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III. Session Q&A
Moderator Questions
Q: Federal COVID emergency funds have lasted longer than anticipated, in part because transit
agencies don’t have enough operators to run target levels of service. What is the state of human
capital in the transit industry?

A: Jim Aloisi comments that CTA has made significant efforts to address the “cost side” of
public transportation, but that we need to be realistic in recognizing that a) there is a
significant labor shortage after the pandemic, and b) we will need to increase pay for
operators, provide better working conditions, and ensure jobs are appealing to younger
workers seeking career growth opportunities.

A: Jeremy Fine notes that all CTA savings have been invested in service operators, with
cuts being made in administration (non-service or safety-related positions). He adds that
retention is a challenge, and that CTA is working to reduce barriers to entry by helping
people obtain commercial drivers’ licenses (CDLs) and offering more appealing positions.

A: Mary Ann O’Hara (Chief Financial Officer at MBTA) adds that simply raising operator
hourly rates has been the most impactful recruiting tool for MBTA, and that the agency is
now hitting its operator targets. She adds that MBTA should not make cuts to
administrative positions, as there are long-term costs to this strategy that aren’t reflected
in financial reports.

Attendee Questions
Q: Given work from home trends, should we rethink how public transit is subsidized? Should we
shift from employer-based incentive programs to something more community-based?

A: Jeremy Fine notes that CTA has been actively working to understand its post-COVID
ridership cohorts and design fare products that attract, retain, and assist customers with
different mobility patterns.

Q: Can transit agencies use capital funds to support or replace operating expenses? For example,
should agencies be investing in autonomous technologies?

A: Fred Salvucci argues that 2024 is not the time to pursue autonomous technologies.
Alliances with operator labor will be critical for transit’s survival.

A: Jim Alossi adds that there is safety value in having a human operator, even if a vehicle
could be driven autonomously. We should prioritize riders’ perceptions of safety, and riders
like having a human operator.

A: Jinhua Zhao agrees that alliances with operator unions are critical at this moment, but
adds that when technology is ready, autonomous technologies may allow us to redefine
transit jobs by allowing operators to focus on customer service rather than actually
operating vehicles.
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Q: Is congestion pricing a viable model for the Boston region?

A: Jim Aloisi comments that governments will likely transition to road use charging systems
to replace gas tax revenues. Transit agencies need to position themselves as recipients of
some of that revenue to achieve a more well-rounded and sustainable funding model.

IV. MIT Student Perspectives
Mobility Forum Reflections
Student participants in the Mobility Forum broadly agree that new funding sources are needed to
ensure the long-term health of transit, and that federal funds should play a large role. Two key
themes emerged in student responses to the panel:

● Transit agencies need to invest in services that will attract and retain customers. Students
are not comfortable with the status quo of public transit and believe that new funding
should be used not only to sustain current operations, but to improve service. Students
commented that:

○ Providing more and better service is the best way to build financial support for
transit. Agencies should focus on building ridership, and revenue or additional
public funding will follow.

○ Transit agencies are not running sufficient levels of service. For example, CTA is
currently operating at “crisis-level” headways due to insufficient funding.

○ Transit agencies need to adapt to post-COVID realities and changing trip patterns.
Agencies can build ridership and recover revenue by designing services that are
less oriented towards commuters.

● Transit agencies should develop local funding strategies in addition to seeking federal
support. Students suggested additional strategies for creating sustainable funding sources
for public transit:

○ Rather than relying entirely on federal funds, transit agencies should develop
funding strategies that are more directly linked to the local economic value they
generate. For example, transit systems could be supported by additional local
property taxes, or even fees levied on businesses operating in transit sheds.

○ Employers benefit from proximity to public transit but do not always support transit
financially. Employers bear costs for employees commuting by car because they
often provide parking.
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Author’s Reflection
Around the country, local governments are working to expand transit service and increase its mode
share relative to private vehicles. These efforts are central to addressing climate change and
improving social and economic equity. Like other students, I think this is critical work. Transit
agencies should invest in improving service even in the face of fiscal uncertainty. American public
transit systems have faced fiscal precarity for nearly their entire existence, and while the
post-COVID fiscal cliff is particularly steep, it is not without precedent.

While transit agencies invest in better service, policymakers must develop strategies to make
transit more competitive with automobility. The carrot of better transit will need to be supported by
a stick that makes driving less appealing. Like Jim Aloisi, I agree that road use charging should be
used to replace lost gas tax revenues. It should also be used to disincentivize driving. Local
governments can also work to reduce parking supply and advance land-use policies that achieve
levels of density that are more supportive of transit. In much of America, the deck is stacked
against public transit. These and other policies will help address a century of policy decisions that
favor private vehicles.

The “death spiral” is a widely discussed principle in public transit: when agencies experience
funding shortfalls, they are forced to make service cuts that lead to decreased ridership and
reduced revenue. Without a sustainable funding source, the post-COVID fiscal cliff could trigger
such spirals. Alternatively, transit agencies and policymakers can work to create an upward spiral
for public transit where service improvements lead to higher ridership, leading to more
improvements and more ridership. In an upward spiral, fiscal sustainability follows growth –
whether this is achieved through growth in farebox revenue or a fundamental shift in how transit is
subsidized, transit’s appeal relative to other modes will be central. To compete, transit will require a
renewed and expanded commitment of public funds plus a set of coordinated policies to make
transit the best option for most trips.
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The Fiscal Cliff
Navigating the US Transit Operating Budget Crisis 











