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Ten Reasons Why Transit Parity Is a Bad Idea

From the Department of Bad Ideas for Transportation 
(DOBIT) comes a new one: transit parity, which means 

the federal government should spend as much money on 
transit as it spends on highways. This compares to the 
current system where about three times as many federal 
dollars are spent on highways as on transit. While transit 
parity is right up there with free transit when measured 
on the idiocy scale, at least 33 members of Congress have 
signed onto a transit parity resolution. 

Since this issue is likely to be raised in a Biden-led 
Democratic Congress, here are ten reasons why it is a bad 
idea. Some of these reasons are obvious, but this policy 
brief will provide details most people might not have. 
Other reasons have been mentioned in past policy briefs, 
yet they are worth repeating just to counter the nonsense 
that is so often repeated by transit advocates.

1. One Percent of Passenger-Miles
According to the Bureau of Transportation Statistics, tran-
sit carried almost 54 billion passenger-miles in 2018. That 
sounds like a lot, but highways carried more than 5.4 tril-
lion passenger-miles, 100 times as many. (It’s 103 times, 
but BTS’s bus numbers are questionable so I rounded 
down to 100.) Even in urban areas, transit carries no more 
than 1.6 percent of passenger travel. Why should half of all 
federal surface transportation dollars go to a form of trans-
portation that carries only 1 percent of personal travel?

2. Zero Percent of Freight
The Bureau of Transportation Statistics also says that high-
ways carried more than 2 trillion ton-miles of freight in 
2018. How much did transit carry? Zero. The pandemic 
has taught Americans just how important the supply chain 
of consumer goods is to our day-to-day lives. Apparently, 
transit-parity advocates have already forgotten that lesson.

3. Most Funds Are from Highway Users
Advocates of transit parity concede that most federal high-
way and transit dollars used to come from gas taxes and 
other highway user fees. Yet they point out that Congress 

has added $144 billion in general funds to the Highway 
Trust Fund since 2008. Even with that infusion, however, 
most money still comes from highway users.

In 2018, for example, highway users paid $44 billion 
into the Highway Trust Fund. Spread over the thirteen 
years between 2008 and 2020, $144 billion is $11 billion 
a year. Thus, 80 percent of the Highway Trust Fund still 
comes from highway users.

Transit received 15 percent of the $44 billion collect-
ed from highway users in 2018. Meanwhile, according to 
table FE-210 of Highway Statistics, almost 30 percent of 
the $144 billion in general funds given to the Highway 
Trust Fund went to transit. In addition, transit received 
at least $3.5 billion federal dollars that didn’t come out of 
the Highway Trust Fund. Overall, transit is already getting 
almost half of the general funds going to highways and 
transit in addition to the nearly 20 percent it gets from 
highway user fees.

4. Highways Users Lost $201 Billion
Congress may have added $144 billion to the Highway 
Trust Fund since 2008, but table FE-210 reports that only 
about $105 billion of that went to highways. (Table FE-
210 hasn’t yet been published for 2019 so I’m estimating 
for that year.) This doesn’t come close to covering all of the 
highway user fees that Congress has diverted to subsidize 
transit since 1983. 

When Congress created the Interstate Highway Sys-
tem in 1956, it dedicated all excise taxes on motor vehicle 
fuels, highway vehicles, and tires exclusively to the High-
way Trust Fund, which was exclusively used for highways. 
In 1982, when Congress raised the gasoline tax from 4 
cents to 9 cents per gallon, it broke the “trust” in the trust 
fund by specifying that one penny of the increase would 
go to transit. 

Since then, Congress has increased the gasoline tax 
to 18.3 cents and dedicated 20 percent of all increases to 
transit so that transit now gets of 2.86 cents per gallon 
or about 16 percent. In addition, in 1991 Congress made 
some of the highway’s share of funds “flexible,” meaning 
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states could choose to use them on either transit or high-
ways. 

The amount of money that has gone from highway 
users to transit can be tracked in table HF-10 of the Fed-
eral Highway Administration’s Highway Statistics series. A 
portion of the 2018 table is shown below.

