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Key Points
■■ The federal government has been 
providing subsidies to mass tran-
sit since the 1960s. The original 
justification was to reduce traffic 
congestion and to provide mobility 
alternatives to cars for low-income 
citizens. Transit has also been 
subsidized to reduce automobile 
emissions.
■■ Throughout the life of the federal 
transit program, traffic congestion 
has gotten worse, and transit is 
unable to provide practical mobility 
to jobs throughout the metropolitan 
area to low-income citizens.
■■ Despite expectations to the con-
trary, transit has played no role in 
the reduction of air pollution.
■■ Transit use is highly concentrated in 
just six “transit legacy cities,” where 
transit commuters are far better 
paid than in the rest of the nation.
■■ The federal government should 
phase out the transit program and 
its subsidies over five years, which 
will give states and localities time 
to prioritize their transportation 
programs and assume responsibil-
ity for funding them.

Abstract
For three decades, federal gas taxes 
have supported urban transit services, 
principally to relieve traffic congestion 
through urban rail systems. The federal 
transit program has been justified with 
claims of providing mobility to low-
income citizens and reducing emissions 
from automobiles. However, transit has 
not delivered on any of these objectives. 
Moreover, transit’s benefits are highly 
concentrated in just six “transit legacy 
cities” to which more than half the 
nation’s transit commuting occurs. The 
costs of transit have risen far more 
than its ridership. For all these reasons, 
transit should not be a priority for 
federal funding, especially during severe 
budget constraints. This Backgrounder 
evaluates transit’s performance and 
provides a wider context of issues that 
should be included in any examination 
of transit and its support by federal 
subsidies.

The federal government has been 
providing subsidies to mass tran-

sit since the 1960s.1 The principal 
justification was originally to reduce 
traffic congestion and to provide 
mobility alternatives to cars for low-
income citizens. In addition, transit 
has been subsidized to reduce auto-
mobile emissions.2

Since 1983, transit has received 
a share of the federal user fees paid 
by drivers, principally through fuel 
taxes. Additional diversions from 
federal user fees have been autho-
rized by the Congestion Mitigation 
and Air Quality Improvement 
(CMAQ) program. In 2010, the latest 
year for which data are available, the 
total diversion from federal user fees 
approached $6 billion. This left $29 
billion for expenditures on highways 
and roads. The 17 percent share of 
federal user fees was much greater 
than transit’s little more than 1 per-
cent of the nation’s surface travel. 
Overall, highway user fees supported 
each transit passenger mile 17 times 
more than each highway passenger 
mile ($0.1130 for transit; $0.0067 for 
highways). (See Chart 1.)

Traffic Congestion
America has become an urban 

nation. The 2010 census showed that 
approximately four of five people live 
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in urban areas, which vary in size 
from a population of 2,500 to nearly 
20 million. 3  Metropolitan areas 
contribute to more of the national 
economy than their population share. 
Research indicates that metropolitan 
areas have better economic per-
formance where residents are able 
to access a larger share of the job 
opportunities in a specifi c amount 
of time (such as 30 minutes). 4  Traffi  c 
congestion slows travel times and 
thus imposes costs on metropolitan 
economies.

  Thus, public policy should seek to 
make it possible for city residents to 
minimize their travel time as they 
go about their business. This means 
that in the larger cities, economic 

growth and job creation will be 
stronger if costly traffi  c congestion is 
controlled or, better, eliminated.

  One of the principal justifi cations 
for federal subsidies to transit is to 
relieve traffi  c congestion. However, 
throughout the life of the federal 
transit program, traffi  c congestion 
has gotten worse. Between 1983 and 
2010, 5  greater traffi  c congestion has 
increased peak period travel times 
by approximately 125 percent in the 
51 major metropolitan areas. 6  (See 
Chart 2.) Peak period travel times 
worsened in all 51 areas, up to an 800 
percent increase in Riverside-San 
Bernardino. At the same time, over-
all traffi  c volumes in major metropol-
itan areas increased by 87 percent. 

  Not only has transit been unable 
to relieve traffi  c congestion, it has 
generally failed to even maintain 
its share of urban travel. Transit 
share of passenger miles 7  in major 

metropolitan areas dropped by 
approximately one-quarter between 
1983 and 2010. (See Chart 3.) 

   An examination of work-trip 
travel patterns further illustrates 
the point. Most traffi  c congestion 
occurs during peak travel periods on 
weekdays. Work trips represent less 
than 25 percent of daily travel, yet 
are concentrated in the peak travel 
times. This concentration of work 
trips is thus the proximate cause of 
most recurring traffi  c congestion in 
metropolitan areas.

  To relieve traffi  c congestion, 
transit must attract large numbers 
of automobile drivers as riders. This 
has not occurred. Census Bureau 

For Highways For Transit

$0.007

$0.113

CHART 1

Sources: Author’s calculations based on 
data from Federal Transit Administration, 
National Transit 2010 Database, 
http://www.ntdprogram.gov/ntdprogram/da
tbase/2010_database/NTDdatabase.htm 
(accessed December 19, 2012); U.S. 
Department of Transportation, Federal 
Highway Administration, Highway Statistics 
2010, http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/ 
policyinformation/statistics/2010/ 
(accessed December 19, 2012). Calculations 
include a vehicle-occupancy assumption 
from U.S. Department of Transportation, 
National Household Travel Survey, 2009, 
http://nhts.ornl.gov/ (accessed December 
19, 2012).
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Federal Highway User 
Fee Expenditures, 2010
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CHART 2

Source: Author’s calculations based on data 
from the Texas Transportation Institute, 2011 
Urban Mobility Report, September 2011, 
http://mobility.tamu.edu/ums/report/ 
(accessed December 19, 2012).
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CHART 3

Sources: Author’s calculations based on data 
from the Texas Transportation Institute, 2011 
Urban Mobility Report, September 2011, 
http://mobility.tamu.edu/ums/report/ 
(accessed December 19, 2012); U.S. 
Department of Transportation, Highway 
Statistics 2010, http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/ 
policyinformation/statistics/2010/ 
(accessed December 19, 2012); and Federal
Transit Administration, National Transit 2010 
Database, http://www.ntdprogram.gov/ 
ntdprogram/datbase/2010_database/ 
NTDdatabase.htm (accessed December 19, 
2012).

