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Transit 2020: Getting Paid for Doing Almost Nothing
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The transit industry carried 37.5 percent as many rid-
ers in December 2020 as it had in December 2019, 

according to data released last week by the Federal Tran-
sit Administration. This is a slight increase over the 36.9 
percent carried in November. For the year as a whole, it 
ended up carrying 46.1 percent as many riders as it had 
transported in 2019. 

The industry had begun the year carrying 6 to 7 per-
cent more riders than the first two months of 2019, sug-
gesting that it might have been about to turn around the 
decline that it had experienced over the previous five years. 
The pandemic foiled this recovery, and the industry avoid-
ed total disaster only by the American Public Transporta-
tion Association and transit agencies convincing Congress 
to give transit $25 billion in April and $12 billion in De-
cember, with more on the way. This has taught the transit 
industry a perverse lesson: it doesn’t have to actually carry 
many passengers to continue to receive subsidies.

Amtrak is dying, transit and the airlines are stuck at about 37.5 percent 
of 2019 riders, and highways continue to transport about 90 percent of 
the passengers and freight they moved before the pandemic.

We don’t yet have driving data for December but 
based on previous months it will probably be about 89 
to 90 percent of 2019 levels. This puts it well above either 
transit or the airlines, which like transit carried around 
37.5 percent of 2019 numbers. All of them are doing 

better than Amtrak, which carried less than 22 percent as 
many riders in December 2020 as December 2019, down 
from 24 percent in September and October. 

Rail vs. Bus
Rail transit looks more like Amtrak, as it carried just 29 
percent of 2019 numbers in December while bus transit 
carried 47 percent. Since high-income workers were more 
likely to work at home during the pandemic, this is yet an-
other demonstration that expensive rail transit lines have 
been built to cater to higher income commuters. 

In general, transit buses have done better than rail transit during the 
pandemic, which is mainly a reflection of the markets they serve.

This isn’t so much because high-income workers re-
fuse to ride buses as because rail transit lines were delib-
erately designed to connect high-income suburbs with 
high-income downtown job centers. Lower-income jobs 
tend to be more widely scattered across urban areas and 
most are not easily reached by rail transit lines. Of course, 
they aren’t easily reached by buses, either, which is why 
only 5 percent of commuters with incomes below $25,000 
took transit to work in 2019, while for commuters with 
incomes above $75,000 the share was closer to 7 percent.

Not all buses did well and not all rail lines did poorly. 
Commuter rail did the worst, but commuter buses, which 
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https://www.transit.dot.gov/ntd/data-product/monthly-module-adjusted-data-release
https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/policyinformation/travel_monitoring/tvt.cfm
https://www.tsa.gov/coronavirus/passenger-throughput?page=0
https://www.amtrak.com/content/dam/projects/dotcom/english/public/documents/corporate/monthlyperformancereports/2020/Amtrak-Monthly-Performance-Report-December-2020.pdf
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/table?q=b08119&tid=ACSDT1Y2019.B08119&hidePreview=false
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serve the same market, did almost as bad. Trolley buses, 
which mainly serve downtown areas, also did poorly. Hy-
brid rail, however, did almost as well as regular buses. Of 
the rail lines classified as hybrid rail, only two—one in in 
south Jersey and one in suburban San Diego—did well.

“Motor bus” represents 93 percent of pre-pandemic bus transit riders, 
and except for rapid bus, which was only half a percent of pre-pandemic 
bus riders, motor bus has retained the largest share of riders of any major 
transit mode.

The greater decline of rail means that the relative im-
portance of motor buses (the FTA’s term for conventional 
buses) has grown. While they carried 43 percent of total 
transit riders in December 2019, more than any other 
mode, by December 2020 they carried 55 percent of all 
transit riders. Heavy rail declined from 41 percent to 33 
percent. Despite the media and political attention that is 
paid to commuter rail and light rail, these modes carried 
nearly insignificant numbers. 

Though the least attention is paid to motor buses, they carried well over 
half of all transit riders in December 2020.

Transit advocates justified Congressional bailouts by 
claiming that the remaining transit riders are “essential 
workers,” meaning health care and other workers needed 
during the pandemic. How many people riding transit 
today are truly essential workers is open to question, but 
only about 5 percent of such workers relied on transit be-
fore the pandemic, and it seems likely that even a smaller 
percentage are riding transit today.

Incomes and Transit
While it is tempting to try to correlate certain transit 
modes with poor performance during the pandemic, it is 
more accurate to correlate incomes with transit. As men-
tioned above, high-income workers were most likely to 
be able to work at home during the pandemic. The 2019 
American Community Survey found that, on a nationwide 
basis, transit commuters had higher median incomes than 
people who commuted by any other mode. The numbers 
differ greatly by urban area, however.

Among the nation’s largest urban areas, the correlation between the me-
dian income of transit commuters and transit’s ability to retain riders 
during the pandemic is –0.55.

Among the nation’s largest urban areas, there is a 
moderately strong negative correlation between the me-
dian incomes of transit commuters as a share of all medi-
an incomes and the pandemic’s impact on ridership: the 
greater the median income, the greater the negative effect 
on ridership. As the pandemic ends but many high-income 
workers continue to work at home, the transit systems that 
lost the most riders during the pandemic are likely to re-
cover the least.

Transit by Urban Area

The nation’s biggest transit markets were hardest hit by the pandemic 
and will be the most likely to permanently lose riders to telecommuters.

The hardest-hit transit systems were in urban areas with 
the greatest pre-pandemic ridership. Before the pandemic, 
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the seven urban areas shown in the figure above together 
saw nearly 70 percent of all transit ridership in the country 
and are the only urban areas where more than 10 percent 
of commuters rode transit to work. 

