As Gas Prices Soar, Transit Agencies Say ‘Dump the Pump’
by Laura Bliss
March 10, 2022 – For U.S. public transit agencies, soaring gasoline prices could translate into much-needed ridership gains.  Some big-city systems have seen upticks in usage in recent days.
Prices at the pump in the U.S. hit an average of $4.31 per gallon nationally on Wednesday — following the fastest 7-day increase on record — as Russia’s invasion of Ukraine shook the energy market and President Joe Biden banned oil imported from Russia.
Daily ridership on New York City subways increased 3% from March 1 to March 8, a gain of 101,595 trips.  On Washington, D.C.’s MetroRail, ridership rose roughly 4% between the same dates, while trips on San Francisco Bay Area’s BART system climbed 7%. 
“That’s a huge jump, considering we’ve just now come out of the omicron slump,” said Alicia Trost, BART’s chief communications officer. 
It is still too early to say how much of those gains can be attributed to fuel costs or any other single factor, Trost and other agency leaders stressed.  Demand for transit across the U.S. is still just 62% of what it was pre-pandemic, according to a data dashboard by the American Public Transit Association.  But trains and buses have been slowly but steadily refilling in 2021 and 2022; as the omicron surge subsides, white-collar workers are now streaming back to the office. 
Historically, sharp increases in gasoline prices have motivated travelers to try transit.  A 2011 study by Bradley Lane, a professor of public affairs at the University of Kansas, looked at the impacts on bus and rail systems in 33 U.S. metropolitan areas from January 2002 to March 2009.  The period marked the last time fuel costs rose nearly as much as they did this past week.  Prices spiking after Hurricane Katrina in 2005, then peaked in the summer of 2008.  Lane found that every 10% jump in fuel costs led to as much as a 4% increase in bus ridership and 8% increase for rail. 
Those effects were staggered, with some initial jumps in transit travel occurring in the 1st months of the fuel cost spike and additional increases happening later.  Denser cities with better bus and rail offerings — places like New York City, San Francisco and Washington, D.C. — saw quicker ridership gains, compared to more sprawling metros where larger shares of the population rely on cars. 
As for the impact that Lane predicts this current price surge to have on transit, “it depends entirely on how long this conflict in Ukraine lasts,” he said. 
That’s not stopping systems across the U.S. from beckoning commuters and other travelers back on board.  In a transportation landscape still shaken by Covid-19, transit agency leaders from cities big and small — including Philadelphia, Cleveland, Ohio, and Monterey, California — are expressing hope that the combination of in-person work and higher prices at the pump will lure back riders lost to remote work and other lifestyle shifts during the pandemic.
In the San Francisco Bay Area, which also boasts some of the nation’s costliest gas, a boost in riders would be especially welcome. The region’s tech employers have been slow to ask workers to come back to the office, and San Francisco has the nation’s lowest office occupancy rate.  BART ridership is just 30% of what it was before the pandemic; its board of directors recently discussed “crisis mode” strategies to make up for lost passengers.
“We see this moment as absolutely critical to getting people to try our system even 1 day a week,” said Trost of BART.  She pointed to safety and sanitation improvements the agency has made since the start of Covid-19, alongside less crowding.  “We’re really trying to communicate what riding our system is like now, because it’s nothing like what it was before the pandemic.”
Expensive gas could also have a powerful effect on former commuter rail riders who took up driving to work during the pandemic.  Jim Smith, a spokesperson for New Jersey Transit, said in an email that ridership into New York City has returned to 60% of pre-pandemic levels, up from below 50% during the omicron surge.  “Historically, gas[oline] prices have been a deciding factor on customers’ decisions to move from driving to public transit,” Smith said. 
Conflicts abroad have been felt before at gas stations and transit systems, and have stimulated other modes as well.  During World War II, gasoline rationing in the U.S. triggered a surge in transit ridership — rescuing transit systems staggered by the Depression and the rise of private autos — and also encouraging more people to ride bikes or walk, Peter Norton, a transportation historian at the University of Virginia, said in an email.  Carpooling took off, thanks to government-promoted ride-sharing clubs.  The OPEC oil shocks of the 1970s had similar effects, especially in European cities.  Officials in the Netherlands instituted driving bans and invested in cycling infrastructure to combat high fuel prices, as did those in Denmark and West Germany.
But in the U.S., Norton said, policymakers have all but assured that any past boosts in transit ridership due to fuel constraints would be temporary.  Instead of capitalizing on the interest in saving gas and pursuing long-term infrastructural and land-use changes that could have reduced energy consumption long-term, U.S. leaders tended to stigmatize transit riders and cut system funding after the 1970s.  Once long lines at the pump eased and prices dropped, Americans went back to driving.  (And they chose to do so in ever-larger vehicles.)  Today, “many drivers will complain about the prices but keep driving,” Norton said. 
As a result of these long-term patterns, good alternatives to driving simply aren’t available in many parts of the U.S.  Some 45% of Americans lack access to transit, said Art Guzzetti, the vice president of public policy at the American Public Transportation Association.  That places a particular burden on lower-income families, who spend a bigger share of their earnings on driving and fueling up.
“Transit is the best way to escape the high price of gas,” he said.  “That’s why we have to prepare for times like this, to make sure that transit choices are available and usable.”
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