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In my first deep dive into strategies to reduce vehicle miles travelled (VMT), I’m looking at
declining transit ridership using Los Angeles as a case study since its ridership numbers
drive the overall statewide trends. Investing in public transit is one of the most time-tested
strategies for reducing personal VMT, since every car-owner we can convince to get on a
bus or a train is one less car out on the road. The climate benefit to this ride-switch is
especially apparent in states like California that are heavily investing in zero-emission
buses. Figuring out how to reverse the national decline in transit ridership will be a key part
of any VMT reduction strategy going forward.

A Metro Rapid 720 bus in Los Angeles (David Guo, Flickr)

Transit ridership across the country has plateaued or even decreased over the last decade,
led largely by substantial declines in bus trips. Over the same time period, transit agencies
have been forced to raise fares and cut services thanks to post-recession declines in state,
local, and federal funding. Unsurprisingly, studies have linked these cuts in service and fare
increases to the decline in ridership. Notably, one major study from McGill University’s
School of Urban Planning in 2018 surveying all North American transit agencies found
“internal factors, rather than ridesourcing and gas price” were the “key determinants of
ridership.” That is, quality and quantity of service are much more important factors in
controlling ridership than outside factors like cheap gas prices and the emergence of
transportation network companies (TNCs) like Uber.

http://legal-planet.org/2018/12/05/were-never-going-to-meet-our-ghg-transportation-goals-until-we-radically-rethink-our-cities/
https://blog.ucsusa.org/jimmy-odea/california-gets-one-step-closer-to-zero-emission-transit-buses
https://blog.ucsusa.org/jimmy-odea/california-gets-one-step-closer-to-zero-emission-transit-buses
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/trafficandcommuting/falling-transit-ridership-poses-an-emergency-for-cities-experts-fear/2018/03/20/ffb67c28-2865-11e8-874b-d517e912f125_story.html?utm_term=.09d292ffd4a4
https://www.apta.com/resources/reportsandpublications/Documents/Impacts-of-Recession-August-2011.pdf
http://tram.mcgill.ca/Research/Publications/Transit_Ridership_overtime.pdf
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Ridership and operations per year (total for all US transit agencies), from G. Boisjoly et al,
Invest in the ride: A 14 year longitudinal analysis of the determinants of public transport
ridership in 25 North American cities, 116 Transportation Research Part A 434, 440 (2018).

In Southern California, on the other hand, a 2018 report from UCLA’s Institute of
Transportation Studies (ITS) commissioned by the Southern California Association of
Governments (SCAG) points to increased car ownership as a big part of the region’s
significant transit ridership decline. UCLA scholars also found that gas prices and the rise of
TNCs had not significantly impacted ridership. But the UCLA study also found that service
changes did not significantly correlate with ridership declines in Southern California, in
contrast with the McGill study’s broader North American findings.

Because Southern California’s transit usage is extremely concentrated in a relatively small
percentage of the population, the UCLA study notes, even minor changes in the behavior of
that population can have outsize impacts on ridership numbers as a whole. In the SCAG
region (Los Angeles, Orange, Riverside, San Bernardino, Ventura and Imperial counties),
the UCLA study found that only 2% of the population rides frequently (45 trips/month),
20% ride occasionally (12 trips/month), and more than 3/4 of the population ride little
or no transit (<1 trip per month). Remarkably, ridership losses from LA Metro alone
account for more than 72% of the entire state’s losses. And because ridership in LA
Metro is so concentrated, “half of California’s total lost ridership is accounted for by 17 LA

http://tram.mcgill.ca/Research/Publications/Transit_Ridership_overtime.pdf
https://www.its.ucla.edu/2018/01/31/new-report-its-scholars-on-the-cause-of-californias-falling-transit-ridership/
https://www.its.ucla.edu/2018/01/31/new-report-its-scholars-on-the-cause-of-californias-falling-transit-ridership/
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Metro routes (14 bus and 3 rail lines) and one OCTA route.”

UCLA ITS found that declines in annual transit trips per capita in California and
especially the SCAG region have outpaced national trends. Michael Manville et al.,
Falling Transit Ridership: California & Southern California (UCLA Inst. of Transp.
Studies, Jan. 2018).