Transit had been successful in these areas because they 
all have a concentration of high-income, downtown jobs. 
But now most of those downtown workers are working at 
home and many won’t be coming back.

Transit is doing better in some regions, but didn’t carry many riders in 
those regions anyway.

For comparison, out of the nation’s 60 largest urban 
areas, the pandemic had the least effects on the seven 
shown in the figure above. These seven areas don’t have 
large downtowns and either have no rail transit or only 
have one insignificant rail line (usually a streetcar line that 
doesn’t carry many commuters to work). 

They also have very few transit riders: combined, tran-
sit in these seven areas carried just 1.4 percent of the na-
tion’s transit riders in 2019. Ironically, these are the transit 
systems most likely to recover most of their riders after the 
pandemic.

Transit Service
Thanks to the infusion of $25 billion from Congress in 
April, transit agencies were able to keep most of their 
trains and buses running despite losing most of their rid-
ers. December, for example, saw transit systems running 
at 75 percent of 2019 levels. Supposedly this was to allow 
social distancing, but it was also aimed at keeping union 
transit workers in their cushy jobs (though ones exposed 
to the virus).

In sad testimony to how little the transit industry re-
ally cares about low-income essential workers, bigger cuts 
in service were made to motor buses, the mode that car-
ried more than half of all transit riders and that saw the 
second-smallest decline in ridership, than to many other 
modes. Motor bus service was cut by 18 percent while 
heavy-rail service was cut by only 11 percent. Yet heavy-
rail ridership declined by 70 percent while motor bus rid-
ership declined by only 52 percent. Commuter bus lost 79 
percent of its riders while commuter rail lost 80 percent, 
yet commuter-bus service was cut by 52 percent while 

commuter-rail service was cut only 24 percent.

Service cuts have not been proportional to ridership drops. Motor bus, 
the mode most likely to be used by low-income essential workers, saw 
greater cuts in service than heavy rail despite heavy rail losing 70 percent 
of its riders while motor bus lost only 52 percent. 

Exemplifying this hypocrisy, the New York Daily News 
recently revealed that the New York Metropolitan Trans-
portation Authority (MTA), which had shut its gates to 
subway customers between 1 am and 5 am, nevertheless 
continued to operate those subways during those hours, 
supposedly to allow MTA employees to get to work. 
This led the Daily News to say that MTA really stands for 
“Money Thrown Away.” The same could be said for the 
transit industry as a whole.

Transit Subsidies
In 2019, on top of the $16 billion collected in transit fares, 
transit received $58 billion in subsidies, $13 billion of 
which came from the federal government. In April 2020, 
Congress gave transit $25 billion on top of the expected 
$13 billion.

Obviously, since 2019 fares were only $16 billion, this 
was more than needed to make up for expected losses in 
fares revenues. The rest was supposed to be necessary to 
cover losses in state and local tax revenues. Early in the 
pandemic, many states were forecasting 10 to 20 percent 
drops in tax collections.

That didn’t happen, however. The latest data indicate 
that state tax collections in 2020 would be only 5.5 per-
cent less than 2019. The biggest source of taxes for transit 
agencies is sales taxes, and they declined by only 0.3 per-
cent. Thus, it appears that most of the $25 billion granted 
by Congress was unnecessary.

Transit agencies gobbled it up anyway, As a result, to-
tal subsidies in 2020 are likely to come close to $80 bil-
lion. Subsidies in 2021 may be even greater, as Congress 
has already given the agencies $14 billion and is current-
ly debating between giving them another $20 billion (as 
proposed by President Biden) or another $30 billion (as 
proposed by Senator Chuck Schumer). 

The transit industry is already totally hooked on sub-
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https://www.nydailynews.com/coronavirus/ny-covid-mta-overnight-subway-closure-costs-20210126-vkvnyjzwazb5fphby2qvsrpzkm-story.html
https://www.cbpp.org/research/state-budget-and-tax/states-grappling-with-hit-to-tax-collections
https://www.cbpp.org/research/state-budget-and-tax/states-grappling-with-hit-to-tax-collections
https://taxfoundation.org/state-tax-revenues-beat-expecations-fy-2020/
https://taxfoundation.org/state-tax-revenues-beat-expecations-fy-2020/
http://ti.org/antiplanner/?p=17979
https://www.railwayage.com/news/biden-20b-for-hardest-hit-public-transit-agencies/
https://www.nydailynews.com/news/politics/new-york-elections-government/ny-nyc-mta-schumer-covid-relief-20210201-oklblczolzfftcyqhtvswsf7s4-story.html


sidies. The danger is that, with all these subsidies, passen-
ger fares will become such a small share of transit budgets 
that agencies will make no efforts to try to get more riders. 
We are almost at that point today, when agencies like LA 
Metro and Portland’s TriMet consider it more important 
to build rail than to increase ridership. The new crop of 
subsidies will only make this worse.

Enhanced Spreadsheet

As usual, I’ve posted an enhanced version of the Federal 
Transit Administration’s spreadsheet. The original spread-
sheet showed monthly transit ridership (UPT or unlinked 

passenger trips) from 2002 through 2020 for every transit 
agency and mode in cells A1 through IC2213. 

My enhancements include annual totals in columns 
ID through IV; mode totals in rows 2215 through 2237; 
totals for each transit agency in rows 2240 through 3239; 
and totals for the nation’s 200 largest urban areas in rows 
3240 through 3440. I’ve also made these enhancements 
on the service (VRM or vehicle-revenue miles) worksheet.

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 an empty light-rail car 
is by Gtony40404.

https://ti.org/docs/December2020Ridership.xlsx
https://www.cato.org/books/romance-rails-why-passenger-trains-we-love-are-not-transportation-we-need
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:RTDlightrailinterior.JPG