BILLIONS OF DAILY PASSENGER MILES 
IN LARGEST URBAN AREAS OF MAJOR 
METROPOLITAN AREAS

Motorized Travel Market 
Share, 1983–2010
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data 8  indicates that since 1970, travel 
to work by automobile has virtually 
exploded, while commuting by tran-
sit has barely budged. The number 
of people commuting by automobile 
each day increased by more than 
58,000,000. Commuting by transit 
increased by approximately 250,000. 
(See Chart 4.)

  In 2010, 4.9 percent of com-
mutes were by transit, according to 
the American Community Survey. 
However, even this fi gure is high. The 
U.S. Department of Transportation 
National Household Travel Survey 
(NHTS) indicates that people who 
commute by transit tend to often use 
other modes (such as automobiles) 
for commuting, which means that 
transit’s actual market share is less. 
NHTS data indicates that overall 
transit accounted for 3.7 percent of 

commuters and an even lower 2.7 
percent of commuting miles in 2009. 
(See Chart 5.)

  Diff erent results might have 
been expected. Since the 1970s, the 
nation has embarked on an urban 
rail building spree, opening systems 
in more than 20 major metropolitan 
areas. Further, the price of gasoline 
has risen strongly in the past decade. 
Yet, transit use has not increased 
enough to relieve traffi  c congestion; 
it has not even held its own. At the 
same time, a work-access mode that 
requires no subsidies—working from 
home—has expanded substantially 
and now exceeds transit work trips in 
37 of the 51 major metropolitan areas, 
up from 27 in 2000. 9 

   Mobility for 
Low-Income Citizens?

   While transit ridership among 
low-income citizens is higher than 
among the rest of the population, 

transit is unable to provide practical 
mobility to jobs throughout the met-
ropolitan area to low-income citizens. 
(See Chart 6.) As a result, low-income 
workers rely on automobiles nearly 
to the same extent as all workers in 
the major metropolitan areas.

  The value of the automobile 
to low-income commuters was 
expressed in a Progressive Policy 
Institute research analysis: “In most 
cases, the shortest distance between 
a poor person and a job is along a line 
driven in a car.” 10  In other words, any 
program that seeks to replicate over-
all mobility levels for low-income 
citizens should be targeted to benefi t 
low-income workers, not the more 
affl  uent transit riders and certainly 
not transit agencies. Some private 
nonprofi t programs are already mak-
ing substantial strides in facilitating 
automobile fi nance for low-income 
citizens, leading to greater employ-
ment levels and higher incomes. 11 
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CHART 4

Sources: Author’s calculations based on 
data from the U.S. Census Bureau, 1970, 
http://www.census.gov/prod/www/abs/ 
decennial/1970.html (accessed January 11, 
2013); and U.S. Census Bureau, American 
Community Survey, 2010, http://factfinder2. 
census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/ 
index.xhtml (accessed January 11, 2013).

MILLIONS OF DAILY ONE-WAY 
COMMUTES

Daily Commuting Trips, 
1970–2010
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CHART 5

Sources: Author’s calculations based on data from the U.S. Census Bureau, American Community 
Survey 2011, http://factfinder2.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/searchresults.xhtml?refresh=t 
(accessed December 19, 2012), and U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal Highway Administra-
tion, National Household Travel Survey 2009, February 2011, http://nhts.ornl.gov/download.shtml 
(accessed December 19, 2012).

TRANSIT WORK TRIP MARKET SHARE

Three Estimates of Transit-Commute Share
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   reducing emissions
   Despite expectations to the con-

trary, transit has played no role in 
the reduction of air pollution. To 
have done so would have required 
reducing traffi  c volumes, the oppo-
site of which occurred.

  The nation has made spectacular 
strides in reducing local air pollu-
tion. Data from the Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) indicates 
that air pollution has declined 68 
percent in the past four decades. 
Automobile travel over the same 
period increased 167 percent. (See 
Chart 7.)

  Transit has been long touted as an 
eff ective means for reducing car-
bon dioxide (CO2) emissions. This is 
because of the widely held assump-
tion that transit produces substan-
tially lower emissions than automo-
biles. There are two diffi  culties with 

this view. Even if the claim were 
true, in order for transit to reduce 
CO2 emissions substantial num-
bers of drivers would have to switch 
to transit, which has not occurred. 
Moreover, as is indicated below, there 
is virtually no prospect for a material 
switch to transit in the future.

  Further, transit’s advantage in 
CO2 emissions over automobiles is 
small and declining. Automobile CO2
emissions in 2010 were about 10 per-
cent greater per passenger mile (250 
grams per passenger mile) 12  than that 
of transit (230 grams per passenger 
mile). 13  Automobiles emit less CO2
per passenger mile than the transit 
systems in 38 of the 51 major metro-
politan areas. 14  As a result, transit, at 
best, is estimated to account for an 
approximately 0.3 percent reduction 
in CO2 emissions from cars. Besides 
being infi nitesimal, this reduction is 

also expensive, at a federal expendi-
ture of approximately $4,000 per ton 
reduced, 80 to 200 times the United 
Nations Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change $20 to $50 maxi-
mum range. 15  Transit is not a cost-
eff ective strategy for reducing CO2
emissions.

