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Increasing Transit Ridership by Reducing Mobility

Reeling from five years of ridership declines, the transit 
industry is stumbling around looking for a new 

mission, or at least new strategies to restore some of its 
revenues. New research and on-the-ground experience 
suggests the task will be difficult and may be hopeless.

The opening pages of the American Public Transpor-
tation Association’s (APTA) recently released 2019 Transit 
Fact Book present a cheery picture of transit’s success by 
comparing 2018 transit numbers with numbers from 
the 1990s, which saw historic lows in transit ridership. 
Yes, ridership grew from 1995 to 2014, but bus ridership 
peaked in 2008 and rail in 2014 and both have been 
declining since then, a reality APTA hopes people will 
overlook. This is typical of the kind of cherry-picking of 
data that transit advocates so often use to promote their 
agendas.

Transit agencies are trying a variety of strategies 
in response to the decline, including reducing fares to 
zero, increasing bus-rapid transit lines, contracting with 
ride-hailing companies to provide “last-mile” services, 
restructuring bus routes, and begging politicians for 
increased subsidies. There’s little reason to think that any 
of these will do much good in the long run.

Why Transit Ridership Hasn’t Grown
Historically, points out a recent paper published by the 
National Academies of Sciences, transit ridership depend-
ed on increasing populations, increased service, and the 
number of transit-dependent riders, but the importance 
of all of those factors has diminished in the past few 
years. The report compared ridership in 2012 with 2016 
for such regional groupings as “dense large metropolises,” 
“sprawling large metropolises,” “mid-sized dense regions,” 
“mid-sized sprawling regions,” and so forth. 

For buses, the report found that there was no longer 
any relationship between population growth and rid-
ership, a weak relationship between service levels and 
ridership in mid-size urban areas but not large ones, and 
a weak relationship between zero-vehicle households and 
ridership in large urban areas but not medium or smaller 

ones. For rail, there was a weak relationship between 
population and ridership, only a moderate relationship 
between service and ridership, but no relationship be-
tween ridership and zero-vehicle households. 

The growth in rail ridership through 2014 is mainly due to New 
York City’s economic recovery and secondarily due to the opening of 
new rail lines in other cities—which contributed to the stagnation and 
decline in bus ridership.

Much of the increase in rail service is from the open-
ing of new rail lines. While this may have increased rail 
riders, it also cannibalized bus riders, a phenomenon the 
report ignored. Moreover, the more positive results with 
rail are partly due to the fact that the time period covered 
in the study—2012 to 2016—didn’t see the majority of 
rail’s decline; an extension of the study to 2018 or 2019 
would probably have seen weaker results. In short, none 
of the traditional tools used to improve ridership—in-
creasing bus service, building rail lines, and catering to 
transit-dependent households—are working anymore. 

Echoing a complaint that transit is losing riders be-
cause traffic congestion is slowing buses, the study point-
ed out that much of this congestion results from densi-
fication. Ironically, this is a policy used by many urban 
areas to supposedly increase ridership by discouraging 
people from driving, but it backfired because apparently 
transit is more vulnerable to congestion than driving.
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Downtowns’ Forgotten Importance
A problem with studies like this is that they focus on the 
variables for which data are readily available, including 
zero-vehicle households and population densities from 
census data and service levels and ridership from the Na-
tional Transit Database. Yet population density is much 
less important to transit ridership than the number of 
downtown jobs, a number that is not readily available for 
individual years.

Wendell Cox has used American Community Survey 
data to calculate jobs by census tract and then counted 
the jobs in census tracts in downtown areas. Since the 
American Community Survey is a sample, he had to use 
the average of three years of sampling, 2006 through 
2008, to get numbers that are reasonably accurate. 

The correlation between 2010 urban area population 
densities with transit’s share of commuting is about 0.4, 
which is statistically significant but not very high. The 
correlation between the number of downtown jobs and 
transit’s share of commuting is nearly 0.9, which is very 
high. I suspect the correlation between density and transit 
is an artifact of the fact that regions with large down-
towns also tend to be dense. 

In other words, increasing the density of an urban 
area won’t increase transit ridership, at least not if that 
increase isn’t accompanied by an increase in downtown 
jobs. Thus, by focusing on density because it is a readily 
available number, transit advocates rely on a spurious 
relationship while they ignore the role of downtown jobs 
because it isn’t a readily available number. 

For example, between 1980 and 2018, the density 
of the San Francisco-Oakland urban area grew by 70 
percent as result of the region’s densification policies. Yet 
per capita transit ridership fell by 16 percent. On the 
other hand, the National Academies report attributes the 
growth in Seattle transit ridership to increased service 
when in fact it is more likely due to the rapid increase in 
the number of jobs in downtown Seattle. The increased 
service may have helped support those commuters, but 
without the increased jobs the service increases would 
probably been as useless as they have been in other areas 
such as San Antonio (where service since 2012 has in-
creased by 17 percent yet ridership has fallen 24 percent).