The UCLA study attributes this decline in ridership to dramatic growth in first-time vehicle
ownership among formerly carless frequent transit riders:

The growth in vehicle access has been especially dramatic among subsets of the
population that are among the heaviest users of transit. Between 2000 and 2015,
the share of households in the region with no vehicles fell by 30 percent, and the
share of households with fewer vehicles than adults fell 14 percent. Among
foreign-born residents, zero-vehicle households were down 42 percent, and those
with fewer vehicles than adults were down 22 percent. Finally, among foreign-
born households from Mexico, the share of households without vehicles declined
an astonishing 66 percent, while households with more adults than vehicles
dropped 27 percent. Living in a household without a vehicle is perhaps the
strongest single predictor of transit use; the decline of these households has
powerful implications for transit in Southern California.

https://www.its.ucla.edu/2018/01/31/new-report-its-scholars-on-the-cause-of-californias-falling-transit-ridership/


Are Buses the Silver Bullet to Reduce Declines in Transit Ridership? |
4

At least some of this growth in regional car-ownership may be attributable to 2015’s AB 60,
which gave undocumented immigrants the ability to obtain California driver’s licenses. As of
March 2018, more than 1 million California residents had taken advantage of this program.
To be clear, increased mobility for these families is an unequivocal economic and
social good, and it would be grossly inequitable for transit advocates to seek to
reverse vehicle ownership growth in this sector. This is especially true given both 1)
the likelihood that these new car-owners have been priced out of urban centers and into far-
flung neighborhoods not well-served by transit, and 2) the gigantic untapped market of
more affluent infrequent transit users making up 77% of Southern California’s population.

As the UCLA study notes, low-income car-owners drive less frequently than affluent drivers,
and are more likely to use their vehicles for “high-value” trips like traveling to and from
work. Affluent drivers, on the other hand, drive much more frequently and are more likely to
use their vehicles for “low-value” trips like running errands less than a mile away. In
seeking to equitably reduce VMT then, it makes more sense from an economic and social
perspective to focus on displacing the low-value car trips taken by affluent drivers with
transit, rather than the high-value car trips taken by lower income drivers. Thus, the UCLA
study concludes, “[t]he future of public transit in the SCAG region, then, will be shaped less
by the mobility needs of people who do not own vehicles, and more by policy decisions that
encourage vehicle-owning households to drive less and use transit more.”

But (and this is a big one), transit agencies should not increase affluent ridership if it
comes at the expense of forgoing their responsibility as a social service. As a recent
CityLab piece asked:

“What is the point of public transportation? Is it a social service to help those
most in need? Or is it an environmental initiative to get drivers out of their cars?
And can it ever be both?”

I do think it is possible to be both, but it requires careful consideration and community
engagement in planning for the future.

Los Angeles, for example, has a checkered history in equitable and transparent metropolitan
transportation planning. Back in the 1990s, the Los Angeles Bus Rider’s Union (represented
by the NAACP Legal Defense Fund) famously sued LA Metro for civil rights violations,
alleging discriminatory intent in disproportionate funding for rail versus buses (at the time,
bus riders were 80% people of color and made up 94% of total Metro ridership, but received

https://www.dmv.ca.gov/portal/dmv/detail/ab60
https://www.latimes.com/local/lanow/la-me-dmv-illegal-immigration-licenses-20180404-story.html
https://www.citylab.com/solutions/2012/07/race-class-and-stigma-riding-bus-america/2510/
https://www.kcet.org/history-society/from-bus-riders-union-to-bus-rapid-transit-race-class-and-transit-infrastructure-in
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only 29% of Metro’s budget). Eventually, a consent decree would force LA Metro to limit
fare increases to the consumer price index and reduce overcrowding with new bus
purchases tied to decreasing the average load factor.

The race and class divide between bus and rail service–and between transit ridership and
personal vehicle usage, more generally–highlighted by the Bus Rider’s Union is not unique
to Los Angeles, nor is it an issue that we’re anywhere close to resolving. There is also, of
course, a larger conversation to be had about just how fair the BRU’s criticisms were in the
long-term, given the much higher up-front capital investment for rail that some argue
eventually evens out with operational per-capita costs lower than buses.  

But one way for cities to boost transit ridership (and hopefully reduce VMT) without
disproportionately impacting core riders is to focus on their long-neglected bus
systems. As you’ll note from the first table above, declines in bus ridership are driving the
overall decline in transit ridership nationally. The McGill study looking broadly at all North
American transit agencies concluded these declines were driven by service reductions and
fare increases as a result of budget cuts. (Interestingly, while the UCLA study did not find a
significant correlation between service quality and ridership, this was partially because they
suspected LA Metro had adjusted its bus schedules to show higher “on-time” rates despite
slower service–indicating that increasing service quality could help even with Southern
California’s particular transit declines.)