  The diff erence between transit 
and automobile CO2 emissions per 
passenger mile has been declin-
ing, due to improved fuel effi  ciency. 
Automobiles have become so fuel 
effi  cient that based on current data, 
transit accounts for little more than 
a 0.1 percent reduction in CO2 emis-
sions from automobiles. This small 
contribution is likely to be elimi-
nated in the future, based on new 
Energy Department’s projections. 16 

Automobile CO2 emissions will drop 
to 135 grams per passenger mile by 
2040, down approximately one-half 
from 2005. Already, the most fuel-
effi  cient automobile 17  emits only 106 
grams of CO2 per passenger mile. 18 

(See Chart 8.)

   The Six “Transit 
Legacy Cities”

   Transit is not really a national 
program due to its substantial con-
centration in just six cities 19  (the 
municipalities of Boston, Chicago, 
New York, Philadelphia, San 
Francisco, and Washington). Transit 
has retained a work-trip market 
share of more than 25 percent only 
to locations in these “transit legacy 
cities” (municipalities), and com-
petes well with automobiles, which 
account for a slightly smaller share of 
commutes. 

  The transit legacy cities contain 
just 6 percent of the nation’s employ-
ment, and cover little more land area 
than the municipality of Jacksonville, 
Florida, 20  even though they are the 
destination for 54 percent of tran-
sit work commuting. (See Chart 9.) 

All
Employees

Employees 
Earning Less 
than $15,000

86.3% 83.3%

CHART 6

Source: Author’s calculations based on data 
from the U.S. Census Bureau, American 
Community Survey 2011, 
http://factfinder2.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/ 
pages/searchresults.xhtml?refresh=t 
(accessed December 19, 2012).

SHARE OF COMMUTING BY CAR IN 
MAJOR METROPOLITAN AREAS

Automobile Commuting, 
by Income, 2006–2010
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CHART 7

Source: U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency, Air Quality Trends, 
http://www.epa.gov/airtrends/images/ 
comparison70.jpg  (accessed December 19, 
2012).
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However, outside the legacy cities, 
transit attracts only a small share of 
commuters. Automobiles are domi-
nant both in the suburbs of metro-
politan areas with legacy cities and 
in core cities and suburbs of the 45 
other major metropolitan areas.21 
(See Table 1.)

The extent of the concentra-
tion in the six transit legacy cities is 
illustrated in Table 2. In some ways, 
transit is really a New York story. 
More than one-third of all transit 
work-trip commuting is to loca-
tions in the city of New York. The 
dominance is even greater for high-
capacity subways/elevated services,22 
where New York represents two-
thirds of national commuting. The 

bulk is to Manhattan, by far the most 
dense area of the nation (in both 
population and employment), which 
accounts for approximately one-
half of subway/elevated commuting. 
The employment densities are high 
in all of the transit legacy cities, at 
more than three times the national 
average for large urban areas.23 The 
employment densities in Manhattan 
are even higher, at nearly 70 times 
the larger urban area average. 

The concentration of transit 
commuting in the six transit legacy 
cities is illustrative of perhaps the 
most important factor in attracting 
riders who have cars available—a 
large, highly concentrated down-
town area.

Outside the transit legacy cities, 
37 work trips are taken by automo-
bile for each transit trip in the major 
metropolitan areas. However, even 
the strong transit ridership in the 
transit legacy cities has not been 
enough to slow the continuing rise 
in automobile commuting in their 
corresponding metropolitan areas. 
Between 1983 and 2010, 91 percent 
to 99 percent of the motorized travel 
increase was due to automobiles.24

Transit’s Strength: Legacy 
City downtown Areas

Large, dense downtown areas, 
also called central business districts 
(CBDs), are transit’s strength. The six 
transit legacy cities contain the six 
largest CBDs in the nation. In 2000, 
these downtown areas accounted for 
60 percent of transit commuting in 
their respective metropolitan areas. 
These high-transit market shares are 
achieved because of their large and 
dense employment bases (not repli-
cated elsewhere in the United States), 
and their dense transit feeder net-
works. Even so, their share of metro-
politan employment was much small-
er, at approximately 15 percent.25 

Approximately three-quarters of 
New York CBD26 workers commuted 
by transit in 2000. Between 40 per-
cent and 60 percent of commuters to 
the other five legacy-city CBDs used 
transit. The combined legacy-city 
CBDs cover only 20 square miles, 
which is less than the land area of 
Dallas–Fort Worth International 
Airport. This compares to the 
nation’s total urban land of approxi-
mately 100,000 square miles.27 
Downtowns that contain only 0.02 
percent of urban land area accounted 
for approximately 35 percent of the 
transit commuting.

The transit legacy cities retain 
much of their pre–World War II 
high-density urban form. Yet they 

CHART 8

Sources: Author’s calculations based on data from U.S. Energy Information Administration, AEO 2013 
Early Release Overview, http://www.eia.gov/forecasts/aeo/ (accessed December 19, 2012), and data 
from Randal O’Toole, National Transit Database Summary, Thoreau Institute, 
http://ti.org/NTD10sum.xls (accessed August 20, 2012).
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IN MILLIONS
Automobile 
Commuters 
per Transit

Transit  
Share of 

Work Trips

Share of 
National 
Transit 

Commuters

Share of 
National 

EmploymentEmployment
Transit 

Commuters
Automobile 
Commuters

6 Transit Legacy Cities* 8.35 3.78 3.47 0.92 45.3% 54.4% 6.0%

Outside 6 Transit Legacy Cities 131.38 3.18 116.98 36.83 2.4% 45.6% 94.0%

Metropolitan Areas with Transit Legacy 
Cities: Suburbs

15.47 0.73 13.33 18.33 4.7% 10.5% 11.1%

45 Metropolitan Areas with Auto-
Dominant Cores: Core Cities

18.96 0.57 16.43 28.58 3.0% 8.3% 13.6%

45 Metropolitan Areas with Auto-
Dominant Cores: Suburbs

36.32 0.64 32.64 51.28 1.8% 9.1% 26.0%

Outside Major Metropolitan Areas 60.63 0.67 54.58 81.67 1.1% 9.6% 43.4%

U.S. Total 139.73 6.96 120.45 17.31 5.0% 100.0% 100.0%

TABLE 1

Employment and Transit Commuting by Work Location

Source: Author’s calculations based on data from the U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2008–2010, http://factfi nder2.census.gov/faces/
nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml (accessed January 11, 2013).

