2 

C iti es and transit agencies are also actively 

seeking to increase urban de nsit ies, especially 

along transit corridors, by subsid izing high­

de nsity developme nt alo ng those corridors 

and , in many cases, del ibera te ly c rea ting arti­

ficial sho rtages of low-density housing. But 

surveys show that mos t people living in such 

developments drive almos t as much as people 

living e lsewhe re in the same urban areas, o 

this strategy has been a failure. Beyond that, 

this strategy violates people's freedom to 

choose the kind of housing they prefer. 

As previously noted, anothe r transit agency 

tact ic is to persuade ci ti es to convert general 

purpost.: traffic lant.:s to Jt.:Jicatt.:J l,m lant.:s. 

This simultaneously speeds buses and penal­

izes auto drivers. Advocates claim that every 

bu s deserves its own lane.73 This, however, is 

based on the assumption that buses are some­

how more environmentally sound that autos, 

when in fac t buses use far more energy and 

emit far more gree nhouse gases per passen­

ger mile than autos. The reality is that, even 

with conges tion, automobiles are faster and 

more conven ient than transit, so policies rhat 

increase congestion just waste people's rime 

without significantly changing travel habits. 

A REALISTIC LOOK AT 
TRANSIT'S FUTURE 

The recent declines in trans it ridership 

are a conti nu ation of trends that begnn be­

fore 1920: the most important of these are the 

increasing levels of auto ownership and the 

migra tio n of jobs and people to th e subu rbs. 

Even ride hailing is just a 21st-century vers ion 

of the jitneys that threatened st reetcar co m­

panies in the mid-1 9 1os."-l Seatt le's experie nce 

notwithstanding, all of these trends nppear ro 

be irrevers ible in the lo ng run . 

The main reasons that have been given for 

subsidizing t ransit-providing transit to lower­

income people, reduci ng environmental costs, 

and relieving congestion-are obsolete: 

• Large numbers of low-i ncome people 

no longer rely on transit, and, in fact, 

increasing auto ownership has helped 

lift many people our of poverty because 

automobil es provide them with acce~s 

to far more jobs and other econom ic 

opportunities than transit does. 

• In all but a handful of urbnn areas, transit 

consumes more resources and docs more 

harm to the environment than driving. 

• Outside of New York and perhaps a 

half-dozen other urban areas, transit 

dot.:~ little to relie ve traffi c cunges­

tion and mav even increase it because 

dedicated transit lanes and railcars that 

frequently delay vehicles at g rade cross­

ings do more ro increase congestion 

than to reduce it. 

• Even if transit could achie,·e anl' of it s 

''s· G 1nce 19 5, 
total subsidi es 
to trnnsit have 
exceeded $ 1 -4 
trillion , of 
whi ch at least 
a third has 
come from 
the federal 
uovcrn ­o 
mcn t. ,, 
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Transit 
agencies 
should stop 
building new 
rail lines and , 
outside of 
New York, 
should replace 
rails with 
buses as the 
rails wear 

out.,, 

high-minded goals, throwing money at 

transit has failed to get peopl e out of 

their cars. The number of transit trips 

taken by the average urban resident 

has declined from 62 in 1964, the yea r 

Congress started extending federal sub­

sidies to transit , to 36 trips in 20 19.7i 

federal subsidies to transit are espec ially 

ques ti o nable because most transit agencies 

do not engage in interstate com merce. When 

Congress passed a law in 1958 making it easie r 

for railroads to cancel intercity passenger trains 

that c ross state lines, several railroads pro­

posed to also cancel commuter tra ins. This led 

Congress to pass the Urban Mass Transit Act of 

r964, wh ich offered federal funds tu help state~ 

keep such trains operating. At the time, the 

justification for this was that some of the com­

mute r trains se rving Boston, Chicago, New 

York, and Philadelphia crossed state lines. But 

Congress extended its funding offe r to any sta te 

o r local government that operated transit se r­

vices. In 1964, most transit was private and the 

industry as a whole was profita lile , but within 

a decade it was al most enti rely taken over by 

state or local governments and had become 

highly unprofitable. Today, the vast majo rity o f 

federal dollars al loca red for transit go to transit 

agenc ies that do nor cross scare lines. 

Since 1965, federal, state, and local gov­

ern ments have spe nt close to S900 billion (in 

2018 dollars) subsidizing transit operations, 

more th an S roo billion of which has come 

from the federa l government. Early records 

of capital spending are incomplete, bur since 

1988 the fed e ral government has provided 

more th an S350 billion (in 20 18 dollars) in 

capi tal subsidies to transit, out ofS45 0 billion 

spent by the transit industry. Total subsidies 

have t herefore been well over S1-4 trillion, of 

which at leas t a third has co me from rhe feel-

! 
,6 

era government. 

Transit will clearly remain important in the 

New York metropolitan area. The question is: 

How will the region pay for ir)The Metropolitan 

Transportat ion Au thority's (MTA) long-term 

debt is more than S43 billion_;; Its maintenance 

backlog is S60 billion. 78 Tes unfunded health 

care li ab ility is more than $20 billion.;9 Despite 

not having funds to close these gaps, the agency 

is planning to spend S13 billion extending the 

Second Ave nue Subway another six miles ar 

a cost of S2.2 billion per mile. As then MT A 

vice president Da\'e Henley admitted in 2009, 

"There wil l never be 'enough monev"' to put the 

system in a scare of good repair.80 

Bevon cl New York City, New JersevTransir 

need s S29 bill ion for th e Gatewav project 

that would rebuild centu ry-old runnels un­

der the Hudso n Ri ve r and bridges near those 

runnels. New J e rsey's congress iona l de lega­

tion would like the fede ral government to 

pay half of thi s cost and to loan the sta res th e 

other half, with no revenue source in sight to 

repay th e loan-a plan that is opposed by t he 

Trump aclministration. 8 ' Even if the federal 

gove rnm en t ultim ately provides some fund ­

ing, it doesn't seem likely that enough mon ey 

w ill be eve r found to co mpletely restore th e 

reg io n\ transit system~. 