Under “Other Funds and Accounts,” the table shows 
$5,167 million going to “Amount for Mass Transporta-
tion.” That’s the 2.86 cents in gas taxes dedicated to transit. 
This amount started appearing in the 1983 Highway Sta-
tistics. Under “Highway Trust Fund Highway Account,” 
the table shows $594 million going to mass transporta-
tion. That’s the share of flexible funds that states decided to 
spend on transit. This amount started appearing in 1993. 
Thus, transit received almost $6.5 billion of the $44 bil-
lion collected in highway user fees in 2018.

The table HF-10s since 1983 reveal that a total of 
$154.3 billion in highway user fees were spent on tran-
sit, with $131 billion coming from the pennies per gallon 
dedicated to transit and $23 billion from flexible funds. 
When adjusted for inflation using GDP deflators, that 
adds up to more than $201 billion through 2019. 

By comparison, when the $105 billion of highway’s 
share of general funds added to the trust fund since 2008 
is adjusted for inflation, it adds up to about $110 billion 
(including likely estimates for 2019 and 2020). In short, 
diversions of highway user fees to transit have been rough-
ly double the general funds spent on highways.

5. Transit is Dying; Driving Is Growing
Between 2014 and 2019, driving grew at 1.5 percent per 
year, compared with population growth of 0.6 percent per 
year. This means per capita driving increased by almost 
1 percent per year from 9,506 miles in 2014 to 9,959 
miles in 2019. Over the same time period, transit passen-
ger-miles dropped by more than 5 percent and per capita 
passenger-miles fell 8 percent from 180 to 165 miles per 
year.

More than just a short-term trend, this is a continua-
tion of trends that go back a century. Transit trips per cap-
ita (counting all Americans, not just urban Americans as 
I sometimes do) reached 156 in 1923, then declined until 
gas rationing during the war pushed it up to 175 in 1945. 
Since then, it has fallen to just 30. Meanwhile, driving has 
grown from 624 miles per capita in 1920 to almost 10,000 
miles in 2019. 

6. Transportation Should Pay for Itself
“Public transit is a public good,” one of the advocates of 
transit parity erroneously claims. In fact, unlike nation-
al defense or public health during a pandemic, transit is 
not a public good in the economic sense that it benefits 
everyone whether they pay for it or not. Instead, the pri-
mary beneficiaries of transit and other transportation are 
the transportation users, and they should be the ones to 
pay the costs.

Of course, there are side-benefits to mobility just as 
there are side-benefits to keeping people sheltered and fed 
and just about everything else. But subsidies don’t ensure 
that the ones who receive the side-benefits are actually the 
ones who are paying the costs. 

More important, agreeing to subsidize things because 
they may generate side-benefits invites bureaucrats and 
special-interest groups to fabricate claims of side-bene-
fits in order to increase their subsidies. This has already 
happened with transit, whose advocates make outlandish 
claims about how it is green, promotes social justice, and 
gives people access to economic opportunities when (as 
will be shown below) it does none of these things.

Transit worker productivity has dramatically declined since Congress be-
gan subsidizing transit. Worker productivities have increased in almost 
every industry that doesn’t get generous government subsidies.

Subsidies also shield subsidized programs from the 
need to improve their productivities, innovate, or main-
tain their infrastructure. American Public Transportation 
Association (APTA) data show that transit worker produc-
tivities, measured by the number of transit riders carried 
annually per operating employee, have declined by 60 per-
cent since Congress began funding transit in 1964. 

According to the latest report from the Department of 
Transportation, up to 36 percent of transit facilities are in 
poor condition and require $174 billion for rehabilitation. 
Their condition is declining because transit agencies aren’t 
spending enough on maintenance and rehabilitation to 
keep them from further deterioration. Meanwhile, high-
ways and bridges that are paid for out of user fees are in 
excellent and improving condition.

Ending subsidies to all forms of transportation would 
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force transportation users to consider the full costs of their 
mobility decisions, which is a good thing. But with transit 
subsidies exceeding $1 per passenger-mile (about 20 cents 
of which comes from the federal government) and high-
way subsidies averaging only a penny per passenger-mile 
(almost none of which comes from the federal govern-
ment), it is clear that ending subsidies would have the 
greatest effect on transit systems.