* Refers to the municipalities of Boston, Chicago, New York, Philadelphia, San Francisco, and Washington, D.C.

B 2763 heritage.org

TABLE 2

Share of Concentration in Transit Legacy Cities
TRANSIT WORK TRIPS AS A SHARE OF ALL WORK TRIPS IN THE U.S.

Sources: Author’s calculations based on data from the U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2008–2010, http://factfi nder2.census.gov/faces/
nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml (accessed January 11, 2013). Jobs per square mile for major urban areas: Demographia, “United States Central Business Districts 
(Downtowns),” June 2006, http://demographia.com/db-cbd2000.pdf (accessed January 11, 2013).

B 2763 heritage.org

Transit Legacy City All Transit Subway/Elevated Commuter Rail
 Jobs per Square 

Mile 

New York (all 5 boroughs) 35.0% 66.0% 40.4%  14,202 
 Manhattan only 24.8% 49.4% 35.8%  102,021 

Chicago 6.3% 5.7% 17.1%  6,147 
Washington 4.1% 7.5% 2.9%  12,690 
San Francisco 3.2% 3.3% 1.8%  12,928 
Boston 3.0% 4.3% 5.9%  11,507 
Philadelphia 2.8% 1.6% 6.3%  5,380 
Subtotal 54.4% 88.3% 74.4%  10,182 
Balance of Nation 45.6% 11.7% 25.6%

Jobs per Square Mile for Major Urban Areas, 2000  1,500 
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have lost nearly a combined 2 mil-
lion residents since the 1950 census, 
as all growth occurred in the sub-
urbs. Moreover, the metropolitan 
areas with transit legacy cities have 
competed poorly for residents, losing 
a net total of 3.3 million domestic 
migrants to other parts of the nation 
between 2000 and 2009. 28  The 45 
metropolitan areas with automo-
bile-dominant core cities gained a 

combined net total of 1.3 million 
domestic migrants. 29 

  Because some of the best paying 
jobs are located in these large down-
town areas, commuters working in 
the transit legacy cities have higher 
incomes. Because transit tends to be 
especially time-consuming for travel 
to suburban employment, few people 
with cars use transit, and those who 
do often have no car and are thus 

“captive to transit” and tend to have 
very low incomes. (See Chart 10.) 
Further, low-income transit com-
muters are far more concentrated 
in the 45 metropolitan areas with 
automobile-dominant core cities. 
(See Chart 11.) Poverty rates are also 
higher, averaging approximately one-
quarter higher in the 45 metropoli-
tan areas with automobile-dominant 
core cities (11.2 percent versus 8.9 
percent in the metropolitan areas 
with legacy cities). 30 

  None of this is to suggest that 
transit is not important. However, 
its substantial concentration in just 
six transit legacy cities in some of 
the most affl  uent metropolitan areas 
does not justify support by federal 
taxpayers. Transit subsidies would 
be more appropriately provided by 
states or metropolitan areas. 31 

   rational Commuters: 
Why People use Cars

   Why is it that people have not 
abandoned their automobiles to 
switch to transit? Commentators 
often talk of America’s “love aff air 
with the car,” without recognizing 
a similar attachment to refrigera-
tors, the Internet, and other modern 
conveniences. The attachment is to 
convenience and (aff ordable) prod-
ucts that enhance their lives.

  There is also a perception that 
people “have a choice” and that 
transit can be readily substituted for 
automobile use. The reality is that 
there is no practical transit alterna-
tive for the vast majority of trips in 
the modern metropolitan area.

  Transit achieves its large work-
trip market shares to the CBDs of 
the six transit legacy cities because 
of their uniqueness. For example, 
commuters who travel by transit to 
lower Manhattan do so because the 
service is more convenient, and can 
be quicker and less expensive than 

Of all transit 
commuting trips

in the U.S. ...

... nearly two-thirds 
occurred in metro 
areas with legacy 

cities ...

... and more than 
half occurred in the 

legacy cities 
themselves.

All Commuting:
100%

Major Metropolitan 
Areas with

Legacy Cities:
64.8%

Legacy Cities
(New York, Chicago, 

Philadelphia, 
Washington, D.C., 

Boston, San 
Francisco):

54.5%

Suburbs: 10.3%

Suburbs: 9.1%

Core Cities: 16.4%Other Major 
Metropolitan Areas: 

25.6%

Outside Major Metropolitan Areas: 9.6%

CHART 9

Source: Author’s calculations based on data from the U.S. Census Bureau, American Community 
Survey 2008–2010, http://factfinder2.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml (accessed 
December 19, 2012).

Notes: Commuting trips are work trips. Some figures may not sum to 100 percent due to rounding.

Most Transit Commuting Occurs in Legacy Cities
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commuting by automobile.32 Transit 
to the CBDs of Boston, Brooklyn, 
Chicago, Manhattan, Philadelphia, 
San Francisco, and Washington also 
competes favorably with the automo-
bile because of the density of employ-
ment and the intensity of transit 
service that feeds these small areas 
from all over the metropolitan areas.

Outside these large CBDs, transit 
service is largely impractical. This is 
illustrated by Brookings Institution 
research indicating that only 6 per-
cent of the jobs in the major met-
ropolitan areas can be reached by 
the average resident by transit in 45 
minutes.33 This is despite the fact 
that 65 percent of major metropoli-
tan area residents are within walking 
distance of a transit stop or station. 
(See Chart 12.)

