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The Route to Stronger Public Transit

Increasing Funding for Public Transit

Public transit is a vital public service that millions of 
Americans rely on every day, and public investments in 
transit have the power to transform state and local economies 
and generate quality jobs. To realize these benefits in full, 
transit needs long-term, structural support instead of short-
term, cobbled-together solutions. Stable and diverse revenue 
sources for transit will drive economic growth, increase labor 
force participation, and reduce congestion.

Investments in transit bring extraordinary returns to our 
communities. Every public dollar of investment in transit 
generates five dollars of economic activity.1  Businesses 
benefit from transit bringing customers to their doors. 
Transit also reduces unemployment by making it easier for 
workers to reach potential jobs. For example, a 2021 study 
of light rail in 12 US cities found that light rail expansion 
was associated with a 39% increase in labor market 
participation in neighborhoods near new stations.2 When 
Clayton County, Georgia suddenly eliminated their bus 
service in 2010 because of budget shortfalls, unemployment 
nearly doubled in the areas where Clayton cut service.  
Residents lost their jobs because they couldn’t get to 
work, and Clayton County lost  sales tax revenue because 
unemployed residents don’t buy much. Voters recognized 
this mistake and overwhelmingly approved a ballot measure 
to have Clayton County join MARTA in 2014 to bring 
back the bus, because they recognized that public transit is 
a sound investment.
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Public transit doesn’t just improve economies; it also 
improves our quality of life. Investments in transit relieve 
road congestion, making both transit vehicles and private 
cars move more smoothly through our communities.3  Transit 
usage is also associated with better health outcomes and 
reduced public healthcare spending.4 Transit service creates 
tremendous economic value beyond the revenues brought in 
through the farebox.

State and local governments must increase public transit 
funding to take advantage of its many benefits. When 
service improves, transit systems attract new riders and their 
accompanying fare revenue. State investment in transit 
is key to activating a virtuous cycle of growth for transit 
systems and the communities they move. Transit agencies 
need stable and secure funding to provide these benefits. 



And riders need to know that the services they rely on will 
be there tomorrow.

State governments currently provide 23% of transit 
operating funding in America.5 However, states are wildly 
divergent in how much funding they provide for public 
transit. In FY 2023, state funding for public transit 
ranged from $7.6 billion in New York to $0 in Alabama, 
Hawaii, and Nevada.6 States should increase funding for 
public transit, particularly those that are lagging behind 
their peers.

Localities also have an important role to play in paying for 
public transit. Just ask voters. In 2024, voters approved 87% 
of the public transit funding initiatives on ballots across the 
country, greenlighting over $25 billion in public transportation 
funding.7 Those gains would be higher if states did not restrict 
voters from deciding for themselves if they want to approve 
new local taxes and fees to support transit. Voters want to 
pay for transit because they know the value it brings to their 
communities, and states should listen to the will of the people 
and allow localities to levy local transit taxes and fees, and 
experiment with innovative funding solutions like land value 
taxes and congestion pricing.

To provide the stable funding that transit needs, states 
and localities should draw on a diverse set of sources, such 
as gas taxes, sales taxes, property taxes, corporate income 
taxes, and payroll taxes.8 Revenue diversification allows 
states to navigate changing market conditions and provide 
quality transit service over the long term. Public transit is 
vital for the people who rely on it, and it should be backed 
by a diverse array of revenue sources to ensure stable and 
adequate funding year after year.
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Public transit is a vital public service that millions of 
Americans rely on every day, and it is an investment that is 
proven to boost local economies. ATU supports long-term, 
dedicated funding for public transit instead of short-term 
stopgaps. Providing stable and diverse revenue sources for 
public transit is an investment in economic growth, access 
to jobs, and enhanced mobility.

ATU SUPPORTS:

1.	 Increasing state and local funding for public 
transportation;

2.	 Dedicating sources of revenue for public 
transportation, such as gas taxes, sales taxes, corporate 
income taxes, payroll taxes, property taxes, congestion 
pricing, and other motor vehicle taxes, tolls, and fees;

3.	 In those states that currently have restrictions on the use 
of gas tax revenues, allowing such funds to be used for 
both highways and transit; and

4.	 Granting cities, counties, and transit authorities 
the power to levy taxes to fund local public transit 
systems.

ATU SUPPORTS:


