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Blue Ribbon Commission on Sustainability and the MTA

Why Greening Transit Makes Economic Sense: 
Transit’s Four Key Economic Impacts
David Lewis, Senior VP, National Director, Economics and Financial Services, HDR, Inc., notes that failure to enact deep reductions in greenhouse gasses (GHGs) will result in overall costs from climate change equal to the loss of as much as 20 percent of global GDP. There is a clear connection between environmental sustainability and economic viability. Mr. Lewis’s chapter in the report, drawing from a variety of sources, including research from the American Public Transportation Association, highlights four key factors through which transit leverages environmental and economic gains:

Avoiding Carbon Emissions: A regional “mode shift” from automobiles to transit yields economic and environmental benefits at many levels. For example, the CO2 emissions from transit ridership are about one-fifth of those produced by single occupancy automobiles, as measured on a per-passenger-mile basis. Thus, in addition to overall fuel efficiency, the shift from automobiles to transit means an 80 percent rate of “carbon avoidance.” Since transportation accounts for nearly 40 percent of GHG emissions in the U.S., the greening of the nation’s largest transit system has significant value, both directly and as an infrastructure model for other urban areas. As it continues to quantify its carbon avoidance rates, the MTA will also be well positioned for emerging carbon trade markets and carbon-based funding criteria. 

Managing Regional Congestion: Transit reduces traffic congestion, which cost the regional economy some $13 billion in 2007 alone, according to the Partnership for New York City. By improving traffic flow, transit optimizes regional mobility for both passenger and freight sectors. This in turn reduces fuel costs, vehicle operating costs, and the costs associated with traffic accidents. By easing congestion, transit also reduces CO2 emissions from the remaining auto traffic, resulting in yet another level of “carbon avoidance.” Moreover, studies show that in periods of rapid land development and population growth, transit rail systems in highway corridors will absorb and stabilize any related rise in traffic congestion.  

Optimizing Land Use: Transit enables more clustered residential and commercial development, which brings dramatic economic and sustainability gains. According to a major study by the National Research Council, more compact settlement patterns could save the nation $540 billion in building and infrastructure costs.  Moreover, compact, transit-based development not only reduces automobile travel, it reduces the average miles between destinations for all modes of travel, including automobiles. Thus the land-use patterns generated by transit produce a “virtuous spiral” with an ongoing decline in energy consumption and corresponding rise in carbon avoidance. This is clearly evident in the high-density, transit-rich MTA region, where per capita energy consumption is now one quarter the national average.

Generating Higher Values: The value of transit to regional economies will be felt through higher worker mobility, lower energy costs, reduced pressure on public services and other effects. Significantly, those benefits will also extend beyond direct transit system users to the economy at large. One example is the impact on property values, as demonstrated in numerous studies. A study for the Federal Transit Administration, for example, indicates an increase in residential equity value of about $160 for every 100 additional feet of transit station proximity.  Another study in Washington, D.C. shows that for each 1,000 foot decrease in the distance to a transit rail station, commercial property values increased by $2.30 per square foot, while the total value for properties averaging 30,500 square feet rose by over $70,000.
For more information, see the full report online at www.mta.info/environment
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