There is a big difference in 
employment access between hav-
ing an automobile in the garage and 
having transit nearby. With an auto-
mobile, a driver can reach any point 
within a much larger geographical 
radius quicker than by transit. The 
user must walk to the transit stop. 
The only destinations accessible 
without transferring to another 
route will be on the route or routes 
that serve the particular transit stop. 
This will not be most employment 
locations. To many locations, the 
transfer time alone could exceed the 
time that would be needed to reach 
work by automobile.

Nearly all of the 94 percent of 
commuters who work in the more 
than 99 percent of urban land out-
side the transit legacy cities drive to 

work. Commuters to destinations 
outside the six transit legacy cities 
generally continue to drive because, 
like other people, they tend to be ratio-
nal. All things being equal, commut-
ers choose their manner of work trip 
travel based on time, convenience, 
and quality-of-life considerations.34 
To do otherwise would be irrational.

While comparable automobile 
employment access data is not avail-
able, the 45-minute standard used by 
the Brookings Institution is nearly 
twice the average work-trip travel 
time. In the major metropolitan 
areas, the average work trip for solo 
drivers is 23.7 minutes. By compari-
son, transit commutes average 47.7 
minutes.35 The shortest commute 
times are dominated by automobiles, 
while the longest are dominated by 
transit. Most automobile commutes 
are shorter than 30 minutes, while 
more than one-third of transit com-
mutes are 60 minutes or more. (See 
Chart 13.)

A Transportation System 
effectiveness Index

The high transit market shares 
to the six transit legacy city CBDs 
demonstrate that Americans will use 
transit that is competitive with the 
automobile. Transit market shares 
are a reflection of transit’s useful-
ness to people and the community. 
Rational commuters will not choose 
transit where it makes less sense 
(or where it is not available). For the 
most part, outside the largest CBDs, 
transit service cannot compete with 
the automobile.

This could be demonstrated by a 
Transportation System Effectiveness 
Index, which would measure the per-
centage of jobs that are reached in 30 
minutes by commuters (30 minutes 
is chosen because it is slightly above 
the overall average of the 26-min-
ute work-trip travel time). The 
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Source: Author’s calculations based on data from the U.S. Census Bureau, American Community 
Survey 2008–2010, http://factfinder2.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/searchresults.xhtml?refresh=t 
(accessed December 19, 2012).
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effectiveness of automobiles ranges 
from 2.5 times that of transit in the 
transit legacy cities to 130 times in 
the suburban areas of metropolitan 
areas without transit legacy cities. 
(See Table 3.)

Rational transit alternatives can-
not be provided except in the small 
market niche of the six transit legacy 
cities by any strategy that is afford-
able. To provide a metropolitan mass 
transit system that offers automo-
bile-competitive service could cost 
more on an annual basis than the 
total personal income of the met-
ropolitan area each year.36 It is not 
surprising that no regional planning 
agency in the United States or even 
Western Europe has proposed a plan 
that would make transit competitive 
with the automobile throughout a 
major metropolitan area. 

Transit’s Financial 
Performance

Transit’s cost performance has 
been substandard. Transit has been 
plagued by recurring and extraor-
dinary escalation in expenditures. 
From 1983 to 2009,37 total transit 
expenditures rose approximately 
300 percent. This is well in excess of 
the rate of general inflation, which is 
around 190 percent. (See Chart 14.)

Current urban planning ortho-
doxy imagines that transit can play 
a significant future role in reduc-
ing automobile use (which has been 
shown to be impossible). However, 
under its current non-competitive 
operating structure, transit’s addi-
tional inflation-adjusted revenue 
has produced a far-less-than-corre-
sponding increase in ridership. On 
an inflation-adjusted basis, each 1 
percent increase in ridership has 

been associated with a 9 percent 
increase in expenditures.38 (See 
Chart 15.) This means that doubling 
the number of transit commuters 
could require transit expenditures 
to be increased nearly nine times 
(inflation-adjusted).

Over the same period, passenger 
and freight transportation indus-
tries operating in the competitive 
market have generally maintained 
rate increases at or below the infla-
tion rate. However, as a captive of 
the political process, transit has 
operated as would be expected for a 
monopoly (public or private), impos-
ing higher costs than would occur 
with competitive incentives and 
resisting cost-effective innovations. 
Both management and labor have 
strongly resisted reforms that could 
have substantially improved cost 
performance.39 

Federal taxpayers have received 
considerably less than full value for 
their subsidies. Moreover, any notion 
that expanded transit can play a 
major role in the cities of the future 
is likely to be illusory.

Indeed, it can be argued that the 
diversion of federal highway user 
fees to transit has led to greater 
traffic congestion. The federal 
highway program, which is a part-
nership with the states, was suc-
cessful in building virtually all the 
interstate highway system, together 
with tolls on some highways. As is 
indicated below, there has been a 
substantial increase in traffic con-
gestion in the United States over 
the decades since highway user fees 
were first provided to transit. Not 
only has this diversion of funds to 
transit failed to reduce traffic con-
gestion, it has also used valuable bil-
lions that could have been applied 
to increase highway capacity. The 
result would have been less traffic 
congestion. Insufficient attention 
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Source: Author’s calculations based on data from the U.S. Census Bureau, American Community 
Survey 2008–2010, http://factfinder2.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/searchresults.xhtml?refresh=t 
(accessed December 19, 2012).
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has been paid to mobility, not only 
for passengers, but also for road 
freight. Federal highway user fees 
can be best used for traffic conges-
tion relief by commitment to the 
nation’s principal transportation 
system, its highways. 

