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Mass transit systems are essential services for large cities. Without them, traffic jams and automobile
accidents would cripple the ebb and flow of commuters and businesses. Despite this demand, mass transit is
rarely profitable.
For example, take New York City. A $2.50 subway ticket will get you anywhere in the sprawling five boroughs;
you could actually ride the subway 24 hours a day to the Bronx, Manhattan, Queens and Brooklyn forever
without spending another dime. In Chicago, the same service costs $5. So how can NYC pay for its millions of
expenses each year?
The simple answer is it can't. Most cities support mass transit with taxes, or surplus transfers from other
enterprises.
I grew up in New York City in the 1960s. In 1969, the toll to travel from Queens to the Bronx was a mere 25
cents. Today, the one-way toll is $8. Believe it or not, that's a 3,200% increase in the last 56 years. Where
does that money go?
The answer is that buses and subways in NYC are subsidized by the surpluses of bridges and tunnels to and
from Manhattan and the other boroughs. At $8 a pop, these thoroughfares can generate enough money in a
single year to pay for the original construction costs of facilities like the Whitestone Bridge, or the Verrazano
Narrows Bridge – from Brooklyn to Staten Island! Bridge and tunnel maintenance costs can be expensive – but
not that prohibitive!
If you own mass transit bonds, make sure that subsidies are secure with a long track record. If not, your
investments are merely an accident waiting to happen.
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