One city has managed to buck the trend of declining bus ridership. While every other major
city has seen double digit declines, Seattle has managed to increase its bus ridership by
more than 30% since 2004:

https://www.theatlantic.com/projects/the-future-of-the-city/archive/2010/06/off-the-bus/57449/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/social-issues/what-city-bus-systems-can-tell-us-about-race-poverty-and-who-we-are/2017/09/07/6531d26a-9260-11e7-8754-d478688d23b4_story.html?utm_term=.7607d55d64ab
https://www.citylab.com/solutions/2012/07/race-class-and-stigma-riding-bus-america/2510/
https://www.kcet.org/commentary/race-class-fear-and-shame-transit-barriers
https://www.kcet.org/history-society/from-bus-riders-union-to-bus-rapid-transit-race-class-and-transit-infrastructure-in
https://www.citylab.com/transportation/2018/05/seattle-the-city-that-respects-the-power-of-the-bus/559697/
https://www.thetransportpolitic.com/2018/05/18/u-s-transit-systems-are-shedding-riders-are-they-under-threat/
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Near-universal declines in bus ridership across the country, with the notable exception of
Seattle. Yonah Freemark, U.S. transit systems are shedding riders. Are they under threat?,
The TransportPolitic (May 18, 2018).

How? For one thing, Seattle ramped up off-peak bus service, adding additional late-night
and weekend buses. This is a way to get at those affluent infrequent transit-riders, who may
be more willing to hop on a bus for quick weekend errands if they know they won’t get stuck
at bus stops for interminable wait times. Studies have shown that headway (the time a
person has to wait  at a stop between transit arrivals) is a major factor in making transit
more attractive. And, as the UCLA study pointed out, SCAG for example only needs one out
of four people in the infrequent transit riders group to replace a single driving trip
with a transit trip once every two weeks to more than compensate for recent ridership
declines. Of course, this kind of strategy only works if a city is able to do this in addition to
maintaining and improving peak weekday service to avoid continuing to hemorrhage its core
ridership group.

LA Metro is working on rethinking its own bus system for the first time in 25 years through
the NextGen Bus Study, which uses an interactive tool to solicit public input on how to
overhaul the county’s bus system:

https://www.thetransportpolitic.com/2018/05/18/u-s-transit-systems-are-shedding-riders-are-they-under-threat/
https://www.thetransportpolitic.com/2018/05/18/u-s-transit-systems-are-shedding-riders-are-they-under-threat/
https://www.thetransportpolitic.com/2018/05/18/u-s-transit-systems-are-shedding-riders-are-they-under-threat/
https://www.thetransportpolitic.com/2018/05/18/u-s-transit-systems-are-shedding-riders-are-they-under-threat/
https://seattletransitblog.com/2017/08/23/sdot-september-2017-service-investments/
https://seattletransitblog.com/2017/08/23/sdot-september-2017-service-investments/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01441640902811304
https://www.metro.net/projects/nextgen/
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Screenshot from NextGen Bus Study, LA Metro

LA Metro is expected to announce results from this study early next year, with changes to
be implemented as early as Fall 2019.

Seattle also has the lowest cost monthly pass in terms of single-ride equivalencies. It only
takes 36 one-way trips (e.g., taking transit to and from work most weekdays), to make a
monthly pass worth it in Seattle. LA Metro, by comparison takes 57 trips to be cost-
effective, the most expensive in the country. By making monthly passes more attractive,
Seattle has been able to incentivize more weekday commuters to use transit on the weekend
since it’s “free” with their monthly pass.

While these two relatively simple strategies are cheaper than, for example, building out a
new rail project–they aren’t free. So how can cities make these kinds of changes financially
feasible? One approach gaining vocal support recently is to consider implementing
congestion pricing. Cities can use fees collected from drivers to both subsidize public transit
passes and fund transit improvements. To date, London is the most successful example of
congestion pricing, and has reduced car traffic more than 40 percent since implementing a

https://www.thetransportpolitic.com/2018/05/18/u-s-transit-systems-are-shedding-riders-are-they-under-threat/
https://www.latimes.com/opinion/livable-city/la-ol-metro-congestion-pricing-20181208-story.html
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per-car charge to enter the city center in 2003 (currently ~$17.50 per car). New York was
the first US city to contemplate congestion pricing, and in last week’s LA Metro board
meeting, CEO Phil Washington endorsed implementing congestion pricing in Los Angeles
with an eye towards making public transit in the county free by the time the Olympics roll
around in 2028. Of course, any such congestion pricing scheme must be paired with
effective public transit to avoid disproportionate impacts on those who are least likely to be
able to afford such a fee–making focusing on reliable bus systems even more important.

https://tfl.gov.uk/modes/driving/congestion-charge/paying-the-congestion-charge
https://ny.curbed.com/2018/3/14/17117204/new-york-congestion-pricing-cuomo-subway-uber
https://la.curbed.com/2018/12/6/18129258/congestion-pricing-free-fares-metro-los-angeles
https://la.streetsblog.org/2018/12/07/congestion-pricing-metro-and-why-project-acceleration-might-not-be-such-a-great-thing/