In a time of unprecedented 
financial stress it is essential for the 
federal government to objectively 
review the performance of all of its 
programs. The mass transit program 
has materially failed to achieve its 
objectives. It has not reduced traf-
fic congestion. Most low-income 
commuters have abandoned it and 
its contribution to CO2 reduction is 
minimal and falling. 

remedies
There are measures the federal 

government can take to address 
these problems:

■■ The federal government 
should phase out its transit 
program by reducing federal 
expenditures over a five-year 
transitional “glide-path.” The 
federal transit program should 
be reduced by one-fifth per year, 
and the operating budget of the 
Federal Transit Administration 
should be reduced by at least 
that amount. The only per-
mitted expenditures after the 
five-year phase-out should be 

those required in “full funding 
agreements” with state and local 
governments as of a certain date, 
such as December 31, 2012. Full 
funding agreements apply to 
larger projects, such as urban rail 
and busways. Following that date 
(such as December 31, 2012), new 
or revised full funding agreement 
financial commitments would be 
subject to the five-year phase-out, 
with no subsequent expenditures 
permitted.

■■ State and local opportunities. 
The five-year transition program 
would give states and localities 
the opportunity to determine the 
level of funding to which they are 
willing to commit, and to imple-
ment cost-effectiveness measures 
that have often been discouraged 
by federal transit law and regula-
tion. For example, federal tran-
sit regulations have often been 
cited as a barrier to converting 
high-cost monopolistic transit 
service to competitive contracting, 
despite its proven cost effective-
ness in metropolitan areas, such 
as San Diego and Denver, and has 
achieved even more compelling 
results beyond the reach of U.S. 
federal regulation elsewhere in 
the world, such as in London,40 
Copenhagen, Stockholm, and 
Perth (Australia).41 

At the same time, state and local 
decision making that must fund 
complete programs is more likely 
to adopt capital improvement 
programs that are less costly. This 
is in contrast to the incentives 
of the federal transit program, 
through which local communi-
ties have built more expensive 
systems (such as urban rail) 
rather than bus-based or other 

0% 

25% 

50% 

75% 

100% 

New York Other 
Metropolitan 

Areas with 
Transit Legacy 

Cities

45 Metropolitan 
Areas with 

Auto-Dominated 
Cores

All Major 
Metropolitan 

Areas

89.6%

79.9%

62.9% 65.1%

9.8% 8.9%
5.9% 6.3%

■ Live Within Walking Distance to Transit
■ Jobs Accessible by Transit Within 45 Minutes

CHART 12

Source: Author’s calculations based on data from Alan Berube, Elizabeth Kneebone, Robert Puentes, 
and Adie Tomer, “Missed Opportunity: Transit and Jobs in Metropolitan America,” May 12, 2011, 
http://www.brookings.edu/research/reports/2011/05/12-jobs-and-transit (accessed December 19, 
2012).

IN MAJOR METROPOLITAN 
AREAS IN 2008

Access to Transit and Employment

heritage.orgB 2763



11

BACkgrounder | NO. 2763
JANUARY 31, 2013

alternatives that could have pro-
duced improved transit ridership 
at considerably lower costs.42

Conclusion
Transit has been unable to meet 

its objectives of reducing traffic con-
gestion, providing substantial mobil-
ity to low-income citizens, or reduc-
ing emissions. Transit use is highly 
concentrated in just six transit legacy 
cities, where transit commuters are 
far better paid than in the rest of the 
nation. Transit’s financial perfor-
mance has been sub-optimal. In 
addition to these difficulties, transit 
should rank as a very low priority for 
federal funding at a time of compel-
ling budget constraints.

—Wendell Cox, Principal of the 
Wendell Cox Consultancy in the St. 
Louis area, is a Visiting Fellow in the 
Thomas A. Roe Institute for Economic 
Policy Studies at The Heritage 
Foundation.
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TABLE 3

Transportation System Eff ectiveness Index
SHARE OF JOBS REACHED IN 30 MINUTES IN MAJOR METROPOLITAN AREAS

Source: Author’s calculations based on data from the U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2008–2010, http://factfi nder2.census.gov/faces/
nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml(accessed January 11, 2013).

* Refers to the municipalities of Boston, Chicago, New York, Philadelphia, San Francisco, and Washington, D.C.

B 2763 heritage.org

Automobile Transit Work at Home
Automobile Times 

Transit

Major Metropolitan Areas 49.7% 1.5% 4.2% 33.8
6 Metropolitan Areas with Transit Legacy Cities 37.9% 3.1% 4.1% 12.4
45 Metropolitan Areas with Auto-Dominant Cores 54.8% 0.8% 4.3% 69.8

Historical Core Municipalities 39.6% 3.0% 3.1% 13.0
6 Transit Legacy Cities 16.8% 6.7% 3.2% 2.5
45 Core Cities in Other Metropolitan Areas 49.7% 1.4% 3.0% 34.6

Suburban Areas 55.1% 0.6% 4.9% 86.2
6 Metropolitan Areas with Transit Legacy Cities 49.3% 1.1% 4.6% 45.1
45 Metropolitan Areas with Auto-Dominant Cores 57.5% 0.4% 5.0% 129.3
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Sources: Author’s calculations based on data from Federal Transit Administration, National Transit 
2010 Database, http://www.ntdprogram.gov/ntdprogram/datbase/2010_database/ 
NTDdatabase.htm (accessed December 19, 2012); U.S. Census Bureau, State and Local Government 
Finances, http://www.census.gov/govs/estimate/ (accessed December 19, 2012); and U.S. Depart-
ment of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Consumer Price Index CPI-U.
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Sources: Author’s calculations based on 
data from Federal Transit Administration, 
National Transit 2010 Database, 
http://www.ntdprogram.gov/ntdprogram/da
tbase/2010_database/NTDdatabase.htm 
(accessed December 19, 2012); and U.S. 
Census Bureau, State and Local Government 
Finances, http://www.census.gov/govs/ 
estimate/ (accessed December 19, 2012). 
Figure for 1983 commuters estimated by 
extrapolation between 1980 and 1990 
figures.
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Endnotes
 1. Federal subsidies to transit have been very diff erent from the federal subsidies for highways and airports, which have nearly all been fi nanced by fees on users. 