Another study written by researchers at the Uni-
versity of Minnesota’s Accessibility Observatory found 
that ridership gains are most likely when service im-
provements can significantly increase the number of jobs 
located within 45 minutes of riders’ homes. This, say the 
researchers, supports “the idea that transit investment 
should focus on mature, well-developed regions.” That’s 
not a message that the transit industry wants to hear, as 
its goal is to spread its influence to as many people as 
possible, thus making politicians throughout the country 
likely to vote for more transit funding.

For example, transit ridership in Denver is declining 

so much that it threatens to put the Regional Transit 
District into a death spiral of declining revenues leading 
to service cuts leading to more revenue declines. Yet the 
Colorado Department of Transportation seems intent on 
extending transit services into every rural county in the 
state, claiming that’s what it heard in “listening sessions” 
which, of course, were designed to get people to say 
things that the ideologues in the agency wanted to hear.

Free Fares: Acts of Desperation
In response to declining ridership, at least two transit 
systems have decided to go for broke by making transit 
free. Fares in Olympia, Washington will fall to zero on 
January 1, 2020. Kansas City, Missouri’s transit agency 
has decided to reduce fares to zero, although the decision 
depends on approval from the city.

Transit supporters have proposed to eliminate fares 
in other cities as well, including Denver, Portland, and 
even New York. Some of the proponents argue that zero 
fares are somehow more equitable; New York City pro-
testers against the city enforcing fare rules even claim that 
asking people to pay for a service is somehow a “fascist” 
policy. But the reality is that these proposals are coming 
from agencies desperate to prove their worth even as 
fewer and fewer people use them.

Restructuring Bus Routes
A more constructive strategy is to restructure bus sys-
tems to focus on the areas that receive the highest transit 
use (as the Minnesota study recommended) and allow 
many riders to reach destinations without going through 
downtown hubs. Although this has been called the 
“hottest trend in transit,” it has so far been completed on 
a major scale only by Houston in 2012 and Richmond 
in 2018. Houston’s bus ridership had dropped like a 
rock after 2007, and the 2012 restructuring led to some 
minor growth. However, as shown in the graph, it never 
recovered the losses since 2007 and has more stabilized 
than grown since then. 

Houston saw a huge decline in bus ridership after 2007, com-
pared to which the increase in ridership since the 2012 restructuring 
has been trivial.
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Other transit agencies, including Los Angeles Metro 
and Denver RTD, say they are planning similar restruc-
turing, but they may not be taking it seriously. For exam-
ple, LA Metro says it has a multi-year process for fixing 
its bus system, but ridership is plummeting and transit 
advocates say it needs to fix the system now, not some 
vague date in the future.

Meanwhile, RTD asked Jarrett Walker, who designed 
the Houston and Richmond systems, to submit a propos-
al for restructuring its system. I’ve been told by RTD in-
siders, however, that he found the contract specifications 
to be unworkable for his small firm, requiring a huge 
“public listening” process. I suspect that RTD is mainly 
using the process as a ruse to increase its tax revenues.

Deals with the Devil
Some transit agencies have attempted to cooperate with 
(meaning pay) rather than fight ride-sharing companies, 
encouraging them to provide “first and last mile” service 
from the end of transit lines. The first to do so was Pinel-
las Suncoast Transit. Since agreeing to subsidize Uber, the 
agency has lost 16 percent of its bus riders. 

Santa Clara Valley transit (San Jose) attempted a “mi-
crotransit” project which was terminated after six months 
due to high costs and low ridership. Austin’s microtran-
sit did better, mainly because it was free. Such exper-
iments are costly and in many cases will actually aide 
the ride-hailing companies in their efforts to completely 
replace public transit.

Reducing Mobility to Boost Transit
Rather than restructure their existing bus systems, more 
agencies, including RTD, are looking at bus-rapid transit. 
I’ve often supported bus-rapid transit using existing 
shared lanes, but many agencies, led by LA Metro, are de-
manding exclusive bus lanes. In LA Metro’s case, at least, 
the explicit goal is to “make driving harder.”

Denver recently “road dieted” south Broadway, a 
major exit route from downtown, by converting one of 
its five lanes into a dedicated bus lane and another into a 
two-way bike lane. A study by the Colorado Automobile 
Dealers Association found that 83 percent of the number 
of people using these lanes during an evening rush hour 
were in the three auto lanes, while 17 percent were in the 
bus lane. There were just a handful of cyclists (some of 
which weren’t even in the bike lanes), too few to even be 
a rounding error. 

If the goal is moving people, dedicating a lane for 
buses is useful if those buses actually move more people 
than the lane would move if open to autos, but otherwise 
it is wasted. But transit agencies are supporting such lane 
conversions more in the hope that they discourage people 
from driving than they make efficient use of infrastruc-
ture.

Cleveland, whose overall transit system is in one 
of the worst death spirals in the nation, has a dedicat-

ed bus-rapid transit lane that it claims is a success. But 
ridership on the line recently dropped more than 20 per-
cent when a court ruled that the transit agency couldn’t 
use police to enforce its pay-before-boarding policy. It 
substituted a pay-on-board system that has slowed buses 
and discouraged ridership. The lesson is that a pay-be-
fore-boarding system that is easily enforced is more im-
portant to bus-rapid transit success than dedicated lanes.