MIT Mobility Forum | A CTA Perspective



Overview of CTA
• CTA provides 900,000+ rides per day to Chicago

and 35 near suburbs

• CTA provides 80-85% of regional rides

• Metra provides suburban rail

• Pace provides suburban bus

• RTA provides oversight for the 3 service boards

• CTA Highlights

• $1.996B operating budget

• $3.6B 5-year capital budget

• 10,000 employees

• 8 rail lines

• 127 bus routes
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2024 Operating Budget - Revenue Overview
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• Revenue within the $1.996B operating budget is derived from three main sources: system-generated 

revenue (21%), public funding (55%) and federal relief funds (24%)

• 2024 fare and pass revenue was budgeted to be 59% of 2019 revenue, which is up 5% from 2023
▪ 2022, farebox revenue grew by $48 million or 20% (49.7% of 2019 levels)

▪ 2023, farebox revenue grew by or $38 million or 13% (56.2% of 2019 levels)

• Public funding is budgeted to be 34% higher (~$275M) than 2019 helping to offset the decline in system-

generated revenue
– Growth is due to the addition of online sales, cannabis sales, inflation and a strong economy 

• Federal relief funds account for 24% of Operating Revenue
– Positive variance on revenues and expenses would reduce the total amount drawn for 2024

Public Funding ($1096M)

1. Sales Tax (~$610M from RTA 

portion)

2. Public Transportation Funds 

(PTF) (~$413M from State Road 

& GR Funds)

3. Real Estate Transfer Taxes 

(RETT) (~$72M City of Chicago)

Note: While not part of Public 

Funding, Reduced Fare Subsidy 

also comes from the State of Illinois 

and has been cut since 2015

Farebox 

Revenue, 
$345.1, 17% Non-Farebox 

Revenue, 
$82.3, 4%

Sales Tax, 

$610.6, 30%PTF,

$412.8, 21%

RETT, $72.5, 

4%

Federal Relief Funds, 

$472.5, 24%



Facing the Funding Cliffs 
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Pre-Pandemic, Funding Was Inadequate

• 50% of operating funding 

• 60% of capital funding  

– Plus, intermittent state capital bond program 

Due to the Pandemic, Transit Faced Existential Risks 

• Proved CTA is an essential service during the pandemic

– Provided over 250,000-500,000 rides per day during the height of the pandemic

• Awarded $2.2B of federal relief funds

– 2024 budget projected funds to be available through late 2025/early 2026 ($1.03B remaining)

Going Forward, Transit Still Faces Risks 

• Annual budget gaps of $500 million (over 20% of 2024 budget) and growing

– Fare increases nor service cuts will not close the gap and are not supported by riders

• Significant capital funding is needed to fund transit of the future as well as state of good repair needs 

• Working with State legislature and other stakeholders to address permanent long-term funding 

solutions



How to Address the Funding Cliffs 
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Making the Pitch for Additional Funding 

• Customer Focus

– Addressing customer concerns via Meeting the Moment & 

scorecard 

– Better regional integration 

• Legislative Focus 

– Driver of economic growth, environmental agenda and equity goals 

– Reduced expenses and increased non-farebox revenues by a 

cumulative $1B over the past 8 years 

• Admin costs (8.5%) 

– Farebox growth of 20% in 2022 and 13% in 2023 

– State operating and capital funding has lagged peers 

• CTA only receives 50% of the regional funding despite 

delivering over 80% of the regional trips

– Strategic plans (RTA & CMAP) 

• Future of transit + funding sources + governance 

– Funding options include: 

• Sales taxes 

• State funding 

• Congestion pricing 

• Federal funds 





Strategies for Funding Transit Operating Needs
1) Improved public transport is an essential component of  a strategy to achieve sustainable 
accessible metropolitan areas, but is not included in federal plans focused nearly exclusively on EV 
promotion. Major additional, stable and sustainable funding for improved transit operations and 
maintenance needs should become a federal funding priority to help large and medium sized 
metropolitan areas improve accessibility while reducing air pollution and climate change emissions.

2)The goal: transit should thrive in the long run, but it must survive the Fiscal Cliff  in the short run, 
and maintain currently inadequate transit services. Because of  its “ lumpy” quality, with benefits 
spread unevenly across metropolitan areas, and its regional characteristic (larger than municipal 
boundaries, but smaller than state jurisdiction), political support for significant funding is difficult to 
achieve.

3) One element of  a short term strategy: build stable ridership through pretax employee transit pass 
programs like the MIT mobility pass.

4) The MIT mobility pass concept: major employers fund transit passes for employees, recouping 
their cost by reductions in expenditure/space required for employee parking.  It will improve transit 
ridership and reduce auto use modestly, and can be a useful, but not transformative initiative.



To meet the existential challenge of  climate change, transition to EVs is now national policy, which 
introduces three potential “pattern break” opportunities:

• Federal assistance for vehicle ownership through the explicit public subsidy for 
vehicle ownership, as well as the cross subsidy inherent in CAFE, to incentivize 
shift away from petroleum consumption has a regressive impact and justifies a 
complementary increase in transit funding, both to incentivize less auto use and 
improve equity.

• The gas tax foundation for roadway infrastructure maintenance is now eroding, 
and needs to be replaced, at both the federal and state level.

• The conventional pattern of  user fee support for infrastructure was abandoned in 
the recent federal infrastructure bill, which relied instead on deficit finance.

Recognizing the regressive nature of  subsidy for purchase of  EV vehicles, and the threat 
to infrastructure maintenance posed by reduction in gasoline consumption, there is major equity 
argument to fund complementary dramatically expanded funding for O & M of  both roadways and 
transit on a national basis to support universal accessibility of  metropolitan areas. This needs to occur 
primarily at the federal level, because it is federal EV policy that is driving the need for a new source of  
roadway maintenance and a complementary robust transit funding initiative, and because only the federal 
government can use deficit funding.
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