Highway users subsidize transit through 2.9 cents of the federal gasoline tax. The total federal subsidies in 2010 for transit (per passenger mile) from drivers 
paying at the gasoline pump was more than 15 times the expenditures of user fees on roads and highways.

  2. “Automobile” is used herein to apply to the light vehicle stock, which includes cars, personal trucks, and sport utility vehicles. Carbon dioxide (CO2) is the 
most important greenhouse gas (GHG) occurring from combustion of fossil fuels and is the principal target of related Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
regulation. 

  3. In this paper, the term “urban areas” indicates areas of continuous urban development and excludes all other areas (which are rural areas). “Metropolitan 
areas” refers to labor markets, which include urban areas and the economically connected surrounding territory (which is largely rural but may include smaller 
urban areas). The term “city” refers only to municipalities.

  4. R. Prud’homme and C. Lee, “Size, Sprawl, Speed, and the Effi  ciency of Cities,” Obervatoire de l’Économic et des Institutions Locals, 1998.

  5. The fi rst and last years for which comparable data is available.

  6. “Major metropolitan area” refers to metropolitan areas with a population of more than 1,000,000 in 2010. The traffi  c congestion measure is calculated from 
the Texas Transportation Institute “Travel Time Index.” Texas Transportation Institute, Annual Urban Mobility Report.

  7. Estimated from Texas Transportation Institute, Federal Highway Administration, and Federal Transit Administration data.

  8. Calculated from U.S. Census 1970 and American Community Survey data, 2010: “US Work Access by Mode: 1960–2010,” Demographia, http://www.
demographia.com/db-jtw1960-2010.pdf (accessed December 5, 2012).

  9. Calculated from U.S. Census 2000 and American Community Survey, 2010: Wendell Cox, “Major Metropolitan Trends: 2000–2010,” New Geography, 
October 25, 2011, http://www.newgeography.com/content/002500-major-metropolitan-commuting-trends-2000-2010 (accessed December 5, 2012).

  10. Margy Waller and Mark Alan Hughes, “Working Far from Home: Transportation and Welfare Reform in the Ten Big States,” Progressive Policy Institute, August 
1, 1999, http://www.dlc.org/documents/far_from_home.pdf (accessed December 5, 2012).
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11. One such program (“Ways to Work”) is evaluated here: “2011 Evaluation of the National Ways to Work Program,” ICF International, http://www.waystowork.
org/docs/evaluations/2011EvalReport.pdf (accessed September 20, 2012).

12. At average vehicle occupancy rates. 

13. Includes only buses and rail (metros or subways, light rail/streetcars, and commuter/suburban rail). 

14. Data from Randal O’Toole, National Transit Database Summary, Thoreau Institute, http://ti.org/NTD10sum.xls (accessed August 20, 2012).

15. According to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, sufficient CO2 emissions reductions should be possible within a range of $20 to $50 per ton. 
See Terry Barker et al., “Mitigation from a Cross-Sectoral Perspective,” Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2008, p. 621, http://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/
assessment-report/ar4/wg3/ar4-wg3-chapter11.pdf (accessed December 7, 2012). The transit cost per ton is based on the 2010 difference between the CO2 
emissions per passenger mile of transit (calculated from O’Toole, National Transit Database Summary) and the light vehicle stock (urban estimate, calculated 
at 88 percent of the overall average, based on 75 percent of driving being in urban areas, from EPA, “Light-Duty Automotive Technology, Carbon Dioxide 
Emissions, and Fuel Economy Trends: 1975 Through 2011,” http://www.epa.gov/otaq/fetrends.htm#summary (accessed December 6, 2012)), and assumes 
that all transit passenger miles would otherwise be in cars. The cost per ton is estimated by dividing the 2010 federal expenditures on transit by the estimated 
tons of CO2 removed. The overall cost per ton removed, including state, local, and fare revenues, would be more than five times as high.

16. Calculated from U.S. Energy Information Administration, “AEO2013 Early Release Overview,” December 5, 2012, http://www.eia.gov/forecasts/aeo/er/tables_
ref.cfm (accessed December 18, 2012), assuming a vehicle occupancy rate of 1.6 persons, per the 2009 National Household Transportation Survey.

17. This is the 2012 Toyota Prius, which averages 51 miles per gallon.

18. Nicolas D. Loris and Derrick Morgan, “Cap-and-Trade for Cars Means Higher Prices and Less Choice for Car Buyers,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 
2751, December 17, 2012, http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2012/12/cap-and-trade-for-cars-means-higher-prices-and-less-choice-for-car-buyers.

19. These are municipalities (core cities), not metropolitan areas.

20. The combined land area of the six “legacy cities” is approximately 825 square miles, compared to 747 square miles for the municipality of Jacksonville.

21. U.S. transit systems are often compared unfavorably with those of Western Europe, with analysts usually concluding that U.S. metropolitan areas are inferior. 
Yet, U.S. urban areas may be the most mobile in the world. This author’s research indicates that traffic congestion is less intense and journey to work travel 
times are shorter in the U.S. metropolitan areas compared to in Canada and Europe. See Wendell Cox, “Urban Travel and Urban Population Density,” Journeys, 
Land Transport Authority of Singapore, November 2012. Further, the average journey to work tends to be shorter in the United States than in the metropolitan 
areas of Europe, Canada, Australia, and affluent metropolitan areas of Asia for which data is available. Consistent with the economic research cited above, this 
assists U.S. metropolitan areas achieving greater productivity. For example, the Brookings Institution Global Metropolitan Monitor 2011 found 33 of the most 
productive 50 metropolitan areas in the world to be in the United States. 