rew Yci rk C ity's dens iti es canno t be sup­

ported without transit, pa rticul arlv the sub­

way syste m . Buses running o n the c ity's su r·face 

stree ts simpl~, cannot move as many people ;1s 

10-ca r subway tra ins that run up to 30 times 

per hour. Un less Ne\1· York fin ds ;1 way to tllnd 

its transit, it may have to accept lower popllla­

tion and job densities and a wholesale mo ve­

ment o f residences ;md o ffice s to the suburl, s. 

Outside of New Yo rk , bu ses ca n replace 

most rail lines in the country and ac tu:illv 

move more people per hour in the s:1111c 

amount of real estate. Thi s is because, for 

safe ty reaso ns , rail lines c;in typicallv move 

no more than 20 railcars or trains p<.:r hour in 

mixed tralhc (such as streetcars or light ra il) 

and no more than 30 pe r hour in cledicatecl 

rights of \1',l\' (such as suhw;iv~) , " ·hil e a single 

bus lane can eas il v move hundreds of buses per 

hour. f or example , Istanbul h;is an exc lu si\·e 

busway that moves more than 25 0 buses per 

hour, despite each bus stopping at 33 stat ions 

en route. \Vhile each bus has a lower cap:ic itv 

than a train, the increased number of vehicles 

per hour means the Istanbul J\ letrobus ha s an 



es timated capacity of 30,000 people an hour­

more than almos t any rai l line in the United 

States ou ts ide of New York C ity 82 

Transi t agencies should do several things 

in response to ridership decli nes. First , they 

should stop planning and building new rail tran­

sit lines. Buses can move more people per hou r 

than most trains, at a far lower cost, and no city 

outs ide of New Yo rk has the job concentrations 

that would require a subway sys tem.83 

Seco nd, as exis ting rail lines wea r out, t ran­

sit age ncies should replace them wi th buses. 

T his wo uld save billio ns o f do llars in capi tal 

replacement cos ts. 

To save money operat ing those buses, t ran­

sit agencies could contrac t out alJ bus oper­

ations to p rivate companies . Seve ral companies, 

including f-irst 'fransi t and Veolia, compete fo r 

such business, giving the m incentives to keep 

their cos ts low. By Colo rado sta te law, D enve r's 

Regional Transit Distric t (RTD) mu st cont rac t 

ou t half of all of its bus services. The contrac­

to rs are unioni zed and pay taxes that RTD is 

exempted fro m. T he cont rac ted half o f the ser­

vice costs taxpaye rs just 52 percent as much, pe r 

vehicle reve nue mile, as the half that is operat­

ed by RT D.84 Contrac ting out t ransit se rvices 

in the seven urban areas where transit carries 

more than 10 pe rcent o f commuters could save 

taxpaye rs close to $4 b ill ion a yea r. 

An eve n bette r so luti on would be to priva­

ti ze transit. Th is would result in the conce n­

tratio n of transit se rvices in de nse citi es and 

near job ce nters, where people use it the most, 

but the reduc tio n or eliminatio n o f se rvices 

in low-de nsity suburbs, whe re relative ly few 

people rely on t ransit . 

A number of priva te co mpani es, includ­

ing Bridj and Chario t , have attempted to en­

ter U.S. t ransi t marke ts but we re unable to 

co mpete agai nst heavily subs id ized publ ic 

t ransit sys tems.8' In San francisco, San Jose, 

and Seattle, major employers such as Apple , 

Google, and M icrosoft provide private t ran­

sit for the ir employees, which indicates that 

public transit systems in those regions aren't 

working ve ry well. 86 Privat ization would lead 

to t rans it go ing where people need it, not 

where polit ic ians want it. 

Congress should start by abolishing the 

transit cap ital improvement grant (New 

Starts) program , which encourages tra nsit 

age ncies to waste money build ing expensive, 

and gene rally obsolete, infrastructure that 

they won't be able to afford to maintain. The 

one stra tegy that tra nsit agencies have suc­

cessfully used to increase ridership is to rede­

sign their bus systems, something that can't be 

eas ily clo ne wi t h fi xed-ra il systems . T his lim i­

tati on alo ne is a strong argument against new 

rai l construction. 

Nex t, Co ngress shou ld phase out o the r 

federal subs id ies to transit and encl federal 

subsidies to highways. The Highway Tru,t 

f und was o ri ginally created to collect funds 

fro m highway users and spe nd t hose funds on 

highways. As such, it was at least a weakly ef­

fec t ive mimic of marke ts. Since 1982 , howeve r, 

Congress has increas ingly d iverted a sha re of 

the funds to transit and supplemented both 

highway and transit fu nds wi th general fu nds. 

In the long run , there is probably no need fo r 

the federa l government to be involved with 

highways o r transit. In the short run, Congress 

ca n at least e nsure tha t funds collected by the 

fede ral gove rn ment from highwav users-and 

no o the r fu nds-go to highwavs. 

A centu ry ago, trans it was a viral pa rt of 

American urba n economies. At least outs ide 

o f New Yo rk City, that is no longe r true. It's 

t ime to stop wasting S54 billion a year pre­

tending tha t it is. 

'' Congress 
shou ld 
abo lish t he 
New Sta rts 
progra m that 
enco urages 
tra nsit 
age ncies 
to build 
expensive and 
obsolete in fra ­
structure.,, 
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