PUT THE FRONTLINE

FIRST!

Families Need Affordable Transit
Transit affordability is key to fulfilling the American Rescue Plan’s mandate to “deliver

immediate relief to working families bearing the brunt of this crisis” and supporting our state’s
COVID relief and recovery effort.
The Legislature can deliver transit affordability by designating $350 million in ARPA funds
at the Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority and the Commonwealth’s 15 Regional
Transit Authorities (RTAs):
• $260 million to fund two years of a means-tested, reduced-fare program at the MBTA
• $90 million to replace lost fare revenue for two years of free-fare programs at all RTAs

LOW-INCOME WORKERS, INCLUDING MANY FRONTLINE WORKERS, ARE STRUGGLING TO GET BY
The pandemic’s health and economic impacts worsened already-dire conditions for working
families and communities of color. Before the pandemic, the statewide poverty rate was
9.4%. In communities of color, which were hit hard by the pandemic, the poverty rate was
even higher: 33.9% in Roxbury, 26.9% in Springfield, and 18.1% in Chelsea.[1]
Many of those struggling are frontline workers
• In Massachusetts, frontline workers were more likely to be low-income, with child care
and social service workers, building cleaning workers, and grocery workers suffering the
highest rates of poverty.[2]
• Low-paying frontline occupations such as care work and cleaning services are often held
by women and people of color, increasing the burden on these groups.[3] The same groups
also suffer high rates of unemployment.[4]

LOW-WAGE FRONTLINE WORKERS ARE PAYING A HIGH COST FOR TRANSIT
• Frontline workers could not work from home and continued to depend on public
transportation throughout the pandemic.[5]
• Transit ridership has remained highest among riders of color and low-income riders, who
have borne the cost of public transit as they faced elevated COVID risk.[6]
• Fare costs have risen much faster than inflation, with subway fare increasing 140%
since 2000.[7]
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RECOMMENDED PROGRAMS AND COSTS
MBTA: Reduced-fare program for low-income riders
• The MBTA estimated a reduced-fare program for riders below 200% of the federal poverty
level would cost up to $112 million a year in lost revenue and operation costs, plus $44
million in one-time implementation expenses.[8]
• We recommend the Legislature designate $260 million in ARPA money to fund a
reduced-fare program for MBTA riders, covering all modes including bus, rapid transit,
commuter rails, ferry, and paratransit (The RIDE).
RTAs: Fare-free systems for all riders
• In 2019, total fare collections for all RTAs was $44 million.[9] This included all modes of transit
— fixed route, commuter buses, and paratransit.
• Free-fare programs may be more cost-effective than means-tested programs for most RTAs,
given the costs of fare collection and high proportion of low-income riders.[10]
• We recommend the Legislature designate $90 million in ARPA money to replace fare
revenue for each RTA to create at least two years of fare-free programs.
Transit affordability is key to our state’s recovery
Our state won’t truly recover unless low-income families and communities have the opportunity
to build back better. To get Massachusetts back to work, it’s crucial that we ensure all people
have access to the affordable transit they need to search for and commute to work. We must
use ARPA money to fund transit affordability and support low-income and frontline workers.
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