22. Subways and elevated trains (also called metros or undergrounds) are generally fully “grade separated,” meaning there is no crossing of the tracks by any other 
vehicles, rails, or highways, which permits faster operation and far larger capacities than light rail or exclusive busways. They are substantially more expensive 
to build per mile and can only be justified where passenger demand is very high, such as in New York City and other of the world’s largest urban areas with the 
largest central business districts (such as London, Paris, Tokyo, Hong Kong, and Shanghai). 

23. Urban areas are areas of continuous urban development and exclude the rural areas of metropolitan areas. The cited density figure is from the 2000 census. 
2010 urban area employment density data is not yet available. Demographia, “United States Central Business Districts (Downtowns): 50 Largest Urban Areas 
2000 Data on Employment & Transit Work Trips,” June 2006, http://demographia.com/db-cbd2000.pdf (accessed December 7, 2012).

24. Calculated from Texas Transportation Institute, Federal Highway Administration, and Federal Transit Administration data. 

25. Demographia, “United States Central Business Districts (Downtowns).”

26. South of 59th Street (Midtown Manhattan and lower Manhattan combined).

27. Demographia, Urbanization in the United States from [sic] 1945,” http://www.demographia.com/db-1945uza.htm (accessed December 7, 2012).

28. A metropolitan area may gain population while losing domestic migrants (people who move from one metropolitan area to another). Population change is the 
aggregate of natural population growth (births minus deaths), net domestic migration, and net international migration. For example, the New York and Los 
Angeles metropolitan areas lost more than 1,000,000 domestic migrants each between 2000 and 2009, though they experienced modest overall population 
increases.

29. Approximately 2.0 million domestic migrants moved to areas outside the major metropolitan areas.

30. Calculated from American Community Survey 2011 (one-year data).

31. Where multi-state approaches are appropriate, states can enter into interstate compacts for transit. This approach is used in St. Louis, MO, and in St. Louis, IL. 

32. The higher cost is in part attributable to the very high parking costs in the six legacy city CBDs. These costs do not include the public subsidies (federal and 
otherwise), which, on average, fund 78 percent of transit capital and operating expenditures (calculated from U.S. Census Governments Database for 2009).

33. Adie Tomer, Elizabeth Kneebone, Robert Puentes, and Alan Berube, “Missed Opportunity: Transit and Jobs in Metropolitan America,” Brookings Institution, 
2011, http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/reports/2011/5/12%20jobs%20and%20transit/0512_jobs_transit.pdf (accessed December 7, 
2012).
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34. The same point applies to walking and commuting by bicycle, which are favored by urban planners. These methods of commuting are appropriate for the 
small minority of people who choose to live sufficiently close to their employment and must not take time-consuming (and sometimes long) side-trips, such 
as to day care facilities. According to former World Bank planner Alain Bertaud, “[L]arge labor markets are the only raison d’être of large cities.” Bertaud, “The 
Spatial Organization of Cities: Deliberate Outcome or Unforeseen Consequence?” The World Bank, May 2002, http://www-wds.worldbank.org/external/
default/WDSContentServer/WDSP/IB/2004/02/13/000265513_20040213120824/Rendered/PDF/wdr27864.pdf (accessed December 7, 2012). 

35. American Community Survey (2008–2010).

36. Jean-Claude Ziv and Wendell Cox, “Megacities and Affluence: Transport and Land Use Considerations,” presentation to the World Conference on Transport 
Research, Berkeley, CA, 2007, http://www.publicpurpose.com/ut-wctrs2007.pdf (accessed December 7, 2012). 

37. From first year of comparable data to latest year available.

38. 1983 to 2009, inflation-adjusted. 

39. Wendell Cox, “Competitive Participation in U.S. Public Transport: Special Interests Versus the Public Interest,” 8th International Conference on Competition 
and Ownership in Land Passenger Transport, Rio de Janeiro, 2003, http://www.publicpurpose.com/t8-cc.pdf (accessed December 7, 2012).

40. London is perhaps the most significant example in the world. From 1985 to 2000, London Transport reduced its overall bus operating costs by 50 percent 
per mile after adjustment for inflation through the use of competitive incentives. All service in the largest public bus system in the world is purchased 
competitively from the private sector in London. Urban Transport Fact Book, “London: Transport Bus & Underground Annual Costs from 1985,” The Public 
Purpose, http://www.publicpurpose.com/ut-lon$.htm (accessed December 7, 2012).

41. Wendell Cox, “Competitive Tendering of the Public Transport,” presentation to the Urban Road and Public Transit Symposium, Montreal, October 7, 2004, 
http://www.publicpurpose.com/ut-ct-mon2004.pdf (accessed December 7, 2012).

42. There is a considerable body of literature on new urban rail systems in the United States and their relative inefficiency. Economist Clifford Winston of the 
Brookings Institution has concluded that “the costs of building rail systems are notorious for exceeding expectations, while ridership levels tend to be much 
lower than anticipated,” and that “continuing capital investments are swelling the deficit.” Wendell Cox, “Federal Transit Programs: Spending More and More 
for Less and Less,” Heritage Foundation WebMemo No. 3176, March 2, 2011, http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2011/03/federal-transit-programs-
spending-more-and-more-for-less-and-less. Another report, by the Institute for Transportation and Development Policy (ITDP), suggests a widespread bias 
toward rail systems by local communities. Local communities that have to fully rely on local or state funds to finance such expensive projects seem likely 
to make more efficient choices. Annie Weinstock, Walter Hook, Michael Replogle, and Ramon Cruz, “Recapturing Global Leadership in Bus Rapid Transit: A 
Survey of Select U.S. Cities,” ITDP, May 2011, http://www.itdp.org/documents/20110526ITDP_USBRT_Report-HR.pdf (accessed December 7, 2012).


