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MBTA cuts threaten more than 800 jobs and would 

have outsized impact on Black workers, communities 
hard-hit by COVID-19  

 
Since August, when the MBTA projected a $308 million budget shortfall for Fiscal Year 2021 
(since revised upward to $584 million), the Authority has advanced a controversial plan to 
balance the budget.1 Relying in largest part on shifting capital funds into the operating budget, 
the plan also includes deep service and programmatic and departmental cuts.  

On November 9, the MBTA released its detailed plan for service cuts to address anticipated 
revenue shortfall in Fiscal Year 2022.2  A public input period on the proposed cuts ended on 
December 2, and the Fiscal and Management Control Board is expected to vote on a final 
package of service cuts on December 14. Programmatic cuts have been reviewed at Fiscal and 
Management Control Board meetings, usually as part of the regular budget updates.   

While the MBTA has released information on other aspects of the service and programmatic 
cuts, to our knowledge the MBTA has not publicly released an estimate of how many jobs would 
be lost from these cuts. To fill that gap, this report provides estimates of job losses that are likely 
to occur if the MBTA’s service and programmatic cuts are implemented as planned. We also 
provide an estimate of the cost of the MBTA’s unemployment insurance obligations to directly 
employed workers.   

We also review who will be affected most by the MBTA cuts. Job losses are likely to have a 
disproportionately severe impact on workers who live in communities where COVID-19 rates are 
already high, and on people of color, particularly Black workers, who are hardest hit by the 
pandemic.  
 

Job Cut Estimates 
In the absence of public information from the MBTA, we used publicly available information from 
Fiscal and Management Control Board meetings, public documents requested from the MBTA, 
and other public sources to estimate the number of jobs that would be lost across the system if 
service and programmatic cuts are implemented as proposed, including direct employees and 
employees of companies contracted by the MBTA. Our methodology for each subcategory of 
jobs is explained in the notes.  
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Bus, light rail and heavy rail cuts 

Planned cuts to the MBTA-operated systems of buses, and the Orange, Red, Green and Blue 
lines include decreasing frequency of service, ending service after midnight, eliminating 25 bus 
routes, shortening or consolidating 19 bus routes, eliminating E line service past Brigham 
Circle.3 

The MBTA is self-insured for unemployment claims,4 and could face significant obligations if 
layoffs occur at the scale we estimate. 

Estimate of jobs lost:5  460 

Estimate of cost of unemployment benefits6: up to $8,700,000 
 

Commuter rail  

The MBTA contracts commuter rail operation to Keolis. Cuts to Commuter rail include 
decreasing frequency of service, cutting all weekend service, ending service after 9pm on all 
lines except Fairmount (which will end by 10pm), closing six stations.7  

Estimate of jobs lost8: 130 
 

Ferry  

The MBTA contracts ferry operations to Boston Harbor Cruises. Proposed cuts call for an end to 
all ferry service.9  

Estimate of jobs lost10: 140 

 

Parking 

The MBTA contracts parking operations to Republic Parking System to manage and staff 100 
parking facilities.11  Republic provides payment collection and enforcement, maintenance and 
snow removal.12 The MBTA has provided little public information on changes to its parking 
contract, but has described the changes as “using technology to reduce overhead costs.”13 

Estimate of jobs lost14: 86 
 

Transit Ambassadors (Station Customer Service) 

The MBTA contracts in-station customer service to Block by Block. Proposed cuts would  
eliminate about 11% of staffing across stations.15 

Estimate of jobs lost16: 18 
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Who will be most impacted by job cuts? 
 

Frontline workers who have kept the MBTA running during the pandemic 
Job cuts will affect frontline, essential transit workers who have continued to report to work  
during an historic pandemic. Since March, there have been 234 cases of COVID-19 among 
MBTA workers, including one death.  

 
Workers from communities already facing an elevated health and economic 
burden 

 

The employees most likely to lose their jobs are the MBTA’s bus and train operators and drivers.  
The MBTA has estimated that about 350 of these workers will lose their jobs, out of the 3352 
total workers who are represented by Boston Carmen’s Union, Local 589.17  

These layoffs will take an additional toll on families and communities of color already 
disproportionately threatened by COVID-19. Many of the MBTA drivers, operators, and 
operators and other Carmen’s members live in communities with high rates of COVID-19 
infections. Nearly 50% are Black or African American, a group that has experienced a high 
economic and health toll from COVID-19.  

• Fully 67% (2259) live in municipalities or Boston neighborhoods with current COVID-19 
positive test rates of 4% or higher, meaning these communities are likely to be coded 
“yellow” or “red” under Massachusetts’ risk categorization system.18  

o Of those, 1387 live in communities where COVID-19 rates surpass 6%  
 

• Nine of the 11 communities with highest numbers of MBTA operator and driver residents 
all have COVID positive rates over 4%, and four are over 7% (see Table 1). 
 

• The largest group of operators and drivers (about 13%) live in Dorchester, where the 
Boston Public Health Commission reports cumulative positivity rates are at 11.6% (ZIP 
codes 02122 and 02124) and 11.5% (02121 and 02125), some of the highest in Boston.19 

 

Many communities with high COVID-19 rates are home to a high proportion of people of color, 
including those where many of MBTA operators and drivers live. This reflects the “staggering”  
and “stark” racial disparities that characterize the pandemic in Massachusetts (as elsewhere).20  

MBTA operators and drivers are a racially diverse group: 60.1% are non-white and almost 
49.1% are Black (see Table 2).  

Communities of color in Massachusetts been hard hit by the COVID-19 pandemic. When the 
Baker Administration first released data on the race of COVID-19 infected people in June, rates 
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were elevated among Black and Hispanic residents. The Boston Globe reported that “Black 
residents represent about 7 percent of the population, but their rate of positive COVID-19 cases 
is double that, at 14.4 percent.”21 A Harvard Study published in August found that  a “10-
percentage-point increase in the Black non-Latino population was associated with an increase of 
312.3 COVID-19 cases per 100,000 population, whereas a 10-percentage-point increase in the 
Latino population was associated with an increase of 258.2 cases per 100,000.”22 
 

Table 1. Eleven communities with highest numbers of resident MBTA Drivers and Operators, 
coded by COVID-19 severity 

 

City  

Number 
of MBTA 

Operators 

COVID 
Positive 

Rate 
Dorchester 422 7.4% 
Brockton 237 6.3% 
Randolph 146 4.7% 
Hyde Park 145 7.1% 
Mattapan 135 6.5% 
Roxbury     129 5.6% 
Revere 117 6.7% 
Quincy 112 2.7% 
Lynn 104 10.0% 
Weymouth 86 3.4% 
Everett 73 8.4% 

 

Table 2. Racial Breakdown of MBTA Operators, drivers and affiliated workers 

Race Percent of 
Membership 

Black/African American 49.1% 
White 36.9% 
Hispanic/Latino 8.2% 
Not Specified 3.0% 
Asian 2.4% 
American Indian/Alaska 
Native 0.4% 
Native Hawaiian/Other 
Pacific Island 0.1% 

 

Black and Latinx people in Massachusetts have also been disproportionately affected by the  
economic toll of the pandemic. Unemployment among Black and Latinx workers is around 15%, 
about twice the rate among white and Asian workers.23 
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Public sector jobs, like those at MBTA, have historically been a source of middle class  
stability in Massachusetts, especially for Black workers and their families.24 Good jobs and  
steady employment are particularly important at times of crisis, like the current pandemic  
that is taking a harsh toll on communities of color. Massive layoffs at the MBTA will likely  
worsen pandemic outcomes by pushing hundreds more people into joblessness and instability. 
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