7. Transit Provides Terrible Accessibility
The transit parity resolution says that transit provides “ac-
cess to jobs and essential services such as grocery stores, 
education, and health care.” But the University of Minne-
sota’s Accessibility Observatory has shown that transit is 
extremely ineffective at providing such access. In fact, the 
Observatory’s latest data show that, in most urban areas, 
people can reach more jobs on a bicycle than on transit for 
any trips of 50 minutes or less.

The Observatory recently published its estimates of 
how many jobs the average resident of 50 of the nation’s 
largest urban areas could reach in 10, 20, 30, 40, 50, and 
60 minutes on a bicycle and by transit in 2019. The bi-
cycle numbers assume that cyclists are willing to ride on 
busy streets provided there “is designated space for bicy-
cles.” The transit numbers include the time it takes to get 
to and from transit stops or stations.

Commuters willing to use busy streets that have designated space for 
bicycles can access far more jobs in trips of 50 minutes or less than those 
who ride transit. Photo by Jim Henderson.

The numbers show that the residents of all 50 urban 
areas can reach an average of almost 20,000 more jobs in a 
30-minute bicycle ride than a 30-minute transit trip.  Res-
idents of 41 of the 50 urban areas can reach more jobs on 
a bicycle in 40 minutes than by transit and residents of 
30 urban areas can reach more jobs by bicycle in 50 min-
utes. Only in trips of 60 minutes does transit reach more 
jobs than bicycles in most urban areas, but in trips of this 
length bicycles are better than transit in 19 urban areas.

Transit advocates will argue that more subsidies will 
improve transit’s performance. But Denver and Portland 
have both heavily subsidized transit, yet bicycles outper-
form transit in these regions for trips of all lengths. Even in 
New York, which has the nation’s best transit system, bicy-

cles outperform transit in trips of about 35 minutes or less.
Of course, automobiles greatly outperform transit in 

every urban area over all trip lengths. The Observatory has 
not yet published 2019 access data for automobiles, but 
the 2018 data for autos and transit show that a typical 
urban resident can reach 46 times as many jobs in a car 
as on transit in a 20-minute trip and 30 times as many in 
a 30-minute trip. Even in the New York urban area, auto 
drivers can reach four times as many jobs in a 60-minute 
trip and greater multiples in shorter trips.

The New York urban area has the best transit network in America, 
yet automobiles can still reach far more jobs than transit in any given 
amount of time.

Transit is simply not a good way for people to access 
jobs and economic opportunities because it is based on 
an outdated business model—moving people from resi-
dential areas to downtowns—that worked when most jobs 
were downtown but no longer works today. Increasing 
transit subsidies won’t help because that won’t correct the 
real problem which is that urban areas have decentralized 
so that, on average, only about 8 percent of urban jobs are 
downtown.

8. Transit Is Bad for the Environment
“Any strategy to meaningfully reduce emissions in trans-
portation relies on public transit,” argues the transit par-
ity resolution. It may be true that many past strategies to 
reduce emissions have relied on public transit, but all of 
them failed. Instead, emissions have been reduced only by 
improving automotive technologies.

According to Environmental Protection Agency data, 
total transportation-related toxic emissions have declined 
by 89 percent since 1970. Since driving has nearly tripled 
in that time, the average motor vehicle on the road today 
emits just 4 percent as much toxic pollution as the average 
one did 50 years ago. New automobiles sold today emit 
only about 1 percent as much pollution as new cars 50 
years ago, which means total pollution will continue to 
decline as new cars replace existing ones. 

Partly to lure people out of their automobiles, federal, 
state, and local governments have spent about $1.5 tril-
lion subsidizing transit since 1970. With per capita transit 
ridership declining by nearly 20 percent and per capita 
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driving increasing by more than 80 percent, these efforts 
have clearly failed. Yet toxic emissions dropped despite 
the increase in total driving. If anything, the additional 
congestion created by diverting highway money to transit 
made air pollution worse.