Atlanta’s MARTA says it will start opening bus-rap-
id transit lanes and may eventually have a system more 
extensive than its current rail lines. But it expects to take 
four years to open its first one. If it simply operated fre-
quent buses on existing shared lanes, with a pay-before-
you-board system and infrequent stops, it could open 
routes in a few weeks and capture as many new riders for 
far less money as with dedicated lanes.

Similarly, Oakland wants to open dedicated bus-rap-
id transit lanes, but the project has been delayed by 
“unforeseen construction disruptions” including an “array 
of underground and unmapped objects.” These problems 
could have been avoided by simply running frequent 
buses in existing shared lanes.

Streetcar Boondoggles
Many of the cities that built streetcar lines may now be 
regretting it, or they should be if they had any sense. 
Atlanta’s streetcar ridership fell 54 percent after it began 
charging a fare. Cincinnati’s streetcar ridership has dwin-
dled 27 percent since 2017, its first full year of operation. 
Tucson’s lost 16 percent of its riders since 2015, its first 
full year of operation. Charlotte’s lost 72 percent since 
2016, its first full year. The novelty of streetcars apparent-
ly often quickly wears off.

Milwaukee was the first city to take delivery of a 1927 Twin 
Coach bus, the bus that made streetcars obsolete.

St. Louis’ streetcar is getting so few riders that the 
operator threatened to quit this month unless it received 
a new subsidy on top of the subsidies it already had. It 
has been given a subsidy to operate through the end of 
this year, but may still cease to operate in 2020. Similarly, 
ridership on El Paso’s one-year-old streetcar is well below 
expectations and the line needs more subsidies to contin-
ue to operate.
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So it is a bit ironic that the city of Milwaukee has spent $124 
million, and plans to spend more, reintroducing streetcars even as 
ridership on its bus system is falling by an average of 5 percent per year. 
Photo by David Wilson. 

After one year, Milwaukee claims that its streetcar 
is a great success, as it has attracted an average of 2,200 
riders per day when it was projected to carry just 1,800 
riders per day. I’m suspicious that the 1,800 number is a 
reduced projection made to make the actual number look 
good, but I can’t find the original projections as TIGER 
grant applications aren’t available on line. However, if it is 
so successful, why is the city keeping fares at zero for the 
second year when it had planned to begin charging after 
the first year? Besides, it’s hard to be proud that spending 
more than $120 million on a streetcar generated less than 
three-quarters of a million annual riders when Milwau-
kee’s overall transit system has lost an average of 2 million 
riders a year for the last ten years and now is down more 

than 40 percent from its 2007 peak.
Spending $124 million to get 740,000 streetcar rides hardly 

makes up for the loss of 2 million bus rides a year since 2006.

Supposedly, streetcars were not for transportation but 
for stimulating economic development. I doubt much 
new development that can be ascribed to the St. Louis 
streetcar or even the Washington DC streetcar, which is 
still free after several years of operation with stagnant rid-
ership. A recent article in the Greater Greater Washington 

web site argues that Washington should learn how to run 
a streetcar from Morocco, but a transportation project 
done in a country that has barely 100 motor vehicles 
per thousand residents has no application to the United 
States, which has well over eight times that many. 

Throwing Good Money After Bad
Probably the most common strategy among transit agen-
cies facing declining ridership is to seek more subsidies. 
A representative of Twin Cities Metro Transit argues that 
Metro needs a “sustainable revenue” source. In other 
words, they want a source of funds that is guaranteed to 
continue long after the riders disappear. 

When Secretary of Transportation Elaine Chao an-
nounced the most recent round of BUILD (formerly TI-
GER) grants, transit advocates complain that the Trump 
administration has “gutted transit funding” because most 
of the BUILD grants were for roads, not transit, not to 
mention that most of the money supposedly went to 
states that voted for Trump. With driving growing and 
transit shrinking, it makes sense to put more money into 
roads than transit. Besides, as the Reason Foundation’s 
Baruch Feigenbaum has documented, this program was 
always highly politicized, but transit people never com-
plained when the Obama administration spent undue 
amounts of money on transit and in Democratic districts 
funding ridiculous projects like the Milwaukee streetcar.

Nashville was disappointed to learn that it didn’t get 
$10.7 million from the BUILD fund to build a “North 
Nashville Transit Center.” Why does anyone think that 
spending millions of dollars on something that doesn’t 
move will help transit riders?

Conclusions
Transit agencies have lost sight of their original mission of 
improving people’s mobility. Instead, they increasingly see 
their role as trying to reduce people’s mobility by taking 
away auto lanes and reducing parking in order to force 
them to take transit. That’s a predictable yet unsavory 
result of funding 75 percent of transit programs out of 
tax dollars rather than user fees. 

If transit agencies want a sustainable source of funds, 
they should find ways to attract riders by making their 
services more competitive, not by reducing the efficiency 
of their competition. If they can do this, the revenues 
they collect in fares should be indefinitely sustainable.

Randal O’Toole, the Antiplanner, is a land-use and 
transportation policy analyst and author of Romance of 
the Rails: Why the Passenger Trains We Love Are Not 
the Transportation We Need. Masthead photo by Culver 
CityBus.
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