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TITLE:
Resolution calling upon the Governor of the State of New York to direct the Metropolitan Transportation Authority-New York City Transit to disclose and make available to the public and other government entities financial documents and analyses that might indicate whether a fare increase is necessary or justified. 

INTRODUCTION

On October 10, 2002, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member

John Liu, will hold a hearing on Res. No. 496. Res, No. 496 calls upon Governor of the State of New York to direct the Metropolitan Transportation Authority-New York City Transit to disclose and make available to the public and other government entities financial documents and analyses that might indicate whether a fare increase is necessary or justified. 

BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS

New Yorkers are becomingly increasingly aware and concerned about a potential subway and bus fare increase that could be announced as soon as the end of 2002.  Whether to raise the fare or find other means of subsidizing the cash-strapped MTA is largely up to Governor George E. Pataki.  Both he and his Democratic challenger, H. Carl McCall, have refused to rule out the possibility of a fare hike for Metropolitan Transportation Authority New York City Transit (MTA-NYCT) subways and buses.
  The fare has remained at $1.50 since it went up from $1.25 in 1995.
  A fifty-cent fare hike, bringing the total fare to $2.00,
 would be a hardship to millions of New Yorkers who simply cannot afford the increase.

Today’s hearing will examine the current subway and bus ridership trends in New York City, the MTA-NYCT budget situation and the need for a potential fare increase.  The Committee will hear from advocates representing a variety of interests who are opposed to any fare increase.  The Committee also hopes to hear from the MTA regarding their financial justification for a potential fare increase.  

History of the MTA-NYCT Bus and Subway Fare

Many New Yorkers may be surprised to learn that the current subway and bus fare, at $1.50, has “held steady” since November 12, 1995.  Although the increase to $1.50 was a financial burden to many New Yorkers, MTA-NYCT soon thereafter introduced the MetroCard that saved transit riders money and was seen by many as more convenient and easier to use than tokens.  MetroCard first debuted in July 1997, allowing transit riders to transfer free from bus to subway, subway to bus and bus to bus.  By 1998, the MetroCards were available on 7-day and 30-day unlimited bases, which let transit riders take as many trips as they want for a fixed price.
  According to New York City Transit (NYCT) figures, approximately 40% of MetroCard users now buy these daily, weekly, or monthly unlimited cards, thus bringing the average per-ride cost down.

New Yorkers depend on mass transit.

MetroCard weekly and monthly discounts have reduced overall costs for transit riders.  By riding subways and buses more frequently, riders could bring their average fare as low as approximately $1.06.
  As a result of these savings, combined with the City’s population growth in the late 1990’s, subway ridership has increased 29% and bus ridership has gone up 50% over the last five years.
 This translates into a million more riders on an average day than just five years ago.  These figures are consistent with the national figures, showing that transit ridership has increased by 5% in major cities since 1997.
  Meanwhile, subway service has increased by 10% and bus service has gone up by 27% in the last five years.
  

Despite the fact that ridership has increased over the last five years, MTA-NYCT has not implemented the service improvements necessary to accommodate the nearly 8 million riders that use its network each day.  Conditions in the City’s subways have deteriorated despite having more riders contributing more money to the operating budget. According to a recent Straphangers Campaign report, subways have gotten cleaner and more reliable, but crowding has gotten worse.  The Straphangers found that a rider’s chance of getting a seat during the rush hour is only 28%, down from 31% two years ago.  This is due largely to a lack of capacity on several of the City’s most crowded lines, an aged signal system, and other factors.
  Figure I demonstrates the ratio between the increase in service as compared to the increase in ridership on City buses and subways.

Figure I
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New York has the highest rates of subway ridership and the most dense concentration of economic activity in the United States. Over 2 million people work in lower Manhattan and Midtown.  Of these workers, 84% use mass transit during the  morning and evening rush hour.
  According to 2000 US Census data, New York is the only city in the United States where a majority of households do not own an automobile.  Figure II shows the rates of New York City households that do not own or lease a car:






Figure II
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New York City benefits from mass transit
The economic benefits of New York City’s mass transit system are vast.  The concentration of economic activity that exists in lower Manhattan and Midtown combined with the time that workers save by not driving to work results in greater worker productivity.  The average for worker productivity in New York City is 62% higher than that of the rest of the nation.
 Other benefits include a reduction in energy use, a reduction in congestion, cleaner air, and greater passenger safety.

Financial Picture

The MTA’s total operating budget is approximately $7.5 billion and the five-year capital budget is $17.2 billion.  NYCT’s portion of this operating budget is about $4.8 billion.   The City’s contribution to NYCT’s operating budget is around $235 million, or just 5% of the total.
  Mayor Michael Bloomberg, however, has indicated recently that the City, due to its own budget woes, may have to cut its contribution to the MTA’s budget, thereby deepening the $663 million deficit that the agency faces in the coming fiscal year.
  Mayor Bloomberg’s divestment is a cause for concern in that it could prompt the State to do the same.  In 1995, when then Mayor Rudy Giuliani cut $128 million from the city transit budget, the State followed suit and implemented the largest fare hike in history.
  

There are a host of reasons that the MTA is anticipating such a large budget deficit.  First, New York State has not committed to continuing, on an annual basis, the one-time $250 million cash infusion that it provided to the MTA earlier this year.   Also, both the City and the State have pulled back from any direct funding commitment to capital needs since 1995, relying instead on debt financing.  The MTA’s debt service payments in 2000 totaled over $247 million, twice the 1995 level.
  Of the $5.5 billion in government funds going towards the MTA capital budget, about $5 billion comes from the Federal government.  The City’s current contribution to the capital budget is $530 million, and the State’s is zero.

New York City does not receive its fair share from Albany.  With the highest concentration of people and mass transit infrastructure in the State, NYCT moves 84% of the State’s transit riders, but the City receives only about 63% of State aid.  Long Island Rail Road and MetroNorth—both MTA affiliates--move just 5% of the State’s transit riders and get 23% of State transit aid.  Also, subway and bus riders are subsidizing NYCT’s operating budget to the tune of 60% while riders on the LIRR contribute about 44% and those on MetroNorth contribute about 54% of operational costs.  The national average is about 40%.
 

CONCLUSION

The Committee hopes that representatives of MTA-NYCT share with them and the public all relevant financial reasons and other factors that could lead to a fare increase.  The Committee will hear from a number of advocacy groups who are concerned about this potential fare increase and the MTA-NYCT’s current funding formulas.  They see any fare increase as a tax on those who can least afford it and are most dependent on mass transit: seniors, people with disabilities, youth, and low-income New Yorkers. 
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