Toxic pollutants include carbon monoxide, hydro-
carbons, sulfur dioxide, nitrogen oxides, particulates, and 
lead, all of which have declined. Today people are worried 
about carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases that ar-
en’t necessarily toxic. But the lesson we should learn is that 
efforts to make automobiles that produce less emissions 
will do more for the environment than trying to get people 
out of their cars.

This is particularly true for transit, which in 2019 
emitted as much greenhouse gases, per passenger-mile, as 
the average car. Moreover, transit only did as well as it did 
because of New York, which sees 44 percent of transit rid-
ers and much of whose electrical power comes from nucle-
ar plants that don’t emit a lot of greenhouse gases. Transit 
produces significantly more greenhouse gases than driving 
in all but a handful of urban areas. 

Portland and San Francisco-Oakland are the only ur-
ban areas, other than New York, where transit is signifi-
cantly cleaner than driving. Transit is greener in these ar-
eas because much of it is powered by electricity that isn’tl 
generated by burning fossil fuels. Greater benefits could be 
achieved for less money by getting more people in those 
urban areas into electric or other fuel-efficient cars.

9. Transit Subsidies Are Socially Unjust
The transit parity resolution erroneously states that “peo-
ple with low incomes are also disproportionately reliant on 
public transit.” In fact, the reverse is true: nearly 7 percent 
of workers with incomes greater than $75,000 a year com-
muted by transit in 2019 while just 5 percent of workers 
with incomes under $25,000 a year took transit to work. 

Moreover, at least three-fourths of the subsidies to 
transit come from regressive taxes such as sales or property 
taxes. This means that the 95 percent of low-income work-
ers who don’t ride transit are disproportionately paying for 
transit rides that are disproportionately taken by high-in-
come workers. This makes transit one of the more socially 
unjust institutions in our society.

The transit parity resolution also notes that, “accord-
ing to the American Public Transportation Association, 60 
percent of public transit riders are people of color.” That 
doesn’t mean, however, that anywhere close to 60 percent 
of people of color are transit riders. According to the Amer-
ican Community Survey, 9.6 percent of black workers and 

just 6.3 percent of Hispanic workers took transit to work 
in 2019. That means more than 90 percent of black work-
ers and nearly 94 percent of Hispanic workers are paying 
taxes to support transit rides they rarely take.

10. Transit Is Not Resilient
The pandemic has made people realize that our society 
needs to emphasize institutions that are resilient in the face 
of natural or economic shocks such as epidemics, natural 
disasters, and recessions. The pandemic has also shown 
that transit, which is currently begging for $32 billion in 
federal emergency funds to supplement the $20 billion it 
already received, is not a resilient form of transportation.

Instead, the most resilient form of transportation we 
have is motor vehicles and highways. Unlike transit, which 
relies on an increasing flow of subsidies to maintain its 
day-to-day operations, highways are available to use even 
if a recession or other economic shock temporarily reduces 
highway agency funding. In hurricanes, wildfires, and oth-
er natural disasters, highways have proven themselves the 
best way to evacuate people and deploy rescue and recov-
ery services. Highways, not transit, are the resilient trans-
portation we need to keep our nation secure in the future.

Conclusions
True parity means transit, highways, and other modes of 
transportation should get the same subsidy per unit of 
output. Since federal highway funds mostly came from 
highway users in 2019, federal highway subsidies were less 
than 0.02 cents per passenger-mile in 2019. Even if you 
count all federal funds, including user fees, to highways, 
they still amount to just 0.06 cents per passenger-mile. 
Meanwhile, federal transit subsidies were 19.7 cents per 
passenger-mile, hundreds of times greater than highway 
funding. True parity, therefore, suggests highways should 
get more federal support and transit should get less. 

The best parity, however, would be achieved by ending 
all subsidies, instead funding both highways and transit 
exclusively out of the user fees they can generate. If there 
is still a need to help low-income people, the best way to 
do it is to give them access to cars. If there is still a need to 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions, the best way is to make 
cleaner cars. Transit subsidies are not the solution to these 
or any other problems.

Randal O’Toole, the Antiplanner, is a transportation and 
land-use policy analyst and author of Romance of the Rails: 
Why the Passenger Trains We Love Are Not the Transpor-
tation We Need. Masthead photo of the Chicago Elevated is 
by David Mark.
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