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Transit has long been bad-mouthed by its
big siblings, the car and the highway. When
it comes to funding a transit project, the term
used is “subsidization.” However, when a road
or highway project comes to the table, people
talk about “investment” or “progress” (Cervero,
2011, p. 4). When a driver hits a pedestrian,
instead of putting the blame on a person, we
say someone was “hit by a car” (Olson, 2012, p.
146). “A ‘closed street’ is actually a street that
has been ‘opened’ to people (Olson, 2012, p.
147). Despite this language, transit actually
costs less per capita, while also providing
more benefits and fewer externalities than
vehicular transportation.
Justification
for
governmental
support for public transportation is
to motivate a shift from other modes
of transportation. The desirability
of this shift is based simply upon
an interest by state and local
governments to reduce aggregate
costs to taxpayers. For example, bus
transportation reduces congestion,
which lessens the cost of providing
signage, road widening, and access
points, as well as wait times.1
David Levinson, a University of Minnesota
professor and contributing blogger to the
Transportationist and streets.mn, estimated
just how expensive it is to drive an automobile.
Considering his calculation of $0.68 per mile
and a national average of 13,476 miles driven
each year per driver, it costs an average of
$9000 to drive a car every year (Levinson,
2014; “Average Annual Miles,” 2015). The

unfortunate truth about this situation is that
drivers pay only about two-thirds of this cost,
which includes private costs such as gasoline,
the cost of the car, repairs, maintenance,
and insurance, but also infrastructure costs
funded through gas taxes and tolls. The
remainder, about $2900 per year per driver, is
infrastructure costs funded through general
taxes, and the effects of congestion and
pollution (Levinson, 2014). This cost does not
even factor in the expense of free parking!

Both transit riders and non-riders benefit
from the presence of transit systems. Riders’
benefit from accessibility and low-priced
transportation, and non-riders benefit from
reduced congestion, pollution, and higherquality infrastructure (Hicks, Faulk & Kroll,
2013, p. 8). Governments also benefit from
“additional tax revenues from workers who
can maintain employment due to access to a
transit system. Similarly, costs in health care or
social services that are reduced or eliminated
through public bus services” (Hicks et al., 2013,
p. 8). Costs avoided or deferred due to public
transportation in Indiana, for example, total
$145 million (Hicks et al., 2013, p. 12). Private
sector benefits include increased incomes
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(through the savings of not owning or operating an automobile) and increased employment,
totaling $278 million in Indiana in 2009 (Hicks et al., 2013, p. 11).

Yogi Berra is purported to have said, “You’ve got to be careful if you don’t know
where you’re going because you might not get there.” The nation faces multiple
transportation challenges that will not be resolved by pouring more and more
money into a broken system. Systemic reform is needed and probably will only
happen if transportation policy is vigorously debated in the public realm.
Transportation is too important to get the silent treatment.2

All benefits included, the total costs and savings that public transportation provided for
Indiana in 2009 were $466.5 million, a cost-benefit of 1:3. “Quite clearly, the benefits of public
fixed-route transit systems outweigh the costs for taxpayers and riders (Hicks et al., p. 13).
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