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Cascade Commentary

QuickPoint! e $2 Trillion and No One Aboard
By Randal O’Toole

Since 1965, when Congress began subsidizing urban transit, taxpayers have spent
well over $1.4 trillion on transit. When adjusted for inflation to today's dollars,
that's more than $2.1 trillion: that’s right up there in the same territory as the U.S.
budget deficit.

Despite these subsidies, transit ridership remains stagnant or declining and trips per
average urban resident have fallen to less than half as many transit trips per year
compared to 60 years ago.

Instead of improving efficient transportation, however, transit agencies have
bloated their bureaucracies by hiring thousands of extra workers. While transit
operating costs increased 500 percent, worker productivity has plummeted.

The number of transit employees has nearly tripled, while the number of riders in
2025 is only 80 percent of what it was in 2019. Nonetheless, agencies are spending
55 percent more on "general administration." (See Chart 1,p 2.)

Most transit makes congestion worse, not better. Outside of New York City, transit
uses more energy and emits more greenhouse gases per passenger-mile than cars
and light trucks. Transit does more harm than good for low-income people because
most of the taxes supporting it are regressive and only 5 percent of low-income
workers commute by transit.

Transit has become a colossal scam that is 10 percent transportation and 90 percent
political patronage. Since transit agencies get most of their funding from taxpayers
rather than fares, they have little incentive to attract new riders. The main
supporters of transit today are transit unions, many of whose members earn more
than $100,000 a year. Transit construction companies and manufacturers earn huge
profits from building transit megaprojects.

It's time to stop this trillion-dollar boondoggle and put transit agencies on a sensible
footing. Congress will be considering new legislation in 2026, known as the
Surface Transportation Reauthorization bill. It should either end transit subsidies or
make subsidies proportional to fare revenues to give transit agencies an incentive to
boost ridership, not spending.




Chart 1

Transit Costs Increase, Ridership Stagnates or Declines
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Caption: From 1965 (when Congress began subsidizing transit) to 2024, transit operating

costs have increased 500 percent (after adjusting for inflation); fare revenues increased by

10 percent; ridership decreased by 10 percent; and trips per urban resident fell by 50

percen

Read more at The Antiplanner by Randal O’Toole, “$1.8 Trillion for Nothing.”

t. (Source: National Transit Database Historic Time Series, 2024 edition.)

Randal O’Toole is an Adjunct Scholar at Cascade Policy Institute, Oregon’s free

market public policy research organization. He is a transportation and land-use
policy analyst and the author of several books, including American Nightmare: How
Government Undermines the Dream of Homeownership and Romance of the Rails:
Why the Passenger Trains We Love Are Not the Transportation We Need. He writes